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Praise for The Sacred Year

Dorothy Day once said, “Don’t call me a saint, I don’t want to be dismissed that 
easily.” In this book, Michael Yankoski refuses to limit faithful living to daredevil 
Christians, and he creates a commonwealth of sacred treasures for all to share. He 
reminds you that the Christian faith is more like a marathon than a sprint . . . and 
it’s not just about what you do but who you are becoming.

— Shane Claiborne, Author, Activist, and Friend of Jesus

Michael Yankoski is such a good writer that it would be easy to hitch a ride 
through his Sacred Year without ever setting foot on the ground he covered. This 
book wants more of you than that. If you decide to accept its invitation, then you 
too will own up to what is ailing you, turning aside from the shallows of your life-
as-usual in order to go deep. The spiritual practices in this book can help you do 
that, but they don’t promise to keep you safe. Instead, they promise to open you to 
the Spirit who alone can make you whole.

— Barbara Brown Taylor, New York Times Best-selling Author of  
Learning to Walk in the Dark

Bright lights don’t need spotlights. Michael’s been a bright light for a long time and 
he’s written another terrific book. He doesn’t want the spotlight anymore; he just 
wants a deeper faith and a more meaningful life. The Sacred Year was like the sound 
of soft rain and the crackling of a fire to my tired soul. If you’re like me, you’ll put 
down this book, pick up your calendar, and make a couple changes. You’ll want to 
cancel a few things and start a couple others; you’ll want to be more intentional and 
engaged than you’ve been; and you’ll want to live a more active love.

— Bob Goff, New York Times Best-selling Author of Love Does

Michael Yankoski uses crisp, engaging language as he addresses the “chaos of ques-
tions about whether spiritual practices are relevant” in today’s fast-paced life. With 
engaging honesty and vivid narrative, he addresses the deep fissures that erode 
Christian public presence and testimony. You will not only love reading this book, 
you’ll find it draws you deeper as you discover unforgettable patterns for your life 
in Christ.

— Luci Shaw, Author of Adventure of Ascent and 
Writer in Residence, Regent College
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In our age in which churches and society are cursed with superficiality, it is a rare 
book that calls us to a deeper life. Michael Yankoski’s The Sacred Year is one such 
book, artfully weaving the story of his own quest for a meaningful faith. This 
book is destined to become a spiritual classic, and it merits the sort of mindful 
attention that it calls us to nurture.

— C. Christopher Smith, Co-author of SLOW CHURCH and 
Senior Editor of The Englewood Review of Books

Occasionally a story of someone else’s spiritual journey provides a map by which to 
navigate your own. The Sacred Year does that. Michael Yankoski’s candid, open-
hearted reflection on the practices that led him from exhaustion to plenitude and the 
encounters that inspired those practices is rich with memorable stories, wisdom from 
a wide communion of saints, and practical guidance. This book belongs on a shelf 
next to those of Wendell Berry, Richard Rohr, Kathleen Norris, Norvene Vest, and 
Ched Meyers, among other companions on the journey in our generation. From the 
discovery of silence to the rediscovery of breadmaking to the spaciousness of simple 
living to new ways to pray, we are invited in every chapter to deepen our conversa-
tions with self, others, and God, assured of surprise at every turn of the journey.

— Marilyn McEntyre, Fellow, Gaede Institute, Westmont College; 
Adjunct Professor of Medical Humanities, UC Berkeley; 
and Author of Caring for Words in a Culture of Lies

This book is a joy to the soul and a delight to the heart. Beyond that, and unless 
I am very, very mistaken, it is also destined to become a classic within the genre 
of contemporary spiritual and religious writing. I cannot praise it too highly nor 
recommend it too earnestly to anyone who yearns to feast on good words about 
holy living.

— Phyllis Tickle, Compiler of The Divine Hours

As part of the same community for a number of years, I had the privilege of observ-
ing some of these practices that Michael Yankoski describes in this captivating 
book. What I can say without equivocation is that this story rings true, not only of 
Michael’s life, but of the ache and longing for a deeper life that reverberates within 
many of us. If you are looking to recover truth in your own life, then The Sacred 
Year is a very good place to begin this path of retrieval. And don’t be surprised if 
you not only find truth but also something of the Way and the Life as you read.

— Tim Dickau, Author of Plunging Into the Kingdom Way
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Michael Yankoski writes with passion and imagination. His memorable characters 
and vivid images celebrate practices that lead us deeply into the life of God. The 
Sacred Year has the power to transform and cultivate our desires so that we seek the 
God who is our life. May it be so.

— Jonathan R. Wilson, Pioneer McDonald Professor 
of Theology, Carey Theological College

The Sacred Year offers a truthful deconstruction of the dysfunctional reality of ram-
pant consumerism and the celebrity-making apparatus that has become American 
Christianity. Michael carves a way forward out of our existential crisis toward the 
story of spiritual depth. This vivid descriptive story of the necessary spiritual jour-
ney should be considered essential reading for all American Christians.

— Soong-Chan Rah, Milton B. Engebretson Professor of 
Church Growth and Evangelism, North Park Theological 
Seminary, and Author of The Next Evangelicalism

Michael communicates with humility without being self-deprecating, with candor 
without being narcissistic, and with story without being egocentric. The Sacred 
Year flows out of that style and is a compelling invitation to participate in spiritual 
practices. As a testimony to God’s work in the world and a realistic assessment of 
our humanity, this book could well be described as good, true, and beautiful.

— Rod Wilson, PhD, President, Regent College

Michael Yankoski has written a wonderful, sensitive book about the way we awaken 
to life and learn to live with intentionality and purpose. His metaphors are rich. 
His life experiences real. His insights riveting. By teaching us to attend to every-
day realities, Yankoski opens the windows of our senses to our own life with God. 
Ultimately, Yankoski invites us to embrace this life in order to enjoy the journey.

— Dr. Gayle D. Beebe, President, Westmont College

Michael Yankoski has given us a great gift. The Sacred Year is a book to savor, invit-
ing us to consider how a return to the good rhythms of contemplation, gratitude, 
Sabbath-keeping, and even cave-dwelling can lead us out of the shallows of a dis-
tracted, “carnival Christian life” and into the deep and wondrous waters of mature 
faith. Read this book and follow Michael into the Deep!

— Leah Kostamo, Author of Planted: A Story of Creation, Calling and Community
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The Sacred Year is the perfect book for anyone tired of the rat race, craving a life 
of greater depth and meaning. As a recovering workaholic, I find myself on almost 
every page of Michael’s surprisingly personal and deeply moving story. Like a com-
pelling novel, you’ll find it hard to put this book down. But read it slowly, savoring 
each bite, and it will restore your soul.

— Ken Shigematsu, Pastor of Tenth Church Vancouver and 
Best-selling Author of God in My Everything

I love how Michael Yankoski takes us on an honest exploration of the soul. He 
pauses long enough to see the colors and nuances of the beauty in and around us. 
The attention he pays to everything around him births a gift for us to learn from. I 
loved The Sacred Year as it gently describes the angst and wreck-full pace we blindly 
assume. Yet, Michael lets us walk with him as he embarks on a quiet revolution to 
still himself to hear the voice of God. Of course you should buy this book! It’s a 
refreshing drink of water that comes from a deep well of contemplative activism.

— Dave Gibbons, Author of XEALOTS: Defying the Gravity of Normality, 
Founder of XEALOTS.ORG and NEWSONG CHURCH

Yankoski’s stories and insights are a necessity for those of us who’ve found ourselves 
run-dry, who recognize our spiritual anemia, and who are looking for instruction 
and a push toward a life of depth and flourishing. Most books promise life-
change; The Sacred Year delivers it.

— Ken Wytsma, Lead Pastor of Antioch in Bend, Oregon, and Author 
of Pursuing Justice: The Call to Live and Die for Bigger Things

Though forged in the crucible of personal crisis, Michael Yankoski has written a 
book full of joy, humor, personal vulnerability, and wide-eyed wonder. The Sacred 
Year brims with a childlike enthusiasm, and a new convert’s sense of “Wow!” at the 
discovery of those ancient spiritual disciplines that are also known as the means 
of grace. The reader will laugh with him as Michael laughs at himself through his 
sometimes bumbling and painful recovery from the addiction to hurry. But make 
no mistake: this is a thoughtful and well-reasoned apologia and guide for those 
who would know the power and pleasure of learning to quietly go deep with God, 
one’s self, and others.

