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FOREWORD
by Philip Gulley
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When I was in the fifth grade, I won second prize in the Danville Optimist’s Bicycle Safety Rodeo. I got ten dollars and a Salisbury-steak dinner at the Westwood Inn next to Johnston’s Regal Grocery. My picture appeared in the newspaper alongside Ricky White, the first-place winner, who received a new bike from Floyd’s Bicycle Mart. Ricky’s father was the president of the Optimist Club, something I found suspicious at the time (and still do).

Winning second place was the biggest honor of my life—up until I was asked to write this foreword. What a privilege!

I have a confession to make. I kept reading At the Corner of Mundane and Grace because it made me laugh. That’s not a bad thing. There are a host of books that not only won’t make you laugh, they won’t teach you anything either. That is a serious defect, a book that is both boring and unhelpful. Chris Fabry’s book is neither. Long after the laughter faded, the lesson stayed. I learned, just a little bit better, how to recognize God’s refreshing presence in the ordinary moments of life.

A big problem in our Christian faith is that we think God is with us only in the pew, when we’re spit-shined and all tucked in. Chris Fabry tells us otherwise—that God is with us when we’re elbow deep in dirty diapers, when our marriages are faltering, when the kids are sick and the dog is dying. I don’t know about you, but I need to learn more about a God like that. I have the stained-glass God all figured out. It’s the God of the “everyday” I seek, the God of spilt milk and spilled tears I need to know. Chris Fabry has helped me find Him.

There is a tendency these days to dismiss those truths conveyed through humor, as if people who make us laugh can’t also make us think and help us grow. As if that which tickles our funny bones can’t also stir our souls. I invite you right now to turn to chapter 8, “A Prayer for Every Day,” and read it. Now see if amidst your laughter is found also the “Amen,” the “Yes, that’s true,” the “Lord, make me like that too.”

In At the Corner of Mundane and Grace, Chris Fabry confirms and celebrates a simple gospel truth—that faith in God brings light and joy to every darkened corner. In this world of dark corners, this is the best news indeed.

I hope you enjoy Chris Fabry’s latest offering as much as I have.

I hope that, as you read it, the Christ who is our Joy turns your mourning into dancing.

I hope Chris Fabry keeps on writing.

I hope Ricky White enjoyed his new bicycle.

Most important, I hope the God of your Sunday morning becomes the God of your everyday.


—Philip Gulley

Author of Front Porch Tales, Home Town Tales, and For Everything a Season




INTRODUCTION
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Cloud Holding 101

Triumph and tragedy. The world is filled with it every day, and here you stand making lunch or trying to pick up the Sunday paper without getting a hernia. While others reach pinnacles or fall to the depths, you experience blah. It’s just another humdrum day.

Or is it?

Could you be missing something important?

I believe heroic faith is forged in everyday furnaces. I believe extraordinary things happen to people who find glimpses of glory in ordinary days.

But when I’m in the middle of grocery lines and traffic, diapers and laundry (not that I do laundry; I tend to watch it pile up), God seems distant and unaware. Am I missing him amid my daily duties? Is there some cosmic lesson I’m overlooking? Should I go with the Rice Krispies treats or the Fruit Roll-Ups for the soccer team’s snack today?

If you’ve been yearning for more of God, this book is for you. If you look closely, you might find he’s already given more than you’re ready to take.

We’ve forgotten we serve the God of the humdrum, the Deity who takes a mediocre existence and transforms it into a chorus of praise. The subtle message sent by many books and seminars is that he is only the God of the big splash, the dramatic testimony, the miraculous healing. He is the God who fixes us in one weekend. Don’t get me wrong. God does miracles. But he’s also King of the Common. Sometimes he chooses not to fix the brokenness of our lives for a reason, and it’s in the long haul, these fallow times, that we grow or stagnate.

I want to grow—don’t you? Then step into the everyday furnace with me.

My God was a carpenter’s son with calluses to prove it. He swept sawdust from the floor at the end of the day. His feet were dirty most of his life. He wiped the sweat from his brow in his Nazareth existence, and for thirty years he waited. He obeyed. He was faithful in the mundane.

We don’t hear much about this part of Jesus’ life. There aren’t many verses dedicated to it, so we concentrate on the big events: the incarnation, the healings, his crucifixion and resurrection. But Jesus was not just biding time on his journey through the ordinary. God had an eternal purpose for the dust and troubles that prepared Jesus for the path of suffering ahead. I believe he has a purpose for the dust you and I encounter today.

In part 1 of this book you’ll discover exactly what I mean by mundane. You’ll walk through my neighborhood, take a good look at some of my foibles and at the people who have helped me grow, hear some honest confessions, and, I hope, see yourself. In part 2 you’ll see how God can take the dismal forecast you’re experiencing today and turn it into a divine appointment. It will help you choose the path that leads to joy and true fulfillment.

