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PART TWO

PRACTICES FOR LIFE

CHAPTER 4

GIVING AND RECEIVING
ATTENTION

My brother and I used to play a game when he was about eight
years old and I was about four: Dad would be getting ready to
leave for work in the morning, on the verge of stepping outside,
and we would each grab one of his legs and wrap ourselves around
it, weighing him down to keep him from going out the door. My
mother has a photograph of this morning drama unfolding: my face
is bright with the laughter of un-self-conscious affection, while my
brother wears a mischievous smirk. Dad is laughing, too. He wasn’t
bothered by the demand that he give us a few seconds more of his
attention before, finally, leaving for his work day.
Moments like that give us a picture of the human heart. We
can’t help but look for someone to look at us, to attend to us. We
are fashioned to receive loving attention, and we thrive when we
55
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get it. Our need for attention is so profound it reveals itself at the
earliest ages in how our body develops. Children who suffer neglect
are more prone to sickness and less physically resilient. Receiving
the affectionate, unhurried gaze of a parent builds a foundation for
emotional and physical thriving.
Even the most dedicated parents cannot provide perfect attention to their children. Our hunger goes too deep for even those
closest to us to satisfy it, limited human beings that they are. I’m
not a psychologist, but I imagine that each of us, as we get older,
begins to develop a gap, a kind of “attention debt” that grows every
time our valid need for attention goes unmet in some small way.
The longing gradually shifts to an ache, which can throb in the
background of our lives for years, perhaps for many of us so quietly
we don’t notice it or have words for it.
As that ache drives us, we seek ways to alleviate it. So we tune in
to the people around us and determine who’s willing to pay attention to us, and what we have to do to get it. Our language about
attention speaks to this way of thinking about it as a transaction.
We speak of paying attention more often than giving attention. We
need as many payments as we can get to patch over that continually
growing debt.
We learn to look for payments early. In second grade, I was
mystified by my classmate Connor, who always seemed to be getting into trouble. He was already a skillful class clown, knowing just
the right way to make a silly comment or act out to make everyone
laugh. Of course, sometimes the best laugh comes at the expense
of the lesson, and Connor was certainly willing to break the rules
or disregard teachers’ instructions if it played well. This kind of
behavior made no sense to me at the time: I was already a dutiful
student, and eager to follow all the rules and then some. I knew
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that teachers praised students like me, who always did what was
expected of them. Why didn’t Connor get it?
In hindsight, it’s clear to me that Connor and I were more alike
than either of us could realize at the time. He had discovered that
humor, and a bit of mischief, brought him the attention of his classmates. I had discovered that obedience and diligence brought me
the attention of my teachers. We each fought hard for the attention
we had the skill to obtain.
Fighting for attention can wear us out. For me, at least, the pattern of dutiful achievement already in place by second grade has
been a hard road to follow into adulthood. In school, every little
piece of effort for a class would receive some sort of attention. The
quizzes would get graded, the papers read, the comments in class
listened to. Teachers have to pay attention to their students’ work;
it’s their job. But in the jobs I’ve held as an adult, much of what
I do has often gone unnoticed. When I worked in an administrative role at my local church, I knew that organizing the details of
worship services was intrinsically valuable, but often if what I was
working on was really going well, then people wouldn’t comment
on it, or even think about it. I can’t shrink the attention debt just
by “doing my work” like I used to. If I want attention, I feel like I
have to fight for it.
This attention debt can wear people out in a different way, too.
Some people aren’t trying hard to get others’ attention, but instead
have given up on hoping they’ll ever get it. This unresolved hurt
of isolation can lead to all kinds of coping patterns: losing oneself
in work for its own sake, substance abuse and other addictions, or
simply profound loneliness. A silent longing for genuine connection haunts our cities and the many communities where true communion remains elusive.
However you’ve looked for attention in your life, I bet that
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you’ve felt worn out by the gap between the attention you need and
the attention you get. No matter what we do, we come up short.
We need a different source of attention than what we can get
others to pay us through our own efforts. We need loving attention
which we can always count on, a kind of attention that’s as steady
and as deep as the need we feel. We need God’s attention.
God’s Attention to Us
The Bible provides a dynamic vision of God’s attention to his
children. In the book of 2 Chronicles, we find the words of the
little-known prophet Hanani that “the eyes of the LORD range
throughout the entire earth, to strengthen those whose heart is true
to him” (2 Chronicles 16:9 NRSV). I love that image of God’s eyes.
He is not passively waiting for people to impress him; he is actively
looking for those who need his strength. The same idea appears in
Psalm 33:
Truly the eye of the LORD is on those who fear him,
on those who hope in his steadfast love,
to deliver their soul from death,
and to keep them alive in famine. P S A L M 3 3 : 1 8 - 1 9