— Ben Patterson, Campus Pastor, Westmont College 
and Author of God’s Prayer Book
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THE SACRED YEAR
Mapping the Soulscape of Spiritual Practice—

How Contemplating Apples, Living in a Cave, and 

Befriending a Dying Woman Revived My Life

Mich a el Ya nkosk i
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For all the ways you help thaw me toward the Holy

And

To Regent College and Grandview Calvary Baptist Church:
For all the ways you embody the hope of the Kingdom of God
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Earth’s crammed with heaven
And every common bush afire with God;
But only he who sees, takes off his shoes.

—Elizabeth Barrett Browning1

Compared with what we ought to be,
we are only half awake.

—William James2

We only believe
As deep as we live

—R alph Waldo Emerson3

The time is fast approaching when one will 
either be a mystic or an unbeliever.

—Karl R ahner4

Listen to your life. See it for the fathomless mystery that it is. In the 
boredom and pain of it no less than in the excitement and gladness: 

touch, taste, smell your way to the holy and hidden heart of it because in 
the last analysis all moments are key moments, and life itself is grace.

—Frederick Buechner5
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xi

Introduction

N ot long ago, an Australian acquaintance e-mailed and asked if 
we might meet for coffee. Though I didn’t know him well—

we’d shared a few classes together in seminary and I’d seen him in the 
audience of a local speaking event a few months earlier—I agreed. The 
next week, we met on a rainy Vancouver day at a trendy shop with tall, 
blue-ish windows that, along with the sound of the deluge hitting them 
outside, made me feel like I’d stepped into an enormous aquarium.

We shook out our umbrellas while we waited in line, bemoaning our 
decision to live in a part of the world categorized as a temperate rain for-
est. We grabbed our coffees and swam over to a dark wooden table right 
at the edge of the fishbowl. After all the usual niceties people employ 
to try and cover the obvious fact that they don’t know one another very 
well, he leaned forward on the table and furrowed his brow.

“I’ve got to tell you, Mike,” he said, dropping his voice a little. “I’m 
jealous of you.”

I almost choked on my Americano and tried to cover with a laugh.
“I mean it,” he said, straight-faced. “I want to be where you are. You’re 

living the life! A published author, a public speaker, but more than all 
that, you’re a force for good out in the world. I want to be where you are.”
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“Huh,” I said, leaning back in my chair.
When I didn’t speak, he filled the silence. “I was at that event you 

spoke at a couple of weeks ago, and the whole time I was listening to 
you, I kept thinking to myself, I’m on the wrong side of the stage. I’m on 
the wrong side of the bloody stage. I should be up there, teaching, talking, 
compelling people to get off their couches and make the world a better place. 
Talking about how to change the world.”

But I didn’t say anything, and instead I marveled at the scene: two 
of us—an Australian and an American—sitting there in the fishbowl 
with the crowded Vancouver street bustling outside, the other blue-hued 
people swimming around inside, all of us trying to make sense of this 
thing called life, trying to figure out exactly why it is that we’ve woken 
up here on this pale blue dot.

He’d thrown me a curve, so I decided to respond in kind. “Have you 
ever had an existential crisis?” I asked.

It was his turn to sit back in silent surprise.

S
What I shared that day in the coffee shop was—in an abbreviated 
form—what The Sacred Year is all about. I confessed how exhausted 
and jaded I found myself after almost a decade as a “Christian speaker,” 
as “a person out there having impact on the world.” I started with the 
moment my existential crisis reached fever pitch, the moment when my 
life stretched out both before and behind me into infinite meaningless-
ness and a thousand unanswerable questions swallowed me whole, the 
moment when the carefully constructed facade I presented to the world 
came crashing down around me and I felt utterly exposed and very, 
very cold. I shared about the seed of clarity that moment embedded in 
me, how I slowly came to see that my life had become fragmented and 
shallow, with so much energy and focus going toward being up on stage 
talking about living a life of depth with God and the idea of genuine 
love for others that I had actually stopped pursuing the way of living 
necessary for sustaining genuine intimacy, authenticity, and depth. I 
shared how all of this inner turmoil launched me on a desperate journey 
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Introduction

away from the shallow, and facade-obsessed existence I had been living, 
and toward an existence in pursuit of deeper self-knowledge, intimacy 
with God, and a more manifest love for others. I told him how much 
I believed the infatuation with “changing the world”—however well 
intentioned—could actually be distracting us from the more important 
and critical work of the spiritual life, the genuine life with God that 
can’t help but affect the world around it. And although I confessed 
openly that I didn’t have all the answers, I admitted that I thought I 
had found something. Not just a thing, really, but a way—evident in 
the lives and traditions and stories of the past faithful—of intentionally 
structuring and ordering life around spiritual practices, practices that 
shape and form us into a particular kind of people. And, although I’d 
begun with a whole chaos of questions in mind about whether “spiri-
tual practices” were relevant today—Who cares about what people of 
faith did fifteen hundred years ago? Do spiritual practices even work? 
What purpose might they serve given our frenetic and high-pressure 
lifestyles?—as I began to engage in these practices I discovered (to my 
astonished delight) that these “means of grace” were fundamentally 
changing the way I lived, moved, and had my being in the world.

It was slow change, to be sure, but definite—like living water reshap-
ing stone.

In the pages that follow, you’ll find the details of what I told that 
Australian acquaintance on that rainy fishbowl day—the full story of my 
Sacred Year. May you encounter deep nourishment, deep encouragement, 
and deep hope in what follows, through the ups and downs of one honest 
questioner’s year of spiritual practice.

Michael Yankoski
Vancouver, British Columbia
January 2014
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1

C h a p t e r  1

What Color Is Jaded?

Midway upon the journey of our life
I found myself in a dark wilderness

—Dante, Inferno1

O thou lord of life, send my roots rain.

—Gerard Manley Hopkins2

T here were only a few lonely travelers in the otherwise vacant board-
ing area as I arrived for yet another 5:00 a.m. departure. I was 

several years into the speaking tour for my first book, Under the Overpass, 
traveling from city to city, telling the story of my friend Sam’s and my 
intentional journey as homeless men. The allure of travel and bright 
lights had long since worn off by this point, and more and more I was 
finding the unanchored life of an itinerate speaker increasingly corrosive.

One of my fellow travelers—a large man with a stained Harley-
Davidson shirt and a beard like a muddy waterfall—had passed out across 
a row of chairs. He was snoring loudly, and every so often his steel-toed 
right boot twitched menacingly. A tattooed arm extended out toward his 
nearby suitcase, and as I sat down to await the start of the boarding pro-
cess, a shiny silver bracelet flashed against the background of blue ink on 
his forearm. When I looked closer I saw it wasn’t a bracelet at all, but a 
handcuff—he had handcuffed himself to his suitcase.
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The Sacred Year

2

“Your attention please,” a perfectly timed electronic voice blared over 
the boarding area speakers. “Please do not leave your luggage unattended. 
All unattended baggage will be confiscated and may be destroyed.”

Ha! I smirked. Nobody’s going to confiscate his stuff.
Over the next few minutes several more early morning zombies 

straggled in, all of them greedily nursing steaming cups of dark, gritty 
stimulant beneath shadowy eyes and hollow cheeks. These recent addi-
tions brought the total number in the boarding area to ten, including 
myself. A cold light inside a nearby vending machine began to strobe in 
an irregular, distracting way.

The speech I’d delivered the night before had gone well. The audience 
was kind, and only one person snored audibly. (It only took a second before 
his mortified wife elbowed him hard in the ribs.) When the time came 
there was an engaging Q&A session, with some of the audience members 
texting in questions while others just raised their hands politely or stood up 
and used the provided microphones at the back of the room. When it was 
all over, I stood in the foyer for more than an hour, shaking hands, answer-
ing still more questions, and signing the occasional dog-eared book.

This was my third speech in as many days, and tonight I would be 
in yet another city, in another room, standing before another audience 
without knowing anybody’s name, trying yet again to weave words into a 
tale worth hearing, a tale—if I was really on top of my game—that might 
just produce zero snoring audience members and maybe, just maybe, 
might be worth their remembering the next day.

An airline employee arrived and began fumbling behind the desk 
with the computer, cursing every so often as he banged a fist on the 
malfunctioning printer.

Just then, something new strolled into the boarding area: a surpris-
ingly bright-eyed, sandy-haired fellow with flawless clothes, straight 
teeth, and an impressive tan. He swaggered in, quickly surveyed the rest 
of us, and evidently unimpressed by what he saw, chose a vacant corner 
for himself. Once he’d lounged himself in a chair, his phone rang—a 
ringtone from that old hard-rock song about driving the highway of life.

“Hiya, babe,” the man drawled into the phone, flashing a shiny grin 
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3

What Color Is Jaded?

that had probably worked miracles for him in the past. But soon his face 
darkened and his jaw muscles rippled under that tanned skin at whatever 
the woman on the other end was saying. “Now Nikki, hold on a min-
ute,” the man said firmly.

