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TO
MARY LANCE SISK AND BUNNY WARLEN

Mary Lance—When I asked God,

“Teach me how to pray,” He sent … you.

As my prayer mentor,

you have shown me that prayer

is intimacy with God;

and

Bunny—What a fool for Christ you are,

believing that prayer is no work at all,

but a joy! And what joy you must give

the Father when you pray.
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A QUIET PLACE

God meets us in places.

Have you ever thought about it? He has made us as a people who live in time and space. And if He is going to meet with us at all, this eternal, all-powerful, everywhere-present God must condescend to meet with us at a certain location, at a certain time.

The mighty Creator of the universe must bind Himself to a penciled line in my date book.

And the wonder of it is, He does! Down through the centuries, He always has.

He strolled with Adam through the Garden in the cool of the day.

He wrestled with Jacob through a long night by a stream called Jabbok.

He comforted the fugitive David in a dank limestone cave called Adullum.

He stood with a grief-torn mom and dad in an upstairs room, by the bed of their dead (but soon to be alive!) daughter.

He crossed paths with His disciples in the middle of the night, in the middle of the sea, in the middle of a storm.

He meets us ANYPLACE.

There is never a place where He is not. He waits in every room we’re about to enter. He stands quietly in the back of every elevator—up or down—before we step through the doors. He lingers around every bend of every path we will ever walk. He’s in the dark kitchen when we get up at night for a glass of milk. He’s in the recovery room when we come out from under anesthetic. On a long dirt road, He’s under the tree in the field where we pause to rest. There is no place too remote, no night too black, no cave too deep, no mountain peak too high for the immediate, awesome, pervasive, loving presence of the Lord our God.

Yes, He meets with us ANYPLACE. But He also meets with us SOMEPLACE.

Somebody once said, “I can pray everywhere all the time, because I can pray somewhere some of the time.” There is a special, specific place of meeting with God, which is as the bedroom to the bride and bridegroom. A chamber of hallowedness and holiness. A familiar place where we’ve met Him again and again. Whether it’s kneeling at the bedside of our Sealy Posture-Pedic or it’s in the driver’s seat on our commute, or at the railing of our sleeping child’s crib … there is a habitual “someplace” of meeting God that is more sacred and special to us than a myriad “anyplaces.”

For me, that place is my bedroom.

That’s the one little spot on this spinning planet where I always meet God. As soon as I wheel into my bedroom and see the side lamp lit, the bed covers pulled back just so, and my turn-at-night pillows on the chair, it all signals a Pavlovian response in my mind. It’s time to pray. This isn’t just the place where I get eight hours of sleep, this is where God meets me.

We all need such places. We need hallowed chambers in the rambling structures of our lives. In developing that discipline of always meeting God some place, some of the time, we begin to see how He opens up meeting places where we encounter Him everywhere, all of the time. “Pray without ceasing” becomes a way of looking at every place as a point of encountering the Lord. A holy intersection.

When I was a little girl, I visited my Uncle Vincent’s house on the eastern shore, near Easton, Maryland. One afternoon Uncle Vince (he was actually an older cousin) took me upstairs to show me his “prayer room.”

I remember thinking, This is strange. This is a little rigid. God ought to be meeting Uncle Vince on the golf course, like He meets me when I go horseback riding, or when I go hiking with Daddy. How odd that Uncle Vince needs this little room.

Uncle Vince’s sacred cubicle was not to my taste. He had found some stained glass from an old church in Easton, and had made tall, vertical windows. He had hung a couple of old, musty tapestries on the fake paneling. There was a little prayer kneeler, and an open Bible on a stand.

It seemed so odd to me. Stuffy. Tacky. I wasn’t drawn to it at all. But in later years, looking back, I found myself thinking, How wise of Uncle Vince to have had a place all those years where he met Jesus. That’s probably the reason why he could pray on the golf course and when he went hiking with us. Uncle Vince encountered God every place … because he had one place.

How we need such a place, a quiet place …


 … IN A CRAZY WORLD

This is a crazy world.

