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This poor man cried out, and the LORD heard him,

And saved him out of all his troubles.

PSALM 34:6
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PROLOGUE

The Vow

THIS BOOK BEGAN AS a promise I made to God in the worst year
of my life.

In July 2008 I lost my job in the middle of the Great Recession.
I was sure another would come quickly. None did, and the phone
began ringing every five minutes: creditors, collection agencies,
the mortgage company warning of foreclosure, credit card com-
panies threatening to sue. I was scared to death. At night I lay
awake running numbers that refused to add up; in the morning I
prayed, and by breakfast the phone had started again.

I have to tell you what my praying was like then, because this
whole book stands or falls on that honesty. I believed prayer was
a mechanism. I had been taught that if I spoke the name of Jesus
over a problem with enough faith, the problem would move, so I
claimed, I declared, I rebuked. Every morning the mountain was
exactly where I had left it. I had thought I possessed a strong
faith, and never imagined God would let a believer land there.
Since the mechanism could not be wrong, I concluded that I was:
not enough faith, not enough effort, too much sin. Anyone who

has lived inside that theology knows what it does to a soul. The
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god at the end of it keeps books with a bookkeeper’s face, and
you are always behind on your payments.

Then the house went. I had designed that house myself, from
the ground up, every wall and every window. We signed the pa-
pers under duress and drove away. As far as I could see, that was
God’s answer to a year of desperate prayer: a moving truck.

I was wrong. God was answering the whole time. I could not
see it because I was watching the wrong door.

Here is what actually happened that year. None of the catas-
trophes I rehearsed in the dark ever arrived. The lawsuits never
came. We were never homeless and never hungry. Near the bot-
tom, I found a can of chicken noodle soup marked down to nine-
ty-nine cents at a grocery store, bought it, and that is how God
fed me that day. I have eaten at fine tables since, and I remember
none of those meals. I remember the can. Daily bread, it turns
out, is exactly what the prayer says: bread for the day, given dai-
ly, never a year in advance. People who hear this story always
ask about the next day. The next day a woman from the church
brought me whatever she could find in her refrigerator, a can of
soup, a potato, and more. Those were days I thanked God for
what I was sure was my last meal, certain I would beg by morn-
ing. I never had to. “I have been young, and now am old,” the
psalm says, “Yet I have not seen the righteous forsaken, Nor his
descendants begging bread” (Psalm 37:25 NK]JV).

The loss itself was doing something too. One question finally
cut through my self-pity: why did losing the house hurt so much,
if God was feeding me every day? The answer took me years to
admit. I had been clinging. The house, the salary, the picture of

myself as a man who could handle his own life: those were what
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I trusted, and most of my prayers asked God to guard my grip on
them. What I called faith was an illusion of control. He loved me
too much to leave me holding it. He pried my fingers open one at
a time, and at the time I called each finger an unanswered prayer.

Somewhere in that darkness I made God a promise. A ques-
tion had pressed on me all year: why does God let those who
trust Him suffer? I promised that if He carried me through, I
would one day write down what I had learned in the dark about
how He answers prayer. It could not be a victory story; I had no
victories to report. The job was gone and the house was gone. It
would be a testimony about what our darkest moments are for,
written by a man who had been to the bottom of one, not alone
there. This book is that vow, kept, many years late. God has been
patient about collecting.

Now let me say plainly what this book is and what it is not.

It is not a book of techniques. I have no method that makes
God do things, and I distrust every method that promises it can.
In many years as a clergyman I have sat with too many people
those methods quietly destroyed. They come to me ashamed,
convinced that a prayer failed because their faith was too thin, or
that God grades on effort and they flunked. If that is you, I wrote
this book for you, and here is my message in advance: the defect
you keep looking for in yourself does not exist.

It is not a book of arguments either. I will not try to prove that
prayer “works.” What I have is what a clergyman has: Scripture,
stories, and scars. Let me be honest from the first page, as I am
with my own congregation. I am a clergyman, and still not all of
my prayers are answered the way I ask. I do not always know

what God’s will is. Anyone who claims he always knows, and
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always receives, is not describing the Christian life; he is describ-
ing a fantasy of it. Yet I have watched God answer prayer for
more than three decades. Sometimes He answers exactly as
asked. More often in ways nobody thought to ask. And always, I
am now convinced, He answers with a purpose better than the
request. That conviction is the whole argument of this book, and I
mean to earn it one chapter at a time.

Under that conviction sits one verse that has carried me longer

than any other:

This poor man cried out, and the LORD heard him, And
saved him out of all his troubles. (Psalm 34:6 NKJV)

Notice the order. First the cry, and it is a poor man’s cry, the
cry of someone with nothing left to bargain with. That was my
condition in 2008, and it is the secret condition of everyone who
prays. Then the hearing. Then the saving, out of all his troubles,
with not one word about how or when. The psalmist tells us God
saved him. He never says it looked like a rescue. Having been the
poor man, I can tell you it almost never does.

So here is what I ask of you. You have a prayer of your own.
You knew which one before I finished this sentence: the healing
that has not come, the marriage that has not mended, the child
who has not come home, the door that has not opened. Bring it
with you. Do not leave it outside to be polite. Here is the road we
will walk, the road your prayer is already on. First the asking;:
what prayer is, and what it never was. Then the waiting: silence,
delay, disappointment, and the thorn that stays. Then the answer:
how God actually responds, seldom how we pictured it. And last,

10



THE VOW

the Giver Himself, who turns out to be what we were asking for
underneath everything else.

“The LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; Blessed be
the name of the LORD” (Job 1:21). Job could say both halves in
one breath because he knew both came from the same hands. By
the last page of this book, I want you to be able to say it too.

We begin with a confusion I carried for half my life without
once examining it: a quiet assumption about what prayer is actu-

ally for.
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PART I

The Asking



CHAPTER ONE

God Is Not a Vending Machine

THE ASSUMPTION WAS SIMPLE: prayer was for getting things
from God. This chapter exists to unsay it. Prayer is communion
with God, and every petition belongs inside that communion;
reverse the order and prayer eventually collapses. Nobody ever
sat me down and taught me the false version, and if you had
asked me then whether God was a dispenser of favors, I would
have been offended. But watch what a man does and you will
learn his real theology. I prayed when I needed something. I
judged my prayers by whether the something arrived. When it
came, I called my faith strong; when it stayed away, I went hunt-
ing for the malfunction, in my faith, in my conduct, in my tech-
nique. After years of sitting with other people and their prayers, I
can tell you this belief quietly runs most of us.

A vending machine is an honest piece of engineering, and I
mean it no insult. You put in exact change, you press the code,
and the thing drops into the tray. The whole transaction is over in
a minute, and neither party owes the other anything further. You
do not thank it. You do not linger beside it for the pleasure of its

company. And when you pay and press and nothing drops, you
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feel a very specific indignation, because a contract has been bro-
ken. You slap the glass, which has never once helped, and then
you stop feeding it coins. For years, without ever saying so, that
was my working picture of prayer. Faith was the coinage. The
promises of Scripture were the codes I punched in. God, some-
where behind the glass, was the mechanism obliged to deliver.

I tried the transaction for the first time as a boy. A piece of
schoolwork was due the next morning, and on the night before,
half of it was done and the rest had beaten me flat. So I took a
cross, set it on top of the unfinished work, and said, “Jesus, I
want you to finish my work. I'm going to shower now, and when
I return, I should see the work completed.” I even gave Him pri-
vacy while He worked. I came back clean and hopeful, and the
disappointment dropped on me like cold water: the work sat ex-
actly as I had left it. I laugh at that boy now, and I also recognize
him, because his prayer was my adult praying without the man-
ners. He had put in his coin and pressed his code, and he at least
had a child’s excuse for it. It took me years to accept the lesson
handed to him that evening: the fact that God can do a thing does
not mean He owes it.

That boy grew into a young man, and the picture only hard-
ened. As a young believer I prayed, earnestly and for years, that
God would make me as rich as the wealthiest man alive. I did not
want the money for myself; I had settled that objection before I
ever bowed my head. I prayed something like this: Would it not
benefit Your Kingdom if I became that successful? With such in-
fluence I could preach the Gospel and bring people to Christ in
droves. The wealth could build You a beautiful church. Why

should those who proclaim Your Gospel live in poverty?
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People may not be attracted to You if they see us poor. I
meant every word, and I had the sequence worked out for Him
too, fortune first, influence next, then the great harvest of souls,
as if the Almighty had been waiting all this time on my liquidity.
You may stare at this page in disbelief that a believer prayed such
a prayer. I will only say that I have since heard the same prayer
from many mouths, and from the inside it always sounds noble.

God never rebuked me for it. What came back was nothing,
year after year of nothing, and slowly it became plain that what-
ever God had in mind for me, it was never that. Scripture eventu-
ally showed me why the refusal was mercy. Jesus told a parable
about a rich man whose fields produced so well that his only
problem was storage (Luke 12:16-21). The man built bigger barns,
then stood among them talking to his own soul, promising it ease
and long years. Pay attention to that word. In Scripture the word
translated “soul” means the whole of a man’s life, everything he
is, and this man handles his own life as one more crop to stock-
pile and spend on himself.

Then God calls him a fool, and Scripture means something
sharp by that. The fool of Psalm 14 is the man who lives as
though there is no God, whatever his lips profess. This very
night, God tells him, your soul is required of you: eternity break-
ing into time without an appointment. He had confused the size
of his storage with the size of his soul. The hollow in a human
heart is a space carved for communion, and no amount of con-
sumption ever fills it; this man packed his with perishable things.
He had provided for every year except eternity, and he went out
of the world with full barns and empty hands, because he had

stored up treasure for himself and was not rich toward God.
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When I finally heard that parable, I recognized my own barns.
Mine were to be built for God, which is exactly what made my
version so hard to see through. Underneath, the accounting was
identical: influence measured in crowds, worth measured in
wealth, the Kingdom advanced by the tools the world uses to ad-
vance everything else. I had drafted a business plan and asked
God to countersign it. He declined, and His declining was mercy,
because praying for wealth in order to further the Kingdom turns
faith itself into a transaction, and it forgets how God actually
works. He works through what looks weak and humble in the
eyes of the world, so that the power is unmistakably His. He also
works on the worker while He works. There was a mercy under
the mercy, and it took me years to accept it: I had been made, and
so have you, not for comfort but for glory, and the glory God
prepares for His children is never the gold of kings. Had He
made me rich for the Kingdom’s sake, I am fairly sure the King-
dom would have gotten very little out of me, and God would
have gotten none of me at all.

Now let me state the teaching at the center of this chapter, be-
cause my foolish prayer was only one costume the error wears.
The goal of prayer is communion with God. Petitions have an
honored place, and I bring mine daily, but they are offered inside
that communion, in its shelter and on its terms. Do not reverse
the order. If the goal of my praying is that my petitions be grant-
ed, disappointment is only a matter of time, and when enough of
it accumulates I will walk away from God. I have watched that
happen more times than I can count. Watch, too, what the rever-
sal does to love. A vending machine keeps perfect accounts, and

a transaction is careful never to give more than it gets. Love keeps
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no such books. Love does not calculate; it wastes; it spends itself
and files no receipt, and a heart trained to pray the machine’s
way stopped weighing the answer against the asking long ago.
The reversed order also keeps a person a spiritual child. Hand a
small child a wrapped present and the giver ceases to exist; the
spiritual child is no different, more interested in the gifts than in
the Parent, and cold to the thought of communing with Him.

I have sat with people on the far side of that leaving, and their
unbelief is strangely personal. They tell me they no longer believe
in God, and then they spend an hour telling me, with real heat,
everything He failed to do: the prayers He ignored, the healing
He withheld, the years they poured in for nothing. Their grief
gives them away. Nobody storms out of a room that was always
empty. What died in most of them was a contract someone had
assured them God had signed, insert faith and receive outcome,
and when it failed they did what all of us do to a machine that
eats the coins. Underneath the wreckage there is usually a whis-
per, and I believe the whisper has an author. The devil lies to the
disappointed. He tells them the request went ungranted because
God ignored them, or could not manage it, or did not care. The lie
only works on a man whose prayer was a transaction, because
inside a transaction those are the only explanations left.

I must say a hard thing here, and I say it as a man describing
his own former faith, not yours. God never signed that contract.
Christianity is not first of all about God answering our prayers
and handing us everything we hoped for. I have known believers
who denied themselves, took up their cross, and followed Christ,
yet experienced nothing they would call supernatural. No vision

came, no windfall, not even a vivid dream. By the contract’s
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arithmetic those people are failures, and I have watched that ver-
dict settle its shame onto some of the most faithful faces I know.
The verdict is a lie. The faith was never about the recovery of the
wealth, the health, or the life we once had and lost. It is about our
restoration as the image and likeness of God, and everything else
arrives as a bonus. The truest blessing was never what I received;
it is who I become in communion with Christ. A person who has
grasped that much has already stepped out of the machine’s
shadow, whether or not a single circumstance has changed.

Jesus attacked this root directly, in the very act of teaching His
disciples to pray. Before He gave them one word of the prayer we
all know, He told them this about the Father who would be lis-

tening;:

Therefore do not be like them. For your Father knows the
things you have need of before you ask Him. (Matthew 6:8
NKJV)

That sentence unmakes every transactional theory of prayer. If
prayer is a mechanism for informing God, the verse abolishes it,
because He already knows. If prayer is a mechanism for persuad-
ing God, the verse abolishes that as well, for what leverage re-
mains with a Father who counted your needs before you felt
them? Now notice what the verse leaves standing. It leaves “your
Father.” Jesus removes the coins, the codes, and the glass, and
where the machine stood He sets a Person who knew you first.
Whatever prayer is for, it is for something that outlives the in-
forming and the persuading, something still in the room when
the only thing left is the relationship.

St. Augustine faced the obvious objection sixteen centuries

ago: why ask at all, if God already knows? A widow named Pro-
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ba had written to him, anxious to pray as she ought, and his long
answer to her has steadied me for years. God has no need of our
asking, Augustine told her, and He commands it anyway, be-
cause the asking exercises our desire, stretches it, widens it, until
the soul grows large enough to receive what God is preparing to
give. The prayer does its first work on the one praying. Conversa-
tion with anyone we love does the same; only with machines do
we trade goods and walk off unchanged. Proba never got a tech-
nique out of him. She got what I hope you are beginning to sus-
pect: the asking itself was drawing her into company.

The old writers called prayer the breath of the Christian, and I
finally understand why they meant it plainly. A man can think
about breathing, talk about breathing, admire diagrams of the
lungs, and suffocate all the same. Air does him good only when
he draws it in. In the same way, a man may think about God and
speak about God for fifty years and never once have a relation-
ship with Him, because thinking about God and talking about
God are not the same as breathing Him in. You can have a rela-
tionship with an idea; you cannot commune with what is not
alive. Only praying is the drawing of breath. I say this with some
shame, because many years as a clergyman have taught me how
easy it is to handle the holy things all day without once speaking
to Him. Communion can sound like a word reserved for mystics
on mountains. It names something plain enough for a kitchen ta-
ble: being with, remaining with, returning to. Some evenings it
looks like coming to God with nothing to report and no requests
to file, the way you sit down beside someone you love at the end

of a long day, and the sitting is the point.

* % X
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YEARS INTO THIS SLOW conversion, a man who had known me a
long time asked me about my praying. He had watched the shape
of my life, the early rising, the returning to God in every season,
and he knew perfectly well that plenty of the things I had prayed
for had never happened. It was an ordinary conversation in an
ordinary place, which is where the real theological questions of a
life get asked. There was no malice in it, only honest puzzlement,
the kind I have learned to treasure because it says out loud what
politer people only think.

“Why do you keep at all this?” he said. “Does it work? Do you
get your prayers answered?”

“No,” I said. “I just want to commune with my God.”

He looked at me the way you look at a man who has an-
swered a different question from the one you asked. But I had
answered his exact question. It had simply stopped being my
question somewhere along the years, and until that moment I had
not noticed the change. The young man who prayed for the
wealth of kings could never have said that sentence; he would
have defended prayer’s success rate, produced testimonies, ex-
plained the delays away. I still bring my petitions, and you will
see in every chapter of this book that I never stopped bringing
them. But the only outcome I have a right to expect from every
prayer, without exception, is God Himself, and His will. Nothing
else. Once that became true of me, the cares I carry into prayer
began to weigh very little against the joy of the company, and
none of them, granted or refused, can separate me from the love
of Christ.

There is a verse in the Psalms that maps this conversion from

the inside:
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When You said, “Seek My face,” My heart said to You, “Your
face, LORD, I will seek.” (Psalm 27:8)

Notice who speaks first. The seeking that looks like our own
initiative begins as God’s invitation; David is answering a voice
that called him first. Notice also what is sought. A face is the one
thing you cannot want for any reason beyond itself. Bread you
want against hunger, rain you want for the fields, but a face you
want for the sake of who looks out of it. For years I watched
God’s hand, waiting to see what it would set in the tray, and a
man can do business that way for a lifetime and never once look
up at the face above the hand. In this same psalm David asks for
one thing only: to dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of
his life and to behold His beauty. That is a man who has finally
looked up. The hand is as generous as it ever was. He has simply
stopped mistaking the hand for the whole of God.

None of this means we must arrive at God’s door with laun-
dered desires. C.S. Lewis, in his letters on prayer, insisted that we
must lay before God “what is in us, not what ought to be in us,”
and I can vouch for the counsel. The most useful prayer of my
young life was that embarrassing petition for the wealth of kings.
It was foolish, and it was genuinely in me, and I said it to Him
out loud, which gave Him something true to work on. A respect-
able prayer would have left the folly inside, unconfessed, running
my life from the dark. That longing was not a sin to be crushed,
and I did not have to pretend it had never lived in me; and notice
what God did with it once it was out in the open: He refused the
currency and kept the longing.

I wanted my life to count for His Kingdom, and He has been

honoring that desire ever since, in a coin I did not know existed.
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He does want His children to prosper. I believe that more firmly
today than I believed it when I prayed for millions. The prosper-
ing He intends is in eternal things: in wisdom, in love, in holi-
ness, in courage, in compassion. Those are the treasures of the
Kingdom, the kind moth and rust cannot touch and no market
can ever crash, which is more than I could once say for the for-
tune I begged Him for.

People with a transactional view of prayer often lean their
whole weight on one promise of Jesus. I understand the appeal.

Its closing words can sound like the finest contract ever drawn
up:

If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, you will ask
what you desire, and it shall be done for you. (John 15:7)

Print that last clause on a banner and you have the whole the-
ology of my youth. But the sentence begins earlier, with abiding,
the word Jesus uses for the way a branch lives inside a vine. A
branch is the least transactional thing in creation. It files no re-
quests with the vine and keeps no ledger against it. Everything it
has arrives as shared life, sap in its season and fruit in its time,
none of it demanded. Abide in Me, Jesus says. Let My words
make their home in you. Then ask whatever you desire, because
by then your desires will have lived in Him long enough to take
His shape. You will ask for what He is already giving. The prom-
ise is perfectly good. It is a promise made to branches, and it
reads like a blank check only to a man in a hurry who has
skipped the grafting.

One honest question remains, and you may be holding it now.

If God already knows my needs, and the true goal of prayer is

22
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His company, should I stop asking for things? Should my prayers
grow too dignified for requests? I tried that for a season, and the
whole time it dressed itself up as maturity. It was actually a new
way of protecting myself from disappointment, wanting nothing
so that nothing could be refused. Scripture will not allow it. Your
Father knows the things you have need of before you ask Him,
Jesus said, and then in almost the same breath He taught those
same disciples to ask: for bread, for pardon, for deliverance, plain
requests of the daily kind. He knows, and still He says ask. A
command like that can only come from wanting. Somewhere in
the heart of the Father is a delight in the sound of His children
asking, and what kind of delight that is, anyone who has ever
been tugged at by small insistent hands has already begun to

guess.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Courage of a Child

BOLD ASKING IS AN act of trust, and God receives it as trust. His
No is never a grade on your faith. My father taught me both of
these things before I could read. I was five years old, perhaps six,
when he took me to the dentist to have a baby tooth pulled. I re-
member three things: the smell of disinfectant, the enormous
chair, and the tray of bright instruments I had been told not to
look at and therefore studied in detail. I climbed into the chair by
myself and held still. Whether I cried I cannot tell you; memory is
merciful about such things. What I remember without a gap is
what came after. My father drove me to a store and put into my
hands the costume of the superhero I loved most, the very thing I
had wished for out loud for months. It was for my bravery, he
said.

The tooth had earned nothing. Teeth loosen on their own
schedule, and submitting to the inevitable earns no prize. What
moved my father was the courage: a frightened boy had climbed
into the terrible chair anyway. The bravery delighted him, and
the delight took the shape of the thing the boy wanted most. Fa-

24
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thers are like that about courage. Scripture insists, in the plainest
language it owns, that the Father in heaven is like this too.

Watch a small child ask, because the child is Scripture’s own
picture of how to pray. A child does not know his parents” will.
He has no access to the family finances and no seat in their coun-
cils. He asks anyway. He names the toy, the dog, the later bed-
time, the second helping, exactly and out loud. Every request
risks a No, and when the No comes he takes it hard: the lip trem-
bles, the tears spill. By breakfast there is a new request. The re-
fusal was grieved and survived, and the asking went on, because
the child’s confidence never rested on the answers. It rests on the
parents themselves.

Good parents hear all that asking as trust. The child believes
they can provide, believes they wish him well, believes their lap
is a safe place to bring a desire and to weep when it is refused. He
does not read a No as a verdict on who he is. He reads it, if he
reads it as anything, as a decision rooted in a wisdom he cannot
yet reach. Ask honest parents what would frighten them, and
they will tell you: a child who stopped asking. A child who
screened every wish and voiced only what was sure of approval
has begun to manage the relationship. Somewhere in him trust
has died, and strategy has been hired in its place.

Jesus built His case for bold petition on this picture, from the
parents’ side. In the Sermon on the Mount, right after command-

ing us to ask, to seek, and to knock, He said:

Or what man is there among you who, if his son asks for
bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will he
give him a serpent? If you then, being evil, know how to give

good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father
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who is in heaven give good things to those who ask Him!
(Matthew 7:9-11 NKJV)

Notice what Jesus takes for granted. The son asks for bread,
an actual food with a name. He is hungry and says so, and Jesus
treats this as the ordinary behavior of a son. Then the argument
climbs from the lesser to the greater, and the hinge is two words:
how much more. If flawed fathers, “being evil,” still give good
gifts to their children, what must the Father in heaven be toward
those who ask Him? The warrant for boldness is the character of
the One being asked, never the worthiness of the child. Nothing
about the boy qualifies him except hunger and nearness. Nothing
about you qualifies you either, and that is precisely why you may
come.

So the asking Scripture puts its name to is concrete asking.
The prayer Jesus taught sets a loaf down in the middle of it:
“Give us this day our daily bread” (Matthew 6:11). It ends by
naming rescue: “deliver us from the evil one” (Matthew 6:13).
The sick who came to Jesus named their diseases, their daughters,
their dying servants, one case at a time. James traced the poverty
of much of our praying to its timidity: “you do not have because
you do not ask” (James 4:2).

I take that permission personally, so let me confess one of my
smaller requests. For years I prayed for a good musical instru-
ment to praise God at home. Nobody needs such a thing the way
a man needs bread, and every time I mentioned it to Him I felt
faintly embarrassed. I mentioned it anyway. After years of asking
it came, through the kindness of friends, and it fills the house to
this day. It was built to serve a church, so its sound is far too

large for a living room. The only thing I regret now is my embar-
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rassment. I had swallowed the notion that God should be trou-
bled only with disasters. The Father of Matthew 7 keeps no such
office hours. A Father who has numbered the hairs of your head
is not indifferent to particulars.

Now I have to name the thing that quietly kills petition, be-
cause I have heard its history in many conversations. Somewhere
along the way a prayer was refused, or several in painful succes-
sion. A child hears No as a decision about the request; these be-
lievers heard it as a verdict on themselves, God’s disappointment
with a faith never good enough, too small, too impure. Asking
again would only invite another humiliation. So they retired from
asking, quietly. They did not leave the faith. They still worship,
still serve, still offer public prayers as warm as anyone’s. But the
petitions that say what they actually want they now hold back,
the way a child who has decided his father is ashamed of him
keeps his wishes to himself. The whole sad structure rests on a
single misreading. From a good father, a No has never once
meant, “I am ashamed that you asked me.”

The reason we go on asking has nothing to do with guaran-
teed outcomes. We ask because God commands it, and so every
request is an act of obedience. We ask without any certainty of
the result, and so every request is an act of faith. Together they
say the one thing we most resist: we have stopped pretending to
be self-sufficient. And whatever God answers, He answers out of
the whole of a life, while we see only the corner we are standing
in. I have watched a few of His refusals open slowly across dec-
ades and show the good folded inside them. A request refused,

wept over, survived, and followed by the next request is a life of
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prayer in good order. It looks childish. It looked childish when
you were four, to everyone except your father.

Scripture hands this confidence a document. Hebrews calls
faith “the substance of things hoped for” (Hebrews 11:1), and the
word behind “substance” named something you could hold: a
title deed, the paper that let a man claim land he could not yet see
from where he stood. The deed creates nothing. The field is al-
ready real; the deed is the holder’s standing to claim it, and he
can produce it before a judge long before he walks the ground.
Faith holds the deed to what is hoped for. It leans its whole
weight on the character of the One who signed it, which is why
the holder can be miles from the property and still at peace. A
child asking at his father’s knee is holding exactly that kind of

paper.

THERE 1S A MAN in the Gospels who asked with a child’s cour-
age, though nothing else about him was childlike. He was a leper.
The law drew a wide circle around him and ordered everyone he
loved to stand outside it. He lived banished from his own life,
made to cry a warning at his approach. A man learns to stop ask-
ing for things, living like that. This one had not. When Jesus came
down from the mountain with great multitudes at His back, the

leper broke through every convention and came close.

And behold, a leper came and worshiped Him, saying,
“Lord, if You are willing, You can make me clean.” (Matthew
8:2)

The whole doctrine of bold petition is in the two halves of that

sentence. The first clause hands over the outcome: if You are will-
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ing. He presumes nothing about what Jesus intends. He does not
reason that because Jesus can make him clean, Jesus therefore
will. The second clause names the desire without a tremor: You
can make me clean. Clean, the one word every rule of his exist-
ence said he would never wear again. The leper did not say “if
You are willing” and then hold his breath, waiting to be sure of
Christ’s will before he risked the rest. Surrender and boldness
came out of his mouth in a single breath, and that single breath is
the whole posture of biblical asking.

Matthew tells us what happened next: “Then Jesus put out
His hand and touched him, saying, ‘I am willing; be cleansed’”
(Matthew 8:3). Jesus laid His hand on a man the whole country
had sworn never to touch. The healing could have come on a
word; it does elsewhere in that same chapter. The hand was not
necessary. I take the hand to be Jesus” own verdict on that man’s
way of asking.

Keep both halves of the leper’s prayer together, because I keep
meeting it with one half amputated. Cut the surrender away and
what is left is presumption. That is the preaching that slides from
God can to God will, as though the two were one and the same.
God can do whatever He pleases; He is God, and no one honors
Him by pretending otherwise. Whether He wills a thing in your
particular life is another question, and often a hidden one. No
wonder so many people, pastors among them, end up disillu-
sioned by a promise God never signed His name to. I have sat in
the wreckage such preaching leaves behind: believers at a hospi-
tal window, hunting for the flaw in their faith that blocked the
guaranteed miracle. Take healing. God’s will may be that the

body is completely restored. It may be that the sickness stays, for
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our own slow transformation, or even for the sake of someone
else He loves. Which of these it is we may never learn on this side
of the grave. The leper’s prayer was built for exactly that uncer-
tainty.

Cut the boldness away and you get the opposite disease, a
reverence so anxious it never dares to name a thing. I know those
prayers because I have prayed them: long, devout, and empty of
a single request from end to end. They are offered by people
waiting to feel certain of God’s will before they dare want some-
thing in His hearing. The leper waited for nothing of the kind. He
was certain of one thing only, Christ’s power. He was uncertain
of the very thing we insist on having settled in advance, Christ’s
willingness. He asked anyway, and he walked away clean.

Long before I understood that Christ, I saw my first superhero
film in a theater, about seven, and it took me over completely. For
years afterward, whenever I sat in church and heard the great
stories read, Jesus feeding five thousand, Jesus healing whole vil-
lages, I pictured Him as a kind of superhero. No cape, no flying;
even a child trims the costume down out of reverence. But a fig-
ure of enormous power striding through the world to rescue it,
always arriving in time: that was my Jesus. I will not mock the
boy who built Him. The world is frightening when you are seven,
and it steadies a small heart to believe someone invincible is on
duty.

That image had to die, and the dying took me decades. There
is something hidden inside our appetite for superheroes. We do
not merely want someone to fight evil; we want a rescuer who
cannot be hurt, who can mend everything without being broken,

who can save the world without being rejected by it. That is not

30



THE COURAGE OF A CHILD

the Gospel, and it is not the way of Christ. The true Christ does
not come to us as a sanitized projection of our fantasies. He does
not come to confirm our ideas of power. He comes to crucify
them. He walks into cities and is misunderstood in them. He
touches my leper, and under the law the touch makes Him un-
clean, and He takes the contamination as the price of the healing.
He prays with tears, not lasers. He hangs on a cross, not in the
sky, and when the powers of the world come crashing down on
Him He does not answer force with force. He absorbs all of it in
silence and gives Himself away. The invincible rescuer I assem-
bled as a boy was born of my fear. The real Christ bleeds.

The unlearning belongs in this chapter for one reason. When
the superhero died, I nearly buried the asking along with him.
For a season I believed bold requests had belonged to my child-
hood religion, as if a man who knew Christ crucified should be
past wanting rescues. The false savior did have to die before
Christ could reign, because he was born from fear, not faith; he
wanted victory without vulnerability, resurrection without death.
But I had tied two very different things together in the one box.
The boy’s picture of the Giver was far too small, and it had to go.
The boy’s confidence in the asking was the truest thing about
him, and it should have stayed. The costume from the dentist’s
chair ended up in a box eventually, the way costumes do. The
courage was meant to be permanent. The cross took my invinci-
ble rescuer away and never once touched my permission to ask.
If anything that permission deepened, because the requests now
go to Someone who knows from the inside what it costs to want

something in this world and to say so.

* % X
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YEARS AGO A YOUNG person in our family reached a crossroads
at the end of school, and the problem was the enviable kind. Two
fine schools had said yes. Each offered to carry half the cost, and
each pointed the years ahead in a wholly different direction. One
was famous for the very field this young person loved; the other
was simply famous. We debated it around the table for weeks,
arguing the same three points in a new order each night, and set-
tled nothing, for there was no bad option to cross off. In the end
we did the thing we had been circling all along. We stopped ar-
guing and asked. As a family we named the two schools before
God, plainly, the way a child names bread, and asked Him to set-
tle what we could not.

I meant it seriously enough to preach it that season. Then we
went back to ordinary life. The answer arrived on an ordinary
afternoon, while the young person was away at a competition.
Word came that one of the two schools would now cover the en-
tire cost. All of it, more than we had asked for, more than we had
thought to ask. I said it out loud the moment we read the news,
and I have said it in my heart many times since: God settles it,
case closed.

I'hand you that story with gratitude and with caution, because
stories like it are so easily misused. It happened. The provision
was real, and the sense of a hand quietly settling the matter was
as concrete as the message that carried it. But I cannot manufac-
ture a method out of it. I have stood at other crossroads and
prayed with the same plainness, and no word ever came; we
chose in the dark like everyone else, and learned slowly that He
had been in the choosing too. I have received answers whose af-

termath was so rough that we wondered whether the answer had
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come from God at all. Abraham held his promised son only in
extreme old age. Moses never set foot in the land he had walked
toward for forty years. A Father who sometimes delights His
children with dramatic generosity has bound Himself to be their
Father. He has nowhere bound Himself to be predictable.

What the story authorizes is the asking. Naming that desire
before God did us good no outcome could ever take back. It
gathered a scattered, arguing family around a single request. It
moved the whole weight of the decision into His hands, where it
had belonged from the start. One caution goes with the permis-
sion: once you have asked, leave the request in His hands. Do not
audit the result every morning; a man who keeps checking will
be discouraged long before the answer comes. Cast the care on
Him, and keep your heart on Him rather than on the outcome.

The Old Testament keeps the mother of all such prayers, and
Hannah had far more at stake than a choice of schools. She want-
ed a child. The LORD had closed her womb, Scripture says plain-
ly, and the other wife in that house made a career of reminding
her of it, year after year, sharpest at the yearly feast, until Hannah
wept and could not eat. Her husband tried to talk her out of the
wanting, the way loving, baffled husbands have tried in every
century: “Am I not better to you than ten sons?” (1 Samuel 1:8).