NRSV

Here we see the eye of God resting on us even in the middle of
our distress. Our soul may be in danger of death, but God sees and
delivers us. We may find ourselves in a time of famine, but God
feeds us. He is paying attention.
In the New Testament, Jesus expresses this same posture of seeing and seeking people. In John’s account of Andrew bringing his
brother Simon to Jesus, he writes, “Jesus looked at him and said,
‘You are Simon son of John. You will be called Cephas’ (which,
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when translated, is Peter)” (John 1:42 NIV). I love that the text
says that Jesus looked at Simon Peter. He paid attention to him, and
then he said words that would change his life. In the story about
Jesus’ encounter with the rich young ruler, Mark writes that “Jesus
looked at him and loved him.” (Mark 10:21 NIV). Luke tells us
that when he was teaching the people and confronting the teachers
of the law, “Jesus looked directly at them” (Luke 20:17 NIV). Jesus
does not have an efficiency bias. He moves slowly enough to really
look at people.
We also see Jesus’ attentiveness in his first interactions with a
man named Nathanael:
Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him
about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son
of Joseph from Nazareth.” Nathanael said to him, “Can anything
good come out of Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.”
When Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him, he said of him,
“Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” Nathanael
asked him, “Where did you get to know me?” Jesus answered, “I saw
you under the fig tree before Philip called you.” Nathanael replied,
“Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” (John
1:45-49 NRSV)
Even before Nathanael found out about Jesus, Jesus had gotten
to know him. He saw him under the fig tree. He knew his character.
What’s more, when Nathanael realized that Jesus knew him for who
he really was, Nathanael suddenly saw Jesus for who he really was.
Receiving Jesus’ attention to him somehow opened up his eyes and
made it possible for him to truly pay attention to Jesus.
Reading a passage like this, we can extend the narrative to our
own lives. Wherever we are sitting, Jesus is paying attention to us
there, even before we are paying any attention to him. He knows
just how we are and what makes us uniquely us. Not only that, but
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like he did for Peter and for Nathanael, he wants to speak to us and
tell us what is most true about ourselves.
Sometimes we need a concrete experience of this dynamic in
order for it to come home for us. It’s one thing to cognitively understand that God knows us and wants to speak into our lives; it’s
another to actually hear his voice, to feel his loving gaze. For me,
one of the most powerful moments of feeling God’s attention like
that came during my confirmation when I was in seventh grade.
Confirmation, a kind of liturgical coming-of-age ceremony practiced in certain Christian traditions, was a big deal at our church.
It meant taking a ten-week class about the Christian faith and life,
making a public declaration of commitment to Jesus, and then getting prayed for by the bishop in a special church service. The morning of that service, I was all excitement. Every detail filled the air
with a sense of celebration, from the verses my youth pastor picked
out and read for each student, to the red of the bishop’s robe, to the
applause of the congregation at the end. But there’s one moment
that I’ll never forget. After the service, one of our pastors named
Karen pulled me aside. She said, “When the bishop was praying
for you, I received a word from the Lord for you, that you will be
his teacher.” A teacher who belongs to the Lord—what a word! At
such a young age, I admit it may have even gone to my head. But
any gift of teaching I had at that time was undeveloped. It would
only gradually emerge in the coming years how much I truly came
alive when I had the chance to teach others, and specifically to teach
them about Jesus. I leaned into those experiences with all the more
confidence because of the word that Pastor Karen had shared with
me. As I stepped into teaching, I felt that I was following a way that
God had prepared for me. He saw me, and knew me, and told me
who I was before I could know for myself.
Perhaps you can name similar moments, when God has looked
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on you with love, and you’ve known it. Or maybe you’ve never had
an encounter like that, and you wonder if it’s possible. Regardless,
it is so easy to forget about God’s attention. Despite experiences like
my confirmation, when God’s attention feels so clear, I still find
myself scrambling to pay off my attention debt. I look for others’
validation, counting how many cards I get on my birthday and how
many likes I get on my Facebook posts. I habitually look for attention in many places. Some of this is good, and unavoidable: I need
to receive attention from other human beings to live an emotionally
healthy life. But I wonder if my habits are synced up to the truths
of Scripture. What can I do to live as though God is eager to pay
attention to me?
Our Attention to God
When someone enjoys paying attention to us, it makes it so easy
for us to pay attention to them. I think of my friend Nephtali.
Whenever I bump into him, he always has time to talk with me for
a few minutes, even in the middle of a busy day. With Neph, it’s
never just chit-chat, either, but a true and heartfelt conversation. He
offers the rare gift of steady attention in the middle of a distracted
world. It’s no surprise, then, that I gravitate toward Neph in social
gatherings. I make time to hang out with him. Receiving such genuine attention makes me pay attention to him.
In my walk with God, too, remembering the Bible’s teaching
that he is already paying attention to me can lead me to pay attention to him. God’s attention is always available, but it’s easy to
miss it. In order to receive that loving, affectionate embrace, I
have to turn toward it with open arms. I have to pay attention to
God paying attention to me. Dallas Willard put it, “You see, God
doesn’t wish to overwhelm us. He’s put us in a position where our
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will can go in either direction. We are responsible for our decision.
It’s what we choose to see that matters. In order for us to have that
choice, God leaves things so that we have to seek them.” God will
not force himself on me. The water of his affectionate attention
for me runs deeper than I can imagine, but I go thirsty unless I put
my bucket down into the well. I’ve found that doing so involves a
few specific tasks. To turn to God’s attention, I can ask, open up,
wait, and look the cross.
Ask
The Bible not only contains the teaching that God is paying attention to us; it shows us how to put our bucket down into the well of
his love. We particularly find this kind of guidance in the Psalms.
In these poem prayers, we find that the first step in receiving God’s
attention is to simply ask for it. Consider these verses from Psalm 17:
Hear a just cause, O LORD; attend to my cry;
give ear to my prayer
Guard me as the apple of the eye;
hide me in the shadow of your wings
As for me, I shall behold your face in righteousness;
when I awake I shall be satisfied, beholding your likeness.
PSALM 17:1,8,15 NRSV

