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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 Bookshelf

Each morning, before the day gets away from me, | sit in my studio sipping coffee,
reading scripture, and doing my Four Bows Meditation. My tub chair faces a long
bookshelf built into the wall. Directly in front of me, on the shelf, sits a 3-inch porcelain
toilet — rather, a model one. It resides next to the carved wooden labyrinth, the toy
airplane, and the souvenir Florida license plate I've spoken of in previous weeks.

The other three objects remind me of the first three bows | make in my morning
meditation, and where | find spiritual oxygen — the inhale of gratitude, the exhale of
compassion for my neighbor, and the second inhale, where | name my honest need.

Then there is the fourth bow. | have been practicing for fifty years and still cannot tell
you in advance what I'll find there. The toilet on my shelf reminds me of some surprising
dreams | had a few years back that worked their way into reality.

Il. The Dreams

One of the ways people meet God is in their dreams. Joseph dreamed of an angel telling
him to take pregnant Mary as his wife. Jacob, in this morning's scripture, dreamed of a
ladder between heaven and earth.

As for me? | dream of toilets.

For years now, every six or eight months, I've had what | call a dirty bathroom dream.
The setting shifts. The plot never does. | need a restroom — not the casual “| should
probably go before we leave,” but the kind of urgency that takes over the whole body. |
search. | finally find one. And it’s unusable. Sometimes the toilet is clogged and
overflowing. Sometimes the floor is slick. Sometimes the stalls have no doors.
Sometimes the whole place is foul enough that using it feels only slightly less degrading
than not making it in time.

I've never known what to do with these dreams. No explanation has ever quite fit. So
I've let the dreams stay what they are — messages from some deeper place in me,
written in a language | don’t fully speak.

Then, in January of 2023, the language turned insistent.



I'd been invited to spend eight days at Mahatma Gandhi’s ashram in Ahmedabad, India,
with forty-one other guests from around the world — gathered by an organization
called ServiceSpace. | didn’t know exactly why I'd been invited, but | respected the
organization, so | went.

In the five days before | left, | had six dirty bathroom dreams.
Six.

By the third, | was paying attention. By the sixth, | was annoyed. “What,” | wondered,
“is my Inner Mind trying to tell me?”

Then | left for India.
l1l. The Arrival
| also left with a very practical concern.

I'd been to India once before, so | knew many bathrooms there don’t feature Western
porcelain thrones — you squat over a hole in the floor and clean up with water. I'd
made my peace with it, more or less. But nearly twenty years had passed, and
appreciation in memory is not the same as enthusiasm in the moment.

So being practical, | took every opportunity to empty myself before arriving. On the
plane. In the airport at Ahmedabad. Every last chance to make use of a bathroom
arranged according to the customs of my own anxious people.

Then | was whisked off to the ashram.

When | arrived, | learned that the retreat center where we’d be staying had once been a
sanitary center — a place devoted to building latrines across India. Just inside the gate
stood five model in-ground latrines — the hole-in-the-floor kind. | noticed them almost
immediately. | also noticed, within minutes, that | suddenly had to go.

Badly.

Then again before bed. Then again around two in the morning — squatting in
bewilderment in the dark, wondering, “What is my body responding to?”

| couldn’t sleep afterward. The whole thing was too strange. Six dirty bathroom dreams
in five days. A former sanitary center. Model latrines just inside the gate. My body
suddenly doing its own interpretive dance. So | sat cross-legged on my bed and began to
meditate.

IV. The Meditation

You already know the shape of this practice. That night, as | moved inwardly from the
third bow toward the fourth, | heard a voice in the place where listening happens before
words.



Picture yourself in the dirtiest bathroom you have ever dreamed about, it said. Go down to the
floor there.

| recoiled. That’s weird. And gross. The bathroom rose up in my mind, worse than any
I'd ever dreamed — the floor covered in an inch of filth, the smell somehow real even in
my imagination. Every part of me wanted out.

Trust me, the voice said. Prostrate yourself in it.

This started a riot in my head. One part of me wanted to do whatever the voice asked,
out of love and trust. Another part wondered whether this was God at all, or some sick
ventriloquism from a twisted corner of my own psyche.

And yet — every time | imagined lowering myself to that floor, something in me
relaxed. Not everything. The disgust stayed. The resistance stayed. But underneath the
resistance, something tight began to loosen. Something anxious went quiet.

That quiet mattered. Over the years, I've learned not to trust every voice that rises up
within me. Some are fear. Some are ego dressed up as wisdom. Some are old wounds
that have learned religious vocabulary. But this voice carried something I've come to
recognize. Not comfort. Not reassurance. Peace.

So | accepted the invitation.

It took me about twenty minutes. | lowered myself slowly, inch by inch. The closer |
came, the worse it got. | could sense the wetness. | could smell the sourness. | paused
with my body just above the slime, close enough that every instinct in me shouted —

No.

[Pause for Singing Bowls and Silent Meditation]

V. The Floor
Then | let go.
| lowered myself the rest of the way onto the floor, face down, arms outstretched.

And the moment | did, | felt something | did not expect. My hands were being held. Not
my physical hands — those were folded in my lap, on the bed. The hands | had

stretched out on that imagined floor. Someone was holding them. | looked up, with the
eye between my eyes, and saw a woman lying prostrate opposite me, our hands joined.

| don’t quite know how to describe her. She was divine. She was human. She was also a
figment of my imagination, though she didn’t seem imaginary. That is the closest | can
come. She was there. She looked at me with a faint smile and said:

“I invited you here because this is where | AM.”