Like that no-wax floor of yours that always needs waxing … the rust-proof pipes under your sink that turn red-orange in less than a year … the never-need-repair top-brand washing machine whose engine belt keeps breaking.

It’s crazy.

TV advertisements for Self magazine and Playtex bras bookend a story of massacres in Bosnia. A handicapped infant left to starve to death in a neo-natal unit while a couple two thousand miles away search high and low to adopt a child—any child. Millions of dollars are spent to protect the eggs of birds on an endangered species list while human babies are aborted in the third trimester. Battered wives paste on smiles as they dress for church. A preteen girl writes in her prayer diary, “My daddy took away my innocence last night.”

It’s all crazy.

I’ve seen the insanity and cruelty of man in places such as Bucharest, Manila, Quito,… Auschwitz.

It began in Eden, when man and woman chose to part company with their Creator. Whenever man gains control, chaos and darkness reign. It is an insanity that blights beauty, shatters peace, and brings hurt and injustice and cruelty and neglect. It is an insanity that preys upon the innocent and crushes dreams and quenches the light of hope in young eyes.

But this is still “my Father’s world.”


He shines in all that’s fair,

in the rustling grass

I hear Him pass

He speaks to me everywhere.



In His coming, the Lord Jesus hallowed this broken, crazy world. He breathed earth’s air and felt the warmth of its sun and drank its cool water and walked its dusty highways. Earth’s soil drank in drops of divine sweat and tears and blood.

The Holy Spirit is here, the wise and gentle Counselor. He speaks through His Word, He shines through the lives of countless believers all over the world.

It is a crazy world.

We keep crazy schedules.

Life speeds by at a blur.

The crazy waves of circumstances roll over us, overwhelm us, threaten to drag us under.

Yet God is with us … no matter where we find ourselves in life. Right in the middle of the craziness. And anywhere, at any time, we may turn to Him. Walk with Him. Talk to Him. Hear His voice. Feel His hand. And catch—even if just for a moment—the fragrance of heaven.

It’s an island of sanity in a sea of confusion.

It’s a quiet place.

And it is ours.

Whenever we look up into the face of our Father,

  whenever we reach for His hand

   whenever we quiet our spirit to hear His voice

     we have found a place of refuge

       this crazy world can never take away.


   Joni Eareckson Tada
Agoura Hills, California




CHAPTER ONE

A PLACE OF SEEKING
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But if … you seek the LORD your God, you will find him if you look for him with all your heart and with all your soul
 (Deuteronomy 4:29).



It was a clear, cool autumn night. The camp meeting hall was in the motel conference center up the road from an ancient natural bridge formation. I sat in a metal folding chair in the back of the dim, old structure, listening to a speaker talk about God’s love and provision. He was describing the gospel, but his launch point was the Ten Commandments.

I’ll never forget his challenge. “Kids, what I want you to do is measure your own life up against each of these commandments as I talk about them.”

Some of it went over my head. I didn’t know what “bear false witness” meant, and I wasn’t married, so I hadn’t committed adultery. But I knew enough to know that my life was falling short.
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PLACE:
Young Life High School Retreat, Natural Bridge, Virginia

TIME:
November 1964
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Rather than being driven to my knees in repentance, however, I became angry. How unfair of God to give us a bunch of rules and laws we couldn’t keep! Draping my sweatshirt over my shoulders, I walked out of the meeting. I remember thinking, This is ridiculous. I can’t keep those commandments. Nobody can!

I exited the musty-smelling hall into a brisk autumn night, resplendent with stars. Climbing the dark path that wound up the hillside toward the cabins, I found a big flat rock in a clearing and plunked myself down.

Leaning back, I looked up through dark, towering pine trees into the vast, starry dome. I remember trying to puzzle it all through. It was a conscious effort to really get to the bottom of this gospel thing. Now what is this seeking God stuff all about? How does this all fit? He gives us commands He knows we can’t keep. Yet He expects perfection! Jesus came, and because He was God, He did keep all the commands. He did live a perfect life. And then, at the end, they took Him and—Whoa! Of course!

