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EXTRAORDINARY PRAISE FOR
Praying for Strangers

“Praying for Strangers will bless you and alter the way you see those seemingly random people that God places daily in your path.”

—Ron Hall, New York Times bestselling coauthor of Same Kind of Different as Me

“Extraordinary. Praying for Strangers reminds us (through the power of this tiny, seemingly insignificant act) that we can never assume we know the vast universe that exists inside the person next to us—or the one we are yet to discover inside ourselves. I have my next year’s resolution.”

—Neil White, author of In the Sanctuary of Outcasts

“By means of story, anecdote, and calm persuasion, River Jordan suggests an unexpected remedy for both our cultural malaise and our sense of spiritual powerlessness: that we make a habit of praying, not for people we know, but for strangers, in an unheralded, untrumpeted gift of grace. The very act is compelling and quietly subversive in a culture where strangers equal threat and gifts demand notice. And in the end, the gift you might be giving is one to yourself.”

—Janis Owens, author of The Schooling of Claybird Catts

“I read this book cover to cover and think it will top my gift list for friends and family members. It’s a book that, above all else, reminds us of the need for universal kindness.”

—Southern Literary Review

“Extraordinary… Jordan writes eloquently about her experiences and the lessons she learned… The idea of praying for strangers is admirable, and a reader looking for inspiration may find hope and grace in this account of the blessings of a prayerful life.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Will inevitably affect the world of every reader who loses themselves in this memoir’s masterfully written pages… Spiritual, full of hope, and laugh-out-loud funny, Praying for Strangers will have readers cackling through the tears, cheering Jordan’s courage, and opening their eyes to the strangers that they rarely pause to meet. Honest, genuine… Praying for Strangers is an authentic must-read for people in all walks of life.”

—Examiner.com

“Gently beguiling… [a] very personal journey in self-discovery.”

—Booklist

“Offers readers a wonderfully written, shimmering, accessible, and wholly honest account of a journey into intercessory prayer. It is a journey that more of us might be encouraged to take because River Jordan has been willing to show us how.”

—Englewood Review of Books

“Every once in a while I find a read that is so compelling, I wish that I owned stock in the author. River Jordan made me feel this way as I followed her very personal journey in Praying for Strangers. The stories are winsome, the lessons are timeless, and the power of generosity and grace shines ever so brightly each time the page turns.”

—Pastor Randy Phillips, Seattle, WA

“In a word, River Jordan’s book is transformative. Praying for Strangers provides us with a wonderful template for a spiritual practice that is accessible to all!”

—Pastor Bob Bauman, Wrightsville United Methodist Church, Wrightsville Beach, NC
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ALWAYS LEARNING
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These people are so pertinent to the full realization of this book. A few from personal history, and some seemingly invisible. Please allow me a moment to shine a light on just a few people to whom I am deeply grateful for their influence on this particular project.

A special thank-you to the memory of my grandmother Estelle, who allowed me to rest my sleepy head when the “preaching” ran long at that little Primitive Baptist Church on a country hill. A special note of gratitude to my mother for introducing our family to the Episcopal Church when I was eleven. It was the perfect place for this young writer to soak up the rhythm of the words spoken each Sunday, to understand a passion of prayer for all people, and to develop a quiet faith. My first official “reading” took place in that little church, although as the introverted child I was, I preferred to remain anonymous and let someone else do the reading for me. Amazingly, it was a prayer I had written at twelve for the soldiers on the Vietnam War front where my father was serving at the time.

My respect and appreciation for my agent, Greg Daniel, who did such an outstanding job capturing the essence of this book at its earliest stage and guiding the manuscript to the perfect home. Denise Silvestro, thank you for your outstanding editing that has somehow tamed my wild words into order with eloquence. My great admiration goes out to the marketing and publicity team at Berkley, including Craig Burke, Rick Pascocello, Melissa Broder, and Erica Martirano—your enthusiasm for these words and their possibilities inspire me. For the Berkley art department, especially Judith Lagerman and Sarah Oberrender.

An ever-grateful heart for my husband, Owen Hicks, who championed this resolution from first whisper, continuously encouraged me to write the words, and championed the book at every turn. And for the generations of my people who have taught me by example that a stranger’s story is worth more than my weight in gold.