But Nikki didn’t hold on. She just kept right on talking, and his face 
turned crimson.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” the boarding agent announced. 
“We’re now ready to begin our boarding process. Unlike you crazies, sane 
people sleep in Saturdays. That means we’ll be boarding all groups at 
once. Please make sure your boarding passes are out and available as you 
approach the podium.”

With his free hand, Mr. Harley-Davidson pulled out a bristle of keys 
and started working on his handcuff. We stood—most of us, that is—
and made our way toward the podium, trying to remember where we’d 
stuffed our tickets to ride.

The guy with the tan stayed seated in the corner, the situation escalating.
“Now that’s not fair!” he yelled. “We talked about this and you said—” 

But Nikki cut him off again.
“Good morning, Mr. Yankoski,” the gate agent said once he’d 

scanned my boarding pass.
“You’re in a better mood than I am,” I mumbled.
“Enjoy your flight.”
“You too,” I said, and staggered down the jet bridge. As I neared the 

plane I could still hear the guy on the phone behind me, shouting.
I seem to have relatively good luck on airplanes. I’ve only had drinks 

spilled on me three times, lost my luggage twice, and been projectile-
vomited on by a newborn once. And that’s just the daytime flights. On 
my last red-eye I sat next to a broad-shouldered, flailing-snoring-farter 
who was remarkably capable at making sure that I didn’t sleep for more 
than a few minutes at a time during the whole five-hour flight.

So it was par for the course when the Shouter threw his bag onto the 
seat directly across the aisle from me, ensuring that I’d have a front-row 
seat to the rest of his early morning tirade. I crammed in both of my 
earbuds and cranked up the volume to try and drown out the yelling. 
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I’d almost managed to fall asleep when the flight attendant knocked on 
my shoulder.

I looked up, blinking at her for a moment, surprised by how well she 
could harmonize with Bon Iver. Then the song ended and her lips kept 
moving.

I yanked out an earbud. “Huh?”
“Turn off your MP3 player please, sir,” the flight attendant said again. 

Then she turned to the man across the aisle.
The Shouter hadn’t abated. “That’s absurd, Nikki! You always do 

this. This is just like last time. I can’t even—” But Nikki cut him off.
Now it was the flight attendant’s turn to get frustrated. “Sir! I’m not 

going to tell you again. The main cabin door is closed. We are ready to 
depart. Turn off your phone!”

“Nikki, I’ve got to go,” the man yelled. “Yeah, uh-huh. Like I believe 
that.”

“Sir!” the flight attendant shouted, stamping her foot.
The man held up a silencing finger at the flight attendant and bel-

lowed into the phone.
“Well excuse me, Nikki, for ruining your miserable little life!” With 

that the man ended the call and hurled his phone at the floor of the 
plane, where it shattered into several pieces. He glared up at the flight 
attendant. “There. It’s off now. Are you happy?”

She was more than a little surprised, as was I. So were the other nine 
zombies on the plane that morning, all leaning out into the aisle to see what 
was happening. Somebody needed to get this guy some Valium, and fast.

“Thank you, sir,” the flight attendant said. After a sarcastic curtsy 
she walked away.

The man swore under his breath, clicked off his seat belt, and started 
picking up the shrapnel from his phone.

Once he was safely restrained in his seat, I ventured a question across 
the aisle. “Rough morning, huh?”

The man bared his Hollywood-straight teeth and glared out the win-
dow at the darkness. “You have no idea.” He slipped the wedding band 
from his finger and began playing with it absentmindedly.
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As we accelerated down the runway, I put my earbuds back in, reclined 
my seat a full half-inch, and tried to sleep. When we landed an hour or 
so later, the man across the aisle leaped up and stormed to the front of 
the plane before I’d even managed to click off my seatbelt. As the main 
cabin door opened, I heard him toss an awkward “sorry about that” to 
the flight attendant.

She responded with a halfhearted smile. “Don’t worry about it, sir. 
I’m sure it happens all the time.”

He stiffened at this, obviously contemplating a retort, but then 
thought better of it and vanished off the plane.

I didn’t expect to think more about what I’d seen that morning. It was 
just another marital argument; another shouting, cussing couple; another 
man with a confident, polished exterior and a frazzled, fraying interior.

Then I arrived at the conference.
The Change Our World conference it was called—or something both 

audacious and cheesy as only a crowd of well-meaning Christians can 
be. Thousands of people had come from all over the country to attend 
and learn and discuss ways they might individually and collectively help 
shape our world for good. It was a well-attended, well-funded, and well-
produced affair. Even the welcome folder I was handed at check-in felt 
posh, with lots of swag and full-color prints crammed inside.

My arrival time meant I had missed most of the first session, but I 
was able to slip into the auditorium just before the afternoon session 
started. Duplicate images of a flashy, bouncy timer counted backward 
on the two jumbo screens at the front of the room, with each tick-tock of 
the clock accompanied by an amplified drumbeat that made you feel like 
you were getting punched in the stomach in a dark alley. You could feel 
the energy in the room rising as the zero-minute approached, and when 
at last we reached liftoff, the theme song from Rocky began screaming 
over the expensive speakers.

The emcee bounded up on stage with a bright shirt and manicured 
fingernails, all visible and larger than life on the expensive jumbo 
screens. “Welcome, welcome, welcome, my blessed brothers and sisters, 
to the Change Our World conference!” he yelled into his microphone. A 
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blinding shot of a chemically whitened smile burst on the screens, and 
the audience cheered. “I don’t know about y’all, but I can feel it down 
deep in my bones—God is in the house.” The audience cheered again, 
and I rolled my eyes.

The emcee raised his hand like a rock star and hushed the audience. 
“Now we have a real treat in store for y’all this afternoon. Our next 
guest here at Change Our World has been an internationally renowned 
Christian comedian for more than twenty years. He’s been featured on 
every radio show you can think of and has even been a guest on the major 
network late-night talk shows. But despite all that, everybody knows he 
has a real heart for the Lord, and a heart to change the world too. Just 
like all of you. So, now join with me and let’s give him a raise-the-roof, 
Change Our World welcome!”

The music and the cheering reached fever pitch as a surprisingly 
bright-eyed, sandy-haired fellow with flawless clothes, straight teeth, and 
an impressive tan swaggered out onto the stage.

I blinked several times, speechless. There he was—the Shouter from 
across the aisle—peacocking his way back and forth across the brightly 
lit stage, tan and radiant as ever.

The world gave a sort of sickening half-turn at that point. I couldn’t 
help but cringe at the sight of him up there—for I saw myself in him as 
well—all swagger and smile, a spectacle strutting his song and dance for 
all to see, making others laugh with a memorized routine at a confer-
ence that pitched itself as helping “make the world a better place” while 
inside  .  .  . well, who ever really knows what’s going on down in our 
depths. Except that every so often we watch in horror as the turmoil 
within splashes over the sides of our carefully maintained facades and we 
chew out an innocent bystander, or sleep with a coworker, or wake up in 
a cold sweat after a nightmare in which we were the hamster running, 
running, running endlessly on the miniature Ferris wheel.

Before he’d even gotten into his routine, I stood up and bolted from 
the darkened auditorium, wondering if I was going to be sick. I ran 
toward the greenroom reserved for the conference’s speakers and musi-
cians, hoping to hide out there and collect myself until it was my turn 
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to step on stage with my own song and dance. I practically crashed into 
three members of the headlining band as they stormed past me, pushing 
their way out of the greenroom with evident disgust. Inside the green-
room, the band’s well-dressed manager was midstream in her harangue 
against two of the conference organizers.

“This is unthinkable,” she seethed, her long silver earrings flickering 
like lightning with each syllable. “Completely unacceptable.”

“Really, I am so very, very sorry,” one of the conference organizers 
said. Her tone was genuinely apologetic, and she looked like she was 
about to burst into tears.

But the manager didn’t hear a word. “Sometimes I wonder if you 
people even read the contract before you sign it. How can you mess up 
something as simple as this?”

The same organizer looked at me standing there in the doorway, a 
pleading expression on her face, and gently asked, “Would you mind 
excusing us for a little while, so the band can have their privacy until we 
get this sorted out?”

“I don’t mind at all,” I said. I scurried out of the room before the band 
manager could throw something at me. And I didn’t mind. Whatever 
they were so furious about, I certainly didn’t want to be there when the 
band returned.

S
The Shouter and the run-in with the high-maintenance band manager 
sparked an existential crisis on the plane flight home. Handcuffed to my 
suitcase, strapped into my seat at thirty thousand feet, I couldn’t help 
but wonder if I was just another pawn in the brightly lit song-and-dance 
called “American Christianity,” leading a life offstage that didn’t actually 
warrant what I was saying on stage. Was my life deeply grounded in the 
living God and thus an indication of faith, hope, and love, or were the 
edges of my own life cracked and fraying?

