
What I mean when I say - pray.

I have this funny thing about the word
"pray". I use it, but I don't like it.

I mean, we have a thousand words we use
for interacting with other people: talk, chat,
argue, laugh, cry, tease, command,
apologize, beg, And then, when it comes to
talking to God, we, well, we pray.

And, of course, we lower our voices by an
octave.

And, of course, that makes no sense.

I mean, if God is person, then shouldn't we talk, chat, argue, laugh, cry, tease, command (okay,
maybe not), apologize, beg?

During the past couple years on my website (levite.wordpress.com ) I've been thinking about
praying, about talking with God.

Here are some of those thoughts.
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Kyrie eleison

"Lord have mercy."
That’s what kyrie eleison means. It’s Latin. I heard it

about 30 times one Sunday afternoon. Not because
someone was upset (”Lor’ have mercy”) but because I
was listening to a children’s choir sing.

That’s the choir in this really bad picture taken with
my cell phone. What you should be able to see in this
picture are the following: 50 kids, 6th-9th grade; a
conductor; a piano; a jembe drum; 3 steel drums; a drum
set; a cow bell; a shaker (not the religion, the percussion
instrument).

This kyrie, taken from a mass attributed to Saint Francis, was set in Caribbean style by Glenn
McClure. It starts with the steel drums, and then involves the whole group you see.

As I was helping set up for the concert, I carried in the stands for the steel drums. They are
made of ordinary, hardware-store-variety galvanized pipe. And then I thought about the steel
drums themselves, made in Jamaica, shaped by hand with more skill than expense. The same is
true of the hand drum. And the cowbell. And the voices. And the words said by many, attributed
here to a follower of Christ who abandoned pretty much everything, including dignity.

And as I listened to the voices and percussion blend, I realized (or remembered), that calling
out to God for mercy doesn’t have to cost much. It doesn’t take expensive instruments (like the
8-foot Steinway grand piano) as much as it takes willingness. We don’t have to build ornate
places to cry out for mercy.

In fact, the cry for mercy comes not when we understand everything but when we can’t; not
when we are on top of the world, but when there isn’t anywhere else to go; not when our lives
are together, but when they are falling apart.

Thanksgiving is a melancholy time for many people. We know we are supposed to be
thankful, but we look in the mirror and can’t imagine the people around us being very thankful
for…us. And we know we are supposed to be thankful, but we aren’t sure who to thank. And we
know we are supposed to be thankful, but…

And so, may I offer a suggestion for what to say right before you put on the smile and make
the list?

“Kyrie eleison.”

November 21, 2007
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Waiting
During plays, I work with our daughter Hope on the sets. Last Friday afternoon I figured out

how to solve one construction issue. I brought home some pieces and went back to the school
this morning to pick up the rest. When I got home about 8:45 am, I took the lumber to the
garage, marked my cuts and then stopped.

Andrew was still asleep.
Andrew has class on Mondays at 11:00, which means that he likes to sleep in. (I would like to

as well, Monday being my day off, but that’s a different post.) Anything I do with power tools is
very audible in his room. So I had a dilemma: let him sleep and make Hope wait, or wake him up

and get her work done.
Some dads would say, “Hey, it’s morning. By 9:00

the day is half gone. Let him wake up.” Some dads
would say, “The oldest child has rights. Hope will just
have to wait.”

Those of you who have wisdom, however, are already
saying, “What time does she need the work done? Can’t
you use hand tools? How much cutting needs to be done?
Why did you wait til the day it’s needed, anyway, Jon?”

And most of you are right, except for those who
assumed I procrastinated. This time, I didn’t. What I

ended up doing was waiting until this afternoon to accomplish the task. Andrew slept, Hope was
pleased.

Why is this significant?
Because when we pray, we often don’t think that God may have a clearer–and kinder–sense of

timing than we do.
I’ve been laying low, technologically speaking, for the last few days. It was part of some

fasting, asking for clarity, asking for something now. And I’m not getting an answer now. Or
maybe, more accurately, I’m not getting what I would regard as the most helpful answer now.
Metaphorically speaking, my part of the set is not getting built now.

But perhaps, I’m not hearing what I want right now because someone else is needing rest.
Construction on my project would mean disruption of their (whoever they are) rest. And maybe
my part of the set isn’t needed for awhile. I’d like it done so I would know that it’s done…but I
don’t get to do the scheduling.

As I juggle the needs of our children, I know better than either what they BOTH need and how
those needs can be coordinated. (and, truth in advertising, Nancy knows better than I do). And if
I, in my finiteness, can understand that, then how much more my heavenly Dad knows what I
need to know when I need to know it.

In the meantime, I will just keep doing what I know. Including coming back to my online
world.

October 22, 2007
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Gratitude
I started laughing one night when I realized that one

chain labels their baskets with far more accuracy than
they intend. We spending inordinate amounts of time as
the store getting things, getting happier, getting ready for
events, getting poorer.
But “get” isn’t just about acquiring. Sometimes it can be
about allowing.

