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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

Over the next four weeks, we will be considering how we find “spiritual oxygen” — that is,
whatever helps your soul breathe again — when life has knocked the wind out of you. We might
call that grace — the breath of God returning to us when we had almost forgotten how to
breathe.

I. Eden Tree Studio

Most mornings, before the light, | get up quietly enough not to wake Melanie or our dog Roe,
make a coffee, and climb the stairs to a door around the corner — behind it, a small studio
Melanie and | built out of unused space above the garage. We call it Eden Tree. And there,
before the day can make any claims on me, | bow.

That “bow” looks like sitting in a tub chair, taking a sip or two of coffee, reading a chapter from
the Hebrew Scriptures and one from the New Testament. Then | take in a deep breath — the
same breath, | suppose, that was once breathed into dust — and let it out slowly as | begin a
meditation that might last anywhere from twenty minutes to an hour, depending on how early |
was able to pull myself out of bed.

If you were here for the last series, you can already guess what the first part of my meditation
looks like. | give thanks to my Creator for everything | can think of that blessed me since
yesterday morning. Sometimes, before my eyes close, my mind registers the toy steel passenger
jet that sits on the bookshelf in front of me, and | remember why my first bow each day starts
with gratitude.

Il. Plunging Toward the Sea
Red lights suddenly pulsed across the cockpit instrument panel, joined by a chorus of alarm

bells and buzzers speaking a language that only the pilots could fully understand, but we
passengers could intuit clearly enough. We were in trouble.



The twenty-one-seat plane that had been fully booked but carried just eleven of us due to high
winds in remote King Cove, Alaska, was struggling to gain altitude before the dirt runway gave
way to a cliff overlooking the dark, churning waters of the Bering Sea.

As we raced down that runway, our ascent was beaten down by a series of downward gusts
that sent a passenger two seats in front of me, who hadn’t fastened his seatbelt, into the air,
hitting his head hard against the ceiling.

“Shouldn’t we call this off?” | wondered, sensing the proximity of the cliff and runway we were
barely above. One of the pilots turned, glanced back at us, and pulled the curtain shut. His face
revealed more than the curtain could hide. It reminded me, in fact, of a face I'd been struggling
to forget.

Just days earlier, | had spent four and a half hours performing CPR on a young crewman aboard
the floating seafood processor where | worked as Quality Assurance manager. Terry was just
out of college, with a head as full of bushy red hair as it was full of wry humor and odd-ball
philosophical questions he loved to pose while scooping herring into freezer trays. | knew
within minutes that he would not survive, but protocol required us to continue until help
arrived. Only later would | learn that an aortic aneurysm had burst inside him — there had
never been any hope. Long after his heart had stopped, his eyes remained open. | could not
shake the feeling that death itself had stared through them, mocking my helplessness on that
cold steel deck coated with herring slime.

When our ship docked at King Cove, | left exhausted. Shaken. | was headed to Anchorage on
leave while the boat was outfitted for the next season — but on the day of my departure, the
clouds moved in. In King Cove, weather like that can ground flights for weeks. So when the
gate agent announced that only eleven passengers could board, | stepped forward, my hand up
before anyone else could take a breath. | needed to put as much distance as | could between
me, that ship, and that face.

Yet Death seemed to be pursuing me still. By the time our plane sped over the cliff, we were
just thirty feet above the runway. Still, that put us perhaps 100 feet from the angry waters
below. We all drew a collective sigh of relief as the plane continued to climb. Yet seemingly
before we had even exhaled, a wind shear hit our little plane with such ferocity that it sent us
careening toward the white-capped waves.

“Are we in trouble?” | asked myself. “We’re definitely in trouble.”

Moments later, as our plane rapidly descended toward the ocean, | found myself asking, “Are
we going to die?” | stared at the approaching ocean as the buzzers and alarm bells continued
their urgent chorus. We were mere seconds away from impact. “Yes. We are definitely going
to die.”

What happened next continues to confound me. It was as if time stopped for a moment, as |
relived each and every moment of my life at such high speed that all | could really take in was
the feeling of it all. And that feeling was overwhelming gratitude.



While it all passed by in a blur, one thing became perfectly clear: | had been blessed far more
than | had been cursed in this life — even with my own death seconds away. In fact, even what |
had considered curses appeared as blessings to be counted, including my lost struggle to save
Terry's life. My despair over his death now felt like a cup deep and wide enough to hold the
preciousness of his life.