The psalmist both conveys beautiful images of God’s attentive
character and asks God to show that character. If I use the words of
this prayer, I’m asking God to look after me protectively, treasuring me and guarding me, holding me close like a bird would its
chicks. These are images of everyday intimacy, of deep knowing.
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The psalmist is confident that he will see God’s face and be satisfied. At the same time, this confidence leaves room for asking God
to pay attention; these images are offered in the form of requests.
At first blush, it might seem redundant to ask God to do what
he is already doing. It’s not as though God is distracted, buried
in a project, and only looks up at his children when they cry out,
“Pay attention to me!” Human parents inevitably disappoint their
children’s need for attention in this way, but God’s love is infinite.
He has never been distracted from loving us. He does not need our
prayers to remind him to pay attention.
Even so, asking God to pay attention gives voice to our deep
longing for his love. The asking is more for us than for God. It puts
us in a position in which we are ready to truly receive. Asking does
not alter God’s basic attitude toward us, nor is it a spiritual hoop
that God expects us to jump through before he gives us what we
need. Asking accomplishes something substantive and important in
us, to prepare us for God’s response. If we are unable to ask, there
is some genuine problem. Perhaps we are unaware of our need for
God’s attention, or lack the humility to come to him with our hat
in hand and simply request it. If so, asking itself is the best solution. It aligns us to the reality of our need and the abundance of
God’s grace.
Open Up
Another aspect of receiving God’s attention is to open ourselves to
him with honesty about the real situation of our lives. Pretending
to be happier or more put together than we are closes us off from
God. We can only truly meet him when we come to him as we are.
Naked emotional honesty with God may not be possible at first,
especially if we are just beginning in our walk with him. Like with
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anyone new, we tend to hedge our confessions, to test the waters.
The philosophical knowledge that God already knows our thoughts
and feelings doesn’t necessarily speed up the process; we have to
experientially learn that he is a good Father, willing to really listen
to us, by sharing and baring our soul one step at a time.
In the psalms, we see the heartbreaking prayers of men and
women who have learned to speak openly with God, without fear.
They are asking for God to show up. Consider these passages:
Give ear to my prayer, O God;
do not hide yourself from my supplication.
Attend to me, and answer me;
I am troubled in my complaint.
I am distraught P S A L M 5 5 : 1 - 2 N R S V
Hear my cry, O God;
listen to my prayer.
From the end of the earth I call to you,
when my heart is faint. P S A L M 6 1 : 1 - 2