Dear Reader,

I have written many versions of this letter to you. Picture an old typewriter, a wastebasket overflowing with crumpled drafts, and me huddled yet again, trying to type the words I hold in my heart. What I have to say seems so monumental it leaves me klutzy with the rhythm of my words—feeling hopelessly confused and convoluted in trying to express a simple truth to you. Yet, once again, here I sit, trying to say something vitally important. Please listen closely and forgive me my inability to forge perfectly these thoughts so dear.

By the time you open these pages, I will have been praying for strangers since this resolution began more than three years ago. What started as a spark of an idea became a yearlong commitment; then, instead of ending as neatly as I had planned, it continued. Or rather, I continued. Praying for the lost, lonely, beautiful, aged, famous, and forgotten. As I did so, something happened along the way: I began to change. Slowly. In ways imperceptible. Day by day, stranger by stranger. Somewhere along the way, I woke up. And now everywhere—coast to coast, in cities and small towns, on back roads and sidewalks—readers like you are doing the same thing. They are opening their eyes and hearts to the human condition, caring in a new way, sometimes sharing and sometimes choosing not to, but always remembering one special soul.

Since the publication of Praying for Strangers, a multitude of letters and e-mails have found their way to me. The depth of their words, the raw truth, and the heart’s cry of how this book you hold has changed them took me by surprise. Now, however, with a year’s worth of these stories under my belt, it’s no longer such a shock to me. It’s much more of an understanding. The experience has affected me the same way. We are indeed in this together.

Three years ago I began this adventure with a resolution in my pocket, a well-meaning but shaky heart, and trepidation in my feet. Presently, my resolution has become a lifestyle. On my best days, my heart overflows with compassion, and my feet… Well, they’re a little worn but ready. I never imagined that this simple act could touch so many lives, but now I know it can. I invite you to join the adventure. I promise you this: Both you and the world will be the better for it.

Yours on the journey,

River Jordan







If you would like additional ways to incorporate the gift of praying for strangers into your life, please consider Praying for Strangers: Twelve Keys in Twelve Weeks at www.prayingforstrangers.com.
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RESOLUTION DAY

The great tragedy of life is not unanswered
prayer, but unoffered prayer.

—F. B. MEYER

MY SONS ARE MARCHING OFF TO WAR. THAT’S THE ONLY thing on my mind as we approach the holiday season of 2008. Both of my boys are being deployed at the same time. One to Iraq and one to Afghanistan. Suddenly the holidays become critically important. We have to be together. Everything has to be perfect. Because—what if? That’s what I think and don’t venture saying. What if it’s our last Christmas together? What if it’s the last time I see my sons alive? What if it’s the last time I see them together?

Normally I approach the end of the year with a new one on my mind. By Thanksgiving I am often already considering my New Year’s resolutions. Every year I see them as a way to complete myself, to make up for all those things I haven’t accomplished in a lifetime but can now master in a year. To better myself by learning three new languages, playing chess, or working out every single day of my life. Each year I fail, if it can be called that. I simply don’t carry on because life gets in the way of my enthusiasm to learn Italian “like a spy” or to comprehend quantum physics. I think the reason that these resolutions drop away regardless of my great intentions is because, ultimately, these things don’t really have much to do with my real world, my day-to-day living. I’m not lunching with Italian spies followed by an invigorating game of chess as we discuss the possibilities of the reality of this thing called string theory. I need life to meet me at the crossroads of my daily existence, something that shouts back at me from the mirror in the morning. So resolutions, all these beautiful life-growing challenges, turn to dust.

This year it’s different. I don’t care about resolutions at all. The only things on my mind are the faces of those two young men and them coming home again. I’m not sleeping well at night. I think I’ve started grinding my teeth. Resolutions are out the window. It’s just not the year for them.

Then, out of the blue, a resolution drops down into my spirit. I was standing in my kitchen when it happened. I froze for a moment, the way that old RCA dog looked with his head turned sideways, and thought, Hmmm. The idea just dropped right down in my soul the way that maybe a title for a new novel would, or a plot for a story.

New Year’s resolution—pray for a stranger every day.