When at last I arrived home from that trip, I decided to disappear 
for a week to a local Benedictine monastery. It was either that or check 
myself into the psychiatric ward of a local hospital for close observation.
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It’s hard to say what I was hoping for as I fled east from Vancouver 
toward the rolling, green farmland of the Fraser Valley. I’d never stayed 
at the monastery before, but several friends had highly recommended it 
to me, describing the quieter, more intentional life within the cloister’s 
walls as a sort of healing balm on all their frenzy. After everything I’d 
been through in the past few days, I was looking for something—any-
thing, really—by which to buoy and anchor myself amid the turbulence.

I parked my car outside the monastery and went through a sort of 
curved entryway. A young monk, dressed in a black habit and reminding 
me of someone I knew but couldn’t place, welcomed me and offered to 
show me the way to my room.

As we walked the dark corridor, the silence of the place resonated all 
around us. We walked for quite a while, turning here and there down this 
hallway and that, passing the occasional black-robed monk who nodded 
and smiled at us but did not speak as we passed. There were no bright 
lights, no thudding speakers, no countdown timers, just the heartbeat of 
a life of work and prayer that was deeper, more substantial than words.

Suddenly I realized who the monk reminded me of. “Has anyone ever 
mentioned that you look like Luke Skywalker?”

The monk laughed and nodded. “It’s the habit,” he said, pulling on 
the coarse material he wore. “You know that George Lucas modeled the 
Jedi Knights after real monks, don’t you?”

I thought for a moment, rearranging my mental chronology a little. “Of 
course he did,” I said after a lengthy delay. “At least, I think I knew that.”

“Here’s your room,” the monk said, stopping beside a door. “Dinner will 
be served in the main dining hall this evening at six o’clock, but be advised 
that it is a silent meal. Breakfast begins every morning at six thirty, and 
you’re of course welcome to join us in the main chapel for any of our prayer 
services. But know that you are not obliged to do anything while you are 
here. Stay in your room the whole time, if you’d like, and rest. Or join in 
with the rhythms and life of this place. May I answer any questions?”

I shook my head, thankful to be welcomed as I came—unsure and 
overwhelmed, disoriented and confused. “No, I don’t have any questions 
at all. I’m just thankful to be here.”
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“Well,” Luke Skywalker responded, “we’re glad that you’re here with 
us too. We welcome you in the name of Christ.”

S
Part of the package deal offered by the monastery to retreatants was the 
opportunity to meet daily with a spiritual director. Part Gandalf, part 
psychoanalyst, part drill sergeant, spiritual directors exist in a class of 
their own. Perhaps the most unique aspect is that the relationship is 
largely one-way, and thus free from the mutualities and shared niceties of 
almost every other category of human interaction.

After a luxurious eleven hours of sleep, I signed myself up to meet 
with a monk named Father Solomon the next afternoon. At exactly three 
o’clock I knocked on his office door, and a rotund man of a wrinkled and 
grandfatherly age pulled open the door with such force that the breeze 
blew the white hair off his shoulders. He adjusted his glasses, smiled 
broadly, and welcomed me into the small office, crowded from floor to 
ceiling with books: philosophy and theology, poetry and literature.

We each settled down into a comfortable blue chair, and Father 
Solomon asked how I was finding my first day of retreat.

I answered cordially enough, saying something about how much I 
was appreciating the change of setting and pace of life. Then I tried to 
return the formalities.

“So, Father Solomon,” I said, searching for words, “how long have 
you been here at the monastery?”

Father Solomon didn’t answer me at first, but instead measured me 
with a kind gaze from beneath a twin tangle of white eyebrows. “Chitchat 
will not be necessary, no matter how well intentioned. After all, we’re not 
here to talk about me. You’re under no obligation to pretend.”

Though he wore a gentle smile as he spoke, I could tell he was watch-
ing me closely, gauging my every response.

“Oh, okay,” I said, shifting in my seat. “But I’m just making conver-
sation. That’s what people do, right?”

“If this were a standard friendship, then yes. I suppose you’d need to 
conjure up some interest in my life,” Father Solomon said with shining 
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eyes. “But this is no standard friendship. Think of me as an impartial 
sounding board, one who cares deeply for and about you, but who has no 
vested interest whatsoever in the course your life takes. I don’t need any-
thing from you. I don’t want anything from you. You’re here for what—a 
week?” I nodded. “Then that means we have a total of five hours together. 
Consider these hours a gift. Just receive and be thankful.”

“Okay,” I said slowly, trying to find my footing on very unfamiliar 
but surprisingly supportive ground.

“Tell me about the storm that has brought you here.”
“Is it that obvious it was a storm?” I asked, shocked to learn that I was 

being so unintentionally transparent.
“Well, not obvious, per se,” Father Solomon said with a smile. 

“Sometimes I can just tell.”
So I told him about the storm, about my dissatisfaction with the 

masquerade of faith I’d encountered not only at the Change Our World 
conference but also deep in myself, about the externalized “show” of 
religion I found myself caught up in that was largely devoid of any deep 
or abiding sense of truth or awe or wonder, of the religion that I’d once 
believed in but now found ironically and tragically devoid of the divine. 
I talked about the dislocation of being in a different city every night, of 
being told how great it was that I was “out making a difference in the 
world,” and yet how strange and dishonest this felt given my own deep 
questions and inner turmoil. I even tried to put words to the gnawing 
hunger I sensed at the center of my life, the hunger that remained no 
matter how much I ate—a mirage that kept retreating into the distance.

At last I fell silent and waited for the sage to speak, but all I received 
at first was silence. Father Solomon pressed fingertip to fingertip in front 
of his face, occasionally stroking the coarse whiskers on his chin. When 
at last he spoke, it was with extraordinary grace and wisdom, though he 
aimed straight at the ache in the center of my life.

“The thrill of a carnival only lasts for so long, doesn’t it?”
I frowned.
“A carnival is a wonderful place to go every now and then,” he con-

tinued, “but a terrible place to live.”
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My mind spun for a few moments, trying to understand what he 
meant. At last my jaw dropped, and I saw in a single, crystallizing moment 
how perfectly the word carnival brought into focus the life I’d been living: 
the bright lights, the addictive cotton candy, the chipped-paint facades 
everyone was trying to maintain—a whole careening show haphazardly 
supported by a rusted-out interior that was threatening to crack.

Another image came at Father Solomon’s words: a barren-leafed, with-
ering tree. I could see the tree’s roots in my mind, brittle and atrophied, 
no longer deep enough to support the life above ground. The meaning 
was clear: this was my life; and if I was to survive, what I needed was a 
kind of deeper sustenance, an abiding nourishment that would infuse 
my wearied, withered soul with new vitality, new life.

“Yes,” I said at last. “Yes. That’s it exactly.”
Father Solomon thought silently for another few moments, chewing 

on his lower lip. “Might I offer you a suggestion?” he said at last.
“Of course.”
And that’s when my Sacred Year began.

S
What Father Solomon suggested that day was a season of life marked by 
intentionality, by dedication to what he called “spiritual practices.” At 
first I had little idea what he meant. As a Protestant, all that really came 
to mind when I heard “spiritual practice” was quasi-erratic Bible read-
ing and occasional, desperate prayers. I’d never really fasted before, had 
never spent more than five minutes in silence if I could help it. Beyond 
that, the realm of spiritual practice was a vast and uncharted wilderness.

I asked a lot of questions over my additional meetings with Father 
Solomon that week at the monastery. He patiently answered all of my 
questions and suggested several ways that I could learn more. Turns 
out there are more spiritual practices than I had ever imagined. Father 
Solomon and I discussed confession and pilgrimage and creativity, along 
with silence, simplicity, service, and even the intentional embrace of our 
own human finitude and mortality.

“Just about anything can become a spiritual practice,” Father Solomon 
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suggested on my last day at the monastery. “If you approach it in the right 
way—with intentionality, humility, receptivity, hope. And of course with 
an attentive eye on the lookout for the activity of the divine.”

I was surprised by this claim, and Father Solomon chuckled at my 
raised eyebrows but then told me about another monk who lived a long 
time ago—named Brother Lawrence—who had extraordinary encoun-
ters with God while washing dishes in a monastery in France. And Saint 
Francis of Assisi, who believed that learning from the animals and birds 
was an avenue to God that most human beings couldn’t even begin to 
fathom. And the modern writer Kathleen Norris, who reportedly found 
God permeating the everyday, quotidian aspects of her life, like cooking 
meals and hanging laundry.