She did not answer him with an argument. She rose, went up
to the house of the LORD, and poured the whole thing out before
God, weeping in anguish, her lips moving without a sound. She
asked for the one thing she wanted, a son, and she was so far
from vague that she made vows over his future before he existed.

Eli the priest, watching this unregulated grief from his seat by the

33



ANSWERED PRAYERS

doorpost, drew the sensible religious conclusion. He decided she
was drunk and told her to go sleep off her wine.
Her reply is one of the Old Testament’s great descriptions of

what praying actually is:

But Hannah answered and said, “No, my lord, I am a woman
of sorrowful spirit. I have drunk neither wine nor intoxicat-
ing drink, but have poured out my soul before the LORD. Do
not consider your maidservant a wicked woman, for out of
the abundance of my complaint and grief I have spoken until
now.” Then Eli answered and said, “Go in peace, and the
God of Israel grant your petition which you have asked of
Him.” (1 Samuel 1:15-17)

I have poured out my soul before the LORD. Out of the abun-
dance of my complaint and grief. She made no effort to shrink the
desire to a polite size. She brought the complaint and the grief in
their abundance, her own word for it, and let them pour. And
notice that to the officiating priest this looked like drunkenness.
Raw petition often looks unseemly to religious eyes, including
the pair each of us keeps trained on ourselves, and I suspect half
the prayers that die unprayed are censored for exactly this. Eli
recovered quickly, to his lasting credit, and watch what he
blessed. Hannah never told him what she had asked for. He
blessed the petition without ever hearing it. A soul poured out
before the LORD is holy ground whatever its contents, and the
pouring itself was the evidence of her faith.

One verse in her story matters more than all the rest for where
we are going: “So the woman went her way and ate, and her face
was no longer sad” (1 Samuel 1:18). Mark where that sentence

falls. Samuel has not yet been conceived. Nothing in her circum-
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stances has moved: the rival is still in the house, the womb is still
closed. Hannah walked home with an old man’s blessing over a
request he never heard, and by every measure available to her
she left with exactly what she had brought. Yet she could eat
again, and her face had changed. Something real had already
happened, and it happened in her, in the pouring out itself, be-
fore any answer existed anywhere in the world.

Our usual bookkeeping of prayer keeps no line for such a
thing. We count the request going out and the answer coming
back, and assume nothing happens in between except waiting.
Hannah's face says otherwise. The asking is itself an event. Some-
thing is done to the one who asks, in the very act of asking, before
the answer arrives, and whether or not the answer ever takes the
shape we named. What that something is, what it costs, and why
so many of us will do almost anything, including pray, sooner

than undergo it, is the question we have now arrived at.
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CHAPTER THREE

Unprotected Before God

MANY BELIEVERS HAVE QUIETLY stopped praying about the
heaviest thing in their lives. I know because they tell me. I have
had this conversation more than once across the years, usually
over coffee gone cold between us while we talked around the
thing. He prayed about it once, he tells me, prayed hard, for a
long season, and heard nothing, and somewhere in that silence he
concluded that God would do whatever God intended whether
or not he kept asking. “I don’t want to nag Him,” one of them
said, and smiled a little, and moved us to safer ground. These
men still come to church. They still believe every word they have
always believed. Each has simply closed one account, quietly,
and he calls the closing humility.

I have never argued with such a man on the spot, because I
have been him. I made the same quiet decision myself, in seasons
I will open to you later in this book, and I know from the inside
how reasonable it feels. It does not feel like surrender. It feels like
maturity, like sparing God and yourself an awkwardness. Noth-

ing in it announces itself as unbelief.
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But the man who stops asking has appointed himself the only
interpreter of the silence. That is the part he never notices, and it
took me years to notice it in myself. God said nothing to him
about nagging. The silence said nothing about nagging. He lis-
tened to the silence, wrote out its meaning himself, signed God’s
name at the bottom of the page, and then obeyed the document.
Once a man has done that, the silence can never surprise him
again. He has shut himself inside his own reading of it, and the
door locks from the inside.

Underneath his decision sits a question most believers carry in
secret, and it deserves to be dragged into the open. If prayer does
not reliably secure outcomes, if answers come slow, altered, or
not at all, then how is praying any different from not praying?
The rain falls on the fields of both farmers. The tumor shrinks or
grows without consulting anyone’s devotions. And when those
of us who preach explain that the delay is formation and the si-
lence is invitation, is that anything more than consolation invent-
ed after the fact, a way of shielding faith from its own disap-
pointments? I have asked that question myself in cold hours. This
chapter is my answer, and a good part of this book leans on it.

The Gospel does not evade the question. It answers it by re-
fusing to define prayer as a mechanism for producing results.
Scripture never treats prayer as neutral leverage applied to reali-
ty. It treats prayer as exposure: the placing of one’s desire, unpro-
tected, before God. That act already changes something, even
when nothing visible changes yet. Not praying leaves the self en-
closed within its own interpretations of absence or delay. Praying
places those same realities inside a relationship, where they can

no longer be treated as self-interpreting or final. The man who

37



ANSWERED PRAYERS

prays still carries the same trouble and hears the same silence.
But the silence now has Someone on the other side of it, and he
can no longer write out its meaning alone.

That exposure costs more than it appears to, and it costs most
at the point where prayer becomes most real. As long as prayer is
imagined as a reliable bridge between request and result, it stays
manageable, even reassuring. Once the soul discovers that prayer
is not a mechanism but a relationship, the ground shifts, and the
question is no longer how to obtain but how to stand. The mo-
ment you truly ask, you have admitted three things, and none of
them is comfortable. You want the thing, and most of us guard
our wants more jealously than our sins. You cannot produce it
yourself, or you would have produced it long ago instead of
praying. And you have surrendered your monopoly on the
meaning of whatever comes next, because a request made to a
Person turns every silence that follows into that Person’s silence.
This is why so many of us would rather work at a problem, wor-
ry over it, plan around it, or complain about it to everyone except
God. A man can sit in church for forty years without once asking.

The psalmist understood all of this long before I did.

Trust in Him at all times, you people;
Pour out your heart before Him;
God is a refuge for us. Selah (Psalm 62:8 NKJV)

Pour out your heart. Pouring is a particular action. A poured
thing leaves the vessel entirely; you cannot pour halfway and call
it pouring, and once it is out, you cannot gather it back. David is
describing prayer as an emptying that surrenders custody of
what is emptied. Notice also where the refuge stands in his sen-

tence: after the pouring, in the same breath with it. We imagine

38



UNPROTECTED BEFORE GOD

that we take refuge in God by staying composed, keeping the
wound covered, handing Him the manageable version of our-
selves. David puts the shelter on the far side of the spill.

Most of us, most of the time, hand God a respectable draft in-
stead. A woman terrified for her son asks for “strength to trust.”
A man who wants, with his whole body, to be healed prays for
“grace to accept whatever comes,” having ruled in advance that
asking for the healing itself would be presumptuous. But in the
Gospel the thing is named. Bread is named. Healing is named.
Deliverance is named. I have done the opposite at hospital bed-
sides, praying in my steady clergy voice, a voice I use nowhere
else in my life and have learned to distrust, while my actual heart
was saying six other words. To pray is to bring desire into the
presence of God without armor, and the edited prayer keeps the
armor on. The editing feels like reverence. It is armor. God asks
for the true desire at its true size, and the edited prayer withholds
exactly that.

I can tell you about the night I stopped editing one prayer of
my own. For a long stretch of my life I carried a burden I will not
describe, because its shape belongs to other people; its weight is
the only part of it that matters here. I had prayed about it in every
respectable register. Then one night the respectability ran out,
and I begged. Take it away. I was done asking for strength to car-
ry it; I wanted it gone. I prayed that way for a long time, the same
few words losing their grammar and turning into something
closer to crying. For years I would have been ashamed of that
night. I am not ashamed of it now.

And God answered me. I use those words carefully. Out of

nowhere, loud, impossible to miss, came a single word: SOVER-
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EIGNTY. That was all. One word, and hardly a soft one. No ex-
planation followed it. No angel arrived to interpret. I knew at
once who had spoken, the way you know a voice in your own
house, and I cried out into the dark, “Lord, come back! Talk to me
more!” He did not come back. He was just silent there, watching
me from somewhere, and I sat inside that quiet for a long time. It
was silence of a particular kind, the silence of Someone still pre-
sent who had finished speaking.

Now the fences, because they matter. God does not usually
deal with me this way. It has happened a few times across dec-
ades, no more, and He has never said anything to me that I could
not already have found in my Bible. If you have walked with God
your whole life and never heard anything like a voice, you have
missed nothing; His Word on the page is sufficient. Such a mo-
ment makes no one special, and the person who begins to feel
special because of one has already begun to misuse it. Whatever
presents itself as His voice and says what Scripture would never
say is to be thrown out whole, however loud it was. I tell the sto-
ry anyway because of what that one word did, and what it de-
clined to do.

The word did nothing to the burden. It was still there in the
morning, exact and unmoved, and by the arithmetic of outcomes
that night’s prayer failed. But I had changed, and I knew it within
days. The word had picked my burden up and set it down inside
the sovereignty of God. My life, including that struggle, was un-
der His sovereignty, and I was to stop trying to slip out from un-
der His providence. Until that night I had handled the thing as a
piece of meaningless bad luck, to be escaped through any exit I

could engineer. I began instead, slowly and with plenty of com-
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plaining, to carry it as something permitted by a God who was
watching me carry it, which is a different act altogether from
hauling a curse. None of that could have happened to a man who
kept his composure that night, prayed the respectable draft, and

went to bed. The exposure was the door He came through.

L

THERE IS A MAN in the Gospel of Mark who shows the whole
anatomy of this in seven verses. Jesus is leaving Jericho with His
disciples, a great crowd pressing around Him, and by the road-

side sits a blind beggar.

Now they came to Jericho. As He went out of Jericho with
His disciples and a great multitude, blind Bartimaeus, the
son of Timaeus, sat by the road begging. And when he heard
that it was Jesus of Nazareth, he began to cry out and say,
“Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” Then many
warned him to be quiet; but he cried out all the more, “Son of
David, have mercy on me!” (Mark 10:46-48)

Then many warned him to be quiet. Hear how reasonable
those people were. A great teacher passing through, a solemn
procession, and one man wrecking the dignity of it by shouting
his need at full voice from the ditch. Composed people are relia-
bly embarrassed by uncomposed ones. That crowd lives inside
each of us, and it starts whispering the moment real asking be-
gins: keep it down, He is busy, He already knows anyway, do not
make a scene. Every one of those whispers has passed through
my own head at prayer, dressed in excellent theology. Bartimae-

us held one advantage over me. Blindness and begging had
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burned the dignity out of him years earlier. Having nothing left

to protect, he shouted all the more.

So Jesus stood still and commanded him to be called. Then
they called the blind man, saying to him, “Be of good cheer.
Rise, He is calling you.” And throwing aside his garment, he
rose and came to Jesus. (Mark 10:49-50)

Throwing aside his garment. Mark wastes no words, yet he
spends ink on a coat, and the detail repays attention. A beggar’s
cloak was close to his entire estate: the coat he slept under at
night, the ground he sat on by day, and the cover he pulled
around himself so that less of him showed. He threw it aside
while he was still blind. Nothing had been granted yet, and noth-
ing had been promised. He abandoned his cover and his capital
on the strength of a summons, and came stumbling toward the

voice with nothing over him at all.

So Jesus answered and said to him, “What do you want Me
to do for you?” The blind man said to Him, “Rabboni, that I
may receive my sight.” Then Jesus said to him, “Go your
way; your faith has made you well.” And immedjiately he re-
ceived his sight and followed Jesus on the road. (Mark 10:51-
52)

What do you want Me to do for you? Surely no one in Jericho
needed to be told what a blind beggar wanted, and Jesus knows
what we need before a word leaves us. When He asks that ques-
tion He is not eliciting preference but truth. He asked because He
wanted the man to say it: to stand in front of the very crowd that
told him to be quiet and put his desire into the open air, where it
could be seen, and where it could be refused. The man says it in

some of the plainest words in the Gospels: that I may receive my
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sight. The answer comes immediately, without ceremony, be-
cause the asking itself had already become transparent, and noth-
ing further remained to be stripped away. And the gift did not
close his story; it opened it, and he rose and followed on the road.
Bartimaeus had shouted his need in public, endured the crowd’s
attempts to silence him, thrown off the cloak, and crossed the
open ground in his darkness. Scripture shows us every step of
that undressing, and it gives the whole of it the name faith.

Notice what the Gospel does with this scene afterward: noth-
ing. It draws no lesson from him, and it instructs no one to go
and do likewise. I used to take that restraint for casualness. I now
take it for mercy, because a pattern named too clearly would be
misused immediately. Suppose Scripture spelled it out: exposure
precedes granting, the stripping comes before the sight. We
would have it laminated within the week, and by spring someone
would be teaching it as a weekend seminar with a workbook. De-
sire would be “purified” as a technique. Surrender would become
a prerequisite to outcomes. Prayer would turn inward, preoccu-
pied with its own adequacy, a performance of unguardedness,
which is the most guarded posture there is.

Scripture protects prayer from that distortion by refusing us
the language that would let us control it. To explain the mechan-
ics of answered prayer would be to invite calculation, to turn
communion into strategy. Jesus does not train technicians of the
spiritual life; He forms persons capable of trust, and a written-out
method would have produced the first instead of the second.
What Scripture leaves unsaid safeguards freedom, God’s freedom
and ours. So let me say it plainly of this chapter as well. I am not

handing you a technique with the paint scraped off. No exposure
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maneuver obligates God. There is only the actual dropping of the
actual cloak, and each of us knows privately which garment that
is.

Bartimaeus is not the only one Scripture shows us uncovered.
In the Gospel of John, Jesus rests at a well in Samaria and asks a
woman for a drink, and in the middle of their talk about water
He says to her, “Go, call your husband, and come here” (John
4:16). He knew the answer before He asked. Five marriages lay
behind her, and the man in her house now was not her husband.
He steps into the brokenness of her story and meets her exactly
there. His hand comes to rest, gently and unmistakably, on the
most painful place in her life, because that is the place where
grace means to enter.

What He hands her is the terrifying grace of being fully seen
and not turned away from. And it is to this woman, standing in
the open ruin of her story, that He first speaks of worship in spirit
and truth. Worship in truth means standing where she stands:
uncovered, without pretense, under the gaze of the One who
knows everything and does not look away. She left her water jar
by the well and ran to town to tell everyone she had met a Man
who told her everything she had ever done. Being known
through and through had become her good news.

The New Testament does eventually gather the invitation into

a single sentence.

Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace, that we
may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need.
(Hebrews 4:16)

Come boldly to the throne. Everything about a throne is engi-

neered to make a petitioner feel small, and every ancient reader
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knew it. The writer can issue such an invitation only because of
what he has just finished saying: the One we approach is a High
Priest able to sympathize with our weaknesses, tested at every
point as we are. The boldness rests entirely on who is sitting
there. Certainty in prayer does not rest on predicting what will
happen; it rests on knowing to whom one speaks. Such prayer
can ask without hesitation and yield without bitterness, bold in
what it says and open in how it ends. Look also at what the verse
promises the one who comes: mercy, and grace to help in time of
need. No outcomes are itemized. No timetables appear, and no
guarantees drawn to our specifications. What is pledged to the
exposed asker is mercy and help, which is to say, God Himself
present in the trouble. The man who never comes leaves exactly
that unclaimed. The verse carries no threat for him. It simply has
nothing to give a man who will not approach.

I will not pretend that any of this is always soothing. Prayer
does not always resolve tension; it often intensifies it, because it
holds the heart at the exact point where promise and present real-
ity grind against each other, and it refuses to release either one.
Prayer is not insurance against disappointment, nor is it the re-
fusal to acknowledge it. What it refuses to allow is that disap-
pointment become ultimate. Not praying accepts the world as it
appears. Praying insists, without proof, that the world is held by
Someone. So here is my answer to the question those men settled
in the wrong direction over their cold coffee.

Praying and not praying are never equivalent states, even
when nothing changes, because the man who never asks becomes
the only interpreter of the silence. Every quiet means whatever he

decides it means. Every delay gets filed under the only categories
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he owns, and the world as it appears to him becomes the world,
closed and final. The man who asks holds the same facts with
none of that finality. He has placed them inside a relationship,
where their meaning is no longer his alone to write.

To some of those men I did eventually say something, though
it has usually taken me until another morning to find the nerve. I
do not reopen the matter of nagging. I only ask whether he has
ever once told God the whole thing at its true size: the anger in-
cluded, the sentences he considers unsayable, the version that has
never broken out of that locked silence. The quiet that follows the
question is always long. More than one man has answered, at the
end of it, with some version of “No. I wouldn’t know how to
start.” I tell him the start is unimpressive.

You say it badly, out loud, to God, and you resist the urge to
tidy it as it comes. I cannot report how their stories end, because
they have not ended, and I would rather leave them open than
invent tidy last scenes for you. But a man who admits he would
not know how to start has already turned toward the door, and I
know what stands on the other side of it, because I have lived on
both sides.

One thing more, because I have watched what happens next
in people who take all of this seriously. A person finally consents
to come unguarded, resolves to pour out the unedited desire, and
a new fear arrives almost at once, wearing pious clothes. What if I
ask for the wrong thing? I do not know God’s will in this matter;
perhaps it would be safer, more faithful even, to name nothing
specific at all. I have seen that fear stand a praying man back up
off his knees, hand him his cloak, and walk him quietly back to

his old seat at the roadside. It deserves more than a quick reas-
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surance, because inside it lives perhaps the most practical ques-
tion in the whole life of prayer: what should we ask for, when we

do not know what God wants?
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CHAPTER FOUR

Praying Without Knowing His Will

YOU CAN PRAY FOR what you want before you know whether
God wills it. That is this chapter’s claim. Many of us believe a
single verse forbids exactly this: “Now this is the confidence that
we have in Him, that if we ask anything according to His will, He
hears us” (1 John 5:14 NKJV). John wrote that line to hand us con-
fidence, and it says so in its own opening breath. We read it
backward, as a condition with teeth. If He hears only the prayers
that match His will, we reason, what becomes of the prayers that
miss it? So we set out to map His will before we dare to ask, and I
have watched that search swallow the prayer whole.

We pour enormous energy into discerning, as though asking
outside His will were forbidden, or as though wanting the thing
anyway would call some punishment down on our heads. People
read books on finding God’s will, then further books on why the
first books did not work. They wait for a feeling of peace, or a
sign, and while they wait the request sits unprayed, sometimes
for years. I knew a man who wanted to ask God for a wife. For

two years he asked instead for a sign that marriage was God’s
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will for him, because he did not dare set the real request down
without clearance first.

Underneath all the seeking, one fear is doing the quiet work:
the fear of rejection. We are afraid God will say no. We are more
afraid still that He will be displeased we asked at all, angry,
ready to condemn us for wanting something so far off His will.
Much of the teaching we grew up on sharpened that fear instead
of healing it. We were told that real faith names its request with
precision, that vagueness betrays doubt, so the man who no
longer knows what to ask concludes he has no business asking.
Some of us quietly stop praying about the thing we want most,
and we call the paralysis reverence.

I need to be honest here, because people expect a clergyman to
have this settled. Not all my prayers are answered the way I ex-
pect. More bluntly still, I do not always know God’s will, not in
distress, not in my most desperate pleading. I know the two
things He has told all of us: He wills my sanctification and my
thanksgiving. Beyond that, I have knelt over decisions with eve-
rything in me and risen no more certain than when I knelt down.
People ask me in hospital waiting rooms and after funerals why
God allowed something, or what He is doing, as though clergy
were handed a key to His counsels along with the title.

We are issued no such key. I have checked. And I will say one
thing more, because it needs saying by someone in my position. If
anyone tells you they know a Christian who knows without fail
what God’s will is, and whose prayers are always answered ex-
actly as he wanted, that is a lie. I use the word on purpose. I
would be the biggest liar in the world if I ever claimed such a

thing for myself.
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Now consider how strange the fear is, because most of God’s
will is already published. Love the Lord your God with all your
heart, soul, and mind. Love your neighbor as yourself. Forgive
the ones who wrong you. Tell the truth. Care for the widow and
the stranger. Give thanks in everything. When Scripture speaks of
His will, it speaks mostly in commands this large and this plain,
and no season of any life is exempt from them. What He has left
unwritten are the particulars we agonize over: which degree,
which city, whether to marry. Here is the part almost nobody told
us. The particulars do not have to conflict with His will, or even
with one another. Two different roads can run entirely inside His
commandments. Studying at one college does not contradict
studying at another. Becoming a doctor does not contradict be-
coming an engineer.

A young man once sat across from me in genuine torment
over two college acceptance letters. He was convinced that one
envelope held God’s will and the other a mistake he would pay
for the rest of his life, and he was praying desperately to be told
which was which. I asked him whether either school would keep
him from loving God or from loving his neighbor. He admitted
that neither would. Then choose, I told him, and go with your
whole heart. God does not hide His will from His child and then
grow angry when the child guesses wrong. Whichever road you
take within His commandments, He is already standing on it, and
there is work of His waiting there that could never have been
done on the other.

God even plants His directions inside us, in our gifts and in
the things we love. As a boy I could not play the game every oth-
er boy on my street could play. I was so thoroughly hopeless at it

50



PRAYING WITHOUT KNOWING HIs WILL

that no special revelation was needed to tell me God had no pro-
fessional career there in mind for me. He is free to work a mira-
cle, of course, but until He does, I am not building my plans on it.
What I loved, and what my hands could actually do, told me
more about His intentions than all my anxious asking ever did.

Some requests do fall outside the lines, and Scripture is blunt
about them. If I ask God to harm the man who wronged me, I am
asking Him to contradict His own Word, and that prayer He will
not hear. But that fence runs along the far edge of a very large
field. Everything inside it, everything that does not collide with
what He has said, you may ask for, and ask for freely, without a
permission slip and without waiting to feel certain. We were
taught to sort God’s answers into three tidy boxes, yes, no, or
wait, and many of us spend our lives waiting for the answer that
seemingly never comes. I have come to believe God’s answer can
only ever be one thing: His will. In all my years of asking I have
never received another kind, and I have never met the man who
has.

A leper in the Gospel of Matthew shows how to ask without
knowing His will, and he does it in a single sentence. He came to
Jesus and said, Lord, if You are willing, You can make me clean.
He left it to Jesus whether it was His will, and he asked anyway.
Notice that he did not even hold his breath between the clauses.
He did not pause after “if You are willing” to wait for full
knowledge of Christ’s will; the surrender and the asking came
out in one breath. And he did not presume that because Jesus
could make him clean, Jesus therefore would. A great deal of
popular preaching runs the other way. God can do this, God can

do that, the preacher announces, as though whatever God can do
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is also what He will do. God can do anything He wants; He is
God. Whether He wills it is another question entirely, and the
preacher who smears the two together is making promises on
God’s behalf that God never made. No wonder so many people
who trusted those promises are disillusioned, including some
who preached them.

The opposite error is subtler, and I fear it more than the timid-
ity, because it dresses up as faith. Having asked, we bind our
heart to the thing we asked for and quietly rename our own de-
sire the will of God. We decide that the outcome which looks best
by every earthly measure must be the one He intends, and then,
when He permits something else, we feel that He has failed us. So
tell God your desire, in all its detail; He can carry the detail. Then
say the words His Son taught every one of us to say: Your will be
done, not mine. After that, hold the desire loosely. Let your heart
be bound to God alone, and to nothing He might give or with-
hold. And whatever He then allows to reach you, even when it
cuts, receive it as from His hand, because nothing arrives in your
life that has slipped past Him unnoticed.

Then there is the middle territory, where the hardest praying
happens. You ask for healing, your own or that of someone you
love, and the honest truth is that you do not know His will in the
matter, and you may never know it as long as you live in this
world. His will may be complete healing; I have watched it ar-
rive. His will may be that the sickness stays, for your sanctifica-
tion, to work something in you that could be worked no other
way. It may even be, and this is the hardest sentence in this chap-
ter, that He intends the whole affair for the good of someone else

He loves, someone watching how you carry it, and you will go to
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your grave without ever being shown which. What then? Here is
the sentence I most want to put in your hands. Complete
knowledge of God’s will is not a prerequisite to prayer. Complete
surrender to it is. The surrender can be whole while the
knowledge is still a fragment, and God has never once demanded
the second before receiving the first.

Scripture sets two voices of faith side by side, and most of our
praying happens somewhere between them. A young woman is
called blessed because she believed the word spoken to her
would be fulfilled. Three men at the mouth of a furnace tell a
king their God is able to save them, and then, in the same breath,
that even if He does not, they will still not bow. Both are faith.
Faith is not the absence of caution, and it is not the guarantee of a
miracle. It is the courage to trust God inside the ambiguity, on
that trembling border where belief stops being a theory you de-
fend and becomes a trust you carry. Trust is not proved by an-
swers. It is proved by presence, and you kneel anyway, unable to
see which of those two your story will turn out to be.

Scripture gives us a prayer made for exactly that territory, and
the Gospel of Luke shows it to us twice. The first time it belongs
to ten men Jesus met on the border between Samaria and Galilee.
Leprosy had thrown them together. The law kept them outside
the village and at a distance from every healthy person. Among
them were Jews and at least one Samaritan, peoples who would
never have shared a fire. Out on that road, disease had repealed
all of it. Beneath the walls we build to keep each other out, they
were simply ten human beings in need of God, and their afflic-
tion had taught them what good health hides from the rest of us.

When Jesus came near, they did the only thing left to men who
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cannot come any closer. “And they lifted up their voices and said,
‘Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!”” (Luke 17:13)

Notice what is missing from that cry. Everyone within earshot
knew exactly what these ten wanted; their skin announced it. Yet
the word healing never crosses their lips. They name no outcome
and prescribe nothing. They leave the shape of the mercy entirely
to Jesus, appealing to a will they did not know and trusting it an-
yway. And that one cry is three prayers at once. It is a prayer of
submission, because a man who asks for mercy has already con-
ceded that the answer belongs to the One he asks. It is a prayer of
distress, the undisguised sound of people at the very end of
themselves. And it is a prayer that brings God’s deliverance, be-
cause when His mercy comes, it comes as help. Ten men prayed
it, and all ten were cleansed on the road before they ever reached
the priests.

Years ago a traveler complained to me about that very cry, af-
ter visiting a church in a distant country. The believers there re-
peated Lord, have mercy over and over in their worship, dozens
of times in a single gathering, and he took the repetition as proof
of a weak faith. People truly confident that God hears them, he
reasoned, would say it once and move on to specifics. The ten
lepers answer him; they repeated nothing else. So do the early
Christians who were marched into the arenas for the name of Je-
sus with that same cry on their lips, when there was nothing left
in the world to ask for except mercy.

When you cannot discern God’s will, you never need permis-
sion to ask for mercy. Mercy is the very thing He has declared
Himself to be: “The LORD is merciful and gracious, Slow to an-

ger, and abounding in mercy” (Psalm 103:8). You can pray that
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cry in a hospital corridor while the doors are still swinging, at a
graveside, in bad traffic, in the middle of the night when the old
fear comes back. It asks no preparation and no certainty about
anything except who He is.

The second prayer Jesus gave us Himself. He told a story
about two men who went up to the temple to pray, a Pharisee
and a tax collector, and He aimed it, not at the openly unright-
eous, but at the people most confident they were standing cor-

rectly before God.

And the tax collector, standing afar off, would not so much as
raise his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, “God, be

merciful to me a sinner!” (Luke 18:13)

His whole prayer is seven words. He brings no list of virtues,
no account of how he came to be what he is, no plan for im-
provement. He does not ask God to correct him, or to help him
do better next time. He asks for God Himself. He asks God to
cross a distance he cannot cross from his own side. A few yards
away stands the Pharisee, whose prayer is correct in every detail
and closed at its core. Nothing he says is false; his fasting is real,
his tithes are real. But every sentence curves back toward himself,
until God is acknowledged only as a witness and never as the
source of the goodness. His gratitude has become a quiet form of
self-ownership, and even grace gets absorbed into achievement.
No matter how well or how hard we serve the Lord, the Lord
never comes to owe us anything. The tax collector has stopped
presenting a version of himself that might be found acceptable.
He is not obsessed with his guilt; he is anchored in the truth. He
simply stands there, exposed, trusting entirely in who God is, be-

cause nothing can rest any longer on who he is. And Jesus says it
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was this man who “went down to his house justified rather than
the other” (Luke 18:14). Salvation, it turns out, begins not where
we are most impressive, but where we finally fall silent.

I have prayed the Pharisee’s prayer myself, minutes after a
mercy. Years ago, driving to church one morning, I stopped at a
red light. When it turned green I rolled into the intersection, and
a van came through the cross street against its own red light at
high speed. It missed me by a few feet. I sat there while my heart
pounded, and within a minute I was praying. Thank God I am
not that person, careless with human life, probably drunk. Then I
heard it. God had just spared my life, and my first whole sen-
tence back to Him was an inventory of another man’s sins. Every
time we say, Thank God I am not, and fill in the blank, we have
prayed the Pharisee’s prayer. The blank fills itself: the other polit-
ical party, the family whose life is a wreck, the driver of the van. I
had turned a rescue into a verdict on a stranger.

I keep setting these two prayers in front of people who are
paralyzed over the will of God. Neither prayer requires a single
scrap of information the one praying does not already have. The
lepers had no idea whether Jesus willed their cleansing. The tax
collector had no assurance of how he would be received; his low-
ered eyes say as much. Both asked anyway, and both asked in a
form that cannot miss, because God’s mercy toward a person
who turns to Him is always according to His will. There has nev-
er been an hour in any life in which “God, be merciful to me a
sinner” was the wrong prayer.

When you can name your desire, name it plainly; God honors
the courage of the asking, the way a good parent honors a child’s

bold request even when the answer is no. The mercy cry is for the
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hours when the naming fails, when you cannot tell whether to
ask for the door to open or for strength to stand if it stays shut.
Mercy covers both. Jesus said our Father knows what we are ask-
ing before we pray a word of it. Pray it over a diagnosis, over a
decision you cannot see through, over a child who is far from you
in every sense of the word, over your own divided heart.

Some hours are darker still, hours when even seven words are
too many. I have sat beside a hospital bed holding a hand, mean-
ing to pray aloud for the family’s sake, and found nothing in me
but my own breathing. If prayer depended on our knowing what
to say, such hours would be prayerless ones. Paul says otherwise,

in what may be the kindest verse in all his letters:

Likewise the Spirit also helps in our weaknesses. For we do
not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the Spir-
it Himself makes intercession for us with groanings which

cannot be uttered. (Romans 8:26)

Read the middle clause slowly: we do not know what we
should pray for as we ought. Paul sets himself down inside that
we, the same Paul who had seen the risen Christ. Ignorance of
what to ask is not the exception in the life of prayer; it is the ordi-
nary weather of praying people. It is so ordinary that God has
made permanent provision for it within Himself. The Spirit takes
the groan you could not force into a sentence and prays it for you.
And the next verse closes the circle this chapter has been draw-
ing. He who searches hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, “be-
cause He makes intercession for the saints according to the will of
God” (Romans 8:27). According to the will of God. The very thing
you do not know and cannot discover, the Spirit praying inside

you knows perfectly, and is praying at this moment. Your uncer-
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tainty about God’s will has never once interrupted that interces-
sion. The sigh you sighed last night over a situation too tangled
for words reached the Father already translated.

One danger remains, and I know it from the inside. It arrives
after the asking. You lay the request before God in the evening,
surrendered, and by noon the next day you have picked it back
up without ever deciding to. You pray it again, and again at
night, and each time it is a little less a prayer and a little more an
inspection. Slowly the request turns back into your property, a
project you are managing now with God’s assistance. I have
caught myself doing it, closing my fist around God’s hand, so to
speak, and trying to steer it toward the outcome I had privately
settled on, and calling the grip faith. It is nearer the opposite of
faith. Faith is total reliance on the living God. Faith entrusts the
whole prayer to Him and stops anxiously monitoring what He is
doing or failing to do about it. An obsession with the outcome
can wear faith’s clothes for a long time before you learn to tell the
two of them apart.

So let go of your expectations about the result, and let them go
on purpose. I stumbled into a practice for this, and I hand it to
you as one man’s medicine, since I distrust methods. When I feel

the grip starting to form, I say something like this to Him:

Lord, I am going to rest for a while from praying about this,
so that I do not become a slave to the outcome I am hoping

for. I have already placed it in Your hands.

Then I rest. For days, sometimes weeks, I say nothing more
about the matter, though I go on meeting Him about everything
else. This carries no quarrel with persistence; there are requests I

have carried back to God across decades, and the returning hon-
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ored Him. But there is a repetition that is really surveillance, and
I had to learn the difference on my own knees. A farmer who
trusts his field does not dig up the seed every third morning to
see whether anything has happened to it. The seed stays in the
ground, doing whatever seeds do in the dark, and the farmer
sleeps. Every time I have kept that rest honestly, I have found the
request still safe where I left it, and myself far freer of it.