I received that little burst of inspiration the way I do when a new character shows up in my mind. I might just get a glimpse of a character’s face, or hear one line of dialogue and then put that idea up on my writer shelf until I can get around to it. I file this praying for strangers resolution idea right next to that barefoot character that has been sitting on her porch for seven years waiting for me to tell her story. I don’t discount it, because the minute that resolution idea crosses my mind, I think of another day when a stranger crossed my path about four years earlier. Her name was Esther.

I was lying on a blanket in Bicentennial Park. A woman approached me carrying a multitude of bags. She talked first to herself, then to me. She approached me and asked if I had a dollar to spare.

“No,” I told her, which was true. I’m usually good for a dollar and don’t care where it goes. It’s not my concern whether the dollar goes to drink or the lottery or warm soup. It’s the giving of it that interests me. But on this day I had no dollars to give.

“Not a dollar,” I said. “Not a dime.”

The woman paused. She looked down at me. I cupped my hands over my eyes to shield them from the sun, and I focused on the shadow of her. She put down her bags and shuffled through her jeans. “Look here,” she said. “God have mercy on me when I don’t have something to give. Let me help you out.” So she pulled out a worn dollar from her jeans, a dollar that had seen some things, and rattled out coins from half a dozen pockets. “For you,” she said. I started to protest but she pulled up her pant leg, showed me her metal leg trailed by her metal foot. “Lost it in a wreck,” she said. “All I have to do is show people my leg and tell them my story. I’ll get a dollar.”

No doubt, I thought. And why not? If a metal leg wasn’t worth a dollar, then the story of it surely was.

Then she asked me my name—which she liked a lot and told me hers: Esther. I told her I liked her name, too. Then Esther told me to keep the amber in my hair and that I should always wear earth tones. “Listen to what I’m saying now.” She searched for a match. “And don’t forget, earth tones look best on your skin. You don’t smoke, do you?”

“Not anymore.”

“Well, you might not believe me, but I know what I’m saying. I know about colors.” She gave up on the light and returned the cigarette to her pack, then said, “Reckon God’s telling me I didn’t need that smoke no way.”

As a writer, my life is threaded with story. Those I write, those I’ve heard as a child, and those I’ve read. Looking at Esther with her hand out, I immediately thought of the story of a man who once passed a beggar on the street who kept asking for coins. The man finally told him, “I have no coins to offer you. All I have are my prayers, but those I will gladly share.” So, I offered to pray for her. It was the least I could do, yes? After all, I was and am a believer. What else could I do for a homeless person with one leg when I had no food or money on me?

To be honest, I don’t remember if at that moment I prayed for Esther, for her metal leg, for her riches, or the lack of them. But I remember Esther praying for me. Because she did. A high-and-mighty, somebody-sure-is-listening prayer. A somebody-who-had-read-the-Bible prayer. An open-handed prayer. Esther prayed for this pilgrim with all her homeless heart.

As she walked off, she said, “Remember me in your prayers, River Jordan.” Then she praised God for something I couldn’t hear and lifted her hands to the sky. For just a moment I watched her go and thought about the stories I’d heard from my grandmother about entertaining heavenly angels unaware. To her, any stranger met along a road could be an angelic being disguised as a human. Someone sent like the gods of Greek mythology to test the human spirit. But Esther looked very real. All real woman, less one leg.

Later, my husband said incredulously, “You took money from a homeless woman?”

“Yes,” I said, “and candy, too. Look, she gave me pieces of things.” And so she had. Bits of mints and old pieces of gum. I saved them for a long, long time before I finally threw them away. I couldn’t explain the logic of that act: me taking money, taking candy, from someone living on the streets and in between them. But logic had nothing to do with it. There was just me and Esther caught in a moment in the park. A simple slice of time where one human being met another and there was that momentary bubble—that moment of stranger-to-stranger acknowledging that we were alive and the same in spite of everything. That we were sisters with stories to tell. That we could pass a few minutes, or even hours, in one another’s company and both be the better for it.

Later that night I stepped inside a church and I placed Esther’s money in the offering. I wrote her story and her name on the back of the envelope, then paused a moment before turning to leave. I was thinking of how the smallest gift could be counted as the greatest. About how someone offering everything they had, even when it added up to so little, could be the greatest gift of all. Of how Esther’s dollar reeked of selflessness. Of an open palm and unclenched hand. And then I prayed miracles for Esther. As I dropped that wrinkled dollar in the offering plate, I prayed the strongest words and images that came to mind.