It was as if the proverbial light bulb lit up over my head. Yes! That’s what the cross was all about! That’s why He had to die!

God reached down to me in that place—on a rock, under the stars—and touched my mind. The puzzle pieces suddenly came together and I understood my need of a Savior. He met me in my place of seeking.

A little less than three years later, He met me again. In another place of seeking. Only this second encounter was less like solving a mental puzzle. It was more like clutching a single rope dangling over a bottomless pit.

It’s tough being a teenager. It’s even tougher when you’re seventeen and facing life in a wheelchair.

I receive a lot of letters from thirteen-, fourteen-, and fifteen-year-olds, and many of them honestly feel they should end it all. They simply can’t face the fact that an injury has paralyzed their legs or an accident has taken away their sight.

Even though many years have passed since I was that age, all those feelings and memories are as fresh as if they happened yesterday. Maybe that’s because “life on my feet” stopped when I was seventeen, when I broke my neck in a diving accident.

The toughest part of those early days in the hospital was living up to my reputation as a Christian when people came to visit me. I felt like people expected me to put on a happy face. Try as I might, I just couldn’t. My failure made me feel even more guilty about letting down my parents, my pastor, and my Christian friends. Being newly injured, I suddenly realized there was a lot more to all those Bible verses I had learned in Sunday school. Romans 8:28, “all things work together for good” (KJV), had always served me well when I was on my feet. Of course, my toughest problem in those days was sweating out fifty sit-ups in gym class or arguing with my sister after she borrowed my clothes. Hardship meant staying up late to cram for an algebra test.

Would all those Sunday school verses work now that I had to sit in a wheelchair? I wasn’t so sure. In that hospital, I felt like I had been hit with a sudden dose of “growing up,” and I didn’t like it one bit.

But one night, lying face down on my Stryker frame in the dark, after everyone else had gone home, I plunged to my lowest ebb. For days I had begged my friends to help me commit suicide, but they wouldn’t do it. I had pleaded for their mothers’ sleeping pills or their fathers’ razor blades, but they wouldn’t bring them. I was so helpless I couldn’t even kill myself!
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PLACE:
University of Maryland Hospital

TIME:
October 1967
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I wanted so much to die, but God wouldn’t let me die. So I had to live—but how could I live? From the numb blackness of my despair, I suddenly found myself praying, God, if I can’t die, show me how to live, please! It was short, to the point, but it was a prayer voiced straight from the deep-down soul of me.

As a fourteen-year-old on that rock in Natural Bridge, Virginia, I somehow imagined that I was bringing something to God by responding to Him. Here I am, God, aren’t You lucky? As if I was doing Him some kind of great favor by opening my life to His mercy.

But in the hospital, face down in the Stryker frame, in the middle of the night, I knew I had nothing to bring Him. Nothing at all.

Things didn’t change overnight, but with that simple prayer my outlook began to change. I realized that “growing up” was just something I was going to have to learn how to do. I would have to learn how to do the impossible—handle life in a wheelchair.

Your place of seeking may be very different than mine. Chances are, you aren’t at this moment lying face down in a hospital Stryker frame. But your struggles are just as real. You might not have the strength to say much more to God than a simple prayer like “show me how to live.” But God is not looking for a lot of fancy words. He can take that simple desire of your heart and help you find strength and refuge through the power of prayer.

Psalm 34:18 says, “The LORD is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.” You may not change overnight with such a simple prayer, but right now you can ask God to show you how to live. Pray it and mean it. And then watch your outlook change. You just might start living the impossible.

PRAYER MOVES GOD

It’s been said faith may move mountains, but prayer moves God. Amazing, isn’t it, that our prayers, whether grand and glorious or feeble and faint, can move the very heart of God who created the universe? To walk with God we must make it a practice to talk with God, and that’s what this book is all about: finding a quiet place—physically and spiritually—where you can meet and commune with God in the midst of your sometimes crazy world.