As you read, I hope you experience the sensation of a gentle hand slipping onto your shoulder, like a father and his child. At other points I want you to feel what I felt when my Uncle Willy hugged me and the people with supplemental oxygen showed up. Each time you open this book, I pray you sense God creeping up on your busy life. I sense this when I look deeply into my children’s eyes or when I step in front of a moving bus. It only takes a second to shift your focus to the important things.

Living fully in the ordinary is difficult. It’s a little like trying to hold a cloud. As we grasp at distractions, time slips through our fingers. Sometimes it’s just easier to let it go and turn on the television. But don’t give up. Keep looking, and God will take you by surprise with glimpses of his glory. As you read this book, you might also encounter a few painful self-portraits. Glory is wonderful, but it always shines a light on our flaws.

Whatever this light reveals, take life’s ordinary moments and realize they are directly from the Giver of all good things. Doing so will take daily effort. It will stretch your faith and your lower back. But your life will be much richer when you open your eyes, seize the gift of “today,” and experience it in all its fullness.

God may show up miraculously in your kitchen or on your way to work. Please call if he does. But I bet he’ll show himself to you in much smaller ways. Come with me now and renew your spiritual senses. Open your eyes and discover the God who makes his home at the corner of Mundane and Grace.



Part One
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At the Corner of Mundane and Grace
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The test of the spiritual life is the power to descend.… We are built for the valley, for the ordinary stuff we are in, and that is where we have to prove our mettle.

OSWALD CHAMBERS

Believe me, every man has his secret sorrows, which the world knows not; and ofttimes we call a man cold, when he is only sad.

HENRY W. LONGFELLOW




CHAPTER ONE
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Grace in the Suds

It was one of those lazy summer days you dream about in midwinter. Back when the snow was a foot deep and the thermometer didn’t get above ten, I wished for this.

But with my hands in hot dishwater and my temperature rising, sweat plopping into the suds below, I was desperately looking for something to salvage this summer evening. I didn’t want to be here, but here I was, and I wanted something to make this worthwhile.

It certainly wasn’t going to be the smell of the garbage below our back window. We were a day late with the trash pickup because of the Fourth of July holiday. The sun, humidity, and flies made this an odoriferous setting.

The yard was mowed. That was a comfort. I could honestly let it go at least another week before I took my swings around the lot again. But it wasn’t enough.

Sometimes geese gather in the field behind our house, but today it was barren. The trees were absolutely still.

Then I spied her. Actually I heard her. Soft falsetto sounds came from the direction of the swing set. La la la la. She sang some incomprehensible ode to God.

Her younger brother ran in, slamming the door behind him. “I’ll be out in a minute,” he yelled out the window with a wild look of determination on his face. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

I heard the downstairs door slam. This could take five minutes. This could take an hour. You know how boys are about the bathroom. There are just so many things for a four-year-old to sit and think about.

His older sister was on a swing flanked by another swing and a two-person ride. The sun had baked her little arms a deep brown, and that just made her blue eyes more blue. Her hair, usually a light brown, had turned blond in streaks and was touching her shoulders.

La la la la, she sang, oblivious to me and the neighbors and the birds and the little rabbit running behind her.

She swung back and forth and squinted into the sun. You could see every white tooth in her head, and I thought it was beautiful.

She got off the swing and switched to the two-person ride and rocked back and forth, singing all the while.

She leaned her head back and her hair floated there, suspended above the ground. Then she reached back and touched the limb of a tree, swatting at the leaves. La la la la. She grabbed a leaf and tore it off to look at it. She held it up to the sun and looked through it, squinting again, showing her teeth.

Then she grabbed the limb again and held on, using it to help her swing back and forth, her legs pushing and her arms holding. La la la la.

I heard the toilet flush downstairs. Water running, hands drying. Clomp, clomp and my son was up the stairs and poised at the front door with an excited look.

“Is she still outside?” he asked me with a look of hope.

“Yeah, she’s still there.”

The front door slammed and he was gone. I heard the sound of an ice-cream truck whose melody I can never get out of my head once I hear it. “Turkey in the Straw” has to be the most annoying and most wonderful sound a truck can make.

She smiled and welcomed him to the swing set, and the picture blurred as I felt water drip into the dishwater again.

La la la la, he took up the strain and the two became one, pushing and pulling, swinging, singing, and playing on that beaten-down, secondhand, green-and-white garage-sale swing set.

And to think I almost missed it.


CHAPTER TWO
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Sometimes Life Imitates Baseball

Eight months out of the year my wife and I try to take an afternoon walk. It’s a walk to “connect,” a walk for exercise, and a walk just to be together without seven children clamoring for our attention. Actually, they don’t clamor for my attention; they clamor for hers. We take the youngest two in the double stroller and head for our route, which is about two miles.

One fateful day God ordained a confrontation with my deficiencies. There was a very important baseball game on television. My favorite team was playing, tied for the last playoff spot with only four games to go. Every out was important.

In the bottom of the eighth, my wife peeked her perky head around the corner and said, “You want to go for a walk now? I’m ready.”

