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			For Janice Hassler Rains

			“Nana” to me

			I love you. I miss him too. 
And to me, you’re always in town.
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			Whatever You Do, 
Don’t Skip This Part

			A Necessary Introduction

			One Monday morning in early spring, I was jogging on one of my usual routes along the Willamette River that slices through the heart of downtown Portland. The gray and steady rains that serve as the trademark of Pacific Northwestern winter had lifted, and this particular morning was unseasonably clear. The sun came up in such a dazzling display of orange, pink, and purple watercolor hues that I stopped in my tracks to drink it in. Turning to continue my run, I was so enraptured by the natural beauty that I exclaimed crazily but with utter sincerity to a complete stranger, “Are you seeing this? Wow!”

			I spent the rest of my run home in a prayerful stupor, staggered by the God who paints his masterpieces in hours most of us snooze away and even those of us awake tend to ignore, our faces fixed on the glow of a screen. I arrived home and immediately walked out to my front porch, where my sacred space of prayer sits with my Bible, journal, and candle.

			Only, to my surprise, not all was as it should have been. My candle wasn’t there. My matches were strewn all over the place. The pen had been removed from my journal.

			

			I knew right away what had happened. Amos, my (then) two-­year-­old son, had taken a recent fascination to his dad’s little outdoor prayer closet. I found the candle stuffed in the mailbox, half the beeswax peeled away. I picked up as many of the matches as I could and returned them to the box. Never recovered that perfectly smooth ballpoint pen though.

			Irritated, I went inside to ask Kirsten, who was just waking, how she could let this happen to my one space and gave little Amos a brief lecture about not touching Dad’s special things.

			As I returned to the porch to pray, the irony of it all occurred to me. The wonder of the sunrise, that awareness of the daily miracle, all washed away in an instant at something as small as a missing beeswax candle.

			It prompted a question for me. How do I pull the majesty of the sunrise down onto the front porch with me? How do I live in light of God’s beauty after the sunrise is long gone, the wonder and worship of that holy moment painting my parenting, my husbanding, my living, my relating by the same divine brush? The deepest question of the praying person goes something like, “How does my life bear the fruit of prayer after I say, ‘Amen’?”

			The Book in Your Hands

			The words you’ll find in the pages that follow are not meant to be scarfed down like fast food. This isn’t a power lunch or a quick bite. This is fine dining: Scripture, Poetry, and Prayer. Every word on every page of the fifty days wedged into the heart of this book are either Scripture, the Spirit-­empowered revelation of God; Poetry, the meticulously crafted words of artistic revelation; or Prayer, the sacred whispers, screams, and yawns God collects in heaven’s keepsake bowl awaiting everlasting fulfillment.

			So don’t read quickly. Go slow. You’ve sat down to a white tablecloth, not a deli counter. Think of each day as the next course—­just a small portion, a few words, not meant to be devoured but chewed on—­slowly, attentively savored.

			Who Is This Book For?

			This book is for anyone honest enough to admit that they’ve prayed like a saint moments before losing their temper with a child. It’s for anyone sober-­minded enough to recall an occasion when they thanked God for his mercy and then immediately chipped away at a friend with judgmental thoughts or defensively reacted to the next minor slight. This book is for anyone who’s ever prayed long and hard enough to search not for more eloquent words after “Dear God” but for a more prayerful life after “amen.”

			If you find yourself living effortlessly in step with your best prayers, then by all means close this book and write one for the rest of us, please.

			But if you, like me, find that your best intention ever outpaces your actual life, that your best daybreak prayers outdo your actual days, then I wrote this book for you—­not as an expert who has mastered prayer but as an “in the trenches” practitioner who believes that the greatest gift we have to offer another are our own in-­process, incomplete, but ongoing redemption stories.

			What Will This Book Do to Me?

			We are formed by what and how we see. Living like Jesus in the real world begins with seeing like Jesus in the real world. To see like Jesus, in the plainest possible terms, is to recognize the transcendent in the incarnate.

			The ninth chapter of John’s gospel is devoted entirely to Jesus healing a man born blind. It’s a complex, brilliant story revealing the depth of our human condition and the even greater depth of God’s healing power. We’ll immerse ourselves in this very story for a full week later, but for now I simply want to point out the completely bizarre method Jesus uses to restore this man’s sight: “[Jesus] spit on the ground, made some mud with the saliva, and put it on the man’s eyes. ‘Go,’ he told him, ‘wash in the Pool of Siloam’ (this word means ‘Sent’). So the man went and washed, and came home seeing.”1

			At first glance this miracle is breathtaking in result and strange—­even gross—­in method. Within the broader context of the biblical story, though—­the story Jesus framed his entire life and ministry within, the story Jesus claimed is reality in a world of lies and deception—­within the context of that story, the miracle and the method make perfect sense.