“Oh, | get it,” | thought to myself, as if some riddle | had spent my whole life puzzling over had
finally been solved. | remember quietly acknowledging to whomever or whatever had shown
me my life in an instant, “I've had a good run. Thank you. Thank you. I'm ready.”

Just then, the wings caught air, and the pilots wrestled the nose up just moments before
crashing. | took a deep breath in, as if for the first time — like receiving the gift first
breathed into dust at the dawn of Creation.

No one cheered. No one said a word, as far as | recall. We sat in stunned silence. | wondered if
anyone had experienced what | had.

| only knew why | was silent.

What had felt like the solving of a riddle had opened into an even greater mystery. If, in those
few terrifying seconds above the Bering Sea, Reality had revealed how deeply blessed | truly
was, then how much of Reality had | been missing all along?

I1l. Near-Life Experiences

The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases,
God’s mercies never come to an end;
they are new every morning;
great is your faithfulness.

The words we heard from Lamentations 3 are not where the poet begins, but where the poet
arrives. To hear only this would be like hearing only my gratitude above the Bering Sea —
without the alarms, the wind shear, or the death | was already carrying.

Here is how the chapter starts:

| am one who has seen dffliction
under the rod of God’s wrath
God has driven and brought me
into darkness without any light;
against me alone God turns God’s hand,
again and again, all day long.
God has made my flesh and my skin waste away;
God has broken my bones;
God has besieged and enveloped me



with bitterness and tribulation;
God made me sit in darkness
like the dead of long ago.

Lamentations was born in the wreckage of Jerusalem’s destruction and exile at the hands of the
Babylonians in 586 BCE. Its poet speaks not only for himself, but for a whole people whose
world had collapsed.

Yet, as | learned in the plane, there’s something about going into freefall that can produce a
clarity of vision that otherwise eludes us.

Near-Death experiences can become Near-Life experiences.

Maybe that is what the poet of Lamentations is doing. He is not denying devastation. He is not
calling ruins beautiful. He is not saying, “Look on the bright side.” He is standing in the ashes of
a collapsed world and discovering that the ashes are not the whole truth. There is still mercy.
There is still breath. There is still morning — new every morning.

IV. Practicing Gratitude

Some people are naturally sunny. Others are not. But gratitude is not a temperament. It is a
spiritual practice. It is a way of breathing when life has taken your breath away.

Before you ask, “Why is this happening?”

Before you ask, “How do | fix this?”

Before you ask, “How do | get out of this?”

Take one breath and ask: “What mercy is still here?”

Whether that question becomes your practice or not, it has become mine. Each morning in my
little studio above the garage, as | take that first deep breath in and make my first bow to the
holy, | name each blessing that has come my way — even mercies | could only find, much later,
inside loss.

V. Our Life as a Nation

This weekend, marking the 250" Anniversary of our nation’s founding, gives us a chance to
practice gratitude in one of the more complicated places many of us carry in our hearts: our life
as citizens of this country. For some, national gratitude comes easily. For others, especially
now, it can feel morally complicated. Maybe that makes it exactly the right place to practice
Christian gratitude — not denial or nostalgia, but the discipline of asking: What mercy is still
here, and what does that mercy ask of us?

Yesterday morning, during my meditation, | took a few moments to name not only the blessings
of the previous day, but also the blessings | experience as a citizen of the United States —
including some | have not always counted as blessings.



| am grateful for a country whose founding promises were larger than the founders themselves
could live out.

| am grateful for our arguments — that we still fight over what America means, because you
only fight over what still means something.

| am grateful that the people this country has wounded most deeply have so often loved it most
prophetically — and that they keep teaching the rest of us what the promises actually say.

| am grateful for public libraries, public schools, national parks, emergency rooms, food banks,
community gardens, neighborhood associations, and all the quiet infrastructures of mercy most

of us notice only when they fail.

| am grateful for every person who still believes democracy is worth saving, not because
America is perfect, but because people are precious.

| am grateful for our national grief. You cannot grieve what you never loved. Every ache we feel
over what this country is and isn't yet is evidence of a love that has not quit.

So, | am deeply grateful that the story is not finished.

Because the story is not finished, gratitude becomes more than a feeling. It becomes breath for
the work ahead.

“The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases; God’s mercies never come to an end; they are
new every morning.”

New every morning.

New over the Bering Sea.

New in a nation still struggling to become what it has promised.
New in this room.

New in this breath.

Will you take that new breath with me now?

[Pause. Breathe.]

Amen.