When she says, “I’m ready,” I interpret it to mean, “If we don’t go now, pestilence will follow.” Actually that’s not true. She has little control over pestilence, but if I don’t have a really good reason for not going, I feel guilty.

“Sure, let’s go,” I said.

While she got the kids into the stroller, I put on my big sweatshirt and retrieved my daughter’s portable radio and an earphone I can plug into one ear. Andrea always walks to my right, I thought. I’ll plug my left ear, and she’ll never know the difference. Plus, I only have to turn it on every few minutes, just to make sure my team wins.

By the time she had the kids ready, I was wired for sound. It was perfect. I had my earphone dangling within my sweater, ready to plug in. I had my lovely wife to my right and a clear sidewalk on which to push the children. All was wonderful on God’s green earth.

We passed Mundane and Grace and walked another half block before I turned on the radio.

“The bases are loaded now, with one out here in the bottom of the ninth, and the score remains seven to five.”

How in the world would I keep this information from anyone? This was so exciting! But I restrained myself and kept walking.

“It was just such a breakthrough moment for me,” came the voice to my right. “I didn’t want to do it, but I went ahead and look what happened! It was just so clear.”

Usually on our walks I talk about myself, my writing, my job, my frustrations, or what I would like for dinner until we get to the halfway point. But on this walk Andrea had just met with a friend and needed to vent. My chivalry and the game said, “Just let her talk.”

I did and listened to two voices at once: “… I was sitting there and I just saw myself …” “… popped up on the left side, it may be playable.” “… she was really in pain and I didn’t …” “… makes the catch and there are two down …” “… but I knew I did the right thing!”

“Mmmm,” I said.

If she had talked about the weather, who has soccer practice, how much piano lessons cost, or anything on the surface of our lives, I am convinced I would have been able to listen to that final half inning unhindered. But because she had chosen a conversation of depth, I had a queasy feeling in my stomach.

“Strike one …” I shouldn’t be listening to this. “… And it was because I was vulnerable that she was able to tell me …” “… ball, outside, one and one …” If she finds out, I’m sunk. “… And she just opened up and told me her life story …” “… fouled away, one ball, two strikes …” I’m in big trouble.

We came to the intersection of Love and Understanding, a busy place always difficult to cross. I made the decision, as painful as it was, to take my earphone out and listen to her, forget the game, forget the last out, forget the bottom of the ninth, just listen to her.

A car waved us through, and as I pushed the stroller, I grabbed the earphone and pulled it out of my ear, but it flopped out and dangled down the front of my shirt like a hissing snake.

“What’s the matter?” she said.

I smiled and said, “Nothing,” but she knew something was awry. The more she asked, the funnier it seemed to me. I pushed the stroller ever onward, but she stopped and stared.

“I feel really stupid here, like there’s something I don’t know.”

She needed help to move, like a puppy whose leash is caught on a stump.

“I was interested in the ending of this game,” I said. I explained the whole sordid affair. Now she looked like a puppy who had been hit with a stump.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I just wanted to hear the last inning, and I shouldn’t have.”

“No,” she said. “I wish you had told me back at the house, and I would have waited until the game was over.”

I did not tell her I was afraid of pestilence. We commenced walking again, a little slower now. She did not want to talk. “Go ahead and listen to the rest. You might as well.”

I plugged my ear quickly and heard, “Fouled away again, two balls, two strikes, bottom of the ninth, bases loaded, two outs, seven to five, and the playoff hopes hang in the balance.”

“All they need is one more out.”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

“Honey, bases loaded, two balls, two strikes …”

“I don’t want to hear it,” she repeated.

“But it’s the bottom of the ninth!”

“I want to walk in peace. Just listen and let me enjoy this beautiful day.”

The weather, I thought. If she had only talked about the weather I wouldn’t be in this pickle.

“Fouled away again, still two balls and two strikes …”

One ear full of sound, one ear silent and hurt. Half my head filled with a picture of green grass, white bases, and the diamond shape of the infield. The other half sensed anger and estrangement. Why does a man have to choose sides of his head? Shouldn’t the wife of the author of The H.I.M. Book1 understand that this is a pivotal moment, when past and present converge, when boyhood dreams merge with the rigors of adult life and bring unparalleled joy and satisfaction?

Oh, who am I kidding? I thought. Just get the last out and let me apologize! I want this game to be over.

“Fly ball to left field,” the announcer said, signaling the end of the game. My heart lightened. This would make it so much easier to say how truly sorry I was. Admitting you’re wrong when your team wins and heads to the playoffs is a lot less difficult. I was about to turn off the radio when I heard, “He’s under it and makes the ca—HE DROPPED THE BALL! HE DROPPED THE BALL! All three runs score! All three runners score and—oh my, what a heartbreaking loss!”

Awestruck, I stopped and put my head on the stroller. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. My wife walked ahead. Oh the agony. Now we’re even, I thought. We both feel betrayed.

Sometimes life imitates art. Other times
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