I owe you one more piece of honesty before we go on. Some
evening you will pray just like this, the desire named, the surren-
der real, the mercy cry still warm in your mouth, and you will
feel lighter than you have felt in months. Then a week will pass,
and a month. The scan will come back unchanged, the door will
stay shut, the phone will not ring, and heaven, as far as your ears
can tell, will say nothing at all. I know that country. I have lived
in it for years at a stretch, and it took me longer to understand
what God is doing there than anything else prayer has ever asked

me to learn. We cannot walk around it, so we will walk into it.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Fourth Answer

THERE IS A FOURTH answer to prayer, and nobody stood up in
church to warn me about it. The fourth answer is silence: you ask,
and nothing comes back at all. The claim of this chapter is that
the silence is God hiding, and that His hiding is an invitation to
come closer. I know how strange that sounds from inside the qui-
et, so I will earn it slowly, from Scripture and from two rooms I
have stood in.

Start with the teaching I was given. We have all heard that
God answers prayer three ways: Yes, No, and Wait. I repeated it
for years, as confidently as it had been handed to me. It preaches
well, and it counts out neatly on three fingers, which for a young
believer with a Bible in his hands is most of what a teaching
needs. And there is real truth in it. I have received all three an-
swers in my own life, and I have learned, slowly and with a great
deal of complaining, to honor the No and the Wait as answers in
full standing, given by the same love that gives the Yes. My quar-
rel is only with what it leaves out. Three answers make a tidy
world, and whatever happens to your prayer there is a shelf to

set it on, and a shelf is a great comfort. Pray long enough, though,
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and one prayer comes home with no shelf to receive it. It is the
most dreadful of the four, and it breeds an uncertainty the other
three never do.

Silence gets confused with its three neighbors, so let me set it
apart carefully. A No is painful, and later in this book a whole
chapter waits for the No that lasts a lifetime, but a No is at least a
word. Someone spoke to you. You were refused, and even a re-
fusal is a kind of relationship. Wait is a word too, though I have
come to suspect that much of what we piously report as Wait is
really silence that embarrassed us, dressed up in something more
respectable. True silence stands apart from both. You ask, and
nothing comes back. No door closes, which would at least be in-
formation, and no door opens. You search your life for the sin
that must be blocking the line. You fast. You enlist praying
friends whose prayers you secretly rate above your own. You ask
in tears at midnight and with dry discipline at noon, and the re-
sult is the same result, which is no result. Underneath every other
question a colder one begins to form: is anyone there at all?

This silence comes in matters large and small. I have knelt and
asked God plainly which of two honest roads He wanted me to
walk, both of them mine to take for His sake, and risen from my
knees knowing exactly as much as when I knelt down. Why is He
silent at a moment like that? Why does He throw the whole
weight of the choice back onto us, as though it were ours alone to
carry? I have carried petitions for people I loved through years of
asking and heard nothing I could honestly call a reply. Other
people have handed me silences deeper than my own. A woman
who prayed a decade over a wandering child told me the quiet

was harder to bear than the fear.
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A man once described his prayer life to me in the flat voice of
someone reading off the weather. He had stopped expecting any-
thing when he prayed, he said, the way you stop writing letters
to an address that has never once written back. I understood him
better than I let on at the time. Speaking day after day into a room
where nothing moves produces a fatigue all its own, and I have
come to believe that fatigue has emptied more pews than every
argument against God ever printed.

Here is the cruelest thing the silence does: it turns us into in-
terpreters, and we are terrible interpreters of quiet. Given nothing
to read, we write the message ourselves, and the message we
write runs almost always against us. He is angry with me. I asked
wrongly. I am beneath His notice. Some of the most faithful peo-
ple I have ever known have handed me those self-composed ver-
dicts in tears, certain they were reading God’s verdict, when all
they were holding was a blank page and their own fear. I did the
same for years. A man can live a long time inside a condemnation
God never issued. So before anything else, I want to take the pen
out of that anxious hand, yours and mine, and look at what the
Scriptures actually show us about the God who goes quiet.

The Bible knows this silence from the inside. Those who suffer
it usually assume they have wandered off the map of faith, when
in fact they are standing in the dead center of it. One whole book
of Scripture opens with a man shouting at the sky. Habakkuk
was a prophet, a professional listener to God if ever there was
one, and the first words of his book are a complaint filed against

heaven:
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O LORD, how long shall I cry, And You will not hear? Even
cry out to You, “Violence!” And You will not save. (Habak-
kuk 1:2 NKJV)

Notice what the verse assumes. The crying has gone on a long
time; the words how long tell you it has outlasted every reasona-
ble patience. Notice too that the prophet’s faith is fully intact. He
still addresses the LORD. He still believes God hears and saves in
general, and that very belief is what makes the silence unbearable
in particular. And God let the complaint stand. When the Scrip-
tures were gathered, no one smoothed that opening into some-
thing more devotional, and the protest against the silence sits
preserved inside the very book we hold in our hands. At the very
least it tells us God is not ashamed of the question, and He does

not ask us to pretend we have heard what we have not heard.

* % ok

YEARS AGO I STOOD at the bedside of someone I loved, moments
after he died. I was in that room as a clergyman, among other
things, and a clergyman is supposed to know what to do there.
Out in the corridor I had rehearsed it. I would pray aloud, say
something noble and true, maybe quote Scripture, the way I had
done at other bedsides for other families. Then I stepped inside,
and death was close in a way it had never once been close to me
before. The room was still, unnaturally still. The air itself felt torn.
There were no cries and no last embraces, only an unbearable si-
lence that screamed with absence. Everything I had prepared col-
lapsed, and when death stood that close all I could do was trem-
ble.
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It took me years to understand that trembling. The world had
come undone in front of me. Every category I trusted collapsed at
once: time, presence, hope, all of it, and yet something in the
wreckage was holy. I had expected, if I felt God at all in that
room, to feel Him far away. What I felt instead was His nearness,
and the nearness was terrifying, a summons more than a comfort.
I did not dare to speak. Anything I said would have been too
small, too shallow, for what was in the room. I had walked in ex-
pecting to close a story with a prayer. I stood before a silence too
large for words.

Years later, reading the end of Mark’s Gospel, I recognized
where I had been standing. Mark tells how the women came to
the tomb at dawn with spices, carrying the last gestures of love in
a world still governed by death. They found the stone rolled
away, the body gone, and a messenger announcing news too
large for any human frame to hold. Mark sets down what hap-

pened next in a single astonishing sentence:

So they went out quickly and fled from the tomb, for they
trembled and were amazed. And they said nothing to any-

one, for they were afraid. (Mark 16:8)

That sentence troubled me for years. It read like a failure of
nerve in the women, plain fear standing exactly where the joy
should have been. The hospital room cured me of the objection.
The women fled because they had seen too much. Their fear was
not superstition and not weakness; it was the holy trembling that
seizes a soul the moment it finds itself inside a divine power un-
leashed not as thunder but as emptiness. Their silence was not
failure. It was liturgy, adoration through collapse, the soul falling

prostrate before a mystery it could not contain. To them the emp-
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ty tomb felt like the ground giving way, and in a sense they were
right; everything they knew about how the world works had just
been overruled. But the tomb was empty because Christ had gone
ahead of them, into Galilee, into the whole future. What looked
like absence was the opening hour of the resurrection. I now be-
lieve that everyone who prays into the silence stands somewhere
near that early tomb. The feeling that God has withdrawn may be
the truest signal we ever receive that He has gone ahead of us,
calling us forward to where He already is.

This past year the silence came for me again, and this time it
lingered. Someone I loved lay in a hospital, slowly approaching
the threshold of eternity. For days I kept vigil in a room where
the loudest sounds were machines. I have spent more years be-
side such beds than I can count, praying with the dying and sit-
ting with the mourning, and I owned a whole vocabulary for
those rooms: Scripture, prayer, quiet presence, the language the
church has always used to walk people through grief. When the
dying man was mine to lose, the vocabulary shrank. I prayed,
and my prayers seemed to rise into the same quiet the machines
ticked against. I knew every consoling thing that could be said,
because I had said them all at other bedsides. Knowing them, I
discovered, is a different thing from being helped by them.

One afternoon a nurse found me in the hallway. She was do-
ing nothing official. She had simply noticed, the way some peo-
ple notice, that the man who was supposed to be the strong one
was worn through. She looked at me and said the sentence I have
carried ever since.

“It is okay to grieve, since grief is an expression of love.”
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For years I had said things like that to other people, always
from the giving end of the sentence, and I can tell you it lands
with a different weight on the receiving end. She comforted the
comforter. As far as she knew she was only being kind to a tired
stranger, yet her quiet kindness carried a grace as deep as any
sermon I have preached or heard. Her sentence was also sound
theology. Grief rises out of love and out of nowhere else, and the
depth of the sorrow measures the size of the gift. A heart full of
resurrection hope still weeps, because hope answers death with-
out erasing the love that death interrupts. I have gone back many
times to what was really happening in that hallway. Heaven
stayed silent over my petitions in exactly the way I have been de-
scribing, and all the while a mercy was making its way to me
down a hospital corridor on ordinary human feet. The silence

above me was never as empty as it felt.

E N

EVEN JESUS MET THE fourth answer. Whenever I doubt that si-
lence belongs anywhere inside the life of faith, I go back to the
darkest afternoon in history. Matthew records that about the
ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, and the words He
reached for were already a thousand years old, the opening line

of the twenty-second psalm:

My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me? Why are You
so far from helping Me, And from the words of My groan-
ing? (Psalm 22:1)

Sit with that as long as you can bear to. The eternal Son had
lived every hour of His earthly life in unbroken communion with

the Father, and at noon the sky went dark, and He passed
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through the silence all the way down. What He did with it is the
part I want you to see: He prayed it. He took up the oldest scream
of the silence-stricken, a psalm His people had cried for centuries,
and made it His own. Everyone who has ever prayed into the
quiet has therefore prayed in His company, with His voice along-
side theirs. Notice how the prayer begins.

My God, My God: twice over, the language of covenant, of a
bond still claimed. The prayer accuses God of forsaking and
clings to Him in the same breath. Further down, the same psalm
dares to say what the darkness could not see: “Nor has He hid-
den His face from Him; But when He cried to Him, He heard”
(Psalm 22:24). The psalm carries the felt forsakenness and the fact
of being heard side by side, all the way to its end. His silence is
not His absence, and His delay is not His denial; the same God
who permitted the darkness of Good Friday brought forth the
light of Easter morning. Three days after Jesus prayed it, the emp-
ty tomb showed which of the two ran deeper.

Now let me state plainly the conviction the silence has ham-
mered into me over the years, the one I set down at the start. God
is not absent. He is hidden. And hiddenness is not abandonment.
It is how He invites us deeper. An absent God would be a closed
door and the end of the story. A hidden God is present the whole
time, the way the sun is present above an overcast sky, and His
hiding has a purpose. Isaiah ran into this mystery and left it
standing in his book as praise: “Truly You are God, who hide
Yourself, O God of Israel, the Savior!” (Isaiah 45:15). Read that
slowly. In a single breath the prophet calls Him hidden and calls
Him Savior, and he feels not the slightest contradiction, because

he has grasped something true about the hiding.
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Anyone who has ever hidden from a small child knows the
difference between hiding and leaving. When you hide from a
child you choose a spot where you can still hear her. You leave a
shoe showing at the edge of the curtain. You are more attentive in
your hiding than you ever were in plain view, and the whole
game exists so that she will come looking and shriek with joy at
the finding. If she shrugged and wandered off, it would break
your heart. I say this reverently: something like that game is be-
ing played with us, at depths where it stops being a game.

God conceals Himself from our feelings and our evidence
while staying within reach of our seeking, because the seeking
draws us farther in than any instant answer ever would. The si-
lence works on our questions too, slowly, over years. For a long
time I came to God demanding to know why. Chasing the why
leaves a soul restless, because the explanation, even on the rare
day it comes, never quite reaches the ache underneath it. The si-
lence outlasted every why I had, until the question underneath
finally surfaced, which was Who. God does not always hand us
the answer we came for, but He always offers us Himself. In all
my years of praying I have received very few explanations. I have
received Him. That exchange gets made in the silence, and I no
longer believe it could be made anywhere else.

I will not pretend the invitation is always accepted. I have
watched people meet the silence and step away. They rarely step
into loud unbelief; mostly they drift into indifference, or into a
competent self-reliance that keeps the forms of faith while expect-
ing nothing from them. Some place God on a shelf like a beautiful
relic of their youth, still revered, no longer spoken to as a friend.

Many of them come back years later, and I have listened to
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enough of them to report the pattern: they return because the
hunger would not die, and nothing else they fed it with could fill
it.

Maybe you are in the silence now, frightened that your faith
was an illusion all along. I will give you the answer I once gave a
man who said exactly that to me. Illusions do not bleed. Illusions
do not cry out in the night or ache for a voice they cannot hear.
Your faith is wounded, and only living things can be wounded.
Let the silence become a sanctuary, a hidden room where your
soul keeps vigil with Christ. On the days when you cannot form
words in it, let your tears and your tiredness do the praying.

If you need a witness that great love and great silence can
share the same soul for a lifetime, the last century handed us one,
and her letters are in print for anyone to check. Mother Teresa
spent decades lifting the dying off the streets, and the world
watched her do it with a face full of joy. After her death her pri-
vate letters came out in a book called Come Be My Light, and
they revealed what almost no one had guessed. From nearly the
start of that work until nearly its end, she lived in interior dark-
ness, with scarcely a felt trace of the God she served. “The silence
and the emptiness is so great,” she wrote to a trusted counselor,
“that I look and do not see, listen and do not hear.” Some people
read those letters as the unmasking of a hypocrite.

I read them as one of the great documents of fidelity ever
written. Here was a woman who kept lifting the dying out of gut-
ters, year after year, on the strength of a love she could no longer
feel, praying to a God who gave her nothing to go on except eve-
rything He had already given. Her hands stayed open and her

vows held, which is what faith looks like when the warmth is
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gone: the persistent choice to trust God’s goodness across His si-
lence. If silence were the signature of rejection, then the person it
covered most completely in living memory was also among the
people most visibly consumed by the love of God, and those two
facts refuse to fit that theory. The honest conclusion is simpler
and stranger: His silence and His love travel together far more
often than we were told.

One more sentence of Scripture has done more against the ter-
ror of the fourth answer than anything else I know. When Laza-
rus of Bethany fell sick, his sisters sent an urgent message to Je-
sus: “Lord, behold, he whom You love is sick” (John 11:3). Then
they waited, and no one came. Anyone who has kept a vigil
knows what those days were like: the sound of labored breathing,
the eyes going again and again to the door. And the Gospel writ-
er, setting it all down years afterward, joins the facts of the story

in a way no publicist would ever have allowed:

Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. So,
when He heard that he was sick, He stayed two more days in
the place where He was. (John 11:5-6)

Read the hinge of that sentence again. He loved them; so He
stayed. Our whole theology of silence expects the word although
in there, and John chose so, as though the love and the delay
flowed from a single purpose, as though the two silent days were
themselves something love was doing. The rest of that story can
wait for its own place in this book, except for one detail that be-
longs here: when Jesus finally stood at His friend’s tomb, He
wept (John 11:35). The nurse in my hallway had the Gospel on

her side. Grief is an expression of love, and so, evidently, is delay.
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That is the hardest sentence I have written so far, and I would
never have dared to write it if John had not written it first.

So when the fourth answer comes to you, and if you keep
praying it will, it arrives from inside a love the silence never sus-
pends. What remains is the question I carried out of every quiet
room of my life: what is that love doing during the two days, and
the two years, and the twenty? After a long time I can tell you
where to look for the work. It is closer than the sky you keep
searching. Watch what is quietly happening in the one who

waits.
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CHAPTER SIX

Grace, Not a Shortcut

I PRAYED FOR THE same thing, day and night, for ten years.
Those years taught me the one claim this chapter stands on: delay
is not dead time, it is formation. While the door stays shut, God is
quietly building the person who keeps knocking, and the wilder-
ness a man crosses to reach the answer turns out to be part of the
answer. [ want to tell you the ten years straight through, because
everything I believe about waiting was made in them.

The story begins when I was a young man, not long out of my
student years. A conviction took hold of me that I could not
shake and could not explain to anyone’s satisfaction, my own
least of all: my future lay in a country on the other side of the
world. The work I believed I was made for could be done no-
where else, an ocean away. And I had no means of getting there. I
do not mean the way was hard. I mean I could not have bought
the ticket. More than once I went to a travel agent and asked the
fare, and the number was more than I could have saved in years
of the life I was living.

The agent was kind about it, the way people are kind to

someone they are sure they will never see again. So I made a plan
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that makes me smile now. I would cross by ship instead and
work my passage, washing dishes or sweeping floors for the two
months the crossing would take. I had no idea whether such
work even existed. It was the only process I knew.

So I prayed. For ten years I asked God to open that one door,
and I arranged my whole life around the asking. I did not court
anyone, though I wanted to marry as much as any young man
does. I told the girls I met, with a solemnity that must have been
easy to laugh at, that I had to cross the ocean first. My closest
friends did laugh. One of them said, “You know why it is called a
dream, don’t you? Because it only happens when you are asleep.”
That line went around for years, and it got a laugh every time. I
laughed along at first. Around the seventh year it stopped being
funny. And heaven, through most of those ten years, said nothing
I could hear.

Here is where I did the asking. In those years I ate my first
meal of the day at four in the morning, at a food stall on a bridge.
The river under the bridge was filthy, because the whole neigh-
borhood used it as a dump, and from where I sat I could hear
chickens shrieking as they were slaughtered for the morning
market. That bridge was my chapel. I ate in the dark, and then I
prayed, and by then my praying had worn down to a single sen-
tence, borrowed from a boy in the Gospels: “Lord, all I have are
five loaves and two fish.”

You remember the boy. Thousands had followed Jesus up the
mountainside with nothing to eat, and Andrew reported the one
resource the disciples could locate: “There is a lad here who has
tive barley loaves and two small fish, but what are they among so

many?” (John 6:9 NKJV). Andrew’s arithmetic was my arithmetic
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on the bridge. Here is what I have; what is it among so many?
What was one poor student’s praying against an ocean, a fare he
could not pay, a country that had never heard of him? But the
boy handed his loaves over anyway, and that is what my sen-
tence meant. I was not informing God that the inventory was
small; He knew. I was beginning with what I had instead of what
I lacked. Start with what you have, not what you lack. The sen-
tence was my way of handing it over, every morning, before the
sun came up over the dirty water.

Now let me say plainly what I believe those ten years were.
When God does not seem to answer a prayer, He is usually grow-
ing the person who prayed it, because He cannot hand a respon-
sibility to someone who is still too weak to carry it. His slowness
is the making of a person able to bear the answer, and I know of
no other way such a person gets made. For a long time I thought
the ten years were a corridor, dead time outside the room where
my real life would begin. I now believe they were the room. I did
not learn this from my own story first. I learned it from Israel’s,
and only afterward recognized the bridge in it.

Israel came out of Egypt through a parted sea, carried on a
miracle they could never afterward deny. Then God led them in-
to a desert and kept them there forty years, and what the desert
uncovered was humiliating. The people had begged for freedom,
and freedom promptly exposed the fears that slavery had kept
hidden. Hunger turned at once into complaint. Thirst turned into
bitterness. Delay turned into murmuring against the very God
whose cloud they could see with their own eyes. When the spies
came back from Canaan talking about giants, the men who had

watched Pharaoh’s army drown collapsed in fear. People who
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had sung on the far shore of the Red Sea began to speak of slav-
ery with something horribly close to homesickness. Slavery, at
least, had been predictable. Their bodies had left Egypt. Egypt
was still alive in their instincts. Deliverance and readiness are
two different works of God, and the second one is slower.

At the end of the forty years, Moses told them plainly what
the desert had been for:

And you shall remember that the LORD your God led you all
the way these forty years in the wilderness, to humble you
and test you, to know what was in your heart, whether you
would keep His commandments or not. So He humbled you,
allowed you to hunger, and fed you with manna which you
did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might make
you know that man shall not live by bread alone; but man
lives by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the
LORD. (Deuteronomy 8:2-3)

Read the verbs slowly. He led you, all the way, every year of it
deliberate, none of it wandering as far as God was concerned. To
humble you, to test you, to know what was in your heart: the
wilderness was an examination, and the subject under examina-
tion was the heart. God already knew the results. The heart itself
did not, and had to be shown. He allowed you to hunger, and He
fed you, and the hunger and the manna came from the same
hand and the same love. These people had to learn in their stom-
achs what they would never have accepted as doctrine, that a
human life leans first on the word of God and only then on bread.
Forty years of that curriculum turned a mob of freed slaves into a

nation that could cross the Jordan and be trusted with a land. The
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desert was the slow formation of a people able to carry what they
had asked God to give.

We use the word readiness far too lightly. I think of Israel’s
examination whenever somebody at a conference or a retreat calls
out, “Are you ready?” and the hands go up and the voices an-
swer yes, we are ready. I never doubt the sincerity for a moment.
I have also never once heard a room answer no. What I doubt is
the definition. We imagine readiness as a feeling, a surge of con-
fidence or courage or spiritual warmth, and we assume that once
the feeling arrives we are prepared for the blessing, the ministry,
the answer we have been asking for. Scripture unfolds readiness
far more painfully than that.

Readiness, in the Kingdom of God, is rarely about compe-
tence. It is the capacity to carry without crumbling, to lead with-
out grasping, to create without being owned by what you make.
Heaven does not entrust weight to a soul that cannot bear it. A
man prays for leadership while remaining unwilling to endure
the discipline, the misunderstanding, and the loneliness in which
leadership is formed. Someone prays for influence and stays frag-
ile before the mildest criticism. Someone prays for a great minis-
try while still checking, after every small one, whether anyone
applauded. If a man prays for a company to be entrusted to him,
wisdom and endurance are not poured into him overnight along
with the keys. He must still walk through rejection, exhaustion,
and the long hidden labor by which a soul acquires substance.

Once you see this, your own delays begin to read differently.
The answer to a prayer usually begins long before the prayer
looks fulfilled. The training, the wilderness, the delay itself are

already part of the answer, the way a foundation is already part
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of the house, and the burden God intends to give you is shaping,
even now, the shoulders that will have to carry it. That is why, in
His mercy, He permits roads that wound our confidence, expose
our illusions, and dismantle the flattering pictures we keep of
ourselves. He takes no pleasure in the wounding, and I want that
said clearly, because some of you have been taught to picture a
God who enjoys watching you wait. But responsibilities have
weight, and weight crushes whatever lacks depth, and He loves
us too much to let the gift destroy its receiver.

I can name some of what the ten years did in me, now that
they are decades behind me. They taught me to live on little and
waste nothing, which counted for far more later than I could have
guessed. They taught me to work while I waited. I finished my
studies, I took what work there was, I kept my hands moving,
because the waiting God honors has never been idleness in a line.
And they broke a certainty in me that badly needed breaking. In
those years I was sure of the whole script: sure God would send
me, sure of what I would accomplish once I arrived, sure of how
the story would run to the last page of my life.

Some of those certainties were honored. Some never were.
Part of the desert’'s work was teaching me to tell the difference
between trusting God and trusting my script for God. The two
feel identical from the inside. Only the wilderness tells them
apart, because the wilderness burns the script and leaves you
standing there with God Himself, finding out whether He was
what you wanted all along. I have come to think one of the most
dangerous conditions a soul can reach is a certainty so complete

that God can no longer surprise it or correct it.
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I would love to tell you I prayed nobly through all of it. I did
not. On many of those dark mornings, what I actually wanted
from God was a shortcut. I wanted the door blown open, the ten
years compressed to ten weeks, the bridge and the river and the
shrieking chickens edited out of my story. There is a prayer I

learned much later, and I wish I had learned it on the bridge.
Give me grace, O Lord, not a shortcut.

Shortcuts, I have come to see, are illusions. They promise re-
lief, but they rob us of becoming. They offer speed, but they steal
depth. In God’s economy the length of the road is not a punish-
ment but a process. A man who walks with God often travels a
longer road than those who do not, through country he is never
asked to explain. And the extra distance does work a straight
road never could. It chisels away pride, strips away illusions, and
slowly presses the traveler into the mold of Christ.

The detours we despise are not accidents but appointments.
Grace is not the absence of difficulty; it is God’s presence in the
middle of it. It carries the traveler the whole length of the road,
teaching him to trust when he does not understand and to hope
when the road looks endless. In one short life, if each of us had to
walk every road we were meant to, none of us would reach the
destination.

If that sounds like a clergyman romanticizing hardship, check
it against Christ Himself. He was offered shortcuts, more than
one, and He took none of them. He did not come down from the
cross, though He could have, though the crowd taunted Him to
do it. He walked the whole road of His suffering to its end, and

our salvation lies at the end of that unshortened road. I do not see
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how a disciple can request a bypass the Master refused. Faith was
never a transaction, God delivering in full the moment I believed
hard enough. It is the posture that keeps building the ark nail by
nail with the flood nowhere in sight, and the grace He loves to
give is the strength to keep hammering.

Now let me tell you how the door finally opened. God’s tim-
ing has a sense of humor for which ten years of solemn praying
had entirely failed to prepare me. My studies were finished and
the door was still shut. In the meantime I had begun a small piece
of work with a friend studying abroad, a friend who had written
to me out of nowhere after years of silence. We built the thing
together across the ocean, by letters and telephone calls, and the
distance had become so ordinary to us that I had stopped notic-
ing it. One day he announced that he wanted to come and visit
me.

“Why?” I asked him. “We can finish this the way we started it,
by mail and by phone.”

“I just want to complete it alongside you,” he said.

I answered with a joke. “Instead of you coming all this way to
me, why don’t I just come to you?”

He was quiet for a moment, and then he declined to treat it as
a joke. He knew about the ten years; I had never made a secret of
them. Go, he said, and ask for the permission properly, and tell
them plainly what you intend. I will stand behind you and an-
swer for your stay. And if they say yes, the ticket is mine to buy.

They said yes. He bought the ticket. After a decade of imagin-
ing ships, dishwater, and two months of working my passage, I
crossed the ocean in a single day. I paid no fare. The door was

held open by a hand I had never thought to pray for. Not one el-
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ement of my imagined process was used. I had spent ten years
rehearsing the mechanics of an answer, the way the man at the
pool of Bethesda spent thirty-eight years rehearsing the stirring
of the water and the race to it he always lost. When the answer
finally came, it walked up beside the whole system and quietly
ignored it.

The ten years of that waiting have their verse in Isaiah, one
people embroider on cushions, and I understand why, since it is

beautiful. What is less noticed is how precise it is:

But those who wait on the LORD

Shall renew their strength;

They shall mount up with wings like eagles,
They shall run and not be weary,

They shall walk and not faint. (Isaiah 40:31)

Notice where the renewing happens. It happens in the wait-
ing, to those who wait, before any running or mounting up is
mentioned. Notice, too, what the waiting is fastened to. Those
who wait on the LORD wait on Him, on His character, on His
word. That is a wholly different posture from waiting for an out-
come with God’s name pinned to it. Outcome-waiting drains a
soul by the month, and I have done enough of it to testify. Wait-
ing on the LORD belongs to a stranger economy, one in which
strength arrives during the delay instead of after it. The man who
comes out of the wilderness is stronger than the man who went
in, though everything visible about a wilderness should have
worn him down to nothing.

Here is the thing I most want to tell you about the day the an-
swer came. When I finally boarded that airplane, I felt almost

none of what I had spent ten years expecting to feel. There were
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no trumpets. What I felt was a deep and quiet recognition, the
sensation of a key sliding into the lock it was cut for. On the far
side of the ocean I knew one soul, and everything the bridge had
built into me was needed there: the thrift, the discipline, the habit
of praying in the dark, the trust that had learned to survive
laughter. Every piece of it was spent, and none of it was wasted.
The man the waiting had made turned out to be the man the an-
swer required. I have said it since in the one form I still believe.
When the answer to your prayer comes, it will not feel like a res-
cue. It will feel like a confirmation of who you have become in
the waiting. That is grace. And grace is never late.

I want to be careful with this story, because I know where it
may find you. Some of you have been waiting longer than ten
years. Some of you are waiting for something no travel agent can
price: a healing, a reconciliation, a child. Some prayers receive a
lifelong No rather than a slow Yes, and I have carried one of
those myself; this chapter does not pretend to answer them. What
I can put into your hands today is Paul’s sentence to the Gala-
tians: “And let us not grow weary while doing good, for in due
season we shall reap if we do not lose heart” (Galatians 6:9).

Read the fine print of that promise, because for once the fine
print is the good news. The reaping is guaranteed. The season is
unspecified. Due season is the clause God keeps in His own
hand, and everything in this chapter is my testimony about why
He holds it. The season comes due when the person is ready, and
He is making the person the whole time, in the dark, before

dawn, on whatever bridge you are eating your bread this morn-

ing.
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There is one more honesty I owe you before we leave that
bridge. The ten years held mornings I have not described, morn-
ings when the praying itself was the heaviest thing I carried up
those steps, and no book I owned had warned me they were com-
ing. What made those mornings heavy has a plain name, and a
praying life cannot go much further until we say it out loud: dis-

appointment.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

How Prayer Survives

Disappointment

A MAN WHO HAD been a father to me came to the edge of his life,
and I found out how little my theology weighed. He had been a
towering figure to me, a giant who shaped my life and my char-
acter, and when that figure began to go, it was not grief alone that
moved in me. It felt as though the pillar of my life, the architec-
ture of my soul, was shaken. I remember the doctor coming out
to the family to tell us they had done everything they could. I had
prayed, the way a son prays, and the answer was no. You might
think that a clergyman, of all people, would know how to stand
in that room. I did not. I have preached the resurrection and the
life to come for many years, and I learned in one afternoon that
the knowledge of mortality does not train the heart to face it.
What I knew and what I could bear turned out to be two different
countries.

I begin here because disappointment in prayer lives in that
same country, and I want you to know before we go further that I
write as a man who has stood in it, not as one who studied it

from outside.
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Disappointment in prayer is one of the quiet crises of faith. It
rarely announces itself as rebellion. It comes instead as fatigue,
hesitation, a reluctance to ask again. Some years ago a letter
reached me that named it exactly. “I once knew how to pray with
tire,” the man wrote, “with faith and confidence and joy. Now I
have neither the appetite nor the strength. I feel numb. I feel hurt.
I cannot pray the way I used to. Does that mean I have lost my
faith?” He signed himself, in effect, barely holding on. I have re-
ceived that letter many times since, in many hands, and I have
heard it spoken across kitchen tables and in hospital hallways by
people who would never write it down. This chapter is my an-
swer to that letter, and to the afternoon I just described, because
they turn out to be the same answer.

Look first at how the condition works, because it is quieter
than you expect. Nobody wakes one morning, shakes a fist at
heaven, and resigns. You asked for something, honestly and
hard, and it did not come. You asked again, and it did not come.
The heart remembers the requests that came back empty, and it
begins to protect itself without asking your permission. Hope
starts to feel expensive. Asking starts to look dangerous. So you
make quiet cuts. You still go to church, where you give and re-
ceive the reassuring nods. You still say grace, and you still pray
readily and warmly for other people. But the one thing, the real
thing, you have stopped mentioning to God. There is no rebellion
in any of it. It is a flinch, the reflex of a heart that has been struck
in the same place too many times.

Here is what I wrote back to the tired man. You have not lost
your faith. You have passed through fire, and what you feel is

what passing through fire feels like. Scripture is full of God’s
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people in your exact condition. Elijah, days after the greatest an-
swered prayer of his life, lay down under a broom tree and asked
God to let him die. God let him sleep, and fed him, twice, before
He said one word about the future. Isaiah says of the Servant of
the Lord, “A bruised reed He will not break, And smoking flax
He will not quench” (Isaiah 42:3 NKJV). Smoking flax is a fair
portrait of the man who wrote to me, and of me on that after-
noon. The flame is gone, but the ember is alive, and the smoke
itself is proof that something in you still burns. Faith does not al-
ways look like fire. Sometimes it is embers, and even embers
glow in the dark. Then I told him one thing more, which I suspect
he could not yet believe. His letter was itself a prayer. A man
who is finished with God does not sit down at midnight to ask a
clergyman whether the silence in his chest is the end. He asks be-
cause some part of him is still turned toward the door.

I did not learn that from books. I learned it at a door of my
own. There was a dark period in my life when disappointment
set in because God had not answered my prayers. I had carried
some of them a long way, and I was tired of hoping, and more
tired of being the man who stands up in front of other people and
talks about hoping. Out of that exhaustion I prayed the most

dangerous prayer of my life, and I remember the exact words.