NRSV

Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD.
Lord, hear my voice!
Let your ears be attentive
to the voice of my supplications! P S A L M

130:1-2 NRSV

Sometimes the Bible even gives voice to the feeling that God is
no longer paying attention:
Rouse yourself! Why do you sleep, O Lord?
Awake, do not cast us off forever!
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Why do you hide your face?
Why do you forget our affliction and oppression?
For we sink down to the dust;
our bodies cling to the ground.
Rise up, come to our help.
Redeem us for the sake of your steadfast love.
PSALM 44:23-26 NRSV

If you’ve journeyed with God for some time, and you feel that
longing for his attention, then these passages offer you the space
to speak with God frankly about whether you feel like he’s paying
attention or not. The confidence of faith in God’s “steadfast love”
is fully compatible with the anxious cry, “Why do you hide your
face?” I still find myself hesitant to ask God these kinds of questions. It seems too bold, too self-centered even, to imply that my
suffering can justify making such demands of God. It almost seems
like I would be accusing God of doing something wrong! When I
pray, I tend to qualify any negative statements: “God, I know you’re
listening, but it just doesn’t feel like it.” And that kind of timid,
qualified cry for help may be a place to start when I feel abandoned.
The Scriptures themselves invite us to just call it how it is, to speak
from the anguish directly: “Why do you forget our affliction and
oppression?” Why aren’t you listening to me? Why aren’t you paying attention?
While inviting us into honesty about our negative emotions
toward God, these passages also evoke a positive expectation of what
life with God can be like. The writers call out to God, waiting for
him to respond. Behind and beneath their fear and anger, they hold
some kind of faith in God’s responsiveness. They still believe he is
worth talking to. They appeal to his character, his love, as well as
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his place in their lives: he is still their Lord and God. Their words
show that they believe he can do what they are asking of him: give
ear, attend, listen, hear. They believe God is the kind of God who
pays attention to them, and they’re asking why that hasn’t been the
case lately. You can hear the affection and familiarity in their pleas:
“You’re not like this, God. You’re loving and attentive. What’s happened?” These words of abandonment imply the basic attention of
God by voicing distress at its absence. The cry of forsakenness is not
just found side-by-side with proclamations of faith; in the paradox
of prayerful suffering it is itself a cry of faith.
Wait
There is reason to believe that such faith will not be disappointed.
Emotional honesty with God may not lead to dramatic epiphanies or
sudden breakthroughs. The Bible does not provide any blanket promises of immediate freedom from suffering. Yet many of these passages,
even those with the deepest grief, are intertwined with words that
attest to the experience of God’s goodness and favor. The writers voice
their trouble in expectation that God will somehow meet them in
the middle of it all. Each of these verses follows one of those above:
But I call upon God,
and the Lord will save me.
Evening and morning and at noon
I utter my complaint and moan,
and he will hear my voice.
He will redeem me unharmed
from the battle that I wage,
for many are arrayed against me.
PSALM 55:16-18 NRSV
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Lead me to the rock
that is higher than I;
for you are my refuge,
a strong tower against the enemy.
PSALM 61:2-3 NRSV

