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In the morning, while it was still very dark,
Jesus got up and went out to a deserted place,
and there he prayed. — Mark 1:35

I. The Plate and the Plane

There is a small license plate on a shelf in my studio. The souvenir kind, about the size of your
hand. It says one word across the front, and I'll come back to that word before we’re through.

It sits beside a little toy airplane — representing the one | told you about last week, the one
that fell out of the sky over the Bering Sea and somehow didn’t. The two of them keep
company up there, the plate and the plane.

Last week we began this series with the first breath — the in-breath. Gratitude. The breath that
floods back in, even at the edge of loss, and reminds us we are alive — even blessed. This week
we come to the second half of the breath. The exhale. Because a breath you hold onto goes
stale. Sooner or later, what comes in has to go back out — or it isn’t life-giving.

Exhale. The second bow. That little license plate reminds me where | learned it.

Most mornings, before the light, | climb to my studio above the garage, make a coffee, and sit
down in a tub chair to pray. You heard this last week, so I'll keep it short.

| take a deep breath in and let it out slowly. And | bow. Not with my body. | stay in the chair,
eyes closed, and | bow on the inside. Four times.

The first bow you already know: | name whatever blessed me since yesterday — the sound the
rain made, a text from my daughter, the way the coffee tasted this one morning. Nearly every
time, if | stay with it long enough, | notice something | did not expect. | notice that | do not
have just enough. | have more than enough.

And that overflow is what makes the second bow possible.

Because the second bow turns outward. It is the bow that exhales. | settle myself first, allowing
my heart to be drawn toward another person, and hold them in prayer.

Which brings me to a motel breezeway, in the summer of 1977.

Il. The Breezeway

| was thirteen, on my way with my troop to the National Boy Scout Jamboree in Pennsylvania.
We'd come from Mercer Island, Washington, and made a sightseeing stop in New York City. At



the top of the Empire State Building, | bought a King Kong button — three inches across, Kong
on the tower, roaring, waving his fist. | threaded my neckerchief through the pin, and just like
that | had the coolest neckerchief slide in the troop. A little piece of New York swagger, right
at my throat.

Now, | should tell you: | was something of a wheeler-dealer. The Jamboree was famous for
trading — patches and pins and medallions spread out on blankets, thousands of scouts sizing
up each other’s goods. | was going to come home with a bag of loot worthy of a pirate. | was
good at it. | knew what things were worth.

Or | thought | did.

On the way from New York, we stopped for the night at a motel somewhere along the road. |
had just filled my ice bucket in the breezeway when a scout came around the corner. About my
age. A Florida patch on his shoulder. His eyes went straight to the King Kong slide.

“Hey,” he said. “That’s a really great slide.”
And | felt it — that little click a dealer feels. A trade might be possible.
“Would you like it?” | said.

“Well — yes!” he said. Like I'd offered him a gift. But | wasn’t offering a gift. | was opening
negotiations.

“What do you have to trade?”
He looked surprised. He dug through his bag. “l don’t really have much,” he said. “Except this.”

And he pulled out a little souvenir Florida license plate with one word stamped across the
front: FRIENDSHIP.

| looked at it, and | knew right away it wasn’t a fair trade. A cheap plate for my King Kong slide
from the top of the Empire State Building? Please.

“No way,” | said. And | let my face say it too — a little annoyed, a little disgusted. Ante up, kid.
“What else you got?”

“That’s all | have,” he said. “Just these plates.”

“Nah. No deal.”

And that should have been the end of it. He could have shrugged. He could have decided | was
a jerk and walked off. Instead, he held the plate back out to me.

“Take it,” he said.
“l told you. | don’t want to trade.”

“No,” he said. “l mean just take it. Out of friendship. You don’t have to give me anything for it.”



| took it. | think | said thank you. And | walked away — with King Kong still fastened at my
throat.

| hadn’t gone ten steps before something went wrong in my stomach.

| told myself I'd done nothing wrong. And technically, | hadn’t. | didn’t cheat him. | didn’t steal.
He offered it freely; | took it freely. In the ordinary math of trading, | was clean.

But the math didn’t hold. Because he hadn’t offered me a trade. He’d offered me friendship —
and | had dropped it in my bag like one more piece of loot.

Over the next day or two, the ache spread. It was as if someone had held a mirror up to me,
and in it | could see a cold place in myself, right where kindness should have been. | was
thirteen, so | can give my younger self a little grace, but even at thirteen, | knew | had stepped
around something | should have stepped toward.