We talk about getting to do something for fun after
working. We talking about getting to take a vacation. We
talk about how we get to use a friend’s vacation house
for the week (okay, not us. But it would be a really nice

thing, right?). And I use that word when I talk with God.
At the end of praying (which, like conversation, doesn’t necessarily end), I at times say, “In

Jesus’ name we get to pray, amen.”
If you have hung around in church much, you may have heard something close to that. We do

this thing which sounds like code, praying in Jesus’ name. At times we treat it like part of the
magic formula. If we say that, we get whatever we asked for. Except praying isn’t exactly like
throwing magic phrases. It’s more like talking with someone.

But sometimes when you are talking with someone, asking them for something, you start
looking for a connection, something that will give you credibility.

“Tell ‘em Sal sentja.”
“I’m a friend of your uncle Maurie.”
“Chris told me you would help.”
Sometimes we wonder about the connection; we really didn’t like Uncle Maurie that much.

But sometimes, because we are so close to the connector, we treat the person like family
(assuming, of course, that that’s a good thing.)

So we’re told by Jesus that when we talk to his Dad, we get to drop his name. And anytime
some one lets me use their name, I want to remember that it’s a privilege.

And so that’s why I remind myself that this is something shouldn’t take for granted, I
shouldn’t make a formula. I’m not acquiring, I’m allowed.

Get it?

October 3, 2007
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What I mean when I say "pray"

I have had some people ask me to pray for them recently.
I’ve told some other people that I am praying for them. I
realized that I probably better tell you what I am doing
when I agree or offer to pray. After all, it could be
dangerous.
————–

Picture a conversation between a dad and a child, in
kitchen of the house, early in the morning. The dad has
been up for a long time and is on his second cup of
coffee, the child not as long, but long enough to be

sitting at the table with a glass of milk.
This is not a dysfunctional relationship, but a dad and a child who get along, a dad that

actually shows up and cares and provides and loves. And the child? A child that is probably 6 or
7, old enough to converse and to acknowledge the people around, young enough to get tired and
pouty, young enough to forget, young enough to think that there are no boundaries and then to
discover that there are, young enough to not have skills to do much that is beautiful or
productive…unless you are looking through a loving dad’s eyes.

See the picture? Now picture a friend of that child sitting on the back step, crying in the early
morning mist. Something is lost, someone is hurt, something isn’t right.

The child and dad look out. The child waits for the dad to do something, the dad is watching
the child. The child slips down from the table and walks to the sliding glass door.
“Come in.”
But the friend just shakes her head.
The child walks out and sits down next to the friend, just sitting, listening.
“You can come in and talk to my dad. He can do anything.”
“I can’t. He doesn’t know me. He doesn’t care anyway.”
“Yes, he does. But I know. He doesn’t look very friendly at first. I’ll be right back.”
The child walks back into the house.
“Dad? What can I do? What can you do?”
The child walks back out and sits next to the friend. He gives her a hug.
“That’s from my dad.”
He hands her a glass of milk.
“That’s from my dad, too. He knew you liked chocolate in it.”
He sits quietly for a minute.
“My dad said you can sit here as long as you need to. He said I can sit here with you.”
—————
That’s what I’m doing. I hope you don’t mind.

September 12, 2007
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Pass it on

Chris Brogan was talking about the importance of teaching, of taking what we know and
passing it on. His point was affirming and challenging and frustrating to me. At times I hear my
response to that point: “I don’t know much. No one needs what I know. I don’t have the time.” In
fact, as Nancy and I were walking one night, we were talking about our neighbor who has done
quite well as an academic author and I said, “I don’t know anything that well.”

However, the more I thought, the more I realized that I better pass on the advice I gave
someone recently. This person, who has children and loves them and is loved by them, is having
a difficult time praying. Somehow the words aren’t tracking right. Somehow it feels like the
intention isn’t quite right or that God must be questioning how the praying is happening or
maybe God is saying, “I gave you everything you need, what are you waiting for?” This is a
person near the edge.

So I said “Spend the next few days listening to how
your children talk to you and your spouse. Listen to what
is requested. Listen to the talking for talking's sake.
Listen to inflection and urgency and desire to be with
you and hear you and love you. And then talk to God the
same way.”

We get so stuck in formality, in pleasing, in rituals that
we forget completely that we are talking to Dad. At least
that’s what I read.

I’m praying that it helps this person. And maybe you.

May 31, 2007
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Daddy

A little kid has to have a great deal of business acumen to ask her dad for something, right?
She has to believe that her dad has the resources, has to assess whether it will fit into his
schedule, weighs the cost and benefits of the request, figures out how to …

Bosh.
Most little kids I know just yell. Or just climb up on their dad’s lap (if they have a dad). Or

just ask.
When we get older, we probably stop asking for stuff. Maybe it’s because we don’t think we’ll

get it. Maybe it’s because we’re afraid of the strings that would be attached. We might have to
spend the money well. We might have to admit that we can’t take care of ourselves as well as we
thought we could. We might have to, well, admit that we are connected to what we have tried to
get away from for all these years.

But don’t we want our kids to stay connected to us? Don’t we love to help them? Really?
Deep down? Don’t we know that at some points we have to say no, but not because we hate our
kids, but because we love them and know that some things aren’t really healthy?

What if God is a daddy, who really loves and really cares and really wants to give what will be
helpful. What if God wants to hold us on his lap?

What if one of the ways to understand God’s love is to look in the mirror?

January 28, 2007

On prayer - jnswanson

7


	What I mean when I say - pray.
	Kyrie eleison
	November 21, 2007
	
	
	October 3, 2007