These passages call for a practice of waiting on God. Time may
pass, with little apparent change in our situation, but even so we
remain where we are, and remain open to God. We call on him,
trusting that he will save us, that he will redeem us unharmed, that
he will be our refuge.
But what does that actually mean? In my experience, prayer
does not always lead to an immediate emotional transformation. If
I’m in a season of sadness, prayer does not make me immediately
happy. If I’m in a season of anxiety, prayer does not make my fears
vanish. Even so, there is a deliverance that God gives me when I
open myself to him, as I really am. It’s not freedom from experiencing negative emotions, but rather freedom from being dominated
by them. In God’s presence, I find that I can be sad and that being
sad won’t kill me. I can still feel the tug of anxiety, but I know that
Jesus is with me. Even in the middle of pain, I can feel the joy of his
love. The difficulty and suffering of life does not have to go away in
order for me to receive his attention.
The Apostle Paul described it, “We are afflicted in every way,
but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted,
but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying
in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be
made visible in our bodies” (2 Corinthians 4:8-10 NRSV). Even
when our experience is darkness and death, it can become a place
of meeting Jesus, who entered darkness and death for us and speaks
his word of new life over the bleakest of circumstances.
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Look to the Cross
Paul’s words bring us to the heart of receiving God’s attention:
looking upon the cross of Jesus Christ. The cross is the center of
God’s attentiveness to us. In another passage, Paul writes, “But
God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ
died for us” (Romans 5:8 NRSV). Jesus’ sacrifice is the best demonstration of God’s basic attitude toward us. He is so for us, so
aware of our needs, so willing to do whatever is necessary to help
us, that Jesus laid down his life for us. Jesus accomplished that
which we could not accomplish for ourselves: he destroyed sin and
death by bearing it for us in his own body and rose again to give
us eternal life.
On the cross, Jesus also entered into the experience of human
suffering. When we are in distress, if we turn our eyes to the cross,
we remember we are not alone in whatever pain we face. Jesus
has come close to us in suffering itself. When we are in a time of
anguish, the cross can be a refuge beyond words and unsatisfactory
answers to unanswerable questions. My wife Katie writes of her
experience with both physical pain and depression, “Most answers
are unhelpful. This is why I keep coming back to Jesus’ Passion.
Even when nothing gets better, God is with us in Jesus’ deepest
pain, not even trying to offer encouragements, but just being there.
And that is enough.”
The seventeenth-century English poet-priest Thomas Traherne
wrote of the inexhaustible meaning of the cross: “The Cross is
the abyss of wonders, the centre of desires, the school of virtues,
the house of wisdom, the throne of love, the theatre of joys, and
the place of sorrows; It is the root of happiness, and the gate of
Heaven.” Traherne’s words remind us that the cross is not just the
center of God’s attention to us. It can also become the center of
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our attentiveness to God. It is a school, a house of wisdom, which
teaches us the goodness of God. When I fix my eyes on Jesus laying
down his life, I come closer to God and experience his love more
fully. I remember the truths of the Gospel: I am united to Christ’s
death and resurrection through faith and through baptism. All of
me—soul, mind, and body—is incorporated into that supernatural act of God to destroy sin and death forever. This is a spiritual
truth, unchanging in the vicissitudes of life, a given and a gift I do
not have to earn.
But that central truth is so easy to forget. As frequently as I find
myself drawn to other sources of attention, I need reminders of
God’s deepest attention to me. These reminders can be practical,
even mundane: simply seeing or touching a cross can be enough.
I find frequent contact with the symbol of the cross to be tremendously helpful. There’s one at my desk at work, and another in
my bedroom. I wear a cross necklace every day, so that it’s always
within reach. I’m drawn into reflection on Jesus’ sacrifice at church
as I look at the large cross at the front of the sanctuary. In whatever form the reminder comes, I need it. God draws me to himself
through the cross.
