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In honor of the women whose lives of faith have inspired and blessed me:

My grandmothers, Martha Bowls Murray and Marian Shute Thompson; my friends Fran Bodycott and Cindy Burlingame; and of course, my dear Olivia.
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Chapter One:  God is in everything
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Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name

5“And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. 6But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. 7And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words. 8Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.

9“This, then, is how you should pray:

“‘Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name,
10your kingdom come,
your will be done,
on earth as it is in heaven.
11Give us today our daily bread.
12And forgive us our debts,
as we also have forgiven our debtors.
13And lead us not into temptation,[a]
but deliver us from the evil one.[b]’
14For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 15But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.

—Matthew 6: 5-15 NIV

I’m sitting at the table with my husband, finishing breakfast. We’re both enjoying coffee and sharing what our days will hold. For me, it’s a few virtual meetings, a couple of hours in the afternoon with our elder granddaughter, some writing if I can fit it into my schedule. For Clint, it’s visits with ‘his’ people at a few different senior care facilities, talking with a family for whom he’ll be conducting a funeral the next day, and possibly helping a ministry family with a mulch delivery. 

Nothing special or exciting, right? And yet, these sorts of casual conversations make up our married life. They are essential to our relationship. If we only communicated when there was something huge or terrifying going on, we wouldn’t have a very strong marriage. 

For many of us, though, that’s how we conduct our relationship with God. We only speak to the Almighty when we’re afraid or worried or at the end of all other options. If our prayer life consists only of help, we’re limiting our relationship with him. 

In the book of Matthew, the progression of Jesus’ ministry is fairly fast-paced: quite a bit happens in chapters three and four! Jesus is baptized, then withdraws to the desert, where he’s tempted. Once he comes out of the desert, Jesus learns that his cousin John has been put in prison. In short order, the Lord leaves Nazareth and goes to Capernaum, where he calls his disciples, and then he begins preaching throughout Galilee. At the end of the fourth chapter, it’s noted that large crowds are following Jesus at this point, setting the stage for what happens in chapters five and six: the Sermon on the Mount.  

If the Gospels are a rich mine of insight into how Jesus calls us to live, then the chapters that make up the Sermon are a vein of pure gold that include the Beatitudes, teaching on the Law, adultery, murder, revenge, and how we should treat each other.  In the midst of this sermon, he speaks about prayer, giving us what almost amounts to a users’ guide on conversation with the Almighty, culminating with what has become the standard form transcending all denominations. 

The Lord’s Prayer—often known at the Our Father in Anglo- and Roman Catholic traditions—begins with lines that are deceptively simple: Our Father who art in heaven; Hallowed be thy name. It’s like a salutation, isn’t it? A sort of Dear Sir. 

And yet . . . it is so much more. Notice that Jesus calls us to open our chat with the Author of the Universe in a surprisingly intimate manner. While the translation most of us know is a formal Our Father, the Aramaic word used might have been abwoon, which can mean parent rather than simply the masculine father (it may be a mix of abba—a familiar father—and woon—womb or mother). Jesus, knowing that the Creator is both male and female, might have intentionally used this genderless term. 

Immediately after identifying to whom we are speaking, Jesus goes directly to praise. Holy is your name! Because although God desires intimacy with us, it is essential that we, the created, recognize not only the omniscience and omnipotence of the Creator but also the omnipresence. 

God in everything. This is perhaps one of the most confusing and divisive theological debates. If God is in everything, that means he is in what we would call evil as well as in good. It means that God is in death as well as in birth, in loss as well as in gain, in pain as well as in health, in sorrow as well as in joy. 

If we can’t accept God’s presence in all things, then we are limiting the power of the Lord, and we are claiming for ourselves the ability to determine where and when God acts and exists. 

I’m not going to debate how God exists within circumstances we don’t understand. But I do know this: the God who is IN everything, who demands that we recognize his presence everywhere, wants us to come to him with everything. There is no topic too great or too small for God’s interest. 

Do you remember when you fell in love, and during those first heady weeks—or maybe months—you wanted to spend every moment with that person? You wanted to tell them everything; maybe you texted non-stop, or had marathon telephone calls, or spent hours sitting together, staring into each other’s eyes as you shared your deepest secrets. 

Or think about what happens when something absolutely incredible happens to you. Your book made the USA Today Bestsellers list! You’re pregnant for the first time! He just popped the question! Don’t you want to call your best friend, or your sister, or your mom and share the news? 

This is exactly what the author of the universe wants from all of us. It’s not a demand for God’s sake—no, on the contrary, it’s for us, because he knows that the closer we feel to him, the more our dialogue with him is free and open, the better our lives will be. 

So what is prayer? Is it a formal, rote and prescribed way for us to offer praise and thanksgiving to God? Yes.

Is it an anguished cry from our hearts when we don’t know where else to turn? Yes.

Is it a chatty conversation where you share the high and low points of your day? Yes.

Is it a song of worship that you belt out with tears in your eyes and gratitude in your heart? Yes.

The creator and lord of all existence wants to have an ongoing, intimate conversation with you.

Are you ready?
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Chapter Two: Why Do We Need To Ask?
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Give us this day our daily bread

My granddaughter Delia is very excited about Christmas this year. The Amazon toy catalog came in the mail a few weeks ago, and she wants everything in it. I’m looking forward to taking her to visit Santa in December; I’m sure she’s going to have a long list of requests for the man in red. 

Does it ever seem as though you’re treating God like Santa Claus, reciting a list of requests for consideration? And does it make you feel guilty? 

If you expect me to say that you should feel bad . . . I won’t. 

I said earlier that God wants us to talk to him about everything, and that includes our request. Anything that our heart desires, any worry that we’d like him to help resolve, any special protection or favor . . . God delights when we ask. 

One of my favorite verses is Matthew 7:9: 

“Which of you, if your son asks for bread, will give him a stone?  Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake?  If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!”






Just ahead of this, Jesus is urging his listeners to ask, to seek, to knock, and he promises that when we do, God will answer. As we’ve probably heard, sometimes the answer is yes. Sometimes it is no. Sometimes it is not yet. 

Delia wants ALL of the toys. But neither her sensible parents nor her grandparents (no matter how indulgent we might be) would ever make that wish come true. She doesn’t need all of the toys in the world. It wouldn’t be good for her. She’d be overwhelmed, which would make her anxious and cranky. Her mother would feel smothered by toys, and I imagine, might also be a little unhappy. At nearly three, she can’t see that. Her world view is somewhat limited, but her mother and father know what’s best for her. They know what will make her happy, keep her healthy (emotionally and physically), and help her grow strong. 

I know how Delia feels, though. How often have I come to my heavenly father and asked for something, pleading for a situation or an answer or a miracle—firm in the belief that I know what’s best? Far too often. I wish I could say that I respond gracefully when God gently tells me no—or even not yet—but I’m afraid that’s not always the case. Maybe not even often the case! I have been known to rail at the heavens when I don’t get my way, much as my granddaughter might cry when she doesn’t get her way. 

Not so very long ago, I spent the Advent and Christmas season praying for God to intervene in a particular
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