Though I found all of this exciting and hopeful, a worry was growing 
inside of me during our conversations, a question that I knew touched 
on complicated theological ground and which I myself didn’t have any 
clear thoughts on.

“But aren’t spiritual practices kind of like trying to work our way 
to God?” I blurted out at last, struggling to find the right words. “You 
know, trying to make ourselves holy, or earning our own salvation, that 
sort of thing? Most days I have a hard enough time just keeping my head 
above water, and, to be honest, I don’t have the strength to try and make 
God love me or even like me.”

Father Solomon’s face went grave, and he closed his eyes for several 
long moments. I wondered if I’d offended him somehow. When at last his 
response came, they were words of comfort, though the gravity of his tone 
shook the room like an earthquake, echoing in my soul like a song. “That’s 
not the way this works, Michael,” he said. “You needn’t put that much faith 
in your own strength, for your strength is a mere atom beside an ocean 
of God’s unending love. God is the Source. The Origin. The Ground of 
All Being. The One from whom and through whom and to whom are all 
things. You can’t ‘make God love you,’ any more than you can make a star 
or a planet or even a human being. Any more than you can make yourself.”

I didn’t respond but sat there in the silence, listening.
Father Solomon spoke again, and the shaking of my foundations 
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continued. “The God who called you into existence ex nihilo—out of 
nothing—is the same God who holds you in existence this moment and 
every moment. Were he to withdraw his hand, you would vanish with-
out memory. All things would. No, you can’t make God love you. You 
can’t make God like you. But nor do you need to; he already does. Never 
forget that that is why he made you—because he wants you to exist. And 
not just exist. He wants you to live life in all its fullness.”

When Father Solomon at last opened his eyes they were moist with 
tears, tears that coursed down into the deep wrinkles of his face, irrigat-
ing deserts as they went. But somehow these tears weren’t embarrassing; 
I didn’t look away but instead took in the monk’s weathered old face and 
hoped—just for a moment—that what he was saying might actually be 
true. And in that moment, a warmth wrapped itself around me like a 
Caribbean breeze, so quick and fleeting that I wondered if I’d imagined 
it, but so evident that it left me breathless.

Father Solomon was talking again. “Spiritual practices are a way 
of mapping your own personal soulscape. Helping you become more 
acquainted with who you are, who God is, and the people he’s placed 
you into this life alongside of.

“It’s rather like sailing,” he said. I thrilled at the thought of this monk 
out there on the open ocean, white hair billowing in the wind, drops of 
sea spray clinging to his whiskers. A veritable Old Man and the Sea.

“When you’re sailing, you learn to be constantly attentive to the 
wind—how it is blowing over your sails, what direction it is coming 
from, how fast it is moving, that sort of thing. Does that make sense?”

I nodded.
“This attentiveness to the wind becomes the main task—no, that’s not 

the right word—the main art of sailing. We must both attend to the wind 
and then respond to whatever it is that the wind is doing. We trim our sails, 
adjust our course, sometimes we even exchange one sail for another—
whatever it takes so as to be in the most receptive place given what the 
wind is doing. Our attentiveness to the wind allows the wind to move us.”

“And spiritual practices are like that?” I asked. “Like adjusting our 
sails and making sure we’re in a receptive place given what God is doing?”
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“Exactly.” Father Solomon was smiling as he spoke. “And—if you’ll 
indulge me for a moment—this metaphor becomes all the more fascinat-
ing given that in Jesus’ time there was only a single word for ‘breath,’ ‘wind,’ 
and ‘spirit.’ ‘The Spirit of God,’ ‘The Breath of God,’ and ‘The Wind of 
God’ are all accurate translations of a common New Testament phrase, a 
phrase that basically means GET READY: God is up to something!”

I fell silent, wondering what shape the sail of my soul might be, where it 
might take me if I allowed my Maker to set the course. Then I remembered 
something Father Solomon had said during our first meeting. “Interesting 
that you knew a ‘storm’ had brought me here to the monastery.”

“Very interesting indeed,” Father Solomon said with a smile. “Now 
the question is: How will you respond to what the Wind is doing in 
your life?”

S
An idea took root as I departed the monastery and meandered my way 
back to the city. Though I was skeptical about how much of a difference 
these ancient spiritual practices could make in my life, I took great con-
fidence in Father Solomon’s belief that they could help me “adjust my 
sails” and be as receptive to the Breath/Wind/Spirit of God as possible. 
Maybe it was desperation, maybe it was faith (is there a difference?), but 
I decided to give it a year, decided to dedicate a set period of time to sur-
rendering as deeply as I could to various spiritual practices and discover 
what might happen along the way.

I wanted to find out where the Wind might take me.
Maybe it wouldn’t make any difference at all, and I’d find myself 

at the end of the year just as disillusioned and disoriented as I’d been 
when I first sought shelter at the monastery. But maybe—just maybe—
the Wind would be strong enough to blow me beyond the carnival and 
toward a rooted, nourished, flourishing life.

“God help me,” I whispered as I drove.
And for the first time in a long time this wasn’t just rhetoric.
I actually meant it.
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C h a p t e r  2

Single Tasking: The Practice of Attentiveness

It ever was, and is, and shall be, ever living Fire, in 
measures being kindled and in measures going out.

—Heraclitus1

Spirituality is seeded, germinates, sprouts and blossoms in the mundane.

—Thomas Moore2

I t is more than a little awkward when my wife, Danae, barges in on me, 
sitting here at my desk, white-knuckling the sides of my chair, staring 

at the apple.
“What are you doing?” she asks after a startled pause.
But I can’t take my eyes off the apple. “Come back in an hour,” I say.
“Really?” She sounds worried.
“I need to focus.”
She hesitates but then retreats, gently closing the door behind her. 

I hurry to lock the door, before returning at once to my seat before the 
oracle.

This apple is beginning to speak, and I don’t want to miss a single 
word.

S
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Interesting but relatively useless facts stick in my mind like darts in a 
dartboard. Like this one: Did you know that so long as it is stretched 
very, very thin (only a molecule or so thick), a single gallon of water 
could cover an area five square miles in size?

A friend recently fired that one at me. I winced as its tip hit home, 
realizing it at once for what it was: a mockery of my current state of 
being, a chafing metaphor for my life.

Bull’s-eye.
“But if you could focus that same gallon,” my friend continued, 

“pouring it into a straw about the size of a human hair, it would reach all 
the way down the center of the world, four thousand miles beneath the 
ground on which you stand.”

Decreasing breadth increases depth. That’s just the way things work 
in this three-dimensional world of ours.

As I begin my Sacred Year, it’s painfully obvious which dimension 
I’ve been slogging along in. I feel stretched—just a few molecules thick. 
A few molecules thin, rather. Maybe gaunt is a better word. Or as Tolkien 
puts it: “like butter that has been scraped over too much bread.”3 Yes! 
That’s it. Scraped gaunt, with lots and lots of dry and burned places 
throughout. I may be present and accounted for, but I’m certainly not 
very with-it. There isn’t much of me in the “here” (wherever that is), and 
even less of me in the “now” (what time is it again?).

I’m trying to remember how I got this way. I don’t recall always being 
this out of it. Nicholas Carr blames our use of electronic technology for 
scraping us gaunt. In his book The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing 
to Our Brains, Carr points out that our habitual electronic multitasking 
between smartphones, websites, news feeds, and social media is dramati-
cally rewiring the neurological pathways in our brains. According to Carr, 
all our browsing and liking and streaming and retweeting has conditioned 
the ability to focus right out of us. “In the choices we have made . . . ,” 
writes Carr, “we have rejected the intellectual tradition of solitary, single-
minded concentration. . . . We have cast our lot with the juggler.”4

“Tell me,” a wise friend once asked, “What is it you are doing with 
the singular gift of your life?”
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Juggling? Is that what I'm doing with my singular gift?
It seems so, for I am a professional juggler—fit for a carnival. And 

this “skill” (if you can call it that) affects more than just my plugged-
in, online habits, spilling out into the way I live the rest of my life. I 
multitask incessantly, launching more and more things into nail-biting, 
ulcer-inducing flight: objectives and goals, people and deadlines, phone 
calls and text messages and unanswered e-mails, fears and expectations, 
ego and masks. I spread myself impossibly thin beneath the imperative 
that more is better—bigger is better, faster is better, broader is better—
with the end result that I stagger through life in a harried frenzy, jittery 
and nervous as any addict.