Asking, opening up, waiting, and looking to the cross. As we
incorporate these practices into our lives, we begin to experience
God’s attention to us more fully. That attention slowly fills up the
gap in our soul, paying down the attention debt. As we feel more
at peace in God’s attention, we become less dependent upon frantically extracting attention from others. We loosen our grip on those
things which we thought were essential, whether it’s the laughter of
our classmates and colleagues or the approval of our teachers and
bosses. Our knowledge of God’s love for us becomes more and more
fully part of our lived experience.
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Making Time for Attention
This whole process takes time. Giving and receiving attention is not
something we can tack on to a long list of other activities. But that
hasn’t stopped me from trying!
Back when Katie’s health was first rapidly deteriorating, while
I was distracted with half a dozen ministry responsibilities, Katie
initiated what I have come to call our “speed bump” conversation.
I was moving so fast I did not really realize how heavy a burden she
was carrying as her health needs became increasingly complex. I had
my eyes on the path ahead, the things I felt I needed to accomplish.
Katie, meanwhile, felt as though I had left her by the side of the
road. I wasn’t giving her the attention she needed and deserved.
We went for a walk one day in May, and she began to bring up
how she felt and what was really going on. Here’s a condensed version of our conversation:
Katie: I need you to be home more. I have health issues. I need
your support.
Chris: But then I would have to quit some of the things!
Katie: Yes, yes you would.
The conversation pained me because, though I knew that I
needed to shift my priorities in order to care for Katie like she
needed, I was reticent to let anything go. The law of getting things
done felt unbreakable. I argued with Katie, trying to explain how
important the things I was doing were to me. After going back and
forth for a while, Katie simply said, “I don’t know if I have anything
more to say, but you need to pray about all of this.” She made it
clear she thought I was too busy and, if I talked with God, would
learn that he thought so too.
Katie was right. When I took some time to pray about everything I was involved in and consider what God was really asking
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of me, it became painfully obvious that I had submerged myself in
ministry activity far beyond what was healthy for our marriage. I
was in denial about the amount of everyday attention Katie needed
at that juncture of our lives. I didn’t want to accept that the difficulties of her illness imposed limits on my life. The truth is, if Katie
had not confronted me, I would have simply kept up the same regimen of “work for the kingdom.” It was only because she asked me
to stop and pay attention that I gave myself permission to listen to
God’s voice instead of the law of getting things done.
When I did take time to listen for God’s voice in prayer, I was
surprised by what I discovered. Rather than the unrelenting pressure
to perform I usually imposed on myself when I thought about my
various projects, I felt a spirit of freedom, and welcome. I did not
get the sense that God would be disappointed if I did fewer things,
but instead felt as though he was actually excited about what might
happen if I had more space in my life. It was as though he was looking forward to spending more time with me. I was intrigued, but
still felt nervous about doing less.
A turning point came just a few months later when it was time
for me to register for fall classes. One particular concern from the
speed bump conversation had been how many seminary classes
I would take at one time. I was planning to take two, but Katie
thought I should take only one. Initially, I had railed against this
suggestion; if I only took one course per term, my degree would
take me four or five years to complete! My internal ambition was
driving me to get it done faster. At the same time, after talking with
Katie and my time in prayer, I was almost certain taking just one
class that fall was the right thing to do. So, with trepidation, I only
selected one class on the registration form.
When I clicked the final button on the form and stood up
from my laptop, I felt a weight I had been carrying within me
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disappear. I felt peace in the decision. For the first time in a long
time, I felt like I could look forward to a term without worrying
about how I was going to fit it all in. In the months that followed