Jesus, I want You out of my life. Leave my heart and stay be-

yond that door.

He did not argue with me. There was no lightning, and there
was no relief either. I did not invent that prayer; Scripture con-
tains it. After Jesus healed the wild man who lived among the

tombs, the whole town came out and “began to plead with Him
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to depart from their region” (Mark 5:17 NKJV), and He got into
the boat and went. Many of us have become experts at asking
Him to leave without ever using the words. I had at least used
them. And I could not stop looking at that door. Whenever I
looked beyond it, I saw Jesus there, waiting patiently. He never
touched the handle. He never knocked. He waited. He never
abandoned me; He did not give up on me. Much later I noticed
something about my own eviction notice that shamed me and
comforted me in the same instant. I had addressed it to Him. I
told Jesus to leave in the form of a prayer to Jesus. Even my rejec-
tion was conversation. A heart angry enough to slam a door is
still standing at the door, and He knew that long before I did.
Now the theology, stated plainly, because it took me years to
see and it is the hinge of this chapter. Most of the wound of dis-
appointment comes from confusing two things: expectation and
entitlement. Expectation is the courage to name desire before
God. Entitlement is the conclusion that a different outcome
would mean rejection. The first is invited; the second is exposed
as illusion. Both say “I want this” in God’s presence, and both
feel like hope while the asking is fresh. But expectation holds its
request out in plain sight, ready to grieve if the answer grieves it,
and it comes back the next morning. Entitlement has decided in
advance what love must look like, and when the outcome differs
from its terms, it declares a breach. Entitlement can quote Scrip-
ture. It often sounds more devout than expectation does, because
it speaks with such confidence about what God will surely do.
The request may be identical in both cases, and so may the desire.
Everything hangs on what the heart concludes when the answer

is not the one it dreamed.
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Notice that the Gospel never treats disappointment by teach-
ing us to want less. There is no verse that counsels detachment,
no beatitude for the ones who kept their expectations low, no
praise anywhere for a soul that armored itself against hope. The
Lord who taught us to pray for daily bread expects the asking to
go on, with the desire fully alive inside the words. You may hope
intensely. You may want the thing so much it wakes you at night,
and you may say so to God in exactly those terms. What faith is
asked to hand over is one thing only: the claim to decide, on the
spot, what the answer means about the relationship. You may not
appoint the outcome as the judge of the whole relationship. Hold
that claim long enough and it will poison your praying at the
root.

This is why prayer can never be made safe, and why every at-
tempt to make it safe kills it. To pray is to risk disappointment,
because to pray is to risk love. A prayer that cannot wound can-
not reveal trust; it stakes nothing, and it finds out nothing. The
one who asks for nothing cannot be disappointed, true enough,
but neither can he ever meet God as a giver. And here is the sen-
tence I most need you to carry out of this chapter, because every-
thing in you will fight it on the day you need it. The measure of
the Father’s love was never the removal of suffering from His
Son. If His love could not be read that way at the Cross, it cannot
be read that way in your life either. A different outcome does not
mean a different love.

I have met people who tell me, in the tone of hard-won wis-
dom, that they have learned to expect nothing from God, and
over the years I have learned to hear the wound underneath the

wisdom. They believe they have found stability. What they have
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found is the stability of a shuttered house, where nothing gets in
to hurt them and nothing gets in at all. We do the same thing
with human love after enough injury: care less, promise less, hold
everyone loosely, and call it maturity. It works, and that is the
terrible thing about it. It numbs the one nerve you need for feel-
ing everything else.

Watch what God actually does with a hope that arrives limp-
ing. At the foot of the mountain where Jesus was transfigured, a
father waits with his boy, who since childhood has been seized
and thrown into fire and into water. The disciples have already
tried to heal him and failed, in public. The scribes are arguing, the
crowd is pressing in, and the father’s request, when he finally
gets it out, is worn thin by years of asking: “If You can do any-
thing, have compassion on us and help us” (Mark 9:22 NKJV). If
You can. Every disappointment the man ever swallowed is
packed inside that small hedge. Jesus takes the word up and
hands it back, “If you can believe, all things are possible to him
who believes” (Mark 9:23), and the father’s answer has become

one of the most precious sentences in Scripture:

Immediately the father of the child cried out and said with
tears, “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24)

Both halves come out of the same mouth in the same breath,
and Jesus receives them together. He does not send the man
away to come back when his faith is more consistent. He heals
the boy. The trembling prayer is accepted exactly as it stands,
tears and hedge and self-contradiction and all, and the man’s
honesty becomes the very site of the encounter. That scene fixes

the meaning of the word faith. Scripture never uses it to mean
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psychological certainty about results. Faith is relational orienta-
tion. It is the decision to stay turned toward God even when the
visible order resists interpretation. A trembling prayer is still a
prayer, and the Lord who will not quench smoking flax did not
quench that one.

The Psalms make the same point at book length. Lament, pro-
test, and confusion belong inside faith, not outside it. Whoever
gathered Israel’s prayers into one book bound the laments in
with the praises, on purpose, and the laments outnumber every-
thing else. “How long, O LORD?” is prayer (Psalm 13:1). “Why
do You hide Your face from me?” is prayer (Psalm 88:14). God
heard those sentences rising from His people, set them to music,
and commanded the congregation to sing them, so that no be-
liever in any generation could mistake sorrow for exile. I have sat
with grieving people who stop in the middle of a prayer to apol-
ogize to God for crying. The men who wrote the Psalms would

never have understood the apology.

Why are you cast down, O my soul?

And why are you disquieted within me?
Hope in God, for I shall yet praise Him

For the help of His countenance. (Psalm 42:5)

Both halves of that verse are the same man in the same mi-
nute, cast down and hoping at once. The psalm does not wait for
the feelings to improve before it turns toward God. The turning is
the prayer, and the sadness rides along inside it. Disappointment,
it turns out, is one of prayer’s languages, and the Psalter is where
God teaches us to speak it to His face.

Only one move makes disappointment deadly, and it never

feels like a move while you are making it. Disappointment be-
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comes dangerous the moment it hardens into a verdict about
God'’s character. The slide is quiet. “He has not given me this” is a
fact, and a person can go on praying from inside a fact for years.
“He does not care” is a verdict, and a verdict ends the trial. I have
listened to that border being crossed inside a single conversation,
more than once. Someone begins with “I know God has His rea-
sons” and arrives, a few sentences later, at “He just doesn’t listen
to people like me.” Nothing dramatic happens between those two
sentences, and I have never yet seen anyone feel themselves
Cross.

The man who wrote Lamentations shows us the alternative.
He composed his poem in the rubble of a burned city, with every-
thing he had prayed for lost in the most literal way a thing can be
lost, and he spends chapter after chapter saying so without sof-
tening a syllable. The hunger is in his lines, and the mockery, and
the smoke. What he refuses to do is let the rubble write the ver-
dict. In the middle of the wreckage he reaches deliberately back
for what he knows of God:

This I recall to my mind,

Therefore I have hope.

Through the LORD’s mercies we are not consumed,
Because His compassions fail not.

They are new every morning;

Great is Your faithfulness. (Lamentations 3:21-23)

This I recall to my mind. Hope, in that sentence, is an act. He
does not pretend the city is standing. He recalls what he has
known of God’s character, and the recalling gives him back the

morning. His compassions fail not, they are new every morning,
Yy y
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which means the mercy keeps a schedule, which means Some-

body keeps showing up.

YEARS AGO I MET a woman from a country far from mine, and
her story is the best picture I know of what stands on the far side
of our disappointment. After college she took a job in a city more
than a thousand miles from her hometown. Going home meant
eleven to fifteen hours on the fast train, and twice that on the
slow one, so her visits were precious. She loved her father dearly,
and whenever she traveled home she would ask him to meet her
at the station. One year she decided to surprise everyone. She
told no one she was coming, planning to walk up to the family’s
door and call out that she was home. She stepped off the early
train and stopped still on the platform. Her father was standing
there.

“Who told you I was coming home?”

“No one told me. I come here every morning in case you de-
cide to come home.”

Jesus told a story with that father in it. He set him inside His

most famous parable, in a single verse most of us read too quick-
ly:

And he arose and came to his father. But when he was still a
great way off, his father saw him and had compassion, and
ran and fell on his neck and kissed him. (Luke 15:20)

When he was still a great way off, his father saw him. Stay
with that clause. You do not see someone a great way off by acci-
dent. You see him because your eyes are on the road, and they

have searched that road every day since he left, through silent
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years without a letter or a rumor. Look, too, at what the son car-
ries up that road: a rehearsed speech. “Make me like one of your
hired servants” (Luke 15:19). He has taken his own failure and
the long silence and hardened them into a verdict about his fa-
ther’s heart, the very border crossing I have been warning you
against, and he is wrong. The father runs. Old men in that world
did not run. This one gathers up his robe and runs, and the
speech is smothered against his neck before it is half spoken.

I cannot read that verse without seeing my own door.
Through the whole dark period when I told Jesus to stay beyond
it, He was doing at my door what those two fathers did on the
road and on the platform. This is the fact our disappointment lies
to us about. When we stop asking, we assume the silence has be-
come mutual, that our retreat is being met with indifference, that
heaven has quietly moved on to more responsive customers.
Luke 15 says that while we nurse the wound and rehearse our
speeches, He is on the platform. He was there yesterday morning
too. Nobody has to tell Him we are coming.

So here is my whole answer to the letter this chapter opened
with, and to the afternoon in that hospital, and I admit it is less a
technique than a direction to keep facing. Bring the wounded ex-
pectation itself to God, because it is the truest prayer you current-
ly have. Tell Him that it hurts to ask again, that hope frightens
you, that part of you flinched even as you knelt down. Then ask
again anyway, and name the desire in full, without trimming it to
something safer, because He honors trembling honesty far above
composure. Hope as hard as you like. What you hand over, every
single time, is the verdict. Prayer survives disappointment not by

denying it, but by absorbing it into communion, and in that ab-
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sorption hope becomes something deeper than prediction. This is
not a consolation prize handed to people whose prayers failed. It
is the center of the Christian mystery, the place where weakness
meets grace, and the unanswered cry becomes the road into a
communion deeper than the answer itself would have given you.
Keep facing that direction through enough different answers and
something shifts that I can testify to though I cannot fully explain:
the relationship slowly becomes more trustworthy to you than
any outcome inside it. Faith, I have learned at that door, is the
courage to remain with God when the answer is different, the re-
fusal to leave the relationship even when the relationship is pain-
ful.

I owe you one more honesty before we go on. Everything I
have said so far quietly assumes that the answer is somewhere up
the road, a great way off but coming. Often it is. Sometimes it is
not. Some prayers are not delayed at all. They receive their an-
swer promptly and clearly, and the answer is No, and the No
does not lift in a year or in ten, and the thing you begged God to
remove is still there when you wake, decade after decade. I am
not describing other people now. I have carried one of those
prayers for most of my adult life, prayed over, wept over, never
granted, and what God has said to me inside that long refusal is
the hardest and best sentence I know about the life of prayer. It

deserves a chapter with no flinching in it at all.
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The Thorn That Stays

FOR MANY YEARS I have carried what Paul called a thorn in the
flesh. I want that on the table in the first paragraph, because this
chapter is a confession before it is a teaching. The older I grow,
the clearer it becomes that this thorn will likely persist for my en-
tire life. I have prayed about it in every posture a body can take,
upright, kneeling, and face down on the floor. I have fasted over
it and wept over it. More than once I knelt while people I trusted
laid their hands on my head and begged God, with real faith and
real love, to take it away. I rose from those prayers with my hair
still warm from their hands and the thorn sitting exactly where it
had always sat. As far as I can read God’s answer after all these
decades, the answer is No, and it shows every sign of being a life-
long No.

I am not going to tell you what the thorn is. Part of the reason
is shame, and I will not pretend otherwise. The better part of the
reason is Paul, who never named his thorn either. Preachers and
scholars have been guessing for twenty centuries: his eyes, malar-
ia, a stammer, the scars of his beatings, a temptation that never

retired. The guesses tell us more about the guessers than about
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Paul. I believe his silence was deliberate, and that it was a mercy.
Because the thorn stays unnamed, every sufferer since has been
able to write his own affliction into the blank space. Yours fits
there. So does mine. If Paul had told us it was his eyes, the verse
would belong to the dim-sighted, and the rest of us would be
reading someone else’s mail.

That verse belongs to everyone, and here is its teaching, stated
plainly before I show you where it comes from. God sometimes
answers the repeated, faithful prayer of someone He loves with a
flat No. When He does, He often binds a promise to the refusal:
His grace will be enough for the one who carries the thorn, and
His power will do its perfect work inside the very weakness He
has declined to lift. The thorn that stays is neither a punishment
nor a verdict on anyone’s faith. And prayer for healing remains
right, commanded, and real; God still heals, and we are told to
ask. What no one is handed is a formula. Hold those truths to-
gether and you have the doctrine of this chapter. Everything that
follows is what it cost me to believe it.

Consider first who carried the most famous thorn in history,
because he was no spiritual weakling. Paul had seen the risen
Christ on an open road and been blinded by the sight of Him.
God worked miracles through his hands, so many and so strange
that Luke records how handkerchiefs that had touched his skin
were carried to the sick, and the sick recovered (Acts 19:11-12).
This is a man from whose laundry healing flowed. He had also
been caught up, he says, to the third heaven, into Paradise, where
he heard things no human language is licensed to repeat (2 Co-
rinthians 12:2-4). Then came the other half of the parcel. Here is

his own account, the spine of this chapter:
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And lest I should be exalted above measure by the abun-
dance of the revelations, a thorn in the flesh was given to me,
a messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I be exalted above
measure. Concerning this thing I pleaded with the Lord three
times that it might depart from me. And He said to me, “My
grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in
weakness.” Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my
infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. (2 Co-
rinthians 12:7-9 NKJV)

Pleaded is a strong word. The apostle who taught the rest of
us to pray without ceasing is on the floor here, begging. Three
times means the begging had seasons; he put it down and picked
it up again, as we all do with ours. Then an answer came back,
which is itself rare. God does not usually explain a refusal; He
lets it stand. Here, once, in a sentence spoken to one man and
preserved for all of us, He did: the thorn would stay, the grace
would be enough, and the power of God would be made perfect
in the weakness Paul had begged Him to remove. Notice also
what Paul says the thorn was for. Lest I be exalted above measure
appears twice in a single verse, the way a man repeats the only
explanation that has ever made sense to him. The revelations and
the thorn arrived in the same delivery. Whatever lifted him to-
ward heaven came packaged with something that kept his face
near the ground, where the rest of us live, and where grace is
handed out.

One more detail in that passage speaks straight to our own
noisy generation. Paul sat on the greatest spiritual experience a
man can have for fourteen years. He mentions it almost against
his will, in the third person, and will not describe what he saw.

The thorn, he decided, was the part worth writing about. I have
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watched preachers do the opposite with far less. A vision, a voice,
a shiver at the right moment, and it becomes a platform, a claim
of authority over other souls, sometimes a revenue stream. Paul
boasts of the one credential nobody would ever counterfeit: his
weakness. When that finally landed on me, my own shame
changed color. The thing I had spent years hiding was, by apos-
tolic accounting, the most valuable thing I owned.

The shame deserves its own paragraph, because I suspect its
shape is common. The thorn was never merely a torment to me; it
was a humiliation, and not only before men but in the eyes of
God. There is a widespread notion that the moment we take
Christ as Lord we should wake each morning offering effortless
gratitude and move through the day seamlessly angelic, sinless
without trying. My own experience refutes it, and I suspect yours
does too. For years I believed the thorn survived my prayers be-
cause my faith was too small to kill it. I blamed myself for not
having enough faith, for not trying hard enough, and for my sins,
because I had absorbed that arithmetic from confident preachers
long before I thought to examine it. Under that math God grew
elusive to me, and every relapse became a fresh verdict. Every
time I approached Him in prayer a sense of unworthiness over-
whelmed me, and I was ashamed before the Lord and ashamed
before the people I serve. I assumed they would be scandalized to
learn that the man opening the Scriptures to them carried an un-
answered petition of his own, decades old and still tender to the
touch.

An old clergyman I trusted with my soul finally broke that
isolation. I told him my secret and waited for his face to change.

It did not change. He said quietly that some of the people we
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both admired carried afflictions far heavier than mine, had car-
ried them all their lives, and had served God magnificently the
whole while. Years before, that same man had told me I served
not because I was the most qualified, but because I was all God
had. Under grace, he was saying now, there are no special per-
sons, only forgiven ones. Every one of us is carrying something.
Many believers carry a thorn and hide it, ashamed that grace has
not “fixed” them. I hid mine for years on exactly those terms. The
thorn has stayed. I have stayed too, because His grace is enough.
So that nobody hears this chapter as permission to stop ask-
ing, let me say the other half with equal plainness. Prayer for
healing is right, and Scripture commands the arrangements for it

in plain words:

Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the
church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in
the name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save the
sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed
sins, he will be forgiven. Confess your trespasses to one an-
other, and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The
effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much.
(James 5:14-16)

Where I serve we do exactly this, and without embarrassment.
The sick come to us, or send for us, and we pray over them and
anoint them with oil, ordinary oil made extraordinary by the
name spoken over it. I believe in divine healing. I have seen it,
been unable to explain what I saw, and given thanks for it. So
ask. Call for the elders. Anoint. Pray the prayer of faith with your

whole heart, for yourself and for the people you love, because
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behind James’s instruction stands the God who, in the days of
His flesh, touched lepers other men would not look at.

Years ago I passed a counterfeit of that healing, on a street in a
large city, in a building that looked like a church. The sign out
front said that miracles happen there every day, just as in the
days of the apostles. The building was empty. I stood on the
sidewalk wondering why, if miracles were happening daily in-
side, there was nobody there to receive one. Then I walked on.

What Scripture never teaches is healing as a transaction with a
guaranteed yield. That teaching exists, it is popular, and it sells,
the whole watered-down gospel of seven ways to obtain God'’s
blessings, and I want to speak plainly about it, because I once
lived under it and I have spent years sitting with its casualties. It
says: name it, claim it, believe hard enough, and the healing must
come, so that if it does not come, the failure is yours. It has a sur-
face logic, and it can quote verses. But watch what it does with
the sick. It hands a woman her diagnosis and then hands her the
blame for it. It stands at a hospital bed and audits the patient. It
leaves a grieving family wondering, in the worst week of their
lives, whether their beloved died of their unbelief. I have listened
to these people, and I can tell you what that teaching leaves be-
hind: exhaustion, a believer convinced God is inspecting their
trust for defects, and finally a soul too ashamed to pray at all.

The teaching is false, and Scripture itself takes it apart. Paul,
whose prayers healed other people’s diseases, could not pray his
own thorn away, and God’s answer to him breathed not one
word about insufficient faith. The same Paul told Timothy, his
beloved son in the faith, to take a little wine for his stomach and

his frequent infirmities (1 Timothy 5:23); he prescribed a remedy

100



THE THORN THAT STAYS

for a man he loved, and no rebuke followed. Trophimus, a com-
panion who traveled at the apostle’s side, Paul simply left sick in
Miletus (2 Timothy 4:20), with no explanation and no blame.
Luke tells us that great multitudes gathered to hear Jesus and to
be healed of their infirmities, and that He often withdrew from
them into the wilderness and prayed (Luke 5:15-16). Some in
those crowds went home sick, and their sickness measured noth-
ing about their faith; the Son of God had gone to the hills to be
with His Father, and His movements were never governed by
demand.

A miracle, by its very nature, cannot be a norm. If a technique
reliably produced one, it would belong to the ordinary laws of
the world, and its product would be medicine, not a miracle. And
if guaranteed healing had ever been available at any address on
earth, the whole world would have converted centuries ago. As
for the prayer of faith that will save the sick, it lives in the same
short letter that teaches us to say, “If the Lord wills, we shall live
and do this or that” (James 4:15). The faith in that prayer is aimed
at a Person with a will of His own. He is neither a law of physics
nor an employee.

So if someone has told you that your sickness persists because
your faith is too small, hear me with all the weight my years can
give the words: that teaching wounded you, and it is false. You
have been hurt twice, once by the affliction and once by the ver-
dict, and the second wound often festers longer than the first.
Bring the verdict to God and let Him tear it up. Nowhere in
Scripture does God promise His people a life free of the cross,
and every teacher who promises it in His name is writing checks

against someone else’s account. Some of the most faithful people
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I have ever knelt beside were sick the whole time I knew them,
and sick when they died, and I expect to be looking for them near

the front of the kingdom.

NOT EVERY THORN IS an illness. Paul’s word flesh covers more
than the body’s tissue, and twenty centuries of argument over it
only prove how wide the category runs. A thorn may be a mind
that turns on its owner every winter, a temptation that has out-
lasted forty years of resisting it, a memory, a marriage, a wound
driven so deep into a family that three generations walk oddly
because of it. I think here of a letter I once received from a man
who, like me, serves God in public. It began, in effect, with the
word Help.

Before his calling he had believed that men in our position live
above the ordinary struggles of the flesh, carried along in a per-
manent state of anointing, their temptations dissolved by grace
and their desires wholly purified by divine intimacy. Then he be-
came one of us and discovered that his oldest struggle had come
with him. He had begged God for years to take it away. He had
tried to starve it, medicate it, out-argue it, and outrun it into old
age. It remained. He wrote that he sometimes felt abandoned,
sometimes angry, and that in the worst hours he wondered
whether his whole service was a lie.

I answered him slowly, over several days, because I knew I
was also writing to myself. We are not supermen, I wanted to tell
him, not even those of us who serve at the altar. The idea he had
believed, that holiness means the absence of struggle, is a beauti-

ful lie, and I honored the reverence behind it before I contradict-
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ed it. The saints did not become saints because they ceased to
struggle. They became saints because they refused to hide the
struggle from God. They dragged their most humiliating desires
into the light and said: this too is Yours; take it, burn it, heal it,
use it. Then I told him what I believe about why God had left his
begging unanswered, which is the conviction underneath this
whole chapter.

God intended to meet him inside the very ache he kept beg-
ging Him to remove. He wanted holiness; God wanted commun-
ion; and sometimes the only road to that communion runs
through a wound that stays open long enough for grace to enter
by it. His desire, I told him, was not a curse, nor was it a thing to
be worshiped. It was a fire, wild and unshaped, capable of
warmth or of ruin, and Christ does not come to put that fire out.
He comes to sit beside it until it becomes an altar. Holiness
turned out to be a simpler and more terrible business than either
of us had been taught: giving your whole self to God, even the
part that embarrasses you. The Cross is not a quick fix, I wrote
him; it is a slow resurrection, and He is not ashamed of you.

I once saw an old carving of the crucifixion in which the right
arm of Christ had come loose from the cross and reached down-
ward, toward whoever stood beneath it. I have never forgotten it.
The carver knew what the thorn teaches slowly: you do not carry
your cross alone. Christ has taken it up already, and He reaches
toward the one standing under it, even now.

Now the other half of my own confession, the half that took
me decades to see. The thorn is the thing that drove me into the
Word of God. It worked on me by force. A man in my position

must stand up and open the Scriptures to other people whether
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his own soul is in order or in ruins. Week upon week, year upon
year, with the thorn throbbing, I had no choice, so I went to the
Book. At first I went like a patient, hunting a cure, some verse
that would finally kill the thing. Later I went like a beggar, hunt-
ing a promise that would get me through the month. Somewhere
along the way, on a day I could no more fix than I can fix most of
what God has done in me, I noticed I was no longer hunting.

I was staying. The Scriptures had become the one room in my
life where I could sit without shame, because the Book is crowd-
ed with limping men: Jacob with his hip, Moses with his mouth,
David with his history, Jeremiah with his weeping, Paul with his
thorn. The longer I endured the affliction, the deeper it pressed
me into the Word of God and into the promise of a kingdom
where there will be no more pain or tears. I was sure the thorn
was destroying me. All the while it was herding me into the pres-
ence of the Shepherd, which is where He had wanted me from
the start.

Paul went further with all of this than I have yet managed to
go. He heard the same answer I have been given, that the thorn
stays and the grace suffices, and he adopted it as the settled poli-

cy of his remaining years:

Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, in
needs, in persecutions, in distresses, for Christ’s sake. For

when I am weak, then I am strong. (2 Corinthians 12:10)

I will not pretend to have arrived at pleasure. I have begun to
understand the sentence just before it, where Paul resolves to
boast in his infirmities “that the power of Christ may rest upon
me” (2 Corinthians 12:9). The word translated rest upon is a tent-

maker’s word; it carries the picture of a tent being pitched over
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something, and Paul sewed tents for his bread. He is saying his
weakness became a campsite. The power of Christ spread itself
over that exact spot of ground like canvas over poles, and the
weakness and the power lived there together for the rest of his
life. So instead of divine healing, this is what I am left to preach:
divine strength, made perfect in weakness. A friend once told me,
kindly, that my preaching on this subject will never be popular.
He is right. Strength made perfect in weakness makes a poor ad-
vertisement. You have to survive it before you can testify to it.
People sometimes ask whether I still pray for the thorn to go. I
do, though rarely now, the way you raise an old subject with an
old friend, without heat or bitterness. Paul stopped at three ask-
ings; I stopped counting mine long ago. What changed over the
years was the weather inside the asking. I used to pray against
the thorn like a man at war. These days I mostly pray with it, the
way you walk with an old injury, adjusting, leaning, letting it set
the pace. I have also learned to hear the tense of God’s answer.
My grace is sufficient for you: sufficient now, this morning, for
this day’s portion of the thorn. Grace has come to me a day’s
worth at a time. I have never once been issued a season’s supply
in advance, and I have never once run out. My prayer about the

whole matter has worn down to a single sentence:

Lord, You know what is still in me. Your grace was enough

yesterday; let it be enough today.

And so far, against every prediction I made as a younger man,
it has been. If you are carrying a lifelong No of your own, I will
not tie a ribbon on it. A thorn hurts, it goes on hurting, and much

of what it is doing in you cannot be seen from inside the years it
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takes. I can only tell you what I have seen from this end of several
decades. God does a work in the wound He declines to close, and
that work is a kind of healing too, deeper down than the wound
itself. He healed my shame in a place where He left my thorn
alone.

He can be trusted in the dark with the thing you have begged
Him about, and He has never once been indifferent to the beg-
ging. He has been inside this conversation Himself. Long before
Paul pleaded three times, another Man asked three times for
something to be taken away, on His knees, at night, in a garden,
among olive trees, while His friends slept. Everything we have
carried through these pages, the asking, the silence, the tears, and

the No, meets among those trees, and it is time we went there.
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CHAPTER NINE

The Prayer at the Center

THIS CHAPTER MAKES ONE claim, and the whole book leans on
it. In the garden called Gethsemane, Jesus asked His Father to let
the cup pass from Him. The cup did not pass, and Scripture says
plainly that He was heard. Hold those two facts together and you
have the truth this chapter exists to hand you: when God refuses
a request, He has not rejected the one who asked. I intend to
spend these pages earning that sentence, because I know what it
costs to believe it at a bedside.

Start in the garden itself. Gethsemane means oil press, and the
night makes sure we do not miss the name. It lay on the lower
slope of the Mount of Olives, across a narrow valley from the city
wall, a working grove where olives were crushed under stone
until they gave up the oil hidden inside them. Jesus went there
after the Passover supper because He always went there; John
tells us Judas knew where to bring the soldiers because the place
was a habit of His. It was night, it was spring, and the Passover
moon hung full over the valley. Eight disciples sat down near the
entrance. Three went farther in with Him and fell asleep. He went

farther still, alone.
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Matthew records what happened next in one sentence I have
never been able to read quickly. “He went a little farther and fell
on His face, and prayed, saying, ‘O My Father, if it is possible, let
this cup pass from Me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as You
will” (Matthew 26:39 NKJV). Look at it before familiarity softens
it. The Son of God asked for something. He asked with His face in
the dirt, the posture of a man past all performance. He asked that
the cup might pass. The cup did not pass. Within the hour the
torches were coming through the trees, and by nine the next
morning the nails were in.

Judged by visible results, that prayer failed. Here is the purest
prayer ever prayed, offered by the only sinless man, in the deep-
est anguish, at the most important hour in the history of the
world, and the thing asked for was withheld. Every excuse we
reach for when a prayer goes ungranted burns away in this gar-
den. There was no weak faith to blame, no hidden sin, no failure
of persistence, no selfish asking. If prayer were justified only by
getting what it asks, the church would have buried this scene out
of embarrassment. The opposite happened. The gospel writers
wrote it down in detail, and for two thousand years the church
has read it aloud at the very hinge where the redemption of the
world turns. Whatever prayer is, this is prayer. Any teaching
about answered prayer that cannot stand among these olive trees
does not deserve your trust.

I did not learn this in a library. Earlier in this book I told you
about a man who had been a father to me, and the week he came
to the edge of his life. I have to bring you back into that week
now, because it is where Gethsemane stopped being a story on a

page and became a room I had stood in. He died in a week thick
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with prayer. Everyone we knew was praying: my family across
time zones, friends, whole congregations of brothers and sisters
in Christ, people fasting, people who had never once met the man
they were praying for. Messages arrived daily assuring us that
heaven was being stormed. He grew worse, and then he died.
Despite all those prayers, I felt the pain and the disappointment
of a prayer that God seemingly does not answer.

Many years as a clergyman had given me better words for
that ache and not one ounce less of it. That same week I had to
stand before a congregation and open the Scriptures, because
grief does not reschedule the Lord’s Day. I told them the truth. I
told them we had prayed, all of us, and that I was in pain, and
that the pain included the feeling every believer knows and few
will say aloud in church: it seemed that God had not answered.

Then I told them the other thing, the small hard thing that
kept me standing. Do not forget: never even once did Christ teach
us to pray that ours will be done. Search the Gospels from end to
end for a prayer in which Jesus instructs us to ask that our own
will be carried out. You will come back empty-handed. He taught
us to pray “Your will be done” (Matthew 6:10), and He teaches us
to pray it even when we do not understand what that will is do-
ing. When His own hour came, He prayed it Himself, face down,
meaning it. All that week I had been praying, in effect, mine be
done. Heaven had answered the prayer Jesus taught instead of
the one I had invented. It took me years to stop resenting that and
to begin to be glad of it.

I had been warned about this long before. When I was young I
heard a preacher ask a shocking question from the pulpit: would

you keep praying to Jesus if your prayers were never answered
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the way you believed they should be? I was young then, and
soaked in the theology of prosperity, and I answered him in my
heart: why would I keep following a god who cannot answer my
prayers? You may want to curse me for that sentence. I set it
down because many people carry the same question, hidden
where the congregation cannot see it. We construct in our hearts
a Messiah whose name is Jesus and who is very different from
the Jesus the four Gospels preach. It is almost a digital construc-
tion: we keep the positive Jesus we want and delete the negative
parts we do not. The cleansed lepers, the fed crowds, the calmed
storm, the daughter raised from her bed, all of it kept. The road to
Jerusalem, deleted. We would like to skip the part about follow-
ing Him there. We would rather tell Him, in effect, go ahead and
die on the cross Yourself for our sins, and we will come back to
You after You rise from the dead.

The Jesus of the four Gospels walked that road on purpose. It
is an easy, almost trivial thing to follow a leader who promises
you a great victory. These followers were promised the exact op-
posite, that their Master would suffer and die in Jerusalem, and
Mark remembers that those who followed Him up that road were
amazed and afraid. A life spent behind Him, He was warning
them, would be a woeful thing before it was a glorious one. For
them, going to Jerusalem was always going up, up to the hill
where the temple stood and God was said to dwell. To go up to
where God is, you have to embrace His will even when His will
is suffering and death, and you have to go up behind Him, not
ahead of Him and not without Him. Two of His own, on that
very road, asked instead for the best seats in the kingdom, one

throne at His right hand and one at His left. He answered them
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with a question about a garden they could not yet see: “You do
not know what you ask. Are you able to drink the cup that I
drink, and be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized
with?” (Mark 10:38).

In the prophets, the cup in the hand of the LORD is a fearful
thing, a cup of fury drained to the dregs (Isaiah 51:17; Psalm
75:8). In the Old Testament that cup means suffering and pun-
ishment, and usually it is poured from God’s own hand. Jesus
knew exactly what the word held when He reached for it. The
Messiah we construct passes cups to other people and never
drinks one. He would have said something soothing among the
trees and slept as soundly as the three did. The Messiah who ac-
tually came walked in among the olives knowing what was in the
cup, and asked His Father, the way a son asks, whether there was

any other way.