			All the way back on the Bible’s first page, God created by his breath. He speaks all that is into being. “Let there be light!” And there’s light. “Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear.” And there’s land and sea. “Let the land produce vegetation.”2 And there’s magnolia trees and wild ferns and rosebushes. And it keeps following that pattern the whole way through with one exception: when God creates human beings. “Then the Lord God formed a man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.”3

			Man and woman are set apart as the only aspect of creation bearing God’s image. And God made us by a different method than he made everything else. He scooped up some dirt, put his breath on it, and out came the fullest kind of life. The transcendent—­the very breath of God—­incarnates the dirt of the earth, and human beings are set in creation as the living, breathing, walking, talking, hearing, seeing overlap of heaven and earth. And it is precisely that which was stolen by our spiritual adversary in the serpent’s deception and exactly that which Jesus entered the bloodline of human history to redeem.

			And how did Jesus redeem the man born blind? By the very method of creation: He scooped up some dirt, put his breath on it, and out came the fullest kind of life. The transcendent—­the very breath, even the saliva of God—­incarnates the dirt of the earth, and a human being whose sight has been defined by the serpent’s deception is redefined by the Creator’s breath.

			Jesus himself the transcendent (the very breath of God, the Holy Spirit), and the transcendent God incarnated the womb of a peasant Jewish teenage girl to enter into creation as the living, breathing, walking, talking, hearing, seeing overlap of heaven and earth. When Jesus healed the man born blind, when he heals you and me, he is restoring us to our Genesis design before the serpent’s curse had its way with us. In an even deeper sense, this man was spiritually blind, and Jesus was healing that, too, as revealed in the cryptic mission statement that closes the miraculous encounter: “For judgment I have come into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind.”4

			That is what this book is meant to do to you: fifty days of having your eyes scrubbed by the muddy, holy healing of Jesus until, startled and blinking, you realize that you’re seeing again—­truly seeing, seeing like Jesus. By this I mean you are suddenly recognizing the transcendent incarnated in the common all around you. You begin to see the image of the invisible God in the smile on the face of a child or tears on the cheek of a spouse, in the full-­toothed laugh of a friend or the adoration of God at the sight of your own reflection in the mirror. You recover your spiritual sight, and when you do, your life won’t be far behind.

			How Do I Read This Book?

			At this book’s beginning and end you will find chapters explaining my own personal journey with poetry as a vital and lively form of prayer. These are essential context for the fifty-­day journey you’ll embark on in between.

			The fifty days are structured according to four simple movements: Scripture, Poem, Reflection, and Prayer.

			Each week is structured according to one biblical account, and the individual days within that week break the account into smaller selections of Scripture meant to be chewed on meditatively. To get the most out of this book, the reader should read the full account at the beginning of each week and then engage each day’s Scripture reading as the week unfolds.

			Each day’s scripture is followed by a poem relating to the passage. A written reflection braids the two together, followed by a prayer aiding you in taking what you’ve read into transcendent conversation with God, incarnate in your life today—­a daily recovery of what the Creator gave, the serpent stole, and Jesus redeemed.

			The fifty days are rooted in John’s gospel. John structures his record of Jesus’s life according to seven signs: seven miraculous works of Christ selected by John for a particular purpose. Biblically, the word “sign” is not merely an interchangeable synonym for “miracle,” as some may imagine. “Sign” references an intentional miracle performed to reveal something true about the character of God. It’s a miracle that points beyond the spectacle to the identity of the miracle worker. A sign is a miracle that points to a person. Near the end of his account John acknowledges that Jesus performed plenty of other signs—­more than all the world’s libraries could contain. “But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”5 These seven signs, according to John, are enough to fulfill Jesus’s invitation that opens his gospel: “Come, and you will see.”6

			John is, in essence, the poet laureate of the New Testament. He wrote his gospel last and, as will become more plain in the pages that follow, wrote in a more poetic style than the preceding three gospel authors. John opens his gospel in poetic structure, orders it according to seven signs, and—­from the first words of Jesus on the first page—­themes it all as an invitation to see.