Some nights Esther’s parting words, “Pray for me, River Jordan,” echo in my soul. Not every night, but some nights. Particularly on cold nights when I lie in my warm bed before I fall asleep, I remember and I pray, “Lord, keep Esther warm tonight. And give her food, and keep her safe,” not always knowing that I have made a difference, but at least hoping that I have.

And all of this comes to my mind in a split second when I hear that phrase—pray for a stranger every day. This is what it looks like so I get it. I know what praying for a perfect stranger who crosses your path looks like.

But I’m not real concerned with the Esthers of the world right now. I’m far more concerned about Thanksgiving dinner and Christmas travels, ensuring that we’ll all be together in this big cabin in the mountains and that everyone shows up.

Actually, I may be closer to the verge of hysteria than I realize, as I keep saying, “Cost means nothing! Money means nothing! Distance means nothing! We all have to be together!” Well, ask the family; I imagine they would back me up on the hysteria part.

Praying for strangers is not, I repeat not, on the top of my list. The only thing on the top of my list is my boys surviving the year and coming home safe. Nothing glorious or saintly about it. Right now, I don’t care about anybody else. I’m a little mad about the whole thing. Okay—a little is an understatement. I’m mad about all war. I’m mad because I’m not certain about the thinking that got us into these places in the first place. I’m mad that our volunteer army seems stretched to the limits and that the majority of Americans are not emotionally involved in the situation. I’m not a pacifist, and you can’t tag me for any political party, so it’s not that. I’m just mad. I don’t want my sons in a war zone. That’s the bottom line, and yes, like my daddy, their great Pawpaw before them who served in Korea and in Vietnam, they are military men. Or at least that’s what they are right now and it’s what they see when they look in the mirror. But it’s not what I see.

I see the first day they rode the school bus alone, I see the first day they learned to ride a bike, when they first learned to whistle, swim, and catch a fish. I’m holding their entire histories in my heart. That’s what I see, their entire lives laid out before me. And to think they are being sent to a place that is foreign and hostile, at war with us and with itself, oh brother! And here I am with this foggy notion of a resolution in the back of my mind, one where I’m going to pray for people I don’t know and don’t care about.

My plate is already full in 2009 with two sons on active duty and deployed, with a family that has their own special needs and prayer requests, with a new novel debuting, travels scheduled, and new deadlines to meet. Oh, and did I mention two sons being deployed? Sure I did. But to be honest, that’s how often it circles around in my brain. Just about every other breath at this point. Pray for a stranger—indeed. I need prayer and a whole lot of it just to keep breathing and moving, to keep up with my life and take care of my people. I am not feeling like Mother Teresa, not too altruistic, and not too holy at all. I am tired, busy, and carrying a double portion of my own concerns.

I venture toward the New Year with a silent mantra—it’s all about the family, the family, the family. Oh yes, and me trying to ensure that picture-perfect holiday. One that will make memories that literally last a lifetime. For the first time in our family life, we are meeting at a ski resort in the Blue Ridge Mountains. My best buddy cousin is driving Mama up from North Florida. My sister has scheduled time off and is packing up the niece and nephew. My oldest is packing the family up and heading to the mountains, too. My youngest, already being processed at Fort Dix, is getting Christmas leave and is flying down to meet us in Nashville so that we can join this strange, scattered convoy and converge on that mountain in a holy moment of togetherness bliss.

When I say I hold my sons’ histories in my heart, I mean that the way that all mothers would. It’s how we see our children, not only as they are, but all the ways that they used to be. For Christmas, I have painstakingly gone through old photograph albums. The kind that are so old-fashioned they were taken back when cameras had something called film. I choose many, many and take a bag stuffed full of photos to be copied. It’s my Christmas present to my sons. Picture books of who they used to be. Pictures of them together and growing up. Now, I know full well they may just roll their eyes at their sentimental mother, but I am determined for them to—what? Remember. Relive if only for a moment. Connect as brothers not the way men do but the way boys do who are building forts, riding bikes, and growing up in one another’s shadows. Belonging to me and to each other in a way they no longer do because they are men now.