We reached the Jamboree — Moraine State Park, Pennsylvania — and then the rain came. It
rained so hard, so long, we started calling it More Rain State Park. We dug trenches to keep
our tents from floating away.

And all week, in the mud, | looked for him.

| didn’t know his name. | didn’t know where the Florida troops were camped, or whether he
was even in our corner of that enormous encampment. But | scanned faces everywhere | went,
looking for one boy under a poncho. | had the King Kong slide in my pocket. | was ready to
press it into his hand and say, Please. Take it. Out of friendship.

| never found him.

I1l. The Treasure

Somewhere in a box in my closet, there may still be a few of the patches | traded for that week.
| haven't looked in decades.

But I'll tell you what | do still have. | still have that boy. | still have a little license plate on my shelf
that says FRIENDSHIP. And I still have the thing | did not do — which turned out to be the
most valuable thing | brought home from that Jamboree.

If I could go back in time and do it over again, | would collect my patches — and then | would
start giving them away. Trade fair, and add one or two more, out of friendship. Watch the other
kid’s eyes light up.

For me at age thirteen, those patches were treasure. They were power. They were proof | was

somebody — proof | could win. And if ’'m honest, they were filling a hole in a thirteen-year-old
who wasn’t sure he was enough. But here’s the terrible, funny thing: the hole they were trying

to fill would have been filled — and filled far better — by the one move | refused to make.

By giving them away.



Listen to how Jesus says it:

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume, and where thieves
break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven... For where your treasure is, there
your heart will be also.”

For years, | understood this to mean Jesus was cutting me a deal. Give something up now;
collect the reward later. Heaven as reimbursement.

| don't hear it that way anymore. | think Jesus means exactly what he says — that we really are
trading earthly treasure for heavenly treasure. I've just been wrong about where heaven is, and
when.

Because look at what actually happened. The patches in my closet are gone — not stolen, just
gone, faded into a box | never open. That is what earthly treasure does. It will not stay. But the
plate that boy pressed into my hand? That one turned into something that cannot fade. Fifty
years later, it is still warming the chest of an old man in Oregon.

That Florida boy may have made the shrewdest trade of the whole Jamboree. He took a cheap
license plate, gave it away for nothing — and turned it into treasure in heaven. Which turns out
to be not so far away, and not so long from now, as | once thought.

Jesus said it to his friends another way. Go to the people right here in the neighborhood, he told
them. Bring health. Touch the untouchables. And then this:

“You have been treated generously, so live generously.”

You have been treated generously. That’s not a command. It’s a description. It’s the first and
second bow. The in-breath and the out-breath. Inhale: “Freely, | have received.” Exhale: “Now,
let me freely give.”

That boy could hand his plate to a stranger who’d just insulted him because somewhere, he was
already full. He wasn’t trading up. He was overflowing. And the reason | couldn’t is that I'd
skipped the first bow. | came to that breezeway on empty — counting, grasping, certain that to
give was to have less.

I’'m going to ring the bowls now. And for the next minute or so, | invite you to sit with one
question. Think of a precious thing you once gave away — something that even now brings you
as much joy as it ever did when it was yours. Or think of a precious thing you failed to give —
one that might still be warming you, if only you had.

[ The bowls. Silence — hold it. The bowls again. ]
IV. The Exhale

Most mornings, | sit in that chair with my eyes closed, and | never once look at the plate. | don’t
have to. | know it’s there, beside the little airplane. And | know exactly what it holds.



It reminds me of an ache. It reminds me not to make that mistake again. And it points me,
every single morning, toward where my treasure actually is.

What if the only things we truly keep are the things we give away? And what if the things we
clutch most tightly are the very ones disappearing in our hands?

There is one thing the license plate on my shelf cannot do. It cannot make the trade for me.
That boy is gone. The one gift | most want to give, | can never give to the one | owe it to.
So | have to give it to someone else.

In the end, this is what the second bow is for. It is not a warm feeling in a chair as | pray for
someone. It is a breath that has to become feet. An exhale that has to leave the room. Because
a breath held forever isn't prayer. It's just holding your breath.

Somewhere this week, there is a slide in your hand you’ve been calling yours. And somewhere,
not far, there is an open hand that would light up to receive it.

Out of friendship.