			A Gentle Invitation

			It’s the extraordinary we recount and retell in the company of others—­the miraculous breakthrough, the standing-­room-­only gathering, the storybook ending. In my experience, though, it’s the ordinary that awakens us. It’s not the majesty of the sunrise but the gentle tap of the Spirit on your shoulder after lecturing your two-­year-­old about the importance of keeping Dad’s personal prayer nook tidy and the sudden realization your little sanctuary is made more holy by the playful messiness of your son, not less. The humbling clarity that descends upon us in such ordinary moments is an invitation to be heeded or ignored, gentle enough to notice and respond to or gentle enough to ignore and move past.

			Shortly after that gentle but rude awakening, I began to write a poem every morning, crafting honest and humble words of prayer to the God I beheld in the distant sunrise but longed to know as close as the messy front porch. It was a simple practice of creative prayer that I never intended would see the light of day. The book you’re holding is the accidental fruit of that practice. Every poem in the pages that follow was not written for mass consumption. Rather, it is the honest, prayerful scribbles lifted directly from that holy front porch sanctuary little Amos routinely rummages through. This book you’re holding is a fifty-­day invitation to live in my prayers, making them your own.

			This may surprise you at first, but the fruit of prayer isn’t only miraculous intervention and inspiring stories of divine action. It’s about what happens within the praying person over time, after all their “amens.”

			The slowest growing and sweetest tasting fruit of a praying life is the way prayer reforms the praying person to see through the eyes of Jesus and respond in kind. Prayer is an exercise training me to drag the majesty of the sunrise down onto my front porch—­into my marriage, parenting, and friendships; my working and resting; my opportunities, obligations, and interruptions. To see and subsequently live my ordinary life from the vantage point of heaven. To do, in the simple rhetoric of Jesus, “only what I see the Father doing.”7 

			My great hope is that the pages of this book hold for you not only eloquent words and guided prayers but a gentle albeit rude awakening—­ordinary moments of clarity that will serve as the seeds planting prayer’s slowest growing, sweetest tasting fruit in your soul. May your eyes be opened to the grandeur of the God who is keeping his promises even now and the Kingdom that is in your midst. May you know the fruit of prayer after amen.

		



	
		
			First

			Opening the Eyes of the Blind

			For judgment I have come into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind.

			John 9:39

			I was on the south coast of England at the home of my friend and mentor Pete Greig. Pete and his wife, Sammy, were graciously hosting me for a restful weekend amid a few teaching appointments abroad. It was midmorning on a Saturday, and Pete had roped Gavin—­a friend traveling with me—­into unloading a truck bed full of wood.

			I walked out of the house to see them neatly stacking firewood and just in time to see Pete look up from what he was doing, seeming startled, like a thought had only just occurred to him. “Gavin, I think I’ve just had a prophetic word for you. We should pray later.” Then he just carried on stacking firewood.

			When they finished we all sat down and Pete prayed a prophetic picture over Gavin, a picture that turned out to be quite significant for him moving forward—­confirming God’s voice in Gavin’s life and directing his next steps.

			I’ve never forgotten that moment because it occurred to me that there was no separation between who Pete was stacking wood on Saturday and who he was preaching the following Sunday. He was no more or less attentive to God in one environment than another, each vocation equally holy and charged with redemptive potential.

			And the simple quality that allowed Pete to usher the Kingdom into Saturday chores was sight. Jesus claims that the way we see is deeply revealing—­maybe more revealing than anything else—­of our true spiritual condition. He called the most eloquent and pious priests of his day “blind guides”1 and claimed that he came “into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind.”2 Jesus forgave and raised the paralytic when he “saw” the faith of his friends.3 In the synagogue and on the street, Jesus’s Kingdom begins with a renewed way of seeing.

			

			Joining God’s renewing work in the world begins not with action but perspective, a reawakening to wonder, which I define as “seeing the world and everything in it through the eyes of Christ.” Wonder in its ultimate form is seeing one another as Jesus sees, but our eyes are often retrained by the beauty of surrounding creation first, as we learn to behold the same beauty in one another.

			Seeing God in Creation

			The heavens declare the glory of God;

			the skies proclaim the work of his hands.

			Day after day they pour forth speech;

			night after night they reveal knowledge.

			They have no speech, they use no words;

			no sound is heard from them.

			Yet their voice goes out into all the earth,

			their words to the ends of the world.