I see it in other people too: the conversations with coworkers or friends 
who aren’t really listening, though perhaps they’re trying to convince me 
they are, dolling out half-baked questions, half-baked because the little 
ovens inside their skulls are so crammed full that nothing is getting the 
heat it needs. Who do they think they’re fooling, with eyes that don’t see 
me, glancing down surprisingly often at the glowing screens or trolling 
the room for another momentary distraction?

Is a disorder still a disorder when it becomes commonplace? How 
many of us don’t careen our way through the world at seventy or seven 
hundred miles per hour, checking our watches every few seconds, won-
dering whether we’ll make it or not, finish or not, arrive or not?

Diagnosed or not, we are an ADD culture, and I find myself agreeing 
with Carr that this isn’t just a genetically inherited reality but a habit-
ual, conditioned reality that we’ve chosen for ourselves. Day after day and 
decade after decade, we’ve taught ourselves how to give only a bit of our 
focus, a sliver of our fractured attention to everything we do. We rarely 
focus on something, rarely delve deeply into anything, all so we can scrape 
ourselves just a few molecules thinner over an ever-broadening area, so that 
we can fling yet another thing up into the air to join the juggled horde.

S
I’m starting to wonder if pushing along the breadth axis, if sacrificing 
depth in every area of my life, will be sustainable in the long run, or, 
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frankly, if it is even worth it. Spread out as I am over the five square miles 
of my life, it is becoming obvious that I just don’t have the mental or 
spiritual or emotional energy to care very much about very much. Days 
and people and things all blur into the obsolete and indifferent past, just 
as today will, and as tomorrow will, too, unless something changes.

The urgency of all this snapped into focus for me on that fateful 
plane flight home from the Change Our World conference, after the 
Shouter and the band manager set me to wondering if I was in fact living 
in what Thoreau calls “quiet desperation.”5 Perhaps it was the depth of 
the desperation that frightened me so much, for I found myself almost 
hoping that the plane wouldn’t make it to its destination, found myself 
almost hoping the whole juggled charade that I had been masquerading 
as my life would at last come to an end.

“So that’s what I’m doing with the singular gift of my life?” I ask 
myself. “Juggling so much that I’m relieved at the thought of it all com-
ing crashing down?”

And yet I’ve encountered a radically different way of living in Father 
Solomon. During those hours of spiritual direction while I was on retreat 
at the monastery, he kept using words that seemed foreign and strange, 
but intriguing and inviting too: Notice. Attend. Observe. Contemplate.

How can I attend, or observe, or contemplate when I’ve got so many 
things up in the air that I have only half a second to notice each one 
before I must let it go or allow the next thing to crash?

John Muir is someone who knew how to notice things, who knew 
what he was doing with the singular gift of his life. One mid-December 
day in 1874, Muir was huddled in a friend’s rustic cabin in the Sierra 
Nevada Mountains, just east of Sacramento. He had been stuck there 
for a while, forced inside by a torrential rain. When at last the rains 
subsided, a sun brilliant as good news lit up the land. And a wind blew 
up with such raw power that it snapped and leveled hundred-year-old 
trees around the cabin at the rate of one every two or three minutes. 
Energized by the sun and stirred by the wind, Muir leapt up, found 
his jacket and tie, and flew his coop, insisting that outside “the danger 
to life and limb is hardly greater than one would experience crouching 
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deprecatingly beneath a roof.”6 Leaning into gusts as strong as a hurri-
cane, Muir explored the wild, living country for hours, glorying in the 
sound of the singing trees, the radiant sunlight, the sheer exhilaration of 
winter’s quickening freshness.

Then—on a whim, perhaps—he climbed up the highest tree on the 
highest peak in the area and clung there like a flag, holding on and hold-
ing out for dear life. His description of this afternoon is extraordinary, 
borderline mystical:

I was therefore safe, and free to take the wind into my pulses and enjoy 
the excited forest from my superb outlook. The view from here must be 
extremely beautiful in any weather. Now my eye roved over the piny 
hills and dales as over fields of waving grain, and felt the light running 
in ripples and broad swelling undulations across the valleys from ridge 
to ridge, as the shining foliage was stirred by corresponding waves of 
air. . . . 

The sounds of the storm corresponded gloriously with this wild exu-
berance of light and motion. The profound bass of the naked branches 
and boles booming like waterfalls; the quick, tense vibrations of the 
pine-needles, now rising to a shrill, whistling hiss, now falling to a silky 
murmur; the rustling of laurel groves in the dells, and the keen metallic 
click of leaf on leaf—all this was heard in easy analysis when the atten-
tion was calmly bent. . . . 

I kept my lofty perch for hours, frequently closing my eyes to enjoy 
the music by itself, or to feast quietly on the delicious fragrance that was 
streaming past.7

I love the sensuous nature of Muir’s experience: we see, we hear, we 
smell, we touch, we taste the wild and stormy world through his ecstatic 
and deep attentiveness to the surrounding details.

Like I said: Muir was someone who notices.
To notice something is to sense it. Have you ever noticed that your 

senses are organized in a hierarchy of increasing intimacy? If your eye-
sight is good, you could probably make out a single apple on a tree from a 
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few hundred paces away. But you must be within about fifty feet to hear 
it thump onto the dry ground. And even then, you must stoop from only 
a few feet away and pick it up if you want to feel its sun-warmed skin. 
Its sweet fragrance materializes at a few inches. But to taste it? To taste it 
you must drop all your defenses and allow the distance between you to 
diminish to intimacy.

Given this sensual hierarchy, why is it, do you think, that the psalmist 
upended the “obvious” order of things and began instead with intimacy 
before bothering to get around to objective visual observation: “taste and 
see that the Lord is good”?8 Could it be that intimacy is a prerequisite 
to seeing something fully? That only once we’ve “taken the Wind into 
our pulses,” as Muir put it, dropped our defenses far enough so that the 
thing can become part of us, that it is possible to say that we truly “know” 
something?

Did Muir break off a few pine needles, I wonder, as he scaled his 
windy perch, crushing them between his teeth, and letting their spice 
and musky pungency quicken his pulse so he could finally see “the light 
running in ripples and broad swelling undulations across the valleys 
from ridge to ridge”?

We have only five senses, you know. Five tiny windows through which 
the world around us can come crashing into the rustic cabins of our minds.

And sadly, one of the unintended side effects of my juggling, of being 
spread only a few molecules thin, is that my “windows” have all had 
blinds pulled down over them, leaving me numb and indifferent. The 
more I juggle, the more the world becomes bland and bleak and barren.

When was the last time I actually threw open the shutters and tasted 
a meal or listened to the music in the trees? I was a boy the last time I 
climbed a tree, and, come to think of it, I can’t remember the last time I 
actually remember seeing one. They disappear, don’t they?—blurring as 
they do while we speed past or fly over. Juggling.

S
In February of last year, city maintenance workers replaced a section of 
cracked sidewalk close to my home. After pouring the new cement, they 
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roped the section off, placing sidewalk closed signs at either end to 
keep absentminded walkers from inadvertently mucking up their work. 
At least two creatures disregarded their signs entirely. The first was a lone 
dog, or a solitary coyote perhaps, that left a trail of clover-shaped prints 
a quarter-inch deep along the entire length of new sidewalk. These tiny 
catchments now rake and grab the world, grabbing ahold of it like Velcro 
as it courses along above them, hoarding leaves and bits of dirt inside 
themselves, the colorful beads of a broken necklace, a few drops of rain.

The second creature was one of us. Hasty letters were scrawled along 
one of the edges of the new concrete, freezing a moment in time: “DJ – 
2/20/12. 2:15.” I picture DJ as a lonely insomniac, out for a rainy stroll 
two and a quarter hours after midnight, who, upon seeing the side-
walk closed signs, stops and stoops. “Oh well, why not?” she says as 
she scrawls in the cement. “I might as well leave my mark on this fleeting 
world of ours.”

Eons ago a volcano erupted near what is now called Laetoli, Tanzania. 
Great clouds of volcanic ash spewed out of the mountain, blanketing the 
surrounding area with several inches of fine, powdery ash that swirled 
like dry snow in the wind. Not long after the ash settled it began to 
rain, and as the rain mixed with the volcanic ash a sort of natural con-
crete formed. Before the concrete had set, five creatures disregarded the 
sidewalk closed signs and left their mark on this fleeting world of 
ours, evidence of their existence that is still there today. A few moments 
frozen in time. The first creature was a bird, walking in a haphazard 
and roundabout way like any pigeon does; the second something like a 
rabbit, leaping skittishly here and there, nose twitching in fear, whiskers 
tinged with ash.

And then along came three hominids, strolling in a family of sorts: 
a male, a female, and a child, their bare feet leaving a trail of footprints 
some ninety feet long.