The trip isn’t going exactly as planned. The nephew is sick, and my sister has to stay behind and keep him well. We try to caravan and become separated and lost. And then a horrible thing happens. Our beloved Aunt Kate, my mother’s last living sibling, passes away as we are en route to this gathering. We think about the season that we are in and we all talk about it, about the fact that both “boys,” as we refer to them in the family, are being deployed. And then we don’t say all the things about that that we are thinking. We never do. My mother bravely musters on, continuing toward the Blue Ridge, knowing that after this reunion she will face the heaviness of her sister’s funeral. We all eventually arrive late, tired, heartbroken, and overjoyed to be together.

But strange things are happening even as my mind is heavy with events around me. I began watching people in stores as we stop along the way. I begin toying with this New Year’s resolution idea. What I see overwhelms me. That grandmother over there trying to make it on those old, tired feet in the freezing cold. That little kid that looks like he’s wearing hand-me-down clothes and destined to live a hand-me-down life. That mother slowly counting out her money in the checkout line, nervous that she has too little. Even that man that looks like he has everything money can buy yet his face is pinched with worry. In thinking about this strange resolution thing, I’m wondering—if I even decide to do it—how can I possibly choose just one person? From the looks of things, everyone needs prayer. Not just me and my sick nephew, my grieving mother, and the sons heading for two different war zones. Everyone.

I simply tuck this idea away and watch people—and then get back to what is consuming me. I’m calling my cousin in Georgia (thank God for cell phones) and crying with her as I put on lipstick and a brave face for my mom. I’m relishing a fireplace in the woods and being surrounded by these sons of mine. The sounds of my tiny granddaughters playing with my niece. And yes, if it’s not a bittersweet Christmas, I don’t know what is.

So it hasn’t been a picture-perfect trip thus far, but I get my moment. The boys open their little presents jokingly saying, “What, Mom? You gave us another one of your books?” Then they discover these little photo albums filled with images of them. Babies they once were, these men. Baby brothers. My babies. And now they are standing next to one another, turning pages and looking over one another’s shoulders and laughing and telling stories. “Remember the time…” one says, and the other one answers, “Oh, that was my Ninja Turtle, you hear me, not yours and…” I look up to see my husband watching me as I’m watching them and he’s smiling. He knows this precise moment is my greatest Christmas present. He knows right now it’s my forever and it’s fighting off any images of a future without them. Resolutions are a thousand miles away.

Life can be funny sometimes. The kind of funny that is strange. Sometimes circumstances force you to face the very thing you are determined to ignore. Something that basically says, Oh, no you don’t. You’re not backing out or forgetting about what you are supposed to do. So right in the middle of your self-centered, very busy, and, understandably, highly emotional life, you are still going to focus on something, someone, beyond you. That’s what life says to me with just one chance encounter the next day at a ski resort. It leaves me no options, no second guesses, and no escaping it. I will embrace this praying for strangers resolution with all my might. It will be the first resolution I’ve ever kept.


BLUE SHOES

Prayer moves the hand that moves the world.

—JOHN AIKMAN WALLACE

WE’VE SPENT THE NIGHT AT THE SKI RESORT CATCHING up and sharing belated Christmas presents. We opened the gifts, had a meal, and everyone was finally nestled in their respective beds. But now it’s the official ski day where people are actually supposed to leave the cozy, fireplace-heated cabin and venture forth to strap on skis and sail down the mountain. An unlikely occurrence for me. I look like Lucy Ricardo on skis. So my family, realizing my physical aptitude and athleticism, have asked me to take on the all-important job of holding down the designated spot for people to meet up with one another. A table in the cold. So I sit in the sun, bundle up, and read my book. Occasionally I glance up to look around at the people just for a dose of distraction, and then I’m back to the words. I have a serious job, repeating all day, “This table is taken.” I don’t mind because we are all together. And that’s the important thing. I’ll stake out our table in the freezing cold till the cows come home.

As I sit and read, I occasionally consider the fact that it is December thirty-first. I realize that tomorrow is supposed to be my big resolution day. This… whatever it is… this experiment in human kindness and spiritual enlightenment. I have no idea how it’s going to work. I still don’t feel very kind, spiritual, or enlightened. But dang, it won’t go away. Like a determined mosquito, it keeps buzzing in my brain.