			Psalm 19:1–4

			That reads like poetry. In fact, it is poetry. Poetry is a form of literature designed to pour a bucket of ice-­cold water over the sleepy reader: to awaken us to see, to pay attention to what we’re prone to overlook. So what is David waking us up to in the opening stanzas of Psalm 19? He’s saying that the same story we read on the pages of Scripture can also be read on the pages of creation. That insight is neither new nor original to David. The biblical authors, from Genesis to Revelation, are constantly relating the story of God to the created world.

			“The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it,” the apostle Paul reminds the Corinthians.4 In fact, Paul argues in Romans that God (the Creator) was so plainly revealed in nature (creation) that everyone has been afforded the opportunity to see and know God simply by living in his world.5 Seventeenth-­century philosopher Sir Francis Bacon wrote that God has written two books: Scripture and creation.6

			I’ve visited Colorado in the spring and Vermont in the fall. I’ve sat with my feet dangling off a cliff overlooking the Mediterranean, walked the tropical hillsides of the Colombian coastline, seen the sun rise in Paris and the sun set in California. I’ve looked up at the stars in the open space of Wyoming, trudged through the snowy pines on Mount Hood, and spent many late nights and early mornings on rooftops in New York City. All of it—­all of creation—­bursting with the image of the Creator.

			God’s divine nature and glory is revealed in the breadth of his creation, but it’s equally revealed in the depth of his creation. In Richard Powers’s novel The Overstory, an immigrant comes to the US chasing the American dream and settles on a humble farm in Iowa. He photographs the mighty chestnut tree that shades his front lawn not a single time but repeatedly—­on the first of every month. Keeps it up for years. And when he dies, he has a flipbook of photos to pass on to his son. A flipbook revealing this single tree moving through the seasons of the year—­the full green of summer, fiery reds and oranges of autumn, bare branches of winter, and the buds of spring. It’s a habit taken up by his son and then his son after him—­a simple photo ritual passed through generations to his children’s children.

			The same Creator I’ve seen in the breadth of creation, traveling about God’s world, they’ve seen in the depth of creation, staying put in front of a single tree in God’s world. Nature is not God. But it does point to God for those who have learned to truly see.

			The most famous biblical moment of God speaking through creation occurs when God sparks the Exodus by speaking to Moses from within a burning bush. There’s an interesting turn of phrase, though, near the beginning of the account. “When the Lord saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush.”7 It reads as if God was content to burn up all day in that bush with a message of liberation and let Moses walk right by without seeing. Like God spoke from the bush because Moses saw the bush, which makes me wonder: How many days was that bush burning? Might God have been trying to get Moses’s attention for a long while before the day he finally noticed? Even more, what if Moses hadn’t noticed? What would’ve become of him or of Israel?

			There’s no way for us to know the answers, but I think those questions should provoke from us a more personal one: How many burning bushes do I walk past every day? English poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning remarked, 

			Earth’s crammed with heaven,

			And every common bush afire with God;

			But only he who sees takes off his shoes,

			The rest sit round it and pluck blackberries.8

			John’s gospel opens with an invitation to see. Nathanael mocks the potential of God enfleshed in a Nazarene peasant—­“Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?”—­to which Philip simply responds, “Come and see.”9 The English “see” is the Greek “horao,” a word appearing twenty-­nine times in John’s gospel. It means “see” in the most literal sense, but it can equally be translated “pay attention to.”

			Philip is inviting Nathanael to behold something good, so impossibly good Nathanael never imagined God would make himself known most intimately and decisively in such a familiar place. But to perceive the glory of God disguised among the ordinary, Nathanael must “pay attention to” what, for him, has grown laughably ordinary and dismissible.

			Great American writer and outspoken follower of Jesus Wendell Berry became one of the most renowned poets and novelists in American history, but he did not use success as a ticket out of his rural Kentucky home to a brownstone by Central Park or a hillside house in San Francisco. Instead, he stayed put, rooting his life in that one place. Why? “I take literally the statement in the gospel of John that God loves the world,”10 Berry famously wrote, and later added, “No matter how much one may love the world as a whole, one can live fully in it only by living responsibly in some small part of it.”11

			The point Berry is trying to make is that he wants to love the world like God does, joining God in redeeming and renewing all of creation. And love is counterfeit when it’s general.

			The man who loves women in general is called a playboy or a womanizer. The man who loves a woman in her youth, her middle age, and her elderly frailty is called faithful.