One of these walkers—as the concrete evidence reveals—paused for a 
moment midway along this ninety-foot stretch of wet sidewalk. Writing 
about the ancient footprints, Mary Leakey—the paleoanthropologist 
whose team discovered the Laetoli footprints—notes that the creature 
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“stops, pauses, turns to the left to glance at some possible threat or irregu-
larity, and then continues to the north. This motion, so intensely human, 
transcends time.”9

It transcends time, this turning aside to look. It transcends time and 
also brings to mind another barefoot refugee named Moses, fleeing a 
volcano he himself had created with the best of intentions, who paused 
one day midfrenzy and turned left “to glance at some possible threat or 
irregularity.”

What Moses saw—glory of glories—was a burning bush.
Would the bush have burned, I wonder, if Moses hadn’t noticed 

it—if he’d just sped past with his face aglow from an electronic screen, 
mumbling half-baked questions? Juggling?

S
Someone once suggested that perhaps the best translation of Selah!—the 
Hebrew word we find sprinkled like seasoning throughout the Psalms—
is “Shut up! And pay attention!”

I like that.
I need to stop—to be jolted out of my comatose coasting. I need to be 

surprised and awed and enlivened by things rather than just letting the 
world blur past me in my drive-by, fly-by, race-by life.

I need to hear the Shut up! too, need to quiet the incessant monologue 
of judgment and comparison and ridicule and mockery and fear that 
roils inside me, long enough to notice something, to encounter some-
thing other, something outside of myself.

Selah! is an invitation to be like Muir, to throw open the blinds and 
let the world come streaming in like the sun. It’s an invitation to fly my 
coop and step outside this dingy little cabin, to be sensuous and ecstatic, 
to romp around the world and climb up the highest tree on the highest 
hill in the neighborhood and cling there for a while, billowing in the 
Wind like a flag, holding on and holding out for dear life. It’s an invita-
tion to attend, to observe, to contemplate, to notice, to pay attention!

But wait—that last phrase is not the right way to talk about this.
The first four seem true, but the last feels too mechanistic, too 
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economic: “Pay attention,” this phrase boasts, and, in a sort of exchange, 
you’ll “receive” something in return. “Be attentive” gets more at the heart 
of Selah!, for attentiveness is not something you can buy at any price but 
rather something you must become. Attentive is a way of being in the 
world, an inherent availability and receptivity, a connection, like the ten-
sion that keeps bridges standing, uniting different bodies across the void 
with a thin filament of intention.

Selah! the psalmist cries again and again. Notice! Look, see, listen, hear, 
touch, feel, smell, taste! Be intentionally attentive to the world around you, 
attentive as a partner in a dance. Close. Warm. Intimate. Embracing for 
a while and letting the sparks fly.

Speaking of sparks, thinkers as different as the Greek philosopher 
Heraclitus and the Jewish mystic Baal Shem Tov believed there was some-
thing like a “divine spark” tucked away inside each and every individual 
thing—a pearl of great price waiting to be found. While incredibly excit-
ing at first, this can get overwhelming pretty quickly. After all, there are 
just so many things out there. Maybe that’s why we’ve done our tragic best 
to cram and confine God into a few specific holy places, into churches 
and synagogues and mosques, because the thought that the Almighty 
One might be out there somewhere, anywhere, is—well—just a bit too 
much for us to handle. After all, there are (give or take a few billion) 
something like one hundred billion stars in our galaxy alone, and about 
that many molecules of water in the tiniest of snowflakes. (Remind me, 
if you would, how many snowflakes there are in a blizzard?) And that 
same number—one hundred billion (give or take a few, remember)—is 
about how many of us Homo sapiens have lived on this planet, which also 
happens to be around the total number of hazelnuts harvested in Oregon 
in the last decade, or the number of grains of sand that would fit into my 
car if I packed really, really carefully, and—oh yeah—about the number 
of neurons crammed inside each of the stretched-thin, half-baked ovens 
we all carry around inside our skulls.

Give or take a few billion, of course.
The great challenge of numbers this huge is that while we humans 

are somewhat adept at getting them into our heads, we are dismally 
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incapable of getting them into our hearts. Exponents are always an 
abstraction, rocketing us instantly from the real into the ethereal: a child 
can do the math and add a hundred billion together with another hun-
dred billion to get two hundred billion; you can hold down the zero key 
long enough to get a googol (a googol, by the way, is actually a number: 
10100, or a 1 followed by 100 zeroes) just as well as I can. But as Stalin 
allegedly noted with ominous calculation, “The death of one person is a 
tragedy. The death of a million a statistic.”10

Our hearts, it seems, can be scraped only so gaunt before they crack 
into an acre of arid indifference. We are woefully incapable of caring 
well about very much, and it doesn’t matter where the commas go: if we 
have to use even one it’s probably a good indication that we’re juggling 
a few too many, that somewhere in the forest we’ve misplaced the tree 
we might climb up, that we’ve forfeited the one tiny snowflake for the 
blinding blizzard.

A friend of mine, a musician, told me of a particularly sharp lesson 
he’d received from the master under whom he was studying. “You have 
far too many records,” the master insisted. “Get rid of them. Go from 
a hundred albums to maybe four or five, delve deeply into them, and 
then—then!—perhaps—you will truly learn to love the music they con-
tain. Perhaps then you may come to truly know them.”

A hundred billion stars? A hundred billion people? A hundred billion 
neurons and molecules and hazelnuts?

Has anyone seen the singular gift of my snowflake amid the hordes? 
I remember seeing it there on the shelf, next to the other records, but I 
seem to have misplaced it now, somehow.

Is Selah! the reason Moses saw the burning bush at all? Did his turn-
ing left that day somehow fan the divine spark ablaze? Let the glow out? 
Was his attentiveness, his observation, his contemplation, his noticing, the 
thing that set the whole thing off?

Is Selah! what Jesus meant when he cried, “Whoever has ears, let them 
hear”?11 Perhaps Selah! is the answer to our endemic ADD, the cure to my 
own frenetically juggled, fractured life. What if it is a first step toward health 
after the cracking of my scraped-gaunt-like-butter-over-too-much-bread 
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life, a way of focusing my meager gallon as best I can, a way to notice a 
few particulars instead of trying to juggle blizzards?

S
A chance to Selah! comes not long after I return from the monastery. 
Peter, a friend and retired schoolteacher, owns a hazelnut farm not too 
far away. Every year he allows a few of us to glean from his orchard once 
his commercial harvesting is finished. The commercial process requires 
a great vacuum that inhales everything in its path: fallen hazelnuts, 
sticks and leaves, bird feathers. It swallows the hazelnuts into its holding 
tanks and then spits out the less savory parts in its wake. The machine 
is incredibly efficient, vacuuming up thousands of pounds of hazelnuts 
in just a few hours. But despite its efficiency, nature’s profligacy prevails, 
and last year, by scrounging around on our hands and knees, we were 
able to squirrel up hundreds of pounds of hazelnuts in a single afternoon.

As we are en route to Peter’s farm, a friend reminds us that the 
fourteenth-century English mystic Julian of Norwich—whom Thomas 
Merton has called “the greatest of all the English mystics”12—had a thing 
for hazelnuts. She reads a section from Julian’s Revelations of Divine Love:

At the same time [God] showed me something small, about the size 
of a hazelnut, that seemed to lie in the palm of my hand as round as a 
tiny ball. I tried to understand the sight of it, wondering what it could 
possibly mean. The answer came: “This is all that is made.” I felt it was 
so small that it could easily fade to nothing; but again I was told, “This 
lasts and it will go on lasting forever because God loves it. And so it is 
with every being that God loves.”

I saw these three properties about this tiny object. First, God had 
made it; second, God loves it; and third, that God keeps it.13

As we are getting ready to depart Peter’s orchard with our hordes, 
I stoop down and pluck up a single, average hazelnut. It is small and 
unimportant, and very lovely besides: a pleasant oak hue with dime-
width mahogany ridges encircling its circumference. There is a little mud 
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obscuring its shine. I wipe it clean with my thumb, and when I press it 
to my nose I smell the gift of good land. I hold the hazelnut up to the 
sunlight, wondering if I might catch a glimpse of the spark within. The 
autumn sunlight breaks through a cloud and ricochets off the hazelnut—
a blinding flash that burns the moment in my mind.

Instead of dropping this hazelnut back to the ground or chucking it 
into the bags with all the rest, I hide it safely in my pocket.

Selah!-ing a hazelnut is as good a place to start as any, I figure. 
Anything much smaller than that would get lost in the lint. Maybe it will 
still be there, decades from now, a quiet memento of the first moment I 
noticed I was noticing something—a souvenir of my first Selah!