LUKE WAS A PHYSICIAN, and it is the physician who kept the
details of the body. Here is the summit of the night, whole:

And He was withdrawn from them about a stone’s throw,
and He knelt down and prayed, saying, “Father, if it is Your
will, take this cup away from Me; nevertheless not My will,
but Yours, be done.” Then an angel appeared to Him from
heaven, strengthening Him. And being in agony, He prayed
more earnestly. Then His sweat became like great drops of
blood falling down to the ground. (Luke 22:41-44)

Every line teaches. A stone’s throw: near enough that the
three drowsy friends could have heard the sound of Him, far

enough that He was alone with His Father. He knelt down, this
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Man who had stood to still storms. He named His desire without
dressing it up: take this cup away from Me. And the yielding
stands in the same breath as the asking, whole beside it, neither
one canceling the other. I was told all my life that a man must
choose between asking honestly and submitting fully, and in this
one sentence Jesus does both at once. Mark adds that He opened
with Abba, the word a small child uses for his father (Mark
14:36), so that the most dreadful prayer in Scripture begins with
the tenderest address in it.

Then comes the strangest verse in the passage. An angel ap-
peared to Him from heaven, strengthening Him. Heaven moved
that night. The cup stayed where it was, and strength came to
carry it. I have watched God do exactly this in hospital rooms
and at gravesides. The very thing prayed against still lands with
its full weight, and beside it, out of nowhere the room can ex-
plain, comes a strength that holds a person upright through what
should have flattened them. A family stands when standing
makes no sense. A widow keeps her feet at the grave, and her
composure is a miracle nobody thought to pray for. Anyone
keeping score by outcomes alone walks right past the angel.

And being in agony, He prayed more earnestly. Notice the
order: the agony deepened, and the praying deepened with it,
until the sweat fell from Him like drops of blood, a body wrung
like the olives that gave the place its name. Here is the doctrine,
plainly stated: anguish in prayer is not a lack of faith. I grew up
assuming a truly trusting heart would be serene, and Gethsema-
ne ended that assumption for me. Worry is a different thing.

Worry comes from the lack of trust in the Lord, the suspicion that
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God does not take our prayers seriously or that He will not an-
swer us at all.

Worry takes back the sovereignty of life we surrendered to
Him. The same Scriptures that warn us away from worry show
us the psalmist praying in distress and Jesus praying in agony,
and the two do not contradict, though the difference is not an
easy one to see. We can pray fervently, even in anguish, while
having complete trust in the Lord. Jesus did, in the same hour
and the same body, and by doing so He made room in prayer for
every believer who has ever knelt down more frightened than
composed.

Was He heard? Scripture does not leave us to guess. The letter
to the Hebrews looked back at that night and recorded a verdict I

would never have dared to write myself:

who, in the days of His flesh, when He had offered up pray-
ers and supplications, with vehement cries and tears to Him
who was able to save Him from death, and was heard be-
cause of His godly fear, though He was a Son, yet He learned
obedience by the things which He suffered. (Hebrews 5:7-8)

He was heard. Set that sentence beside this one: the cup did
not pass. Both stand on the same page of Scripture, and we must
keep both, because letting go of either unravels the gospel. So
what did the hearing look like? The verse lets the answer slip out
almost in passing. He prayed to Him who was able to save Him
from death, and the Father did save Him from death. The saving
ran through the cross, through the burial, through the sealed and
guarded stone, and came out at dawn on the first day of the

week.
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The answer was the Resurrection, on the far side of the worst
that could happen. The Father heard the Son on Thursday night
and answered on Sunday morning, and the answer was so much
larger than the passing of one cup that the church has never once
wished the first prayer had been granted as spoken. Even the
road between the asking and the answer was doing something a
rescue could never have done: though He was a Son, Hebrews
says, He learned obedience by the things which He suffered.

Now take the one measurement that matters. There has never
been a love like the Father’s love for the Son. Heaven itself tore
open to declare it: this is My beloved Son (Matthew 3:17). If the
removal of suffering measured divine love, then the Beloved
should have suffered least of any man who ever lived. Instead He
suffered the worst, at the center of history, infinitely loved and
fully heard the entire time. Every believer runs a silent calcula-
tion at a bedside, the one that whispers: the prayer was refused,
so I must be loved less. I ran it myself the week he lay dying, and
I suspect you have run it too. Gethsemane takes the pencil out of

our hands. Different outcome does not equal different love.

E N

SOONER OR LATER EVERY one of us kneels in this garden with a
cup of our own that has not moved, and the only question left is
what kind of surrender we will make. I have preached it this way
for years. We can surrender in one of three ways: the fistful sur-
render, the fateful surrender, or the faithful surrender.

The first is the fistful surrender: throwing our fist at the face of
God, in protest, in rebellion, challenging God’s authority. Under-

stand that this surrender still believes. No one shakes a fist at a
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heaven he considers empty. But belief has curdled into accusa-
tion. This surrender yields to God’s power while indicting His
character. I have met it in others across a kitchen table, and I have
met it in my own chest in the sleepless hours. It says some ver-
sion of the same thing: You could have healed and You chose
otherwise, so I will obey You the way a prisoner obeys, and You
will get nothing warm from me again.

Let me be careful here. The Psalms are full of protest, and God
has never been afraid of an honest, angry prayer shouted at Him
by someone still waiting for His reply. The fist is a different act. It
has stopped waiting. It hands God its verdict and closes the case,
and a person can live for decades inside that surrender, attend-
ing, serving, giving, singing, with the case closed the whole time.

The second is the fateful surrender: surrendering to fate, the
way people give up who do not know God. It wears better
clothes than the fist. It looks like peace. It shrugs and says what-
ever will be, will be, and the people in the waiting room mistake
its stillness for faith. Underneath the calm is despair with good
manners. The fatalist has stopped asking altogether, because he
believes no one in particular holds the outcome, so no one in par-
ticular can be asked. In the short run this costs less than Geth-
semane. A blind machine cannot break your heart. It cannot love
you either, and some part of the fatalist knows it, which is why
the calm goes all the way down and warms nothing on the way.

The third is the faithful surrender: the surrender Jesus made,
on the way of Calvary, carrying the cross with joy, trusting the
Father and going forward. Watch what it keeps, because it keeps
almost everything. It keeps the asking, take this cup away from

Me, at full strength and with tears. It keeps the anguish; we have
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seen the sweat. Above all it keeps the Father: Abba stands at the
front of the prayer and Yours be done stands at the end of it, so
the whole storm blows inside the relationship. What it hands
over is the outcome, and only the outcome. Then it stands up.
That may be my favorite detail in the entire account.

Jesus rose from prayer, woke His friends, and walked toward
the torches, out in front, a Man who had already finished His sur-
rendering. Of the three, this is the only surrender that can still
walk forward. A man of faith is a soldier in a battle. He surren-
ders his life to his Commander and moves under orders without
knowing how the battle will end, trusting that the One who gives
the orders is working all of it for the good of those who love Him.
The centurion at Capernaum, whom Jesus praised above all Israel
for his faith, described himself in exactly those terms: a man un-
der authority.

I wish I could tell you that I made the faithful surrender the
week we lost the one we loved. The truth is that I made all three
surrenders inside seven days, sometimes all three inside an hour.
There were prayers of mine that week with a fist folded inside
them. There were hours when I went as limp as any fatalist and
mouthed whatever happens, happens at the ceiling of a hospital
corridor. And there were hours, given from outside and never
once manufactured by me, when the third surrender was simply
present, like the angel, strengthening. On the day of the funeral I
stood where a clergyman stands and said the old words over the
one we had prayed for, and I meant them. I still count that as a
quiet miracle. No one surrenders faithfully once and for all. Mat-
thew tells us Jesus went back a second time and a third, praying

the same words. So do we.
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The garden gives one more gift, and it has taken me the long-
est to receive. The men who fell asleep under those trees believed,
for two days, that they had witnessed the catastrophe of their
lives: the great prayer denied, the Master bound and taken, three
years of asking destroyed in a single night. Then came Sunday
morning. They spent the rest of their lives re-reading that night,
and the night kept changing as they read, until the worst thing
that had ever happened to them stood at the center of the best
news the world has ever heard. Gethsemane teaches us to re-read
our own histories the same way, from the far side of them.

I have begun, slowly and with much stumbling, to re-read the
week he died, and the room I could hardly bear to remember has
started showing me things I was too busy grieving to see at the
time. There are moments now when I catch a glimpse of what
was actually happening in that room and wonder whether the
prayer we all prayed was answered after all, in a shape none of
us were watching for. Some answers arrive wearing the face of
the very thing we feared, and it can take years, and plenty of

Sunday’s light, before we turn and recognize one.
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Answered Differently

SOME PRAYERS FOR HEALING are answered as transfiguration
rather than cure. That is the claim of this chapter, and I will say it
even more plainly before I defend it: God sometimes heals a per-
son from the inside, in a place nobody prayed about, while the
body goes on failing on schedule. I believe this because I watched
it happen, and because years later I realized I had watched it
happen once before, as a boy, without understanding what I saw.
For a long time I had both prayers filed under Refused. Two fu-
nerals made me take them out and read them again. I want to tell
you both stories straight, in the order they taught me, because
what I learned at those two coffins I have never been able to learn
from any book.

The first story begins with a diagnosis. Years ago a man in our
community learned he had terminal cancer, and I use the plain
word because he faced the plain thing without softening it. When
the news came, we did what praying people do with bad news:
we stormed heaven. His name went onto prayer lists. People fast-
ed for him. For months we prayed fervently for his healing, in

services and in kitchens and in cars, and I prayed with them, and
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what we asked for was the plain, medical thing: let the treatment
work, let the scans come back clean. Then the word came from
the doctors that nothing more could be done. He was going to
die, and everyone who loved him finally had to say the sentence
out loud.

My wife and I visited him in the ICU, expecting exhaustion. I
have made many such visits, and I know the arithmetic a visitor
does in the hospital elevator, deciding what he will say and pre-
paring his face for the door. I had my small consolations ready
the way you carry an umbrella. But what we found shook us. His
face radiated peace. We had come to comfort a dying man, and
within a few minutes we were the ones being comforted, trying
to keep up. We spoke of family, memories, and, most surprising
of all, joy. He knew exactly what was coming and roughly when,
and he named it without flinching, so the joy was resting on no
pretense at all. It was simply there, in the same room as the dy-
ing, lying deeper in him than the sickness had managed to reach.
At some point I noticed that my wife and I had gone quiet, and
that the dying man was carrying the conversation for the sake of
his visitors.

One week before his death, we witnessed his baptism. He had
asked for it himself. It was the most solemn baptism I have ever
seen: water, and the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Spirit, in a room that smelled of antiseptic. He chose a new name
for himself, the way people coming to baptism sometimes do,
and he took it from no saint. He chose the name Christian. He
was not picking a label. He was being sealed with a name, and
the name was a declaration: I belong to Christ. The illness had

taken his strength, his years, and his future, and against that one

120



ANSWERED DIFFERENTLY

word it had no claim. His face shone with a joy that only comes
from beyond this world. What struck me in that room was his
face more than anything he said, and it was his face I carried back
out the door.

He died within the week. At his funeral I said what I believe
with my whole being, though it took me almost until that hour to
see it: his baptism was his blessedness, and his dying was the day
death was swallowed up by life. For months we had prayed that
God would heal him, and for months I had read the answer as
No, arriving by degrees with each report from the doctors. I was
wrong. God had healed him from the inside. The cancer was
permitted to finish its short work, and underneath it, in a place
none of our prayers had thought to point, God mended some-
thing that had been torn in that man his whole life. His life had
become hidden in Christ, and its whole meaning was now Christ.
Fear went out of him. He spent his last weeks handing peace to
his visitors, which is strange work for a dying man, and it seemed
to cost him nothing, the way a man gives freely out of a full ac-
count. He died baptized, named, unafraid, and glad. I do not
know a better description of health than that. Our prayer for his
healing was answered. It was answered differently.

Here is the theology underneath that hospital room, stated as
plainly as I can state it. God’s way with suffering is not to abolish
it from outside but to enter it and transform it from within. Think
of what the word “glory” usually calls to mind: radiance, majes-
ty, light. In Scripture, glory attends the presence of God, in the
burning bush, in the cloud on Sinai, in the brightness on the
mountain where the disciples saw the face of Jesus shine. At Gol-

gotha there is none of that. There is blood, silence, and abandon-
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ment. Yet that is the exact place where God chose to reveal His
deepest self. His glory, it turns out, is not some dazzling display
of might. It is love unto the end, self-emptying poured out in total
vulnerability. The cross was an instrument of execution and
shame, and God’s answer was to climb onto it and make it the
Tree of Life.

He went down into suffering all the way to its floor and began
His work there, from the inside, and what rose out the other side
was resurrection. The word the Gospels use for the day His face
shone on the mountain is the word I keep reaching for when I
remember that ICU: transfiguration. That is what the cross does
to suffering. It does not overpower the suffering with strength; it
transfigures it from within, by love. He leaves the suffering
standing and changes what the suffering means. In that hospital
the scans never improved, the body kept failing on schedule, and
the family still buried him. But his dying had been turned into a
doorway while we stood there watching, and he walked through
it shining.

Paul knew this from inside his own failing body, and he wrote

it down for a church he loved:

Therefore we do not lose heart. Even though our outward
man is perishing, yet the inward man is being renewed day
by day. For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, is
working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of
glory, while we do not look at the things which are seen, but
at the things which are not seen. For the things which are
seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are
eternal. (2 Corinthians 4:16-18 NKJV)
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Read the first sentence slowly and notice what Paul concedes
at once. The outward man is perishing. He offers no argument
against it and no program to reverse it, and he lays no shame on
anyone in whom the perishing is far along. He simply reports
that a second thing is happening at the same time, in the same
body: the inward man is being renewed day by day. Both pro-
cesses are real. Both run daily. They run in opposite directions. In
that intensive care unit we were given the strange privilege of
watching a handful of those days, and near the end the renewal
had become the more visible of the two. The monitors measured
the one. The face announced the other. Paul, a man who had been
beaten with rods and stoned and left for dead, calls such affliction
light and momentary, and he can say it without lying because he
is weighing it against an eternal weight of glory. That is the only
scale on which the sum has ever come out.

Now a caution, and I mean it with my whole heart. What I
saw in that room was a gift, start to finish. He did not manufac-
ture it by effort, and I did not carry it in with my visits. I have sat
at more bedsides than I can count where no such light appeared,
where the dying was only dying, grim and slow and dark to the
end. Do not turn this story into a formula that promises radiance
to sick people who pray correctly. That would only rebuild the
old vending machine and give it a hospital paint job. And it
would grind up the next sufferer who fails to shine.

There is a cruelty that visits sickrooms wearing this chapter’s
truth as a costume: the brisk voice that informs a person in pain
that their pain is really glory, and that they ought to hurry up
and be an inspiration. Never be that voice. When you visit the

sick or the grieving, do not rush to explain what it all means. Be
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present. Listen. And look, because if God is transfiguring some-
thing in that bed, you will see it, and your only assignment is to
witness it faithfully. Ask the Spirit to help you see the glory hid-

den in the wound.

THE SECOND FUNERAL IS far older, and it took me most of my
life to read. When I was a boy there was an elderly woman I
loved. Her body was bent double, and it had been bent for as
long as anyone alive could remember. Her spine curved down-
ward, as though invisible hands were pressing her toward the
earth, and she lived out her whole life looking at the ground. She
cooked that way, walked that way, received her guests that way.
To meet her eyes you had to crouch down, and I often did, be-
cause I loved her face. In all the years I knew her, I never once
saw her stand straight.

The grown-ups eventually told me why, in the reluctant way
grown-ups explain such things to children. It had happened in
the war. Soldiers had occupied the countryside where she was
young, and they forced the villagers to carry heavy loads on their
backs: crops, timber, sometimes stones for building. The weight
was relentless and the years of it were long, and it crushed the
spines of that whole generation by degrees, bending them a little
further each season until they could no longer straighten at all. So
her condition was an injury before it was anything else. Human
beings did this to her, load by load. And long after the soldiers
were gone, when the war had shrunk to a chapter in schoolbooks,
she was still carrying it, because a bent spine does not know the

war is over.
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I will confess something I have never liked admitting. As a
boy I was secretly afraid of her condition. I remember staring at
her and quietly wondering whether it was hereditary. Would I
also end up that way when I grew old? I would watch her move
through a doorway, folded toward the floor, and then step out-
side and stand as straight as I could, as if straightness were some-
thing a boy could store up against the future. The fear sat right
beside the love, and neither one ever displaced the other. She
never complained in my hearing. Whatever she said to God
across all those decades about her back, she did not say it in front
of children. I do not know whether anyone ever prayed for her
healing. I know that I never did. I was a child, and to a child she
was simply what she had always been.

Then she died, and I was taken to the funeral, and there I saw
something that has never left me. She lay in the coffin straight.
The hands that prepare the dead had done what all her living
years never could, and she lay out at her full length, at rest, as
though the burden that bent her for a lifetime had at last been
lifted off her back. I learned how tall she was at her funeral. A
boy takes in a sight like that whole, without words, and then
spends the rest of his life unpacking it. What I took in at that cof-
fin was a wordless certainty: the straight woman lying there was
more herself than the bent one had ever been permitted to be.

Many years later, reading the Gospel of Luke as a grown man
and a clergyman, I turned a page and found her. Luke is the only
evangelist who tells this story, and Luke was a physician, and he

tells it with a doctor’s eye for the body.

Now He was teaching in one of the synagogues on the Sab-

bath. And behold, there was a woman who had a spirit of in-
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firmity eighteen years, and was bent over and could in no
way raise herself up. But when Jesus saw her, He called her
to Him and said to her, “Woman, you are loosed from your
infirmity.” And He laid His hands on her, and immediately
she was made straight, and glorified God. (Luke 13:10-13)

Notice first what the woman does in that synagogue: nothing.
She asks for nothing. She tears open no roof and reaches for no
hem. Luke writes that she could in no way raise herself up, and
that careful clause shuts the door on any notion that she simply
had not tried hard enough. After eighteen years, I suspect, a per-
son stops asking. The bent posture becomes simply what is, the
shape of a life, the view of one’s own floor. She had become one
of the invisible people, the kind a congregation stops seeing pre-
cisely because they are always there. And she is the one, out of
everybody in that room, whom Jesus singles out. He interrupts
His own teaching to call her forward.

The initiative in this healing runs entirely from His side. His
action does not rise from the measure of her desire but from the
overflowing generosity of His own life. He does not wait for her
to ask. Then comes the word: “Woman, you are loosed from your
infirmity” (Luke 13:12). Loosed, as though she had been tied, and
a few verses on Jesus says exactly that, calling her a daughter of
Abraham whom Satan had bound for eighteen years. He treated
her bentness as a bondage, a knot tied onto her from outside, and
His word knew how to find the knot and undo it. It was the same
word that once called light out of the darkness at the beginning of
time, and it went straight to the root of her wound. The weight

had been laid on her. He lifted it off, and immediately she was
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made straight, and she glorified God, which tells you what a
straightened human frame is for.

There is a deeper mystery folded into that Sabbath scene. The
One who loosed the bound woman would Himself accept bonds.
The very hands that laid hold of her and set her straight would
soon be stretched out and nailed to a beam. The eternal Son
would bend Himself beneath the weight of the cross, not as one
conquered, but as one who went down freely into the depths of
our own distortion so that we might be lifted. That quiet loosing
in a village synagogue was an early beam of the light that would
break on Easter morning. The word that straightened her back is
the word that would go down into death and climb back up out
of it.

You can see why I cannot read that story as distant ancient
history. The woman I loved as a boy was bound too, by the war
and by men, and for far longer than eighteen years, and no one in
this life ever spoke the loosing word over her. Here I have to say
exactly what I believe, because it would be easy to say something
merely pretty and untrue. The undertaker did not heal her. What
I saw in that coffin was the work of human hands, and even as a
boy I knew the difference. But I believe that what those hands did
by craft, God has promised to do in truth, and that I was shown
the sight decades early, the way you might be handed a photo-
graph of a country you will one day walk into.

Some healings arrive in this life, on a Sabbath morning, in
front of witnesses, and the whole room rejoices. Some arrive on
the far side of death, where we are not permitted to watch. The
same Lord stands behind both, and His word loses no strength

over the distance. It reached across eighteen years of bondage. It
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can reach across death itself, which held Him from a Friday to a
Sunday and could not keep its grip. That is one reason why, at
funerals, I so often find myself reading from the last pages of the
Bible:

And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes; there
shall be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. There shall be
no more pain, for the former things have passed away. (Reve-
lation 21:4)

Notice the wiping. It is a hand’s gesture, close and particular,
the thing a mother does for a crying child, and John reached for it
over every grander verb available to a man who had just been
shown the throne of God. And the promise is itemized, like an
inventory of everything the bent woman ever carried: death, sor-
row, crying, pain, and then the widest entry of all, the former
things. I take the former things to include wars, and soldiers, and
loads of timber and stone, and the slow crushing of a spine across
the years, and whatever has been pressing down on you while
you read this. Passed away, all of it. When I stand at a coffin now,
I am no longer looking only at what the world did to a person. I
am looking at the last thing the world will ever get to do to them,
and past it, at the straightening.

Few of us are bent in body the way she was. But many of us
carry a bending of heart or spirit that is just as real and just as
heavy. Some are bent by old wounds that never healed, some by
memories that still press downward, some by burdens carried for
years without relief, and some by silent battles no one else sees.
To every one of them the Gospel of Luke says what it finally said
to me. Christ notices the bent ones first. He does not wait for per-

fect prayers or perfect strength.
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He enters the hidden places where we are bowed low and
speaks the same word over our lives: you are released. Whatever
has bent us, fear, shame, grief, sin, exhaustion, or memories older
than we can name, does not have the final say. Christ does. And
when He calls us to stand, something in creation itself begins to
rise with us. Sometimes He straightens a person on a Sabbath
morning, in full view, and the whole room rejoices. Sometimes
He straightens them past the coffin, at the far door, where a boy
who loved them can only glimpse it early and wait for the day he
sees it whole.

So the two funerals sit together in my memory now, both re-
filed under Answered. A man we begged God to cure was trans-
figured instead, and carried joy straight through death under a
new name that told the truth about him. A woman nobody
thought to pray for at all was straightened on the far side, where
the request I never managed to make was granted anyway. Both
times I was watching so hard for one shape of answer that I near-
ly missed the answer that actually came, and both times I was
standing in the room.

So when you pray for healing, and you should pray for heal-
ing, pray with both eyes open. Be willing to discover that the
healing is underway in a place your requests never mentioned.
Perhaps you long ago marked such a prayer Refused and
stopped looking at it. Take it out and read it again, slowly, in the
light of a hospital room and a coffin. It is possible that what God
declined was only the shape you specified, and that the substance
of what you asked has been arriving all along by another door.

One more admission before we go on, because honesty re-

quires it. Some prayers are answered exactly as asked. The scan
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does come back clean, the wanderer does come home, the door
does open, and the answer arrives wearing the very words of the
request, so precisely that the one who prayed laughs out loud at
the fit. I have seen this too, and I would be a poor witness if I hid
it. But in my experience those answers almost never come quick-
ly. They come after years, sometimes after decades, and the years
are never idle. They press on the request, and they press on the
one making it, until the person praying has had to decide, again
and again, in dry seasons and against all visible evidence, wheth-
er the request still stands. God, who could grant in an instant,
sometimes lets a prayer run long. What that length is for, what it
costs, and why an old widow pounding on a judge’s door became
our Lord’s own picture of how to pray, is the road just ahead of

us.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Eleventh Hour

THIS CHAPTER IS ABOUT prayers that take decades to answer,
and its whole argument fits in three sentences. Persistence in
prayer is the refusal of resignation. God is nothing like the judge
in the parable we are about to read. And an answer that arrives
late loses nothing by arriving late. I have known a wife who
prayed for her husband'’s salvation for thirty-eight years, and the
Lord granted that prayer, not in the early years, not even in the
middle, but in the final week of his life. Thirty-eight years is close
to fourteen thousand mornings. I doubt she prayed on every one
of them; nobody does.

But she prayed on most of them, and she prayed for the thing
itself, named and specific: that the man she had married would
turn to the Lord before he died. She began asking as a young
wife. She grew old asking. God transfigures many of the prayers
He answers, paying them out in a currency nobody requested.
Hers He answered exactly as asked, down to the letter. Hold her
in mind while we read the story Jesus told for people standing

where she stood.
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Luke tells us what the parable is for before Jesus speaks a
word, which is rare for him: “Then He spoke a parable to them,
that men always ought to pray and not lose heart” (Luke 18:1
NK]JV). Losing heart is the enemy this story was built to fight.
Keep Luke’s sentence in view, because the story is so vivid that
people walk away from it having learned the exact opposite of its

lesson. Here is the story:

“There was in a certain city a judge who did not fear God nor
regard man. Now there was a widow in that city; and she
came to him, saying, ‘Get justice for me from my adversary.’
And he would not for a while; but afterward he said within
himself, “Though I do not fear God nor regard man, yet be-
cause this widow troubles me I will avenge her, lest by her

continual coming she weary me.”” (Luke 18:2-5)

Jesus builds the judge out of two refusals. He does not fear
God, and he does not care what anyone thinks of him. You can-
not shame him, you cannot reach his conscience, and the widow
has nothing to put in his hand. In her world a widow stood at the
bottom of every ladder. She had no husband to speak for her, no
standing in a court that ran on standing, and an adversary who
was eating her alive. What she had left were her feet and her
voice, so she used them.

She kept coming, morning after morning, into his road and in-
to his ear, until the man gave her justice for the lowest motive
recorded in Scripture: to make her stop. The word translated
“weary me” is a boxing word in the original. He is afraid that by
her continual coming this widow will blacken his eye. Jesus

meant the picture to be funny, and it is. A man who fears neither
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God nor public opinion has taken to scanning the street for one

old woman. Then Jesus turns to the people listening:

Then the Lord said, “Hear what the unjust judge said. And
shall God not avenge His own elect who cry out day and
night to Him, though He bears long with them? I tell you that
He will avenge them speedily. Nevertheless, when the Son of
Man comes, will He really find faith on the earth?” (Luke
18:6-8)

For years I preached this parable wrong. I taught it as though
God were the judge, only slower, so pound on the door until
heaven tires of you. Whole theologies of prayer stand on that
reading. It turns persistence into a siege engine and God into a
fortress, and it sends people home believing that answers go to
the loudest and the longest. The parable teaches the opposite. Je-
sus explicitly contrasts God with the judge; He never likens them.
The argument runs from the lesser to the greater. Even this man,
who fears nothing above him and respects nothing beside him,
finally gives a stranger justice because she will not quit. How
much more will a Father do, one who loved you before you were
born and has counted the hairs of your head?

The judge yields to pressure because pressure is the only lan-
guage he speaks. God needs no pressure. The delay is real; Jesus
says plainly that God “bears long” with His elect. But the delay
comes from a heart that is nothing like the judge’s, and the whole
parable exists so that we would stop imagining otherwise.

That leaves one puzzle. If God is already willing, the asking
must be doing something other than persuading Him, and Jesus
tells us what by the way He frames the story. Luke’s opening sen-

tence names the enemy: losing heart. The closing question names
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the stakes: whether the Son of Man, when He comes, will find
faith on the earth. Notice where the uncertainty sits. God’s will-
ingness was settled before the story began. The one open ques-
tion is whether anyone will still be standing at the door. Persis-
tence was never for God’s benefit. The repetitions do their work
on this side of the door, on the one who prays.

Here is the work they do. A prayer repeated across years
keeps the request alive, and it keeps the heart soft. Watch how a
long prayer actually dies. It almost never dies by decision. Resig-
nation arrives dressed as maturity, and it works by generaliza-
tion. The specific petition, that this man would be saved, that this
child would come home, that this body would mend, softens into
“Lord, be with him.” That is a prayer no one can be disappointed
by, because it asks for nothing you could watch for. Then it thins
into a good intention, then into a wince when the subject comes
up, then into a silence with a religious history. The years do this
so gently that we mistake the anesthesia for peace. The widow’s
greatness is that she refused the anesthesia. She did not prevail
because she had discovered a method, and her persistence was
never aimed at wearing God down. What endured in her asking
was a desire that would not accept injustice, silence, or despair as
the final word. Jesus holds her up because that refusal is what
faith looks like when the answer is slow.

I know the disguise of resignation because I have worn it.
There are requests I carried loudly in my thirties whose current
status I could not tell you, because somewhere along the road I
stopped asking and named the stopping surrender. It was no
such thing. Real surrender entrusts the request to God without

conditions, without timelines, without securing advance guaran-
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tees; it places the future in His hands not because the future is
visible, but precisely because it is not. It is confidence that looks
like surrender. I had done the opposite. I had quietly taken mine
back and buried them where neither of us would trip over them
again. A clergyman learns to drape even his fatigue in reverent
language. So let me say to you what I needed someone to say to
me, with my whole weight behind it. Do not give up your pray-
ers. Do not let the passing of years quietly persuade your heart to
withdraw what it once entrusted to God. Continue to bring be-
fore Him what you carry, even when you no longer know how to
imagine its fulfillment. What you ask in faith remains within His
presence, and no calendar is running against it.

The widow of the parable has a flesh-and-blood counterpart
in the Gospels, and this time the silence to be outlasted was the
Lord’s own. In the region of Tyre and Sidon a Canaanite woman
came crying after Jesus for her demon-possessed daughter, and
Matthew records the hardest sentence in Scripture for anyone
who has prayed into silence: “But He answered her not a word”
(Matthew 15:23). She kept crying out. When He finally spoke, it
sounded worse than the silence: “I was not sent except to the lost
sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 15:24). She knelt in His
path and asked again.

He answered that it was not good to take the children’s bread
and throw it to the little dogs. She did not protest, and she did
not leave. She took the word He had used and knocked with it:
“Yes, Lord, yet even the little dogs eat the crumbs which fall from
their masters’ table” (Matthew 15:27). Then the door swung open:

“O woman, great is your faith! Let it be to you as you desire”
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(Matthew 15:28). No one else in the Gospels hears from His lips,
to their own face, that their faith is great.

I owe that woman a personal debt. I grew up in a place where
most people were taught that this passage settled a question: Je-
sus was sent to one people only, and everyone outside that peo-
ple stood outside His concern. Dogs there were unclean animals
that scavenged the edges of town, and I kept my distance from
them all through my boyhood. So the passage sat on me for
years, and I spent my young adulthood snagged on it: why
would Jesus call people like us dogs? What finally freed me was
watching the woman herself instead of nursing the insult.

She heard the same word I heard. Where I heard a verdict, she
heard bread within reach: even the little dogs get the crumbs, and
a crumb from that table was all her daughter needed. Her answer
is the whole art of persistence compressed into one sentence. The
widow of the parable only had to outlast the indifference of a bad
judge. This woman outlasted silence and refusal that seemed to
come from the Lord Himself, and found that behind the hard sen-
tence stood more mercy than the sentence showed.

Jesus taught the same persistence in plainer clothes on another

occasion, just after His friends asked Him how to pray:

“So I say to you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and
you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For every-
one who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him
who knocks it will be opened.” (Luke 11:9-10)

People who know the language of the Gospels tell us the
verbs carry a continuing force: keep asking, keep seeking, keep
knocking. You hardly need the grammar, because the three pic-

tures escalate on their own. Asking is a word spoken. Seeking is a
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search that moves from room to room and does not stop at the
tirst empty one. Knocking is a fist on wood, repeated, by some-
one who intends to be standing there when the door opens. To
this Jesus attaches the widest promise He ever made about pray-
er: everyone who asks receives. He does not tell us when it opens,
and He does not promise that the gift will match the picture the
one knocking carries in his head. Jesus never trains technicians of
prayer; He forms people who can keep trusting Him with the
door still shut. What the promise plainly assumes is a person still
standing there. Church history offers two great witnesses to that
kind of standing. One of them saw her answer with only months

to spare. The other never saw his at all.

* % F

SIXTEEN CENTURIES AGO A mother named Monica watched her
brilliant son walk away from Christ with his eyes wide open. We
know the story in unusual detail because the son wrote it down
himself, years later, as one long confession made out loud to God.
The boy had one of the great minds of his age and knew it. He
mastered rhetoric, took a mistress, chased his career from city to
city, and attached himself to a fashionable sect that flattered his
intellect and let him look down on his mother’s faith. Monica did
the only two things left to a mother whose arguments have
stopped landing: she wept and she prayed. Her son wrote after-
ward that she shed more tears over his wandering than most
mothers shed over a grave, and that she carried his name to God
in every place she knelt, so that heaven heard her wherever the

ground went wet beneath her eyes. This went on for nearly two

137



ANSWERED PRAYERS

decades, the same name brought daily to the same God, while the
son grew more successful and more sure she was wrong.

At some point in those years she begged a bishop to sit down
with her son and argue him out of his errors. The bishop de-
clined. The young man was still in love with the novelty of his
sect, he said, still puffed up and fond of winning debates; argu-
ment would only hand him one more thing to win. Leave him be,
and only pray; the books he loved would one day show him his
own error. Monica did what the widow of the parable would
have done. She stayed, she pressed, she wept. The bishop could
hold his own against the cleverest debaters in his city, but he had
no training at all for a mother who would not leave. He gave up
and dismissed her with a sentence the church has never let go of:
go your way, it is impossible that the son of these tears should
perish. She received it, her son tells us, as though it had sounded
from heaven itself.