The tears came before | understood them.



Then my imagination filled with images — places all over the world where people are
trapped in the filthiest conditions the human condition can create. Poverty. War. Abuse.
Addiction. Shame. Loneliness. Places respectable spirituality prefers to visit only in
sermons, in mission statements, in fundraising brochures. And she was there. Not
observing from above. There. In the filth. Holding hands.

“What does this mean?” | asked her. “Why would you bring me here? Do | need to give
up my work? Am | supposed to do something else?”

She only smiled more deeply.
VI. The Garden

The next morning, we walked through the front gate of the ashram, and | stopped in my
tracks. Spread out before us was a great ornamental garden. Except it wasn’t filled with
flowers. It was filled with latrines. Latrines of every shape and size. In-ground latrines.
Latrines designed for different soils and different climates. A whole garden of toilets.

And next to it — | kid you not — a Toilet Café, where people sat sipping chai and on
Western-style toilets, admiring the view.

When God wants to get your attention, subtlety apparently becomes optional.

Later, we met the ashram’s leader, a man named Jayeshbhai. He explained that building
latrines had been central to Gandhi’s mission — not only about health, but about
dignity. The people called Dalits, the Untouchables, had for generations been forced to
handle other people’s waste. Gandhi believed every person carries the spark of the
divine. No one should be made untouchable so others could stay clean.

And the work itself — being a latrine sweeper — is not what the tidy phrase suggests. It
is not someone walking in with a broom to push a few dry leaves into a corner. It means
entering into what everyone else leaves behind.

Then Jayeshbhai told us that Gandhi had once said he wanted to return, in his next life,
as a latrine sweeper — so that he might be even more united with the people who
stirred his compassion.

| couldn’t shake the words.

VIl. The Walk and the Gift

A few days later, our group set out on a walking meditation. The practice was simple.
Every four steps, we bowed to the ground. Step. Step. Step. Step. Bow. Step. Step. Step.
Step. Bow. Almost childlike. The kind of thing that lets the body learn what the mind
can’t force.

Somewhere in that rhythm, a realization welled up from within me.

Eric, you've been a latrine sweeper since you first began your ministry.



My first thought was: Holy crap!
But it was true.

From the very beginning, much of my ministry has been spent cleaning up the messes
Christianity has made. Not because Christianity itself is full of crap, but people had piled
so much on top of it. Fear. Shame. Condemnation. The idea that some people are clean
and others are not. Yet, underneath it all, there is something beautiful. | have spent
much of my life trying to wipe the walls, clear the floor, and reveal the porcelain
underneath.

And | was tired. Very tired. In the months before India, | had been wondering whether |
should leave ministry altogether. | had seen enough crap. | had smelled enough.

But there, bowing every four steps, the question came to me differently. What if this
was a sign that | should not leave my calling? What if this was the very reason | was
brought to India?

On my final day in India, one of Jayeshbhai’s assistants found me. “Jayeshbhai has left a
gift for you,” he said, and handed me a small sack.

| opened it. Inside were a couple of books. And beneath them, a small porcelain model
of a latrine.

| held it in my hand. It was absurd. It was holy. It was a tiny toilet.

As our bus pulled away, | looked out the window, amused. | had come to India
wondering whether | should leave ministry. | was leaving with a tiny toilet in my bag and
the strange recognition that my calling had just been named more clearly than |
expected — and far less elegantly than | would have preferred.

| knew | would stop running from the stench. It was the very thing I'd been called to
clean.

So the miniature toilet sits on my shelf now, next to the airplane, the license plate, and
the labyrinth.

VIIl. The Pillar
Which brings me back to Jacob.

He is not a patriarch yet. He is a fraud on the run — a man who has cheated his brother
out of everything, and whose brother now wants him dead. He is fleeing for his life. And
he’s completely unrepentant. Somewhere along the way, night catches him in what the
text simply calls “a certain place.” It’s a nowhere. An anonymous patch of ground. So
Jacob, this mess of a man, takes a stone, puts it under his head, and lies down in the dirt.

That is where the ladder comes down. That is where heaven opens.

He wakes up and says: Surely the LORD is in this place — and | did not know it.



Then notice what Jacob does. He doesn’t build a temple. He takes the stone he’d been
sleeping on, stands it up, and pours oil over it. Then he names the spot Bethel, which
means “House of God,” as a perpetual remembrance of a God who shows up in
unexpected places, to unexpected people.

Jacob’s stone is the first bookshelf object in the Bible.

This is the fourth bow. The turn of the breath. The moment when the third bow —
asking honestly for what we need — becomes a willingness to receive what we did not
know to ask for.

Sometimes God comes in deep silence, and your heart swells with the quiet sense of
loving and being loved. And sometimes God throws you a curveball — and you find
yourself face down in the very place you most wanted to avoid — your hands held by
the One who says, This is where | AM.

When has God shown up for you in a way you never would have chosen, and never
could have predicted?

Most mornings, nothing dramatic happens. | sip my coffee, | bow, and | simply sense a
quiet presence — a heart that knows it is loved beyond my wildest imagination. And
that is enough. But it is the rare mornings, the curveballs, that remind me the One I'm
bowing to loves everyone else this way, too, and calls me to serve them in ways | never
expect.

What’s on your bookshelf, end table, or wall? What reminds you that the God you least
expect is the one most likely to show up?