I resolve to palm the hazelnut whenever I find I’ve worked myself up 
into a frenzy, whenever I feel myself slipping into a multitasked, ADD, 
juggled frame of mind. With it in sight, I’ll echo Julian: “This lasts and 
it will go on lasting forever because God loves it. And so it is with every 
being that God loves.”

S
One afternoon, after the hazelnut has been riding around in my pocket 
long enough to become a burnished brown, a blizzard blindsides me. 
While I’m shouting at someone on the phone, texting to delay my next 
call, writing a half-baked response to an urgent e-mail, wolfing down a 
tasteless meal, I find myself wondering: How much coffee have I injected 
so far today? Can I have another fix? I know I’m addicted, but you don’t 
understand—everything is getting lost in the chaos. I’m falling behind, 
getting snowed under, losing my grip.

Nearing panic I rub a sweaty palm along my thigh and—gasp!—feel 
the hazelnut in my pocket.

“Selah!” I shout, and I suddenly notice the apple on my desk.
An hour seems about right.
Divided evenly between my five senses, the Oracle of the apple will 

have twelve minutes to break through each of my shuttered windows. 
Maybe then I’ll fly my coop, romp around in the hills, climb a tree, and 
let the Wind come coursing into my pulses.
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I am not disappointed.
Within the first thirty seconds I realize I’ve never actually seen an 

apple. Not really, anyway. How many sides does an apple have? I know, 
I know. An apple is round, right? It doesn’t have sides. But are you sure? 
Viewed from the top, this particular apple does have sides. Five in fact, 
and five corresponding little knuckles on which it stands. Knuckles is an 
accurate word, especially given the wrinkles that stretch between each 
of them, just as the thin skin creases lengthwise between my knuckles 
when I ball my fist. The whole skin is freckled with texturey (wait—I’m 
getting ahead of myself) mustard-hued flecks. When I try to count them 
I get to 467 and then can’t recall whether or not I’ve already covered this 
terrain before.

And the color! Don’t ever let anyone tell you an apple is red. To gen-
eralize is to miss the thing entirely, to lose the spark in the blizzard, to 
lose the hazelnut in the harvest.

The inside of this apple’s belly button is as yellow as a Number 2 pen-
cil, and is shaped like the underside of the sea star, which I now see was 
there all along, hiding between the knuckles in the apple’s southern hemi-
sphere. And the skin isn’t a single color at all, but rather a full gradient: 
fresh blood, last night’s merlot, hummingbird throat, sunflower crimson. 
Anything but plain old red. As I’m spinning the apple in my hand a solar 
flare erupts on the surface, borrowed from a NASA photo, a “coronal 
ejection” rising up from the darkened surface of the sun, a ghostly sheet 
of pale yellow hanging there against the fiery backdrop.

There are thirteen soft spots on this apple—evidence of a relatively 
hard life. I’m not sure how one would measure this, but it takes about as 
much of a concentrated squeeze to bruise the apple as it would take to 
break an egg. I feel the cell walls crush beneath my fingers as I squeeze. 
The mustard-colored flecks on the apple’s skin have a texture, but I 
must admit I don’t discover this with my fingertips; they aren’t sensi-
tive enough. Instead I use my tongue tip, which has many more touch 
receptors. Using my tongue like a magnifying glass, I feel the tiny raised 
islands of texture—a one-in-a-million, a one-in-a-hundred-billion story 
etched here in braille on this particular apple’s papyrus.
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We smell because fields of tiny neurons in the olfactory regions of 
our noses wave in the air like a forest in a storm. Men typically have a 
much less sensitive sense of smell than women, but by all accounts the 
human ability to smell pales in comparison to most members of the 
animal kingdom. Nevertheless, I inhale the apple, and to my surprise 
encounter far more than I expect. The grapefruit my apple neighbored 
in my kitchen fruit bowl has rubbed off; I can smell its spicy tang even 
now. And—though I can’t figure out how—this apple has also somehow 
picked up faint hints of vanilla along the way. When I bite into it, I 
find that the apple’s inside smells vastly different from its outside. Who 
would have known? If the apple’s fragrance were a song, the skin would 
be treble—the high, lighter notes—while the interior is obviously the 
midlevel and bass—the deeper, throatier tones. The eighteenth-century 
German poet Friedrich Schiller kept a jar of rotten apples in his desk. 
Apparently the sharp and prickly scent of their decay helped him focus 
his mind and increase his creativity. Perhaps I’ll start my own jar of 
apples and keep watch while they rot.

Apples don’t say much, of course, but they do sound. Crunch is a stale 
way of putting it. This apple’s flesh is so fresh it tears like a sheet of paper 
when I tug at it. While I’m chewing, it dawns on me that I’m hearing 
it not the way I hear most sounds—through vibrating air—but instead 
the sound is traveling through my teeth and along my jawbones until at 
last it reverberates in my skull—a much louder and direct route to my 
eardrums. And shifting the bite from left to right has as much effect as 
turning the balance dial on a stereo. By the time I’ve spun the dial back 
and forth a few times, the tear of flesh is now applesauce and sounds 
softer: melting slush being scraped from a car window.

And taste . . . Well, intimacy delights most behind closed doors—an 
intimate dance between the beholder and the beholden. But I will let you 
in on a little secret: the seeds of an apple taste remarkably like a common 
ingredient used in sweet breads, cookies, and other delicacies. I’ll leave it 
to you to Selah! and discover how the spark therein tastes.

S
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The point is this, it seems: the more you look, the more you will see; the 
more you listen, the more you will hear. “Further up and further in!”14 is 
how C. S. Lewis puts it in his Chronicles of Narnia. There is always more 
to know, always more to Selah!

But the way to find it is not to spread yourself just a few molecules 
thin, to lose yourself in the blizzard. The way down into the depths of 
attentiveness is to stop juggling a thousand and one things and focus 
instead on the singular.

The precise.
The particular.
The One.
Given all our cultural, egotistical, and neurological momentum toward 

juggling, learning to Selah! individual, particular things, to embrace 
them like a partner in a dance, to construct bridges of intentionality 
and plunge a straw four thousand miles down into the heart of things, is 
rather hard work. It takes time, and coordination, and—well—practice.

And this practice has spilled over into other areas of my life. After 
carrying around the hazelnut in my pocket for a while, and being 
attentive to about a dozen apples, I’m finding that I’m a much better 
conversation partner. Especially when I’ve turned off my cell phone. 
And I don’t just mean “silent” mode either, but actually off. My wife 
and I now make a habit of doing this whenever we’re out with friends 
or enjoying time together. I’ve begun chewing each bite of food at least 
fifteen times, making sure I roll the balance dial back and forth at 
least three or four times per bite. It sounds easy until you actually try 
it. I’m slowly learning not to juggle incessantly but to instead marshal 
my mind, shepherd my thoughts. The practice of Selah! is spilling into 
other areas as well: the afternoon stroll in the snowy woods, the book 
I’m reading, the friend I’m talking to. I do my best to no longer dish out 
half-baked questions.

Kids, I discovered recently, can be wonderful tutors in Selah!, in this 
practice of single tasking. My niece, Tirzah, is almost two years old, and 
is as much a tangle of joy and curiosity and passion and emotion as her 
head is a tangle of red curls. She can’t quite pronounce both syllables of 
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my name yet, and instead contents herself by calling “Mile, Mile, MILE!” 
whenever she wants to get my attention.

I was multitasking her recently, forgetting the hazelnut in my pocket 
and juggling an e-mail, a phone call, and a promise to babysit.

When Tirzah realized that I wasn’t actually talking to her, she toddled 
a bit closer to me, stretched out both hands, and started shouting, “Mile! 
Mile! Mile!” as loud as she could. I turned away at first, but my cold 
shoulder only managed to increase her volume. She ventured a little 
closer, shouting again, and then a little closer still, hands outstretched 
expectantly.

“I’m sorry,” I told the person I’d just called. “Might I call you back 
later?”

As I turned toward her, my first emotion was exasperation, singed 
at the edges with anger. “What is it, Tirzah?” I asked, trying hard to 
control my tone.

“Dance,” was her one-word response.

S
Turns out I’ve eaten hundreds of apples and slept through countless 
blizzards. Nearing thirty, I’ve rushed my way through almost eleven 
thousand days, and at least as many conversations. How many of them 
have I been truly attentive to? How many have I truly known?

“Mile! Mile! Mile!” cry the divine sparks all around us, inviting us to 
diminish the distance into intimacy.

Though the blizzard threatens, the hazelnut in my pocket grows 
warm, the pearl of great price waiting to be unearthed, waiting to be 
fanned into flame.

So I slip off my shoes, turn toward the left, and offer an outstretched 
hand.

Let the Dance begin.
Selah!
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