The years that followed did not look like a heavenly promise
being kept. The son decided to sail abroad to advance his career.
He knew his mother would beg to come along or beg him to stay,
so he lied to her about the hour of his ship and slipped away in
the dark. She spent that night on the shore in tears, pleading with
God to stop the voyage. God let the ship sail. Augustine, looking
back, saw what she could not have seen from the beach. That
same ship was carrying her son toward the city where God meant
to convert him, so the refusal of that night’s request was the keep-
ing of her life’s request. A prayer sustained across decades will
hold many nights like hers, when the day’s version of the petition
is denied while the life’s version moves quietly forward. She got

up off the sand and went on praying.
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The end came in a garden, when the son was in his thirties.
Torn open at last, weeping under a fig tree, he heard a child’s
voice from a nearby house chanting a phrase in a singsong: take
up and read, take up and read. He picked up the letters of Paul,
read the first place his eyes fell, and the long war ended inside a
single paragraph. He went straight in and told his mother. Within
months she was dying, and she told him that nothing held her to
this life any longer, since the one thing she had wanted to see, she
had now seen. Her son became Augustine. His Confessions,
which believers have never stopped reading, is among other
things a long thanksgiving for the stubbornness of his mother’s
tears. He calls himself, in effect, the answer to them. When Jesus
asks whether the Son of Man will find faith on the earth, part of
the honest reply is that He found it in Monica for twenty years
without a break.

Monica lived to see her answer, if only barely. George Miiller
is the witness who goes one step further. He was sober and auda-
cious about prayer in equal measure. Across his long life he
housed and fed thousands of orphans while telling no one but
God what the work needed. He kept written records of the an-
swers as carefully as another man keeps his accounts. As his story
has been told and retold by those who love his memory, Miiller
began praying in his younger years for the conversion of five of
his friends, and he prayed for them by name, daily, for decades.
Three came to faith while he lived; the last two he carried into an
old age in which neither man had shown the least sign of turning.
Then Miiller died. One of the two came to faith at his funeral. The

other believed some years after it. The man had asked for more
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than half a century, and he saw neither of those last two answers,
and both came.

I lean on that story whenever the years get heavy, because of
what it quietly overturns. We assume a prayer expires with the
one who prays it, that when the voice falls silent the account is
closed. Miiller’s funeral says otherwise. What is entrusted to God
stays entrusted; He does not hand the request back the moment
our hands let go. Some of your prayers will be answered in
rooms you never enter, on days that do not have you in them, in
the lives of people who will never learn what you had to do with
it. If the person you have carried longest in prayer seems further
off today than the day you began, and if you have started doing
quiet arithmetic with your own age, Miiller is the witness I would
put in front of you.

Miiller’s late answers have a parable of their own. Jesus once
told of laborers hired at the eleventh hour of the day who were
paid the same full wage as the men hired at dawn. Whatever else
that parable means, it tells you how heaven regards lateness. An
answer that comes at the eleventh hour, or after the funeral, ar-
rives whole. Nothing is docked for the delay, and nothing of the
asking is wasted while it waits.

Let me state the principle behind all this plainly, because eve-
ry praying parent needs it stated sooner or later. The great thing
you have prayed for may be granted in your children’s lifetime
rather than in your own. Scripture set that pattern down early.
God promised Abraham descendants beyond counting, and
Abraham died having seen a single son of the promise; the nation
came generations after his grave. Nobody calls that promise bro-

ken. A prayer outlives the one who first prayed it, and part of
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what you leave your children is the asking itself, still at work

over their heads.

NOW GO BACK TO the woman I began with, and stand inside her
arithmetic for a moment. Fourteen thousand days of asking, and
the answer arrives with seven days left on the clock. An account-
ant would call that a ruinous trade, a lifetime of petition swapped
for one week of faith. She did not see it that way, and heaven
does not keep those books. The man crucified beside Jesus had
less than an afternoon, and was promised paradise before the sun
went down. Where eternity is the measure, the final week of a life
holds exactly as much room for salvation as the first. She under-
stood that, and the understanding is how she outlasted thirty-
eight years of contrary evidence. She had taken Jesus at His word
about what His Father is like, and she refused, year upon year, to
revise Him downward. I will not decorate her husband’s last
week with details. Some of them I never knew, and the rest be-
long to her.

I think often about what all that asking did to her while it
seemed to be doing nothing to him. It is hard to grow cold to-
ward a man you name to God every morning. The daily naming
of him kept her turned toward him, and it propped the door of
her own heart open through seasons when she had every reason
to let it swing shut. I never once heard her call those years heroic.
From the inside, I suspect, they felt like ordinary faithfulness:
breakfast, worship, disappointment, the same few words before
sleep. And when the answer finally walked into that house, it

found grace already living there, because for most of four dec-
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ades one person had been quietly practicing, under that roof, the
very mercy she kept asking heaven to show.

That last observation has an edge to it, and I felt the edge long
before I let myself examine it. In nearly everyone I have watched
pray for years about one person or one need, the same thing hap-
pens sooner or later: the prayer will not leave the one praying
alone. You keep asking God to act, and somewhere in the asking
the prayer turns in your hands and looks back at you. I have
prayed for God to send help into situations I could describe to
Him in remarkable detail, considering how carefully I was stay-
ing out of them, and felt the request go strange in my mouth. We
keep our watch on heaven for movement. Sometimes, while we
are waiting for God to move, He is waiting for us to notice that

we are the move.
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When the Answer Is You

GOD ROUTINELY ANSWERS PRAYER through people willing to be
sent. Mercy often arrives through hands we never expected, and
sometimes the hands are ours. I have spent most of my life at the
asking end of prayer, watching heaven for movement. This chap-
ter is about the other end: the night a stranger’s prayer was an-
swered by my headlights, and the year my own prayers were an-
swered by my creditors.

Years ago I came home near midnight from a long flight, the
kind that leaves your body unsure what hour it believes in. The
next day was a holiday I had set apart for rest, deliberately and
with some ceremony. Then the phone rang. My first thought
shames me now: whoever this is can wait until the holiday is
over. I had a small theology of rest assembled before the second
ring, complete with supporting verses. The voice on the line told
me about a woman who cleaned houses for her bread, whose
employer was putting her out that very night. Out of the house
meant onto the street, in the dark, on the eve of a holiday, in a

country where she had no family and no one who owed her any-
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thing. By the time the voice finished talking I was looking for my
shoes.

No official sent me that night. No committee had met, no as-
signment had been handed down, and the call did not come from
anyone in my church. It came to my phone, and I decided long
ago that it came from God, who does not route all His requests
through official channels. He opens the door for a chance to serve
Him, and He rarely asks first whether the hour is convenient. I
went, and I went joyfully. That is the part I most want you to
hear. I was wide awake despite the flight, and the ledger of lost
sleep and spoiled holiday never once opened. Somewhere on that
drive a thought arrived that has never left me. A woman standing
beside her bags in the dark had almost certainly been praying, in
whatever words she had left, and the headlights coming toward
her were the answer arriving.

God usually answers prayer through people. That night let me
stand on the far side of an answered prayer for once, and Scrip-
ture is strangely consistent about that side. When God wanted to
feed a starving widow, He did not rain bread on her roof; He sent
a prophet to her door. When a foreign official sat in his chariot
baffled by the scroll on his lap, God sent Philip down a desert
road to climb up and sit beside him. When five thousand people
were hungry on a hillside, the Lord of all bread turned to His dis-
ciples and said, “You give them something to eat” (Luke 9:13
NK]JV). He could have done each of these things with no courier
at all. He mostly declines to. Most of the machinery of God’s
mercy, as far as I have watched it work, is a person willing to be

interrupted.

144



WHEN THE ANSWER IS YOU

Since that night, the command on the hillside has come look-
ing for me in particular. A man in our community stopped me
once and said he had just arrived in the area, that he had lost his
job, and that he had a wife and children and no money for food.
Stand inside those words a moment; each one lands heavier than
the last. I knew exactly what Jesus would say about him, because
He had already said it to the disciples, and this time no crowd
stood between the sentence and me. So I gave him what was in
my wallet. It was not much, and could not feed a family for even
a day. I handed it over anyway, because the arithmetic of that
hillside was on my side: what the disciples carried up the hill
could not feed anybody either, and the Lord took it and blessed
it. God begins with what we have, never with what we lack.

I should admit that my giving is supervised. At an intersec-
tion one day I passed a dollar out the window to a man begging
there and settled back rather pleased with myself. My wife cor-
rected me before the light changed. “Why just one dollar? What
can they buy with that? Give them at least five.” She was right, of
course. If God begins with what we have, He means all of it, and
she has always been quicker than I am to open the whole wallet.

The apostle James has a name for the very devout way of be-
ing useless. He had no patience with a religion that stays indoors
with the door shut, and he says so bluntly enough that no com-

mentary can sand it down:

If a brother or sister is naked and destitute of daily food, and
one of you says to them, “Depart in peace, be warmed and
filled,” but you do not give them the things which are needed
for the body, what does it profit? (James 2:15-16)
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Look closely at the man James is describing. “Depart in peace,
be warmed and filled” is a blessing; it even has the shape of a
prayer. The man means well. He has seen a real need, lifted it to-
ward heaven with a kindly word, and walked on with a clear
conscience. What never crosses his mind is that he himself was
the delivery God had already dispatched.

There is a promise in Isaiah that fastens my prayers and my
neighbor’s hunger into a single sentence. I did not understand it

until I had stood at both ends of it:

Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer;

You shall cry, and He will say, ‘Here I am.”’

If you take away the yoke from your midst,

The pointing of the finger, and speaking wickedness,

If you extend your soul to the hungry

And satisfy the afflicted soul,

Then your light shall dawn in the darkness,

And your darkness shall be as the noonday. (Isaiah 58:9-10)

Notice whose word God borrows here. Everywhere else in
Scripture, “Here I am” is the servant’s answer. The boy Samuel
says it into the dark. Isaiah himself says it when the Lord asks
whom He will send: “Here am I! Send me” (Isaiah 6:8). In this
one place God lifts the servant’s word into His own mouth, and
He ties it to a condition: extend your soul to the hungry. We like
to keep prayer in one room and the neighbor in another. The
prophet knocks out the wall and says it is one room. I cannot ex-
plain the mechanics of that, and I distrust anyone who claims he
can. I can only report what I have seen. The seasons when God

has felt nearest to me have been the seasons when my door
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swung open most often, and I have never found that to be a coin-
cidence.

Knowing this has made my own intercessions more danger-
ous to me, and they ought to be. When I lay a name before God
now, I add a postscript: if the hands are meant to be mine, say so
plainly. Sometimes the answer comes back within the week, and
it costs me an evening, or money I had set aside for something
pleasant, or a conversation I had been ducking. No one has been
fully prayed for until the one praying has asked whether he him-
self is the reason the answer is still out on the road. That sounds
harsh set down on paper. It is a happier arrangement than it
looks, because being sent pays a wage I never saw coming,.

The wage is a strange one. The people I am sent to keep al-
most nothing of me. They soon forget who I am, my name, what I
look like, and where I live. What they do not forget is their en-
counter with Christ in that moment. A letter carrier does not ex-
pect you to remember his face; you remember who wrote to you.
The errand was never meant to put me in the spotlight; it was
meant to leave Christ in the spotlight once I had gone. The wom-
an from that midnight call is safe now, and I doubt she could pick
me out of a room today. I count that among the evidence that the

errand was done properly.

I FIRST LEARNED THIS truth from the receiving end, and I have
held this piece of the story back until now on purpose. In the
worst months of the year I told you about at the beginning of this
book, when the calls and the letters were at their fiercest, I went

looking for help first in the places a religious man looks, and
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most of what I found waiting there was advice. The hands that
actually reached down into the wreckage and lifted weight off
my back belonged to institutions I had been taught to picture as
heartless, the very offices whose ringing telephones had become
the daily sound of my fear. Some of my creditors simply wiped
out my debts. What they did was written nowhere in the con-
tract. The contract said I was fully and personally responsible for
every cent, and there was no mercy anywhere in the paper. The
mercy came from outside the paper.

The story kept unfolding, and here is the part that finally cor-
rected my theology. Years later, back on my feet, I earned my
bread for a season inside one of those same institutions, and only
from the inside did I learn why they had forgiven me. It was con-
sistent with their values. His hands are not fenced inside church
walls. He is as free among ledgers and lending offices as He is
among the pews, and I had been slow to grant Him the whole
world to work in. When He chose to show me mercy that year,
He wrote it into a creditor’s accounting. I still meet people
crushed under a money trouble I know from the inside, and what
I most want to tell them is that I have carried that same weight
and still live in God’s providence with faith.

I should have known better, because I had watched provi-
dence travel through human hands since I was a boy. In the place
where I grew up, the clergymen I knew as a child did not live on
salaries. They lived on meal tins, the stacked metal kind that lock
one above another. The faithful carried them to the door in rota-
tion, each household taking its appointed turn with whatever the
kitchen could spare. When the turn fell to a comfortable family,

the tins came heavy, and the man of God gave thanks over them.
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When the turn fell to a family that was itself scraping by, the tins
came thin.

He gave thanks in exactly the same words, and then prayed
for that struggling household with a particular tenderness, be-
cause he knew better than anyone what the thin tins had cost. As
a boy I assumed I was watching poverty, and in one sense I was. I
was also watching the petition for daily bread being answered
every noon, one door at a time, through hands that were them-
selves often poor. No one involved ever reached for the word
providence. It was just the tins. But if you had asked that man
how the Father fed him, he could have pointed to the stack cool-

ing on his step.

THE HARDEST UNEXPECTED HANDS to receive belong to the per-
son who hurt you. Many years ago I was working in a country
not my own, on a team wrestling with a difficult project. One
night a colleague and I argued over the right way to solve a prob-
lem. The next morning he sent out a harsh written attack on my
work and copied it to everyone above us. I was a newcomer in
that country, and my footing there was fragile in ways my col-
leagues never had to think about for a moment. I read his words
with a cold weight in my stomach, counting what I stood to lose,
which was far more than a job.

I did not retaliate. Others who had seen the message stood up
and spoke for me, which I have never forgotten. When the col-
league next appeared I tapped him on the shoulder, a small ges-
ture meant to say I would not hold it against him.  meant it as far

as I could reach that day. Forgiving a man and being healed of
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what he did are two different labors, and only the first of them
was finished. The wound stayed open. I walked beside the ocean
asking God for peace, and for a good while no peace came.

A week later I was sent on a work trip. When I arrived I found
that the arrangements had quietly placed the two of us in one car,
with him at the wheel. I waited for him in the parking lot, won-
dering what on earth we would say. He pulled up with a big
smile, and we traded the small pleasantries men reach for when a
boulder is sitting in the room between them. A few minutes
down the road, his eyes on the traffic, he spoke.

“Look. I want to apologize for what happened last week.”

I answered quickly, the way a man hands back something hot.
“It's OK.”

“No,” he said. “It's not OK.”

Then he told me about the pressure riding him that morning,
the anxieties that had been on his back for weeks, the way he had
misread something I did and reached for the nearest weapon. He
offered no excuses and asked for no pretending. Somewhere on
that highway, between two men staring dead ahead the way men
do when something true is finally being said, a soothing wave of
healing washed over my heart that all my walking by the ocean
had never produced. I felt the wound close. My affection for him
climbed past where it had stood before he ever hurt me, and with
it rose a plain desire to stand by him under whatever load had
driven him to it.

It’s not OK was the truest sentence spoken in that car, and it is
what made healing possible. My quick answer had been generous
and false in the same breath. It waved the damage off while the

damage went on aching underneath. His reply refused the wave.
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He was insisting on the actual size of what he had done, and a
debt has to be honestly measured before it can be honestly set-
tled.

Two things came home to me on that drive. The first is that an
unexpected apology is an answered prayer, and I choose those
words with care. You cannot make another person repent. No
technique schedules it, and no merit earns it. Many of the injured
people I sit with will wait years for words that never come. When
the words do arrive, unforced, out of a heart God has been quiet-
ly working on without your knowledge, you have been handed
something no human effort could have manufactured. Receive it
the way any miracle is received, with your shoes off.

The second is that real forgiveness carries a cost, and some-
body always pays it. Suppose I back into your car in a parking lot
and leave a dent, and then I find you and apologize with every
ounce of sincerity in me. Your car is still dented. My apology
does not touch the metal. The repair will cost whatever it costs;
the only open question is who absorbs the bill. Forgiveness is the
decision to shoulder that damage yourself. You release me from a
debt that goes right on existing. This is why forgiveness aches
even when it is entirely genuine, and why it can be genuine long
before the aching stops. I had already absorbed the cost of my
colleague’s words a week before that drive. It was real for-
giveness, and it hurt. His apology came alongside the cost and
helped me carry it. The whole small scene is a copy of a far larger
one, in which the One we had wounded chose to absorb in His
own body the full cost of everything we had done, and to call the

account settled.
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I have to be honest that most wounds are never mended in a
parked car with an apology. Forgiveness does not wait on the
apology, and it does not even require one. To forgive is not to an-
nounce to the world and to yourself that everything is fine; it is to
stop holding the person accountable for the damage, whether or
not he ever admits there was any. And forgiving a man seventy
times seven does not turn you into a doormat. You are still per-
mitted to tell the one who hurt you how it felt. You are permitted,
for a time, to step back out of his reach so he cannot keep injuring
you. Trust, once broken, is rebuilt slowly, and the pain has a way
of walking back in after you were sure it had gone, because heal-
ing from a wound is gradual work and not a single clean deci-
sion. None of that cancels the forgiveness. The releasing and the
aching can go on side by side in the same heart for a long time,
exactly as they did in mine.

One confession remains, and it belongs to every clergyman I
know, though few of us say it out loud. People write to me as
though I were the answer to their prayers. No matter how often
we tell them we are only human, in their minds a clergyman is a
kind of celestial being, an intermediary with more access to God
than they are allowed, and more than a few see us frankly as
messiahs. Our limitations, they assume, do not apply to us. So
they write from places I have never been, having read something
I wrote or heard something I said, and they ask me for money I
do not have, for influence I do not have, for doors into countries
and callings and cures I could not open if I wore out my knees
trying. Every one of those letters cost its writer some hope to
send. I answer as gently as I know how, and it saddens me every

time, because I know from my own worst year what it is to aim a
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prayer at an address that cannot receive it. In those moments I
think of Peter at the temple gate, looking down at a man who had

been carried there to beg every day of his life:

Then Peter said, “Silver and gold I do not have, but what I do
have I give you: In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise
up and walk.” (Acts 3:6)

The first half of that sentence is mine every day I live: silver
and gold I do not have. The command that follows is miles be-
yond me. Unlike Peter, I cannot even heal, and I have stood be-
side too many hospital beds to pretend otherwise. But the hinge
of Peter’s sentence belongs to all of us: what I do have I give you.
What I have is presence. I can sit with you. I can stay in the room
when the news is bad, hear the whole story out without flinching,
keep a hand on a shoulder, and pray with you slowly, out loud,
in your own words. For years I rated this a small thing, privately
ashamed of how small it was. I have since watched presence do
what money in the same room could never have done. When a
lonely person prays for help, presence is often the precise answer
God has in mind, and He goes looking for someone ordinary
enough to carry it without blocking the view.

Underneath every story in this chapter lies a sentence the
Lord spoke about the last judgment, describing the hungry fed,

the stranger taken in, the sick and the prisoner visited:

And the King will answer and say to them, ‘Assuredly, I say
to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these My
brethren, you did it to Me.” (Matthew 25:40)

The word visited deserves a longer look than we usually give

it. The King says, “I was sick and you visited Me; I was in prison
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and you came to Me” (Matthew 25:36). He might have said, “I
was sick and you healed Me,” or “I was in prison and you set Me
free.” He asks instead for the visit and the coming. Curing the
sick and unlocking prisons lie beyond nearly all of us; sitting
with the sick and the locked-up lies beyond almost none of us. If
you carry the power to heal, then by all means heal, for doctors
are sent into the world for exactly that. The rest of us are asked
for care, and care is always within reach. The Lord never asks
more of us than we have to give. The whole judgment scene runs
on mercies the size of an ordinary afternoon.

The King’s sentence runs back through every story in this
chapter. The night I drove out to find a frightened woman on a
dark street, I believed I was carrying Christ to her. The King’s
arithmetic says the traffic ran both ways: whatever was done for
her that night was done to Him, which means He had reached the
corner before my headlights did. The creditors who tore up my
debts stood closer to His hands than they or I ever guessed. The
families who filled the thin tins were laying a table for Him, one
noon at a time. The colleague who refused my cheap absolution
on a highway did for my heart what no one else alive could have
done, and I do not believe he was working alone. In this economy
we keep changing places, sent one year and rescued the next, and
Christ stands somehow at both ends of every errand.

It took me longer to notice the other thing these stories share.
The answers resemble one another, the way letters from a single
correspondent resemble one another no matter whose hand de-
livers them. The forgiven debts carried a certain extravagance.
The timing of the apology held tenderness in it, and the stack of

tins cooling on a doorstep spoke of humility. The longer I looked,
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the more plainly I saw the same handwriting running through all

of them.
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PART IV

The Giver



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Every Answer Reveals Who He Is

EVERY ACT OF GOD’S deliverance and providence is accompa-
nied by a revelation of Himself. When He answers a prayer He
does two things in one motion: He meets the need, and He shows
you who He is. The showing is the greater half of the gift. A gift
from a friend tells you in one motion that he listened, that he re-
membered, that he knows you, and God’s answers carry that
same knowledge, only deeper. He wants to be known. The need
He meets belongs to a season; what you learn of Him while He
meets it can stay with you for life.

I have tested this claim for years, because people bring me
their stories of answered prayer, and I have learned to listen for
one sentence. It comes near the end, in nearly the same words
every time. The job came through, or the child called home, or the
scan came back clean, and the teller walks me through the details,
and then the voice drops and they say, “I never knew He was like
that.” I have heard it from people whose request was granted to
the letter, and from people whose answer took them years to rec-
ognize as one. The sentence is always about God. By the time
they sit down to tell me, the gift itself has faded back into the or-
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dinary run of their days. The glimpse they caught of the Giver,
while the gift was changing hands, is what stayed, and it is what
they came to say.

I have a sentence like that of my own. Years ago I was out of
work for months, and for all those months my daily prayer was
for work. Near the end of that stretch I had a phone interview for
a job I badly wanted, and I came off the call certain I had botched
it. Afterward I called the recruiter and told him plainly, “If I don’t
get this job, please don’t call me. I am on an emotional roller
coaster.” He was kind about it and agreed. A week later, on a
Thursday afternoon, my phone rang, and the screen showed his
number. My first thought was to hold him to our agreement.

I answered anyway. He was calling with an offer better than I
had let myself hope for. I told him I had thought the interview
went terribly. He said, “Yes, the manager actually mentioned that
you seemed quite nervous during the interview.” They had heard
the nervous man and hired him anyway. That answer told me
more about the Giver than about employment. For months I had
approached God as one more interviewer across a desk, certain
that heaven grades performances and that mine had come up
short. He does not grade performances. And I have been con-
vinced, ever since that Thursday afternoon, that He has a sense of
humor.

Scripture teaches this most plainly through Martha, in the
eleventh chapter of John, and I want to walk through her educa-
tion slowly, because it is ours. Her brother Lazarus was dying.
She and her sister sent Jesus a message: “Lord, behold, he whom
You love is sick” (John 11:3 NKJV). Notice the wording. No re-

quest, no instructions, no please come quickly. They set the fact
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of the sickness down beside the fact of the love and left the rest
with Him. I have borrowed that prayer many times at hospital
beds: Lord, the one You love is in trouble. It is hard to pray a bet-
ter prayer than that.

Jesus answered that prayer with a delay. “He stayed two more
days in the place where He was” (John 11:6). John tells us in the
same breath that Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus,
as if he knew how badly we would need the reassurance, because
on the surface the delay looks like plain indifference. It was noth-
ing of the kind. Jesus had already said its purpose out loud: “This
sickness is not unto death, but for the glory of God, that the Son
of God may be glorified through it” (John 11:4). The delay was for
revelation.

By the time He walked toward Bethany, Lazarus had been
four days in the tomb, long enough that Martha would say the
unsayable at the graveside: “Lord, by this time there is a stench,
for he has been dead four days” (John 11:39). When word came
that Jesus was near, she left the house and went out to meet Him
on the road. To His face she spoke the sentence she had surely
rehearsed for four days: “Lord, if You had been here, my brother
would not have died” (John 11:21).

Martha's theology was sound as far as it went. She knew Jesus
was the Son of God. She knew He could heal the sick. But in her
mind He had procrastinated. He had not listened to her petition,
He had not taken it seriously, He had simply not wanted to do it.
That was the root of her bitterness. Hidden inside her solid creed
sat a schedule, because in her arithmetic a healer must arrive be-
fore death does. Jesus had missed that deadline by four days, and

as far as Martha could see the matter was closed and the failure
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was His. Even so, her faith would not lie all the way down. She
added, “But even now I know that whatever You ask of God,
God will give You” (John 11:22), reaching toward a hope she
could not yet have named.

Then Jesus said, “Your brother will rise again” (John 11:23),
and Martha shut her heart against the promise. She filed it under
doctrine: “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection at the
last day” (John 11:24). Every word of that reply is correct, and
every word of it is cold. She was reciting a creed while her broth-
er lay in a cave. We all do it when we are bitter enough, and I
have done it myself and heard it done at a hundred gravesides.
Then Jesus said the one thing the whole delay had been arranged

to say.

Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who
believes in Me, though he may die, he shall live. And whoev-
er lives and believes in Me shall never die. Do you believe
this?” She said to Him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that You are the
Christ, the Son of God, who is to come into the world.” (John
11:25-27)

Look at what happened on that road. Martha asked for a heal-
ing and was handed an introduction. She had known Him as Je-
hovah Rapha, the God who heals, and her knowledge was true;
He never once corrected it. He enlarged it. It was as if He said to
her, You have known Me as the God who heals, and that is good,
but by this you will know Me as the Resurrection and the Life.
Jesus does not merely make claims about who He is. He demon-
strates them. That was His way in Bethany, and it is His way with

us still.
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The delay was the instrument of the demonstration. There are
many occasions in Scripture where God deliberately delayed His
deliverance, and I have come to believe one purpose runs
through them all: the delay dispels our illusions about Him. God
is not an ATM machine or a doctor on call, a dispenser we walk
up to, punch in the request, and withdraw a blessing from the
moment we feel the need. We all carry a small god we assembled
ourselves, out of our wants and a handful of true things, and
mine, in certain years, was exactly that machine: a dispenser of
outcomes who took my request, checked my faith level, and re-
leased the blessing or held it back. The trouble with a god like
that is that he can be believed in and never met, because he does
not exist. The living God means to be met, so He keeps answering
prayer in ways the small god never would. At the time it feels
like disorder, even betrayal, and Martha’s voice on the road had
that edge in it for good reason. Only later do you see it was mer-
cy. Every answer that breaks the small god’s pattern shows you
more of the real One, the way the delay at Bethany broke a time-
table and uncovered a Person.

Moses learned the same lesson at the summit of the greatest
run of answered prayer in the Old Testament. He had watched
plagues turned back, a sea split open, bread lying on the ground
every morning, water breaking out of rock. Then he asked for one
thing more: “Please, show me Your glory” (Exodus 33:18). God
granted it in His own way. He hid Moses in the cleft of the rock
and passed by.

And the LORD passed before him and proclaimed, “The
LORD, the LORD God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering,
and abounding in goodness and truth.” (Exodus 34:6)

161



ANSWERED PRAYERS

Moses asked for a sight and received a self-introduction. Glo-
ry, when it finally passed, turned out to be character: mercy,
grace, patience, goodness, truth. That is what God Himself counts
His glory to be, and it ought to correct our imaginations, which
paint glory as light and volume and little else. Israel never forgot
that answer. The psalmists quote the proclamation back, the
prophets pray it back to Him, Jonah complains about it. The
deepest knowledge of God has reached His people along that
road ever since.

The miracles of the Gospels work the same way. For years I
preached them mostly as lessons in faith, and that lesson is in
them. But a miracle is a theological statement before it is anything
else. Every one of them says something about God before it fixes
something for a man. John will not even call them miracles; he
calls them signs, and a sign exists to point past itself. Jesus feeds
five thousand and then says, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35).
He opens the eyes of a man born blind and says, “I am the light
of the world” (John 9:5).

He raises Lazarus, and the raising is simply the sermon whose
text He had already handed Martha on the road. A miracle is an
announcement before it is a solution. The crowds wanted the so-
lutions and skipped the announcements, and Jesus told them so
to their faces the morning after the loaves: “you seek Me, not be-
cause you saw the signs, but because you ate of the loaves and
were filled” (John 6:26). He fed them anyway. He is generous
even to solution hunters, and I have been one. A whole industry
stands on that appetite, the preachers who promise that enough
faith will withdraw health and money from heaven on demand,

and their crowds are large because the hunger under the promise
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is real. But it turns the gospel into a question of what God can do
for you, and that is not what an answered prayer is for. Every-
thing He does in a life He does for His glory, and so that we may
believe.

David knew all of this long before Bethany. He opens Psalm
103 by giving his own soul an order, which tells you he under-

stood how quickly the soul forgets.

Bless the LORD, O my soul,

And forget not all His benefits:

Who forgives all your iniquities,

Who heals all your diseases,

Who redeems your life from destruction,

Who crowns you with lovingkindness and tender mercies,

Who satisfies your mouth with good things,

So that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. (Psalm 103:2-
5)

Read the list slowly. Every benefit hangs from the word Who.
Forgiveness, healing, redemption, crowning, satisfaction: David
counts the gifts, and at every line the counting turns into the
naming of God’s character. Forget the benefits and the face goes
dark on you, one facet at a time. This is why I keep telling people
to write down their answered prayers. They assume I am pre-
scribing an exercise in gratitude, and I am after something more.
A list like that, kept faithfully over years, looks like an inventory

and reads like a portrait.

NOW I HAVE TO tell you about the airport, because if every an-

swer carries a revelation, we have to face why we miss so many
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of them. Many years ago an old friend from my student days, a
man I count among my spiritual mentors, telephoned and asked
me to meet him in a large city far from both our homes. We had
not seen each other in many years. I arrived first, checked into my
hotel in the afternoon, and went back out to the airport that even-
ing to pick him up. The terminal at that hour was nearly empty. I
waited in the baggage claim area, exactly where I had told him I
would be, and long after his plane’s scheduled arrival he was
nowhere to be seen. I could not even raise him on his cell phone.
He rarely traveled so far from home, and the last thing I wanted
was to call his wife and tell her I had lost him on the wrong side
of the world.

So I went looking. I climbed to the ticketing area upstairs,
thinking he might be waiting for me there, and he was not. It
took me two hours to comb the entire terminal, up and down,
studying every face on every bench. Somewhere in the second
hour I stopped believing I would find him and kept walking an-
yway. When I had all but given up, there he was, standing just
outside the doors with his bag at his feet. I ran to him and called
his name.

He stood there and did not respond. We had not met in years,
and I had put on some weight, so I looked different. But I was
planted directly in front of him, saying his name, and his face
registered nothing at all. It took him a long moment to under-
stand it was me. Then came the embrace and the laughter, and
late that night I asked him, more than once, how he could possi-
bly have failed to know me. His answer was precious, and I have

never once forgotten it.
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“I have been looking for you for two hours,” he said. “I have
come to a realization that I might not meet you here, and so I
have closed my heart.”

He meant that he had stopped expecting me. His feet had
gone on walking and his eyes had gone on scanning faces, but
somewhere in those two hours he had concluded the meeting
would not happen, and that conclusion changed what his eyes
could do. The very man he had crossed an ocean to find stood in
front of him, calling his name, and registered as a stranger. A
closed heart cannot recognize even what it loves. We laughed
about it that night, two friends reunited in an empty terminal. I
have mostly stopped laughing about it since, because I have
watched people do the very same thing to God, and I have done
it to Him myself.

His own followers did this to Him. You can gather up many
theories about why they did not expect Him to rise from the
dead, though He had told them plainly, three times, that He
would. My friend outside the glass doors handed me the only
explanation I have ever needed. They had decided in advance
what redemption had to look like, and a crucified rabbi did not fit
the decision, so their hearts closed over. Two of them walked to
Emmaus with their hope already in the past tense: “But we were
hoping that it was He who was going to redeem Israel” (Luke
24:21). Redemption Himself fell into step beside them and talked
over His own death with them for seven miles. “But their eyes
were restrained, so that they did not know Him” (Luke 24:16).
Mary Magdalene stood weeping at the empty tomb and mistook
Him for the gardener. We cannot see the risen Christ, though He

walk the whole road at our side, unless He wills to disclose Him-
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self. In appearance after appearance the risen Lord goes unrecog-
nized at first, and by the people who had loved Him best.