After holding our table down for hours, I am finally relieved for a bathroom break by someone covered in snow and holding a snowboard. I stop reading and move through the resort. I don’t like this place because it is very crowded. I don’t like crowds. The restaurants are packed and overflowing. Everyone talks too loud, and that bothers me, too. I wait my turn forever for the restroom, and even then, as I’m in line, I’m mulling over this New Year’s resolution.

I’m finally in the restroom, but soon enough I hear a strange noise in the stall next to me. It’s a thud of some kind—a banging—followed by a child’s cry. I’m expecting the sound of a mother’s calm and caring voice saying, “Oh, so sorry, sweetie,” or, “Are you okay?” Instead I hear, “Oh, shut up.” Then the woman proceeds to yell in a loud voice, “It’s always something with you, just go!” And this little voice says, “But I don’t need to.” There’s another sound of something, my guess is something painful, and the child cries out. Someone from outside asks a question I can’t quite make out and the woman says, “Everything’s fine. He’s just the problem. He’s always a problem.” And there is a tussle and more words next to me and I look down to see two very small feet in blue shoes. The child cries out again and says, “This is why I don’t like you.”

Let me tell you something true: As a storyteller, I’m a master of dialogue. Of listening to it and capturing it. Finding the truth in it. This statement by the child is not angry or petulant. It is a confession, an attempt to bridge a communication problem that has gone terribly wrong. The woman says, “Yeah, well, I don’t like you either, and I’m not ashamed to say so, or for anyone to hear me.”

There are a few things I can recognize beyond dialoguing. Child abuse is one of them. Kids get in trouble, they get tired, they get spanked. I’m not on the no-spank team. I was raised in the South, where spankings were a part of growing up. Not beatings, not abuse, just spankings. Of which I think I received two in my whole life. But this child is being abused. And I know it.

All of this happens in the shortest of time spans. I’m thinking I’ll walk out the door and the woman will be forcing the child’s hands under hot water, briskly washing and shoving. I’m going through the possible scenarios. How to summon the authorities in a crowded ski resort, how to detain the woman, how to just make conversation with her. How to snatch that child out of her arms and run.

I exit the stall. There is no small child in blue shoes at the sink or anywhere else. I run out of the bathroom, search the crowds, the smiling faces in the restaurant, the large gatherings of families filled with children, but those tiny feet are nowhere to be found. I feel responsible. Like I have failed that child, that little stranger that crossed my path, in a thousand ways. I go back to my waiting area to meet up with family and I think of the date. Of how my resolution doesn’t officially start until tomorrow. And I carry that little boy in blue shoes with me throughout the day like a box in my heart. I keep my eyes open and searching. Even later, when we leave the ski slope and venture down the mountain for lunch, I search for blue shoes.

Later that night I tearfully tell my husband the story. How I should have done something, anything, to save him.

He says, “Looks like you found your stranger for today.”

“It’s not the first of the year yet. Not resolution day,” I tell him. But of course I’ve already been praying for the child.

“Don’t worry,” he adds, “that woman is too loud and too volatile. She’s going to get noticed where she can’t disappear in a crowd. She’s going to get reported.”

He’s right about that, but I think of that tiny, shaking voice and I wonder what that child is going through at that very moment. And I pray fervently.

Then I think about the power of prayer—of what we do or don’t believe about it. If we truly believe that prayers can influence the outcome of lives, then where is our faith, in season and out of season? Where is mine? I’m the kind of woman that really would snatch a child from abusive arms and worry about the consequences later. But am I the kind of woman that can offer up a heartfelt prayer and believe that help is on the way? That it will be speedy and mighty in its deliverance? Believing this way seems so much more challenging to me than taking immediate and physical action.

I wasn’t looking for any type of confirmation that my resolution was right and true but I received it. The clock turns over into the New Year. I wait up and watch the ball fall on Times Square with a new awareness. Here are my sons entering into one of the most dangerous years of their lives, one that will consume my life with thoughts of them, and yet, at the same time, there are strangers in my path who need the simplest thing I have to offer, almost as if their lives depend on it. And maybe for some of them they do. And for a few hours, as the year turns over, the most important thing in my life or on my mind isn’t myself or my own. It is the earnest prayer for the life of a little stranger.