Prayer moves God, and when God moves in your life, things get exciting! Years ago I never dreamed that God would move in my life the way He has. Even after my accident, when I signed up at the University of Maryland for art and English classes, I never realized how God would use diverse elements in my life to mold me to His will. But I sensed God was preparing me for something. He began meeting me in a quiet place in my room, a quiet place in my heart where we still meet today. You, too, have a quiet place where you can meet with God, whether you have discovered it yet or not. It is there that you can find refuge from life’s storms; there that you will find peace in the midst of all the craziness; there that you will discover the power of prayer.

I’m not perfect; I’m still learning about prayer. God is still revealing His plan for me, and He and I are still in this adventure of life together. But I’ve learned a few lessons I’d like to share with you in the hopes that your prayer life will become richer.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PRAYER

I am a good visual aid to illustrate how important a healthy prayer life is. My mind has some great ideas for my hands and legs to carry out, but there has been a break in the communication system—my hands and legs just can’t carry out what my mind asks them to do. Colossians 2:19 describes men who have “lost connection with the Head, from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow.”

A healthy spiritual body of believers should take their direction from Christ, their Head, just as individual Christians should maintain the communication system with Christ. Without communication with our Head, Jesus Christ, we grow ineffective and our spiritual muscles atrophy.

Prayer is the hub of that communication. Prayer is the pause that empowers. It is the one weapon our enemy, the Devil, cannot duplicate or counterfeit. It is not measured by its length but by its depth. Effective prayer doesn’t require a Ph.D.—it only requires a willingness to share your thoughts with God. A willingness to let Him share His thoughts with you.

HOLDING ON TO TRUTH

One of the wonderful things about prayer is that it gives you something to depend on … something to cling to.

Have you ever held on to something as though your life depended on it? I have. When I was four years old, I used to go horseback riding with my family. I’m not talking about sitting on some small pony being led around a little ring. I’m talking about wild and woolly, galloping jaunts up and down hills and through pastures, jumping fences, and splashing through streams. Real horseback riding.

At four, I was too young to have my own horse, and I’m not sure a pony fit for a four-year-old could have kept up with my father and sisters, anyway. So when we went horseback riding, I sat behind my father on his big horse. With my tiny hands, I’d hang on to his belt for dear life, and off we’d go! I’d bounce up and down on the back of his saddle, sliding this way and that, but as long as I had a strong hold on that belt, I knew I was safe.

That memory came back to me recently when I was reading Ephesians 6, that portion of Scripture where Paul talks about the armor of God. Paul tells us to put on the breastplate of righteousness and the helmet of salvation and take up the sword of the Spirit.

Paul mentions a very important part of the armor in verse 14: “Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist.” The belt of truth, especially in prayer, is like a foundation. We put it on before we put on other things, and if there’s anything we ought not lose grip on, it should be the belt of truth. The Bible says we are to approach God “in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24).

Another way of putting that?

Approach God in prayer with heartfelt honesty.

Now I’m not much different from when I was a child. When the going gets rough and I feel I’m being led up and down, this way and that, I know I have got that belt. There are truths about God that I can hold on to.

God is in control.

He leads me along a path He has planned.

Nothing can touch me that is not in His plan.

He’s passionate about my highest good.

His grace, available and abundant, more than sustains.

The craziness will pass. He will lead me through. An end is in sight.

These are the strands that weave the belt of truth, and I know that as long as I hang on, I will be safe. My world won’t seem as crazy. That’s the incredible power of prayer.

Job had a firm grip on the belt of truth, and his story has always been an inspiration to me. Some people say the book of Job is about his crazy world of suffering. Others say it’s a story of faith or the sovereignty of God or the relationship between God and the Devil, but I think the book of Job is about prayer. Consider Job’s cry:


If only I knew where to find him; if only I could go to his dwelling! I would state my case before him and fill my mouth with arguments. I would find out what he would answer me, and consider what he would say (Job 23:3–5).



You know the story of Job
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JOB’S RIGHT REACTION












YOUR QUIET PLACE …
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