We do to God’s answers what my friend did to me. We pray,
and while we pray we paint the answer: its shape, its door, its
deadline. Then we take up our post at the painted door and stand
watch. God has a lifelong habit of coming through some other
door entirely. The provision arrives wearing work clothes we had
thought beneath the prayer. The softening we begged for in an-
other person starts in gestures too small to register on the paint-
ing. And we, faithful sentries at the wrong door, decide that no
one ever came. I have sat with people reciting their unanswered
prayers to me while the answer stood at their elbow, saying their
name.

That painting deserves a harder look, because a painted an-
swer is always the portrait of a painted god. Martha’s painting
had a timetable worked into it, and behind the timetable stood
her small god, a healer obligated to beat death to the door. Our
sketches of what the answer must be are, underneath, sketches of
who He must be, and He declines to sit for them. He answers as
Himself. My friend’s eyes worked perfectly that night; what
failed was on the inside. Recognition, in the things of God, be-
longs to the open heart, and the open heart is simply the one that
has left room for God to be larger than its picture of Him.

But the story did not end at my friend’s closed heart, and
grace does not end there either. His blank stare did not stop me. I
had searched far too long to quit at the last step, so I stood in
front of him and kept saying his name until his eyes changed.
The Lord is at least that stubborn, and He has better reasons.
When I was a boy I used to study the pictures of the risen Lord
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standing before the rolled-back stone, and I assumed the angels
had rolled it away so that He could get out. I was wrong. He
needed no stone moved; a week later He stood among His disci-
ples inside a locked room, and the shut door meant nothing to
Him.

The stone was not rolled back to let the risen Lord out. It was
rolled back for the watchers, so that they could look in and be-
lieve. No closed heart stopped Him on that first Easter. He
walked the whole Emmaus road beside restrained eyes and
opened them at the breaking of the bread. To Mary, staring
straight at Him and seeing a gardener, He said a single word,
“Mary!” (John 20:16), and that one word did what all her looking
could not. If somewhere in your own second hour your heart has
quietly closed, say so to Him. That is a prayer, and an honest one.
He goes on standing in front of us, saying the name.

So here is the practice I have come to, for myself and for the
people I serve. When an answer comes, in whatever form and
through whatever door, put a second question to it. The first
question asks itself: did I get what I requested? The second is the
one Martha learned on the road: what is He showing me of Him-
self in this? Ask it of the swift yes. Ask it of the strange substitute
that took you years to accept as an answer. Ask it of the grant
that came so late you had nearly forgotten the petition. Answered
prayer, read this way, becomes a long course in the character of
God, and the course compounds on itself. The more of Him you
have seen in past answers, the faster you will know Him in the
next one. There comes a day when the answer arrives through an
unexpected door, dressed in unexpected clothes, and instead of a

stranger’s stare something in you says, that is like Him.
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Watch Martha one last time as she turns back toward the
house. She had come out to the road to renegotiate a healing. She
goes back confessing: “Yes, Lord, I believe that You are the
Christ, the Son of God” (John 11:27). Her petition still stood, and
within the hour it would be granted beyond anything she had
dared to imagine. But something had already shifted in her be-
fore the stone ever moved. She had seen who He was, and after a
glimpse like that the wanting itself begins to move. I have
watched it happen in others and felt it happen in me. A man
catches sight of the Giver inside one of the gifts, and quietly,
without any decision on his part, his desires start to rearrange
themselves around a new love. It is a strange thing to feel your
own wants shifting under you, and it unsettles some people at
first. It should not. It is the surest sign that prayer is doing its

deepest work, and it deserves to be followed all the way in.
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Desiring God Above His Gifts

HERE IS THE CLAIM of this chapter, stated at once. When God
delays an answer, the delay is not idle time; it is at work, prying
our fingers off the one thing we asked for so the hand comes free
to close on God Himself. The gift goes transparent in our grip,
slowly, until what we are holding turns out to be the Giver. Be-
side that promise stands a warning, and I have needed it more
than once. When my longing for a particular outcome outgrows
my longing for God Himself, I am no longer praying in faith. I am
bowing to an idol I carved out of my own desires.

A child and an old man receive the same gift differently. A
child tears the paper off a present and forgets, for one happy
hour, that anyone gave it, and nothing in that joy is wrong; God
is not offended by it. Now watch an old man take a small gift
from a friend of forty years, a jar of honey, say. He holds it a long
while, and he is not really looking at the honey. He is looking
through it, at the man. Prayer is meant to carry us from the first
kind of receiving to the second. The wanting changes shape slow-

ly, the way a voice changes across a lifetime, until one morning
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you catch yourself desiring the Giver above anything He could
ever set in your hands.

I have to confess before I teach. More than once I have stum-
bled into believing that praying in faith means wanting a thing so
hard that God will be compelled to hand it over. Some years ago
there was something I wanted badly. I will not tell you what it
was; it was a good thing, and its goodness is exactly what kept
my condition hidden from me. I prayed for it morning and night.
I fasted with it in view. I leaned on God the way a man leans on a
stuck door, and I called the leaning faith. Let a sermon so much
as brush my request, and I took it for confirmation. Let a month
pass with nothing, and I combed back through my life for the sin
that must be blocking the answer. From the outside the whole
performance looked like devotion. It was fervent, tearful, biblical,
and proud.

Then one ordinary morning, on my knees, I caught myself in
the act. My longing for the outcome had outgrown my longing
for God, and my praying had quietly turned into an attempt to
compel Him. I was still kneeling. I was still fluent in the whole
vocabulary of prayer. Only the object of my worship had
changed. A man can commit idolatry with his eyes shut and his
hands folded. I know, because I have done it, and I have since sat
with enough praying people to call this one of the commonest
and least confessed sins of devout lives. Nobody warns us, be-
cause from the outside it looks like fervor, and fervor gets
praised.

Since that morning I have carried three questions where I can
reach them. Can I still pray gladly about anything else, or has

every prayer become a corridor leading to the one room? When I
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imagine God saying no, do I feel honest grief, or the cold resent-
ment of a man whose machine has failed him? And the hardest
one: if He gave me everything else He has ever given and with-
held only this, would I still come to Him tomorrow morning with
love? On the days I cannot answer that last question, the idol is
back on its shelf, and I know what my praying must be about un-
til it comes down.

God has treated this disease in me chiefly by making me wait.
He delays an answer, I have come to think, not to withhold good
from me, but to loosen my grip on the good I asked for so that my
hand is free to close on Himself. I do not claim to know every-
thing He does in His delays; I can only report what His delays
have done. Waiting unbends the fingers that have clenched white
around an outcome, one at a time, and as the gift is worked free
of my grip, my empty hands close around Someone else. The fur-
niture of the heart gets rearranged: the thing that had planted it-
self in the center is carried, protesting, to the side, and God re-
sumes the place that was always His. And when the answer final-
ly comes, if it comes, the joy arrives in a different key. I have re-
ceived things I once begged for, years after the begging stopped,
and been startled by my own calm: glad of the gift, and gladder
of the Hand.

Psalm 73 maps this whole country. It opens on a man in spir-
itual danger, and the danger is desire. Asaph looks at the arro-
gant and sees them prospering: sleek, healthy, untroubled, their
tables full. “My feet had almost stumbled,” he admits; “my steps
had nearly slipped” (Psalm 73:2 NKJV). What nearly took him
down was wanting what the godless had. His envy was a prayer

aimed at gifts with the Giver cropped out of the picture, and he
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carried it until the carrying wore him through, until he went into
the sanctuary of God. There the ledger he had been keeping fell
out of his hands, and out of that recovery comes one of the purest

cries in the Psalter:

Whom have I in heaven but You?

And there is none upon earth that I desire besides You.

My flesh and my heart fail;

But God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.
(Psalm 73:25-26)

These two verses refuse to be separated. The first reaches as
high as human desire has ever reached: a man scans heaven and
earth and wants nothing on either inventory apart from God. The
second sets the same man back down on the ground where we
live: his flesh gives out, his heart gives out, he is no marble saint
but a tired singer whose courage fails on schedule. The desire of
verse twenty-five is credible precisely because it rises out of the
failing man of verse twenty-six. Then there is the last word, por-
tion.

When the land was divided among the tribes of Israel, every
tribe received territory except one. To the priestly tribe God said
that He Himself would be their inheritance; while their brothers
measured out fields and vineyards, their portion was the LORD.
Asaph was a Levite, born into the one tribe whose inheritance
was never counted in acres. His inheritance had always been
God. Every time I pray this psalm it asks me, quietly, whether I
can say the same of mine, or whether I am still out somewhere

surveying acreage.
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MANY YEARS AGO, WHEN I asked the Lord to use me in His
Kingdom, I asked two things: that I would never use the
Church’s money, even to finance my own service, and that I
would never become a celebrity. That was the whole prayer, and
I meant every word of it.

I can still give an account of why I asked it. I am no Jesus
Christ. People do not follow me; they follow Jesus, and the
Church is His, not mine. Even then I had seen what an audience
and an income can do to a servant of God, so gradually that the
servant never feels it happening. I had watched men who began
by pointing at Christ end up pointing, by imperceptible degrees,
at themselves, and their followers followed the finger instead of
the direction it named. I was afraid of that, and I still count it one
of the healthiest fears I have ever had. Whatever I did in God'’s
name, the people near it should walk away following Jesus. So I
asked to be kept poor in that one currency, and small in that one
sense, before I was old enough to know what the asking would
cost.

Decades have gone by, and I can finally give an account of
how that prayer was answered. Among all my prayers, the des-
perate ones and the decade-long ones, the ones answered side-
ways and the ones still lying open on God’s table, this one was
answered exactly as asked. To the letter, and with a thoroughness
I had not entirely bargained for, since I had never once consid-
ered how completely God might agree with me. I have taught
and preached and served through all these years and never taken
payment for it. When someone presses an envelope into my hand
at the door, I press it back with thanks. No crowd has ever fol-

lowed me home.
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When a famous man joins a church, it makes the news; no-
body has ever asked to interview me about anything. He is Mr.
Somebody, and as far as the Kingdom of God is concerned, I am
Mr. Nobody. I keep no record of how many souls I have brought
to Jesus, because none of them were ever mine to count; a record
is kept somewhere in heaven, I am sure, in a better hand than
mine. By this world’s accounting, my whole service adds up to
almost nothing: no salary drawn, no name made, no following
gathered. I regard this as one of the great answered prayers of my
life.

Our age will find that strange, because our age mostly prays
in the other direction. I have heard sincere believers ask God for
reach, influence, and growth they can count and chart. I will not
judge them. Some of that asking comes from love, and God can
be trusted to sort through His children’s requests. What worries
me is that the opposite request has become nearly unintelligible
to us. That a man might ask God to keep him hidden, and that
God might grant it, and that the granting might be a kindness
and not a shelving: this hardly fits our imagination anymore. Yet
hiddenness can be an answered prayer, and the plainness of the
wrapping is part of the gift, since nobody covets what nobody
notices.

I will not pretend the answer has cost me nothing. There have
been evenings when I watched a man become celebrated for
work no better than work God had let me do in the dark, and felt
the old twinge. On those evenings I remind myself of the terms. I
asked, God agreed, and He has kept His side of it with perfect

fidelity; the twinge is only the child in me, wanting to run around
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the corner with somebody else’s toy. It passes sooner now than it
used to.

Hiddenness did not finish the work in me, because a man can
renounce money and applause and still keep one dream folded in
an inner drawer. Every time I have a dream, I become obsessed
with it. It takes me years of fighting to make it a reality, and the
whole time I call the fighting faith. For many years I carried such
a dream about the shape my service might someday take, and I
will keep its details between God and me. I fought for it through
discouragement and closed doors and the patient smiles of peo-
ple who thought I should know better. And here is what took me
longest to learn: our only true attachment is meant to be to God,
and to nothing else, however holy it looks. Even the practices that
carry a man toward God, the study, the silence, the long habits of
prayer, are roads and not the country they lead to, and a heart
can move into one of them and quietly set up house. The test
comes when the road is taken away. A faith rooted in God, and
not in its own supports, is still standing when the supports are
gone.

Then came a season I can date by its length: about a week and
a half. In those ten days I learned things I had not known, one
after another, and by the end of them the dream was gone. I did
not lay it down serenely, like a saint in a stained-glass window.
Some of those days were among the harder days of my adult life,
and I spent long hours with men I trust, trying to hear God un-
derneath the noise of my own disappointment. It was in that
same season that I asked the people around me to set aside the

titles they had been using for me. Call me a child of God, I told
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them. It is the only title I am sure of, and the only one that will
still be true of me ten thousand years from now.

Then came the surprise, which is why this story belongs to
God and to this chapter. When the dust settled, I took inventory
the way a man does after a burglary, walking through the house
of my life room by room to see what had been carried off. Noth-
ing I actually treasured was missing. The two biggest dreams of
my life had been granted long ago and stood untouched. Christ is
my Lord and my Savior, the dream underneath every dream I
ever dreamed. And I have been bringing people into the King-
dom of God, something I did long before anyone gave me a title
and have never stopped doing; nothing and no one can take
those two dreams from me.

The rest of my aspirations were technical ones, and I do not
believe the Lord will hold me to account for failing to reach them.
Everything the ten days took from me was scaffolding. The build-
ing stood. In those weeks I wrote to my friends a sentence I still
stand behind with my whole weight: I have not lost anything,
because I possess the greatest gift of all, our Lord Jesus Christ. I
meant it not as a brave face over a loss but as the plain sum of the
accounting, and I found, to my own surprise, that I could face
what was coming with something close to unbridled joy.

A simple calculation helped me say that honestly. A century
from now, which is a very short time, a stranger will live where I
now live. More likely he will tear the house down and put up an-
other, the way we do. That stranger will never have heard of me.
Everyone who now knows my face will be gone. Nothing about
my unachieved aspirations will weigh anything in the Kingdom
of God. What will have mattered is whether I loved God, and
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whether I loved the people He set within my reach, and by His
mercy those were the two things the lost dream could never
touch. A man who has run that calculation honestly finds it much
harder to keep calling every ambition a calling.

The prophet Habakkuk took a harsher inventory than mine.
Standing before a future of invasion and ruin, he lists the entire

economy of a farming household and strips it, item by item:

Though the fig tree may not blossom,

Nor fruit be on the vines;

Though the labor of the olive may fail,

And the fields yield no food;

Though the flock may be cut off from the fold,

And there be no herd in the stalls—

Yet I will rejoice in the LORD,

I will joy in the God of my salvation. (Habakkuk 3:17-18)

Count the losses with him: figs, grapes, olive oil, grain, sheep,
cattle. Six subtractions, made with a farmer’s precision, until
nothing is left on the table but God. He counts all the way to the
bottom, and the bottom holds. Notice what he does with the dis-
covery. The last line of his short book hands the poem to the
Chief Musician, to be played on stringed instruments. He wanted
his worst case set to music and sung. I could not have understood
that before my own ten days, and now I understand it to the mar-
row. When everything a man asked for is subtracted and the Giv-
er is still there, what is left behaves less like resignation and more
like joy, and joy of that kind refuses to stay prose.

That sung joy is thanksgiving, and thanksgiving is petition in
its mature key. I believe that is why Paul, in the very sentence

where he teaches us how to bring our requests to God, slips in a
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phrase most of us read past. “Be anxious for nothing, but in eve-
rything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your
requests be made known to God” (Philippians 4:6). With thanks-
giving. When I begin my asking with thanks, I begin by handling
the gifts already given, which means I begin with the Giver al-
ready in my hands, and a request made from inside that embrace
cannot easily curdle into a demand. Gratitude seats the new de-
sire in the long memory of His faithfulness, where it shrinks to its
true size, usually smaller than it looked in the middle of the
night. Asking without thanking slowly turns the whole world
into a list of what is missing. I know, because for years my pray-
ers kept exactly such lists, and the keeper of a list of lacks be-
comes, in time, a lack himself.

Paul earned that little phrase before he wrote it. He set it
down while under guard, in a letter thanking a small congrega-
tion for a gift of money they had scraped together and sent to
him, and in the middle of his thanks he made a quiet confession

of his own:

Not that I speak in regard to need, for I have learned in
whatever state I am, to be content: I know how to be abased,
and I know how to abound. Everywhere and in all things I
have learned both to be full and to be hungry, both to abound
and to suffer need. I can do all things through Christ who
strengthens me. (Philippians 4:11-13)

The last of those sentences has suffered a strange fate among
us. It gets printed on shirts and quoted over ambitions, as though
it promised that Christ will supply the horsepower for whatever
project we aim Him at. Read where Paul actually set it down, and

it promises something better and much harder. The “all things”
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of his sentence are being full and being hungry, abounding and
suffering need, and the strength Christ supplies is the strength to
stand content on either side of an answered prayer. Notice, too,
the word he uses twice: learned. Contentment came to Paul slow-
ly, through abasement and abundance taken in turn, each one
loosening his hands a little more. A man schooled like that can be
handed any answer God might send, which may be part of why
God could afford to send him so many.

So the gift was never the goal. From the first word of the first
prayer we ever prayed, the goal was union with the One we were
speaking to, and every gift on the road, every delay, and every
refusal has been His way of drawing us on toward Himself.
Prayer was never merely a way to get what we want; it is the
pathway into that union, and the wanting is the feet that walk it.
Desire survives this schooling; let no one tell you God means to
kill it. It comes out the far side larger than it went in, too large
now for anything smaller than God to fill. I can report from well
along in life that I want more today than I have ever wanted, and
that what I want is Him.

I know the question all this raises, because I have been asked
it, gently by exhausted believers and bluntly by skeptics, and it
deserves better than a devotional answer. Take the man this
chapter has described: stripped of his dream and claiming he lost
nothing, hidden on purpose and calling it a great answer, want-
ing God above every outcome. Now look at his life from the out-
side. He still works for his bread. He still gets sick, still tires, still
fails, still buries the people he loves. His neighbor, who never
prays at all, does the same. Set the two lives side by side and be

honest about what you see, because somewhere a voice, and on
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certain long nights it has been mine, finally says the thing out

loud: then what difference has all this praying actually made?
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

What Difference Has Prayer Actually
Made?

A FRIEND I LOVE asks me, every few years, what difference my
praying has actually made. I have had this conversation more
than once, with more than one man, usually across a table we
have sat at for years. He does not pray, and he asks without a
trace of hostility, which is exactly what makes the question im-
possible to wave away. His case is simple, and I have never
found a cheap way past it. We have both worked all our lives,
sweated through the same lean years, sat in the same hospital
hallways, buried people we could not keep. My bread cost me the
same sweat his cost him. My children worried me the way his
worried him. So, he says, setting down his cup: you pray and I
don’t, and we have walked the same road. What difference has
all that praying actually made?

Believers ask the same question, only more quietly. I hear it on
the near side of the church door, in a lowered voice, from people
who have prayed faithfully for forty years. They ask it as though

the question itself were a sin to be confessed. There is no sin in it
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anywhere. It may be the most important question in this book,
and this chapter is my honest attempt at an answer.

Start by granting everything the question assumes, because
every word of it is true. The one who prays is not lifted out of the
sweat of the world. Bread is still earned, bodies still wear out,
every decision still carries its risk. The praying farmer and the
unpraying farmer wait under the same sky for the same rain. The
believer’s diagnosis reads the same as anyone’s, in the same clini-
cal language, on the same paper. The Gospel contains no promise
of exemption from the structure of creaturely life. I have read it
my whole life looking, and the promise is not there. Whoever
told you that prayer would excuse you from labor, from uncer-
tainty, from loss, told you something Jesus never said, and the
day life falls on you with its full weight, that teaching will col-
lapse under it too.

While I am granting things, let me tell you about the one time
I prayed for rain out loud, because it taught me exactly how this
argument always goes. In college I lived in a town with only two
seasons, dry and wet. One year the dry season hardened into a
drought, and water grew scarce, for drinking, for washing, for
everything. I was young, and my theology was younger, and I
decided to put my faith to the test. I am serious; this happened. I
walked out to the pipe that carried the town its water, stood be-
side it, and prayed aloud, “In the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ,
let there be rain!” Nothing happened. I went back inside. Thirty
minutes later it rained, for about five minutes.

I told the story in my dorm that evening, and my friends re-
ceived it the way people have always received such reports. One

said a plane had passed over and seeded the clouds. One said
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coincidence. One allowed that it might have been my faith. No-
body’s mind moved an inch; the same five minutes of rain read
three ways around one table. So I did the only thing that was ac-
tually mine to do. I thanked God for the shower, and that Sunday
the whole dorm could wash before church. The man who prays is
under no obligation to win the argument about coincidence. He
can leave the theories lying on the table and keep the thanksgiv-
ing, because thanksgiving needs no laboratory.

I take this question seriously because I once asked it myself
and nearly lost the faith over the answers I was handed. In col-
lege I came within an inch of throwing my Bible in the trash be-
cause no one could tell me who wrote the Letter to the Hebrews.
The question was simple and I asked it in good faith. They had
told me the Bible is the Word of God, so I asked how an anony-
mous book could be the Word of God. No one would answer it.
What I got instead were slogans. Just believe. Don’t lean on your
own understanding. Questions like that come from the devil. One
man quoted a verse at me the way you toss a coin to a beggar to
make him move along.

It insulted my intelligence and my conscience, and the insult
came wrapped in God’s name. So I concluded that a faith which
could not survive my honest questions had no claim on my hon-
est life, and that the book belonged in the garbage. I stood over
the trash bin with my Bible in my hand, and I did not let go. For
years I have wondered why not. The nearest I can come is that
some stubborn part of me suspected the fault lay with the an-
swerers and not with the Book. That suspicion set the Bible back
on the shelf. Getting it back into my heart took a great deal long-

er.
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The way back was long, and one thing about it belongs in this
chapter. I went hunting, stubbornly, for people who would let me
ask, and I discovered that my questions had homes. Some of the
answers were older than the men who had refused me. A dia-
mond is a diamond, Augustine said, even when you find it in a
pig’s mouth, and I stopped asking where a wisdom came from
and asked only whether it was true. Other questions opened onto
further questions honestly held, and I learned that the honest
holding of a question can be a form of reverence, that “I do not
know” is sometimes the most faithful sentence a man says all
day. Somewhere on that road the faith stopped being a hand-me-
down and became mine, and the change surfaced first in my
praying. As a boy I had recited prayers the way you recite the
alphabet, and meant them about as much. The man who walked
back from the edge of that trash bin spoke to God the way you
speak to someone who has waited up all night for you. I have
never treated prayer as a formality since, because I know what it
cost me to have anyone to address at all.

The slogans I was handed then and the brochure answers my
friend distrusts now are the same species. They are sealed an-
swers, finished and shut, with no room in them for a living God
or a living questioner. And what difference prayer makes can
never be answered with a sealed thing, because the difference
prayer makes is exactly that it breaks a life open. So let me de-
scribe the life with no prayer in it. I can describe it from the in-
side, because for long stretches I have lived there while calling
myself a believer.

To live without prayer is to strive inside a sealed system. Eve-

ry action must justify existence. Every success must secure identi-
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ty. Every failure threatens collapse. Nothing such a man builds is
allowed to be only what it is; underneath its stated purpose, eve-
ry project must also prove that he deserves to exist. Effort be-
comes metaphysical, not merely practical, for it carries the weight
of self-creation. His successes cannot simply be enjoyed, because
they are load-bearing. His failures cannot simply be absorbed,
because each one reaches past the ledger and touches the self. He
must be his own foundation, his own verdict, his own safety net.
And his anxiety is the most rational thing about him. If every-
thing you are rests on what you can secure, then vigilance is sim-
ple arithmetic, and the sleeplessness and the checking and re-
checking follow with perfect logic. Anxiety is not accidental but
logic; it is what a sealed life feels like from the inside. There is a
psalm that describes this man so exactly it might have been writ-

ten in our century:

Unless the LORD builds the house,

They labor in vain who build it;

Unless the LORD guards the city,

The watchman stays awake in vain.

It is vain for you to rise up early,

To sit up late,

To eat the bread of sorrows;

For so He gives His beloved sleep. (Psalm 127:1-2 NKJV)

The psalm is often misread as a rebuke of work, and it is noth-
ing of the kind. The builders in the psalm are still building. The
watchman still stands his watch. Israel did not read these verses
and put down its trowels. What the psalm calls vanity is the
building that must carry ultimate weight, the watching that must

guarantee what no watchman can guarantee. The early rising and
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the late sitting are allowed to stand. What it condemns is the
bread of sorrows: the loaf kneaded with dread, eaten by a man
for whom every meal is also a performance review. Then comes
the last line, which I have loved for years. He gives His beloved
sleep. Of all the gifts the psalmist could have chosen, he chooses
the one thing a self-made man can never manufacture. You can
force yourself to work. No one has ever successfully forced him-
self to sleep. Sleep comes only to the one who can stop holding
the world up, and the psalm quietly tells us who has been hold-
ing it all along.

Prayer breaks that enclosure open. This is the center of the
chapter, so let me say it with care. It removes the desperation
without removing the responsibility. Prayer leaves the labor
standing and the laborer at full strength. A praying person who
works less, or cares less, has misunderstood the whole thing.
What prayer lifts off is the second, hidden job that every effort
was being forced to do. The one who prays still works, still plans,
still risks, still builds, but the work has stopped being a trial with
the self as defendant. Before a single task is attempted, the pray-
ing person has already been addressed, already been received,
already been told who they are by Someone whose word does
not rise and fall with the harvest. Identity precedes achievement.
Existence is received before it is performed. When that order is
restored, work becomes offering. It is no longer an attempt to se-
cure being, but a response to being already held. The same field is
plowed, but a son is plowing it now, no longer a plaintiff assem-
bling evidence that he deserves to live.

Let me show you the difference in a story small enough to be

honest. Some years ago I poured a long season of effort into a

186



WHAT DIFFERENCE HAS PRAYER ACTUALLY MADE?

work I believed God had asked of me. I labored at it with every-
thing I had, and the results were meager. Not catastrophic, just
meager, which in some ways is harder. I felt the old sealed logic
wake in me like a dog hearing a key turn in the lock: the results
are poor, so the work is poor, so the workman is poor, so what
does that make you. I dragged that chain around for weeks. Then
one morning in prayer, with no lightning at all, I said something I
had not planned to say: Lord, I did what I could.

You saw the hours. I cannot make it succeed, and I do not be-
lieve You will audit me for what was never in my hands. It is
Yours; it was always meant to be Yours. I want to tell you exactly
what changed, because from the outside nothing did. The work
stayed meager. What changed was the atmosphere I carried it in.
The effort had become an offering laid on a table, like bread I had
baked and was no longer required to force anyone to eat. I slept
that night. That is the whole miracle I have to report, and I would
not trade it.

This is why the New Testament can speak of relentless effort
and radical dependence in the same breath. Listen to Paul on his

own ministry:

But by the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace to-
ward me was not in vain; but I labored more abundantly
than they all, yet not I, but the grace of God which was with
me. (1 Corinthians 15:10)

The grammar of that verse breaks in the middle, and I am
convinced it breaks on purpose. I labored more abundantly than
they all: there is a man who rose before dawn and sat up past
dark, who walked the roads, took the beatings, stitched the tents,

wrote the letters. No one could accuse him of leaving the work to
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heaven. Yet not I. He takes the boast back the instant it leaves his
mouth and hands it upward. Both halves are fully true, and Paul
feels no strain saying them together, because he is describing
something he lived. Full human energy, not denied but inhabited
by grace. He acts with everything in him and claims none of it as
his own foundation. That is work on the far side of the broken
seal. And notice what grace did to his output. It made him un-
afraid, and an unafraid worker is capable of almost anything, be-
cause he spends on the task the strength that fearful men spend
defending themselves.

There is one more room in the sealed house, and it is the one
where most of us actually live: worry. For years the Scriptures
puzzled me here, because they seem to speak against themselves.
They command fervent prayer: “The effective, fervent prayer of a
righteous man avails much” (James 5:16). The psalmist cries out
to God in open distress, and his cry is recorded with approval
(Psalm 18:6). Even Jesus prayed in agony, with sweat like drops
of blood (Luke 22:44). Scripture plainly does not want calm, fil-
tered, well-managed prayers from us. Then the same Scriptures

say this:

Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and sup-
plication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made
known to God; and the peace of God, which surpasses all
understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through
Christ Jesus. (Philippians 4:6-7)

Here is the resolution, and it dissolved the contradiction so
completely I wondered how I had ever seen one. Worry is the act
of taking back the sovereignty over our lives that we had surren-

dered to God. That is the whole of it. When I pray fervently, even
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in anguish, I am carrying my trouble to Him and leaving it in His
hands. The fervor is trust at full volume. When I worry, I have
gone back into His house at night and stolen the trouble off His
table, having quietly concluded that He was not taking it serious-
ly. From outside, fervent prayer and anxiety can look alike: both
intense, both sleepless sometimes. They move in opposite direc-
tions. One hands the crown over. The other reassumes it. That is
why Scripture can command the first and forbid the second
without any contradiction at all.

Now I owe you a confession, because people assume clergy
have this teaching settled. Paul’s command to be anxious for
nothing is the one in all the Scriptures I struggle with most. My
working life has had layoffs in it, and long gaps, and uncertain
seasons, and those things translate into a worry with a grammar
all its own. Its favorite word is someday. Someday, when the
work is finally secure, I will rest. Someday, when the debts are
paid, I will be generous. Someday, when the calendar clears, I
will live. I have said those sentences for years, and I can report
that someday never arrives; it stays one crisis away, because that
is where anxiety keeps it.

A heart that talks this way is postponing life until security ar-
rives, and it has quietly adopted a false theology of time. Worry
takes tomorrow, which belongs to the Father, and sets it up over
today as an idol and a judge. It makes the soul suffer a future
God has not yet given, under a grace He has not yet assigned.
And it breeds the deepest poverty I know, deeper than any lean
year: receiving everything and still perceiving only threats. A
man can be fed every day, sheltered every night, surrounded by

people who love him, and still live like a city under siege.
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I catch myself in the theft constantly. I hand a matter to God at
dawn and mean it, and by afternoon I have it out again, turning it
over and over in my hands. I have learned to stop and name it in
plain words: I am taking the government of my life back. Then I
hand it over again. Some days I do this five times. He has never
once, in all my years, met the fifth handing-over with less pa-
tience than the first. And notice the promise Paul attaches to the
practice: the peace of God will guard your hearts and minds.
Guard is a soldier’s word. The picture is a sentry posted at the
door. That peace arrives from outside us, a garrison Someone else
supplies, and it stands watch at the door of the house whose
owner has finally stopped patrolling it all night with a lamp and
a list.

Now I can answer the friend across the table, and the tired be-
lievers on the other side of the church door, and the young man
standing over the trash bin. The difference prayer has made is
none that a camera would catch. The praying life and the unpray-
ing life rise at the same hour, do much of the same work, weather
the same weather, and end at the same graveside. Underneath
that identical surface, everything is different. The deepest burden
of human striving is not difficulty but the suspicion that no one
bears it with us. Prayer answers that before it answers anything
else. It places the struggle inside communion. Even when nothing
changes externally, the architecture of endurance is altered.

Long before any request is granted, before a single circum-
stance moves, prayer has already destroyed the loneliness at the
center of effort, and that loneliness was the real weight all along.
Men and women can carry astonishing loads when they know

they are not carrying them alone; ask anyone who has done hard
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labor beside someone they love. What breaks people is the sealed
room, the verdict forever pending, the suspicion that the universe
is a landlord. Jesus said exactly this, and I never saw it until I no-

ticed the strange gift He attaches to His most famous invitation:

Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I
will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from
Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest
for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.
(Matthew 11:28-30)

Notice who is invited: those who labor, the heavy laden, the
very people my friend has been asking me about all these years.
And notice what He gives them for rest. A yoke, of all things. A
yoke is a working instrument; you do not give one to a man you
are sending on vacation. But a yoke, as every farmer of His day
knew, is built for two. The rest He offers is the rest of shared har-
ness. The field still gets plowed. The furrow is just as long. The ox
that was pulling alone is pulling alone no more, and the lightness
He promises comes from His shoulder in the harness beside
yours. In such a life grief still comes, and no longer annihilates,
because no one grieves it alone. Success still comes, and can final-
ly be enjoyed without being possessed, because it is no longer
holding up the roof. The future remains uncertain, yet it is no
longer empty.