THE BUS STOP

He will regard the prayer of the destitute.

—PSALM 102:17

THE HOLIDAYS HAVE BEEN LONG. IT SEEMS WE’VE BEEN ON the road forever. First for our big holiday family get-together and then followed closely by Aunt Kate’s funeral. In the middle of all of it, I’ve kept praying. Somehow I’ve managed to cross paths with a person in a gas station, a motel, a restaurant, who stood out to me in such a way that I knew a silent prayer might help the situation they were facing.

One of the best parts of our holiday has been having my mother-in-law visit. She’s more than my husband’s mother; she is also my friend, and having her with us is truly a joy. But now she has made up her mind to go home and is determined in her most stubborn way to ride the bus. “I can read,” she tells me, “and knit. And there’s always the most interesting people to watch.” Uh, yeah, I bet. I’m more than a little worried about her and thinking this is the last time we’ll give in and relent to her wishes.

We arrive at the bus station and it’s crowded. People seem to be tired before their journeys have even begun. I’m watching the crowd as we stand in line to pick up the ticket and shepherd Mother Nancy onto her correct bus.

I need a stranger, I’m thinking like some stalker moving through a sea of bodies, bags, and worn-down suitcases. I guess I am stalking, searching in my spirit, thinking, surely here—somebody. An older woman with dark hair comes up and speaks to us a few times, and to the lady in front of us. It’s gotta be her because if you could see her, you would understand why. Hands down, put my money on it, it’s her; she looks like she really, really needs prayer. But is that what I’m really doing here? Am I just supposed to pray for everyone that crosses my path who looks like they could use it? Well, maybe so in the big scheme of things, but this is all about that resolution and I’m still trying to figure it out. I could pray for practically every stranger who crosses my path who looks like he or she needs prayer and I’d have a very busy prayer life. This is different. I feel like I’m supposed to be sensitive to one significant, special person every day. Finding that one person is like searching for a needle in a haystack. Particularly at this moment in the Nashville bus station. But then two things happen at the same time.

A woman waiting at the other counter for her ticket pricks my heart. She doesn’t look particularly needy, but I just know she’s my stranger. So far, I have accepted this resolution thing, and I’ve been carrying it out. Silently and to myself. But right now I feel I am not only supposed to pray for her but to tell her that I am praying for her.

Great. Just great. Let me give you just a little background on how this new urging affects me.

I am very much not an evangelist. Not when it comes to my faith. I’ll stand on corners and preach about reading or having a library card, but when things turn to God, I pretty much turn silent for the most part. Let me put it to you this way, if you getting into heaven depended on me being a witness to you on the street, your chances wouldn’t be too good. Some people have this gift, but not me. I’ll talk to you about the weather, what’s on your iPod, the latest TV show, or today’s news, but I won’t talk about Jesus. And that’s not because I don’t believe in Jesus, because, just for the record and while we’re on the subject—I do. But then I also think that’s my business and you’ll find your way to God in your way in due time. I sure don’t want any part in that or the responsibility for you. So let’s be perfectly clear, talking to people about the fact that I am praying for them pretty much turns my stomach and scares me silly. In spite of this, I take a deep breath and tell my husband to wait just a minute because I have something I have to do. I return to the counter where the woman is still waiting on her ticket.

I approach her slowly, not wanting to frighten her. I am well aware that just walking up to people in public and saying, “Excuse me—today you’re my stranger,” could seem a little peculiar. The fact that I could be pegged as crazy isn’t lost on me. I clear my throat and speak to the woman in a low voice so the girl at the counter can’t hear us. I tell her about my resolution, explaining that today she is my stranger, that I’ll be thinking about her and saying special prayers for her all day. Then the oddest thing happens. She looks at me with what I must call wonder. She grabs me and hugs my neck. “Do you know what I was just saying to God this morning? Do you? I was just praying this morning and praying for other people, but I stopped and asked the Lord, “God, is there anybody in this whole wide world who is praying for me?”

Well, what do you know? “Looks like I am,” I say and return her hug. “You have a good journey home,” I tell her.

“Oh, now I will!” She’s wearing a big smile and I can understand why. God answered her question. Looks like
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