			The aspiring missionary may find it easy to say, “I love the Middle East” from a cozy classroom at a Western seminary. But the true test of that love comes when it gets particular—­“I love Keyvan, Fatima, Ibrahim, and Amir.” Do I love the particular people of the Middle East or the idea of the Middle East?

			Specificity—­that’s the true test of love. For love to really carry currency, it has to be particular. “For God so loved the world,” John told us, “that he gave his one and only Son.”12 God loved Nazareth, Galilee, and Jericho. God loved Jerusalem and the Decapolis. God loved Peter, James, and John; Judas, Nicodemus, and Caiaphas. God loved his world by loving a place and a people within his world. He loved his world broadly and particularly. And his image bearers follow suit.

			Scripture clearly states that the Creator is revealed in all of creation. But the height of creation—­the image of God beaming brightest and most obvious—­is not in nature but in people. If you want to get a look at creation at its most glorious, don’t travel to the Swiss Alps or book a flight to Fiji. Look at a person. He, she, you—­that’s the glory of God.

			The Hebrew word for glory is “kabod,” and you’ll find it peppered all over the Old Testament, a one-­word summary for the weight, greatness, and power of God.13 Moses famously asked God to see his glory (his kabod), and that request was denied. “You cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live.”14 John then opened his gospel with the most astounding claim: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”15

			The glory that would’ve killed Moses on the spot? I’ve seen him . . . and you have to. Jesus, as close as the familiar, as common as Nazareth—­he is the glory of God disguised in human flesh. And if that wasn’t enough, John begins drawing his gospel to a close with, “I have given them the glory that you gave me.”16 Jesus plainly says that his glory has been put into me and you. The apostle Paul is arguably even more on the nose, summarizing the mystery of the gospel as “Christ in you, the hope of glory.”17 The Bible, cover to cover, makes the astounding statement that the aspect of creation most charged with the unimaginable glory of God is people—­you, me, him, her.

			C. S. Lewis famously said, “There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal.”18 And that’s a fair summary of the biblical story. No mere mortals. No ordinary. Every one of us filled to the brim with the glory of God.

			In all fairness, though, it did take Lewis a long time to get there. The famous Oxford scholar admitted that at first he couldn’t stand the church. He loved Jesus, but the fellowship of his followers? No thanks. “I thought I could do it on my own by retiring to my rooms and reading theology,” Lewis confessed.19

			When he eventually cried uncle and showed up at church, he discovered what he could not alone in that room.

			I came up against different people of quite different outlooks and different education, and then gradually my conceit just began peeling off. I realized that the hymns (which were just sixth-­rate music) were, nevertheless, being sung with devotion and benefit by an old saint in elastic-­side boots in the opposite pew, and then you realize that you aren’t fit to clean those boots. It gets you out of your solitary conceit.20

			What was he missing at home, nose in books, writing poetic prose about Creator and creation? Glory. The glory of God.

			The glory I learn to recognize in the book of Scripture and the book of nature, it all leads me to the most amazing discovery: that the most insufferable person, the most overbearing coworker, the most annoying member of your family holds within them more of God’s glorious image than the painted sky over the Pacific on the perfect summer evening.

			A collection of letters penned by missionary Frank Laubach was published after his death under the title Letters by a Modern Mystic. One of my favorites includes an encounter he had with a gypsy woman on a boat he took from Manila in the Philippines. This woman was avoided like the plague by all the passengers, a conspicuous absence in every seat in proximity to her. Laubach walked over and took a seat right next to her. He could hear three of the ship’s officers laughing at his expense as he did it, assuming his intentions were lewd and scandalous. What unfolded was a beautiful conversation about the pursuit of God in ordinary life, a conversation that deepened Laubach’s soul and humanized this woman’s time in transit.

			The difference between Frank Laubach and the other passengers on that boat, who looked down their noses at the gypsy woman he dignified, wasn’t moral. Laubach wasn’t necessarily more mature, more virtuous, or more moral than the others. The difference was sight. Frank Laubach has been welcomed into the new family of Jesus by the sheer grace of God. So when he sees a person—­any person—­he is looking at the image of the Creator, the glory of God. When Laubach speaks to a person, he is not just speaking to a person but trying to see them as Jesus sees them, to draw out of them what Jesus draws out, to reach into their deepest, truest self and pull it to the surface of their lives.

			There on that ship sat many passengers, all of them with their eyes wide open. But only one of them could truly see. See in the way Moses saw the bush, the way Philip saw Jesus, the way David saw the sunrise, the way
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