I concede to my friend that none of this can be photographed.
It is invisible from outside and unmistakable from within, like the
difference between an empty house and a house where someone
is home. It is the difference between sealed effort and shared ef-
fort, which is to say, between exhaustion and hope. The road

stays exactly as long as it was; it has simply stopped being soli-
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tary, and a road walked with someone is a different road even
when every stone on it is the same. And the moment I say all this,
the largest question of the whole book rises to meet it. If prayer
does its deepest work before any request is granted, if the mean-
ing of a life’s labor can change while every outward circumstance
holds still, then what do we actually mean when we call a prayer
answered? I have been holding that question back since the first
page, the way you save the deepest thing you know for the per-

son who is finally ready to hear it. You are ready now.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

When God Answers a Prayer

THIS BOOK HAS OWED you an answer since the prologue, and the
question is the title of this chapter: what actually happens when
God answers a prayer? Here is the answer, stated plainly, before I
earn it. When God gives, He gives in a way that enlarges the
soul’s capacity for communion. The gift is more than the thing
received. Folded inside it is a widening of love, and the widening
is the greater part, because a soul that has not been enlarged can
only clutch what it is handed, and clutching ruins both the gift
and the hand. An answered prayer, seen whole, turns out to be a
person: the one you have become in the hands of the God you
kept asking. I did not reason my way to that sentence. I learned it
from the longest prayer of my life, one I have kept back until this
final chapter because for most of my life I could not bear to tell it
at all.

When I was a young man finishing my studies, a calling took
hold of me and would not let go: to spend my life serving God’s
people. I went to a teacher I respected, someone whose blessing I
had quietly counted on, and for the first time said the thing out

loud. The answer came back swift and firm. The world needed
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me in the work I had trained for; this other desire was a waste of
a good mind. I walked out of that study with my ears burning,
and I did what a young man does with a wound of that kind. I
buried the calling and told no one for years. That voice was not
the last. Over the decades others joined it, and their judgment
had earned real authority in my life, so each one left me turning
the same question over in the dark: if this desire is from God,
why do the people I most respect keep standing in its way?

The burial did not take. I have since learned that this is one of
the surest marks of a calling: you cannot get it to stay in the
ground. I starved it, argued with it, buried it under work, and
every time it surfaced stronger than before. I wrote constantly
about the things of God and told myself it was only a pastime.
Strangers who read those words assumed I was already clergy
and had to be corrected. People in our community began treating
me as their shepherd though I held no office among them. At
night I sometimes dreamed of standing before God’s people in
His house, serving them, and woke with an ache I refused to
name. Strangest of all, I never once admitted the desire in my
prayers. I circled it on my knees, talking to God about everything
adjacent to it.

And the facts against it were not soft. I was a married man
with a family and obligations no amount of prayer could dis-
solve. The way toward that service was, by every honest meas-
ure, financially impossible, and I am not speaking loosely. I ran
those numbers for years, the way I had once run mortgage arith-
metic at three in the morning, and they never once came out. I
told the Lord so, plainly and more than once: my humanity can-

not see the path. So I surrendered the calling to Him. Then I took
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it back, and surrendered it again, until the surrendering itself had
become a rhythm of my life. Twice I tried to quit outright, and
the two older men who guided my soul refused the resignation.
Rest a while, they told me. You cannot resign from a post nobody
has given you. I rested, and the desire was always waiting for me
when I stood back up.

Decades went by like that, and I want you to weigh the word:
decades. A man can carry a thing so long that the carrying be-
comes the whole of his relationship to it, and somewhere along
the way he stops expecting to set it down. If an answered prayer
means the prompt arrival of the thing named at the start, my
prayer failed for thirty years, and by that measure so has the one
you brought with you into these pages. I no longer believe that
measure. Showing you why is the last debt I owe you.

Begin, then, with the claim I opened with: when God gives,
He gives so that the soul is enlarged for Him. Abraham asked for
a son and was given, along with the son, twenty-five years in
which the asking slowly ripened into the knowledge of God. The
man who finally held Isaac could hold him on an open palm. The
man who first asked could not have. The thing arrives, when it
arrives, inside a person who has been remade around the asking,
because God will not lower a holy weight into a grip that would
crush it, and most of our grips, at the start, would. Heaven does
not entrust weight to a soul incapable of bearing it, and the bur-
den itself begins shaping the shoulders that will one day carry it.

Desire, when first voiced, is too narrow to bear what it seeks.
It wants fulfillment without transformation, arrival without pas-
sage. I say that with tenderness toward first desires, because they

are where every prayer begins. Mine had my own face all over it.
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Somewhere inside my first wanting stood a young man who
wished to be seen standing in a holy place, who wanted the ache
dignified, who wanted, if I am honest, the teacher proven wrong.
God heard that prayer, and He took the desire more seriously
than I took it myself. He did not mock the desire by refusing it,
nor did He indulge it by granting it unchanged. He led it through
tire. The fire had three names: delay, frustration, and unknowing.
For years I felt each one as an evasion. They were purifications. In
that slow burning a desire is stripped of its demand to control
and taught instead how to consent, and what comes out the far
side is a longing capable of receiving.

I can tell you exactly what the fire burned off of mine. The
romance went first. Across the long years of carrying, I saw the
work I longed for up close, often enough to learn that it is labor,
mostly hidden and frequently thankless, and that God hands
those He sets apart no private staircase to Himself. The need for
recognition went next. There was a season when I ached for
someone with authority over the way to look at me and say, yes,
we see it too, and God withheld that word until I could live with-
out it. I have wondered since whether the withholding lasted
precisely as long as the need.

And while those things burned off, something else was being
built quietly in their place. I found I could live the heart of the
calling without the office. I could serve whoever stood in front of
me, teach the ones who asked, pray beside the ones who wept,
and the ministry God had already given me began to be enough.
That was the most dangerous mercy of all. On the day the desire
could finally say to God, keep it if You will, I lack nothing, it had

at last become safe to grant.
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None of this makes God a means to an end. The Gospel never
presents God as power to be leveraged. It presents Him as life to
be entered. Prayer, then, is not the art of persuading heaven but
the school of communion, and its deepest work is aligning the
will with the living God who gives Himself before He gives any-
thing else.

The answer to a long prayer begins long before the prayer
looks fulfilled. To see why, you have to know how the promises
of God work, because a promise misread will break your faith on

schedule. Paul writes:

For all the promises of God in Him are Yes, and in Him
Amen, to the glory of God through us. (2 Corinthians 1:20
NKJV)

A promise of God is covenantal speech. It binds Him to His
people, and in the same breath it binds the people to a path of
becoming. We usually hear only the first binding and go deaf to
the second. God keeps His word by reshaping the heart that re-
ceived it, widening it until it can hold what He meant to give all
along, and He works at the speed of hearts, which is slow. A
promise unfolds over time because it unfolds within persons. Ful-
fillment is the revelation of what the waiting has been doing all
along. The waiting was the inside of the promise, and the day of
fulfillment turns the lights on so that you can finally see what has

been under construction there.

BY THE TIME THE way toward my calling began to look possible,
I was no longer young, and a new obstacle had taken the place of

the money: consent. The path could be opened only by others.
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There were people set over it, rightly so, whose agreement the
way required, and word kept reaching me that their agreement
was far from sure. I had carried the thing through ridicule and
through impossible arithmetic, and now, within sight of the end,
I felt my heart failing over a handful of human decisions.

Then one night  had a dream. I will tell it plainly, and you are
free to make of it whatever you make of such things; I can only
report what happened. In the dream I was arguing with Jesus.

“What if they never agree?” I asked Him. “If they say no, will
You say no with them?”

And He said, “I am not beneath them. I am the Head of My
Church.”

I woke with those words standing in the room. Let me set the
fences around this. The words gave me no license to defy anyone.
Even in the dream, I understood that if the calling was truly His,
He would open the way honestly through the very hearts whose
consent it required. A human heart is no harder for Him to move
than a sea. And I hold the dream itself the way I hold every pri-
vate experience of this kind: such things are rare, they carry no
authority beyond what Scripture already says in plain daylight,
and the believer who never has one is missing nothing he needs.
Mine said only what was already written, on a night I had
stopped being able to hear it.

What the words did was relocate the entire question. For
years I had been asking whether the people over the way would
ever say yes, as though the calling were finally theirs to grant or
refuse. It had never been theirs. Christ Himself is the Head of His
Church, and a calling is a matter between the Head and the

member long before it becomes a matter of anyone’s signature. I
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got up from that dream lighter than I had been in months. And I
noticed something that has instructed me ever since: at no point
in the argument had Jesus disputed the calling. I went into that
dream doubting it. He did not.

Then it came, in God’s own hour, an hour that had never once
consulted mine. Late in my life, past the age at which such doors
are supposed to open, the way opened, by hands I had never
thought to hope in. I had spent decades drawing maps for God,
showing Him the three or four routes by which the thing could
conceivably happen. He used none of them. I will not lay the de-
tails out here; they belong partly to others, and your way, if He
opens one, will look nothing like mine.

What I can hand you instead is the sentence those years wrote
into me, and I say it now to anyone who carries a calling he can
neither fund nor explain. My humanity simply fails to see the
path of His calling. God is not a human. Nothing can stop Him if
He has a will. He is even more convicted of my calling than I am.
I do not know how He does it. He simply opens the path in a way
I had never imagined before.

Standing in the open door, I understood the years. Every one I
had counted as lost had been at work. The man who walked
through was one the young fellow in that teacher’s study could
never have been: proven wrong about God a hundred instructive
times, weaned off applause, able at last to hold the calling loosely
enough to be trusted with it. If God had granted the request in
the year I first made it, He would have been answering a differ-
ent man, and a far smaller prayer. And He had known all along
that He would grant it. That is the part that still quiets me.
Through every season in which I doubted the calling, argued
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with it, tried to hand it back, God kept it alive in me the way a
woman keeps coals alive overnight, banked and hidden, against
the morning she means to light the fire.

God does the same with whole nations. He said once, through
Jeremiah, to a people in exile whose way home would stay shut

for seventy years:

Then you will call upon Me and go and pray to Me, and I will
listen to you. And you will seek Me and find Me, when you
search for Me with all your heart. (Jeremiah 29:12-13)

Notice where the finding happens: inside the search, once the
search has taken the whole heart. The seventy years were the tak-
ing. What Israel found at the end of them, before they ever found
Jerusalem, was God.

One more prayer belongs in this chapter, and it is His. On the
night He was betrayed, before the garden and the arrest, Jesus
prayed a long prayer aloud, and John, who was in the room that
night, wrote the whole of it down. He prayed for Himself, that
the Father would glorify the Son. He prayed for the men at the
table. Then He lifted His eyes past them, down the length of the

centuries, and said this:

I do not pray for these alone, but also for those who will be-
lieve in Me through their word. (John 17:20)

Take a census of that sentence. Who has believed in Jesus
through the apostles” word? Every Christian there has ever been.
Their word has come down the centuries hand to hand, in ser-
mons, in mothers’ bedtime Bible stories, in worn paperback Gos-
pels, and there is no other door into the faith. If you believe in

Jesus, you came in through it, and you stand inside His sentence.
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So do I. Hours before His own suffering, Jesus prayed for you by
description, and the description fits exactly. Before you ever
prayed, you were prayed for. Your first fumbling prayer joined a
conversation about you that was already old.

And in the same prayer He defined the gift He was asking His

Father to give us:

And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only
true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent. (John 17:3)

Weigh the definition. Eternal life is to know God, and
“know,” in Scripture’s mouth, is a word for persons: the knowing
between friends, the knowing of a child who can tell his father’s
step in the hall. What Jesus requested for us that night was com-
munion, a share in the life He and the Father have lived together
since before the world was. The gift He asked His Father to give
you is God Himself.

Now set your praying inside His. Every request you have ever
brought to God, He anticipated at that table. Your being joined
into the life of God is the granting of what He asked. Which
means every answered prayer of yours, from the first daily bread
onward, is a piece of the answer to a prayer of His.

So when God grants what we ask, something greater than
granting has occurred. The old word for it is incorporation, a
body word: we are joined further into the life of the One who an-
swers, not as beneficiaries standing at a distance, but as partici-
pants whose desires have begun to echo His own. We are drawn
into God’s own movement of giving, the generosity that was
tlowing before we ever asked, and our request turns out to have

been a door into that current. This is why a true answer always
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exceeds the request, and why Paul, straining to say how far the

exceeding goes, gives up argument for doxology:

Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above
all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in
us, to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all gener-

ations, forever and ever. Amen. (Ephesians 3:20-21)

Read it slowly and you can hear the mechanics inside the mu-
sic: according to the power that works in us. The exceeding
abundance reaches us from the inside out, by a power already at
work in us. God out-answers our prayers from within them, en-
larging the one who asks until the asking and His own desire
begin to agree, and Scripture gives that agreement a face. “For
whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the
image of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many
brethren” (Romans 8:29). The final shape of every answered
prayer is a person who has come to resemble Jesus at the exact
place where the prayer was carried.

Set in that light, Paul’s most quoted sentence stops being a
pleasantry. “And we know that all things work together for good
to those who love God, to those who are the called according to
His purpose” (Romans 8:28). The good toward which all things
are working is defined in the very next verse: conformity to the
Son. Paul then follows the chain hand over hand, called, justified,
glorified, and when he reaches the end of it he turns around and
asks, “If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Romans 8:31).
Then he writes the sentence that has become the floor under eve-

ry prayer I have ever prayed:
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He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for
us all, how shall He not with Him also freely give us all
things? (Romans 8:32)

With Him. That is where the all things are kept. God an-
swered the human race with His Son, and everything else He will
ever give us comes wrapped in Him, inseparable from Him, car-
ried in His hands. When you ask God for anything at all, the any-
thing travels to you inside that first gift, and a person who refus-
es the first gift will find the second strangely hollow, however
exactly it matches the request. This is why no honest prayer is
ever wasted on a God like this. Having already given us the
greatest thing at the greatest cost, He is not going to grow stingy
over the lesser things. The cross has settled His intentions toward
us for good, and every answer since, whatever its shape, comes
from the far side of that settlement.

Now the answer I stated at the top of this chapter can carry its
full weight. An answered prayer, seen whole, is a person: desire
led through fire until it can consent, capacity enlarged until it can
receive, a life joined so far into God’s that its longings begin to
echo His own. The requests themselves matter, every one. He
numbers hairs, He keeps our tears in His bottle, and many of the
things we name He gives, some late, some transfigured, a few to
the letter. But beneath every request, all along, something else
was being asked, and something else was being given. Prayer is
answered not when the request is met, but when the one who
asks has become capable of receiving what God is always giving:
Himself.

I still spend my days among people who are carrying prayers

the way I carried mine, and I have learned to watch for the mo-
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ment when a person begins to receive Him inside the waiting;
you can see it arrive in a face. I have also learned what lies at the
very bottom of the carrying. Follow any prayer down far enough,
beneath the request, beneath even the longing for God that the
request was hiding, and you come to one question, the question
every prayer is secretly asking and almost no one says aloud.

We ask it at hospital bedsides, beside open graves, and while
lying awake before dawn. Every petition for healing, reunion, or
one more year gives that question a particular form: Are those we
love, and are we ourselves, going down into silence or into
hands? Everything I have told you hangs on how God answers it.
He has answered it, once, in history, early on a morning that has
changed every graveside since, and that morning is the last place

I have to take you.
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The Last Answered Prayer

YEARS AGO I STOOD at a graveside with a family I did not know.
The casket had been lowered, the last prayers whispered, and the
air held that peculiar silence only death can summon. A little boy,
five or six years old, tugged at his grandfather’s coat and asked
quietly, “Can he hear us down there?” The grandfather said noth-
ing, and I have never blamed him. No one can produce, on the
spot, a sentence the right size for that question. I have carried the
boy’s words ever since, and this chapter is the answer I could not
have given that morning. God has already given His. It is the
Resurrection of Jesus Christ.

That question was not built out of doctrine or apologetics, and
it deserves the reverence I have come to give it. No catechism
taught the boy to ask it, and no adult put the words in his mouth.
It rose from that raw, undefended place in the human soul where
love refuses to surrender to silence. That place keeps talking to
someone after the world has declared the conversation over. The
boy loved the man in the grave, and his love would not accept
that the lowering of a box had ended everything between them.

He only wanted to know whether the line was still open.
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Every prayer in this book has been asking the boy’s question
in disguise. When we beg for healing, we are asking whether love
is stronger than a failing body. When we pray for a child who has
wandered off, we are asking whether any distance is final. Under
every request and every long wait sits one bedrock fear: does an-
yone hear, and does the hearing survive everything? Death is
where that fear stops being abstract. A person can hope his way
past almost any other silence. This one has a headstone.

So notice where God chose to give His answer. Not in a lec-
ture hall or a book, but in a cemetery, in person. Jesus stood
where I stood on that gray morning, at the grave of someone He
loved, among people who wept, and He wept with them. He
knew He was minutes from calling the dead man out, and He
wept anyway. I cannot read that detail without being undone a
little. Then He spoke the sentence I believe is heaven’s own reply

to the boy at the graveside:

Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who
believes in Me, though he may die, he shall live. And whoev-
er lives and believes in Me shall never die. Do you believe
this?” (John 11:25-26 NKJV)

Look at the shape of that answer. Martha already believed in a
resurrection someday, at the last day. Jesus moved it from a dis-
tant event to Himself, present tense: I am. The answer to death
turned out to be a Person. The Resurrection is not only an event;
it is the unveiling of what God is really like, the One who goes all
the way down so that He might lift all things up. And that Person
was standing among the mourners when He said so. Within
weeks He was in a grave of His own. He went down into the

ground, into the silence the boy was asking about, the chamber
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where every human cry had echoed unanswered. No voice had
ever come out of that country. His came back. He did not rise as a
ghost or a revived corpse; He rose not by escaping death but by
filling it to the brim with Himself. Since then the grave has heard
the voice of God from the inside. There is now no darkness a hu-
man being can go down into where He has not already been, and
no silence He has not sanctified.

The gates of death were opened from the inside, by the One
who made even death a door. The world had done all it could to
keep them shut: the tomb sealed, a guard posted over it, the offi-
cial word that the matter was closed. Sunday morning is God’s
answer to that seal. He rose with the wounds still visible, and He
let His friends touch them. They no longer bleed; they shine. The
wounds are still real, and they are not final.

The oldest paintings Christians made of the Resurrection un-
derstood all of this. Christ stands on the shattered doors of death
and pulls Adam and Eve up out of their tombs, and He grips
them by the wrist. A hand can grip back. A wrist can only be
held. Whoever first painted that had seen the whole matter: no
one climbs out of a grave, however strong, however holy. You
can only be pulled. That is why I call the Resurrection the last an-
swered prayer. It is petition in its purest form, asked from perfect
helplessness by people who cannot supply even a fingerhold, and
granted entirely from the other side. Among all the prayers we
have carried through these pages, it is the only one whose answer
is already secured. In Christ every promise God has made is al-
ready Yes, and this one He has kept once before, in the flesh, at a

borrowed tomb.
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Because He kept it once, Paul can write about the last day as
settled fact. The corruptible will put on incorruption, he says, and
the mortal will put on immortality, and then a sentence a prophet
wrote centuries earlier will come true at last: “Death is swallowed
up in victory” (1 Corinthians 15:54). Then Paul mocks death to its
face: “O Death, where is your sting? O Hades, where is your vic-
tory?” (1 Corinthians 15:55). Then he lands where every prayer in
this book has been trying to land: “But thanks be to God, who
gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthi-
ans 15:57). Remember who first heard those words. They were
people still dying, who buried their own the same week the letter
arrived. Their funerals went on as before. What their funerals
meant had changed forever.

The Resurrection leaves our tears where they are. Paul wrote
to a young church grieving its dead: “But I do not want you to be
ignorant, brethren, concerning those who have fallen asleep, lest
you sorrow as others who have no hope” (1 Thessalonians 4:13).
Read it slowly. He expects the sorrow. He removes only the des-
pair. I have wept at gravesides while believing every word of this
chapter, and I refuse to be ashamed of it, since my Lord wept at a
tomb He was about to open. Grief and hope can share one heart.

At the burial of a Christian they always do. As for the boy’s
question, I no longer try to answer it on behalf of the man in the
ground. I answer it instead with a promise Jesus made about eve-
ry grave there is: the hour is coming “in which all who are in the
graves will hear His voice” (John 5:28). Whatever else may be
said about the man the boy loved, he lies well within reach of the

Voice that wakes the dead. One morning it will call him by name.

* % X
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NOW, ONE LAST TIME, the prayer you brought with you. I asked
you at the door of this book to bring it, and you have carried it
through these pages the way you carried it through the years be-
fore we met. I do not know what has become of it. It may have
been granted while you waited. It may have been answered in a
currency you are still learning to count. It may be waiting still. It
may have gone into the ground with someone you loved, and
you have read this chapter with your chest aching.

Whichever is yours, the boy said out loud what lies under-
neath it. Beneath the thing you have begged for all these years is
the question of whether love outlasts silence. To that question
God has already given His entire answer: His Son, risen. Whatev-
er has or has not been placed in your hands, the last answer is on
its way, and it is Himself. When He comes you will know Him.
He is the One you have been talking with all along.

One piece of the vow this book began with is still unpaid. I
promised God in the dark that I would write down what I had
learned about how He answers prayer, and the chapters are writ-
ten now. The last of it is a prayer. Years ago, in a season when
something I wanted badly was being withheld from me, I sat
down and wrote it out, because I could no longer trust my heart
to pray honestly without help. I have prayed it ever since. I will

pray it now with you, for both of us, and the vow will be kept.

Lord, You know my heart better than I do. You know the
prayers I have whispered in the night, and the ache that
stays when what I ask for stays unmet.

209



ANSWERED PRAYERS

You see how tightly I have clung to the gifts  want from You,

as though my joy depended on receiving them. Loosen my
grip.

I am still the child who clings to the gift and forgets the
Giver. Teach me to desire You more than the outcome,

even while the wanting hurts.

If the thing I pray for comes, let me read it as a sign of Your

love and never as a substitute for Your presence.

If it delays, draw me so close to You in the waiting that the

gift, when it arrives, finds my joy already full.

You went down into the grave and heard us from the inside,

and one morning You will take me by the wrist.

So whether You answer in the way I hope, or in a way I will
not understand until I see You, I will praise You. You are

my portion, and I will hope in You.

And even if the thing I pray for never comes, I will say with

all my heart:

You are the Giver, the Gift, and the Goal.

And You are enough.

210



A Simple Way to Pray

ONE QUESTION FOLLOWS ME out of nearly every room where I
have preached on prayer. Someone waits until the others have
gone and asks, a little apologetically: “But what do I actually do
tomorrow morning?” I have spent this whole book warning you
away from technique, and I will not smuggle one in through the
back door. What follows is a description of how one clergyman
prays, offered the way you would show a friend around your
kitchen: here is the coffee, this burner runs hot, that drawer
sticks. None of it is a rule, and none of it is a lever that pries an
answer out of God. Take whatever helps you pray, bend what
almost helps, and let the rest go without guilt.

I begin by telling God what I actually want, in the plainest
words I own. He has been listening to me for many years and has
never once been impressed by my vocabulary, so I have stopped
auditioning. If the desire is money, I say money, and I name the
amount. If it is a diagnosis, I say the word the doctor used. If the
desire embarrasses me, I say that too, which turns out to be a
prayer in itself. Our Father knows what we need before we ask
Him, so the naming is for my sake. It brings the desire up out of

the cellar where it has been governing me in the dark and sets it
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on the table between us, where Someone with kinder eyes than
mine can look at it.

Then I ask for the thing boldly, in Jesus’ name, without hedg-
ing, the way a child asks for bread, and only when the asking is
finished do I open my hands and surrender the outcome. I ask
that whatever the outcome, it will glorify His name and serve His
kingdom. Then I tell Him, some days through my teeth, that I
will accept His will as the best, without asking Him a single ques-
tion, even when it is not what I want, is not in my favor, and
makes no sense to me. The order matters. Surrender offered be-
fore the asking is usually a disguise, a way of protecting myself
from refusal by never quite wanting anything out loud. Asking
without surrender curdles into a demand, and I start keeping ac-
counts against God. Bold first, then handed over, and I keep that
order on purpose, because left to itself my heart will skip which-
ever half costs more that day.

I pray at fixed hours, morning and evening, and at midday
when the day makes room for it. The pattern is not mine; it comes

from an old psalm:

Evening and morning and at noon
I will pray, and cry aloud,
And He shall hear my voice. (Psalm 55:17 NKJV)

Daniel kept the same kind of rhythm in a foreign capital, un-
der a law written to kill him for it: he “knelt down on his knees
three times that day, and prayed and gave thanks before his God,
as was his custom since early days” (Daniel 6:10). The custom
was older than the crisis, and it carried him on a day when cour-

age alone might have failed.
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The set times are riverbanks, and the river taught me to keep
them. For years I resisted anything so regular, afraid a schedule
would turn my prayers into machinery. Then I saw that a river
without banks does not become more alive; it spreads thin, slows,
stands, and dissipates into a swamp. Structure is not the enemy
of prayer, but the condition of its endurance. The banks look like
a constraint, and they are what let the current gather force and
cut deep. My set hours settle a question my moods were never fit
to decide. Left to themselves, my moods recycle the same interior
weather, the same three worries and two wants, and would let
me in to pray about three times a month. So I go at the hour, feel-
ing everything or feeling nothing, because God is worthy of ad-
dress whether or not I feel inspired, and I have found Him worth
addressing either way.

Within that rhythm I say the same short prayers over and
over, and I have stopped apologizing for it. Yes, I know the warn-
ing about “vain repetitions” (Matthew 6:7), and I have made my
peace with it. Our Lord did not rebuke repetitive prayer there; He
rebuked vain repetition, the babble of the heathen, words heaped
up before idols that could hear nothing, in the hope that enough
noise might finally hit the jackpot and wake some lazy deity. That
kind of praying is not built on faith, but on worry, the dread that
nobody is listening. A short, honest prayer said every day to a
Father who already knows is another thing entirely. No one ac-
cuses a couple married forty years of vain repetition for saying
the same good morning across the same table; the words have
gone deeper with every saying. Some mornings my whole prayer
for a person is one sentence I have prayed a thousand times, and

the thousand times are why it now holds everything.
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My own body has opinions about prayer, and I have stopped
tighting all of them. Sitting still to pray makes me sleepy, so I of-
ten turn the prayer into a walking prayer and take it through the
neighborhood, telling God whatever is in my heart while my legs
keep me awake. And the simplest prayer I know needs no set
hour and no quiet room: “Jesus, I love You.” I pray it while wash-
ing dishes and while putting on my socks. Mean it every time,
say it often, and it will go wherever the day takes you.

Some requests are too heavy to travel that lightly. When my
grip tightens around one, I hand it over and deliberately rest
from it. It sounds like neglect until you have tried it. I say some-

thing like this:

Lord, You have heard this one many times, and I have pre-
sented it to You. I am going to leave it with You for a while
and stop bringing it up, so that my heart does not become
obsessed with the outcome, or a servant of the result I hope

for.

Then I go days, sometimes weeks, without raising it, the way
you leave a letter with a carrier you trust and do not run down
the road after the truck. When I take it up again, I usually want
the thing a little less desperately and trust God a little more, and
that shift is the whole reason for the resting.

Much of praying is rightly solitary, and yet I refuse to pray
alone for weeks at a stretch. Tell one trusted friend the prayer
you are carrying, and ask them to carry it with you. Jesus fixed a
promise to the smallest gathering there is: “where two or three
are gathered together in My name, I am there in the midst of
them” (Matthew 18:20). There is an arithmetic in this I cannot ex-

plain, only report: a prayer spoken aloud beside another person
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weighs less on the one carrying it. The request has changed in no
way at all, and yet you both walk out lighter.

Alone or shared, every prayer I pray ends inside the words Je-
sus gave us, “Your will be done” (Matthew 6:10), and I am careful
how I say them. For years I attached them in advance, like a
waiver, so that no refusal could ever be measured against my
hopes; if you never quite ask, you can never quite be turned
down, and I called that surrender when it was actually insurance.
Said honestly, the words come after the asking, with the request
still warm on the table. They hand the outcome, the timing, and
the interpretation to a Father I have slowly come to trust above
my own list, whose will includes things He allows that I will nev-
er understand in this life. Faith, I have learned, is total reliance on
the living God. The one hope worth carrying into prayer is God
Himself, and not my prayer granted the way I want it. When I
have clung to what I wanted God to do more than to God Him-
self, I have wanted something other than God, and I have slowly
stopped calling that prayer. I no longer require prayer to explain
Him before I obey Him.

So, tomorrow morning. You brought a prayer into this book,
and neither God nor I have forgotten it. Take it to Him early, be-
fore the day starts arguing with you. Say it in kitchen words. Ask
for the whole of it, boldly, and then open your hands. Come back
at evening, and the next morning, and let the banks hold you on
the days when the current runs low. Somewhere along that road,
at an hour neither of us can predict, you will look up from the
asking and find that you were never alone with it. He shall hear

your voice.

215



Acknowledgments

THIS BOOK WAS NOT so much written as gathered. Its chapters
began as homilies I preached and as teachings and reflections I
offered aloud, across many years, to communities who prayed
their way through these very questions beside me.

Three communities in North Carolina gave this book its first
hearing, and I am grateful to them beyond anything I can set
down here.

To the parishioners of St. Sophia Ukrainian Greek Catholic
Church in Garner, and of Sts. Cyril and Methodius Byzantine
Catholic Church in Cary.

To the members and teachers of Bible Study Indonesia.

I am grateful, too, to those whose lives are woven through
these chapters. I have kept their names hidden and tried to honor
their trust, telling only what God had done and leaving the rest
with Him.

And to Him, last and first, who answered the prayer beneath

all my prayers by giving me Himself.

216



Notes

SCRIPTURE QUOTATIONS ARE TAKEN from the New King James
Version®. Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson. Used by permis-
sion. All rights reserved.

Much of this book adapts reflections, homilies, and essays I
tirst wrote and published over many years of ministry; they ap-
pear here revised, combined, and expanded.

Prologue. The psalm that anchors these pages is Psalm 34:6;
Job’s confession is Job 1:21.

Chapter 1. C. S. Lewis’s counsel that we must lay before God
“what is in us, not what ought to be in us” is from Letters to Mal-
colm: Chiefly on Prayer (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1964). St. Augus-
tine’s teaching that God commands our asking so that the asking
may enlarge our desire is from his letter on prayer to the widow
Proba, Letter 130 (written A.D. 412).

Chapter 5. Mother Teresa’s words about the silence and the
emptiness are from her private letters, published in Mother Teresa:
Come Be My Light, edited by Brian Kolodiejchuk, M.C. (New
York: Doubleday, 2007).

Chapter 11. The bishop’s words to Monica, “it is impossible
that the son of these tears should perish,” and her story are from

Augustine’s Confessions, Book III. George Miiller’s lifelong prayer
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for five friends is told in his own Narrative of Some of the Lord’s
Dealings with George Miiller and in Arthur T. Pierson’s biography,
George Miiller of Bristol (1899).

A Simple Way to Pray. The rhythm of morning, evening, and
midday prayer follows Psalm 55:17 and Daniel 6:10.

All persons in this book are real, and I have told their stories
as faithfully as memory allows. Names, places, and identifying
details have been omitted or altered to protect their privacy, and
a few accounts are composites drawn from many similar conver-

sations, presented as such in the text.
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If you have ever prayed hard for something and watched
nothing happen, this book was written for you.

A clergyman opens his own long accounts with God: the year
he lost his job and his house and made a promise in the dark;
the prayer he carried for ten years; the thorn that never left;
the week his family prayed and someone died anyway. He also
tells of the man in the ICU whose healing came as joy instead
of cure, the wife whose thirty-eight-year prayer was answered
in her husband’s final week, and the God who answers in ways

nobody thinks to ask for.

Here is a book that refuses both easy promises and cold
resignation. It takes Scripture at its word, it takes suffering
seriously, and it arrives at the conviction that has carried the

author through every unanswered prayer of his life:

“Prayer is answered not when the request is met,
but when the one who asks has become capable

of receiving what God is always giving: Himself

Rev. Basilius Magnus is an Eastern Catholic clergyman.
He writes for Christians of every tradition who have

kept praying in the dark.

ISBN 000-0-0000000-0-0

SPIRATIONAL / CHRISTIAN LIVING || H ” | || || || || || || || || || || ||

27

2 2



	The Vow
	PART I
	God Is Not a Vending Machine
	The Courage of a Child
	Unprotected Before God
	Praying Without Knowing His Will
	PART II
	The Fourth Answer
	Grace, Not a Shortcut
	How Prayer Survives Disappointment
	The Thorn That Stays
	PART III
	The Prayer at the Center
	Answered Differently
	The Eleventh Hour
	When the Answer Is You
	PART IV
	Every Answer Reveals Who He Is
	Desiring God Above His Gifts
	What Difference Has Prayer Actually Made?
	When God Answers a Prayer
	The Last Answered Prayer
	A Simple Way to Pray
	Acknowledgments
	Notes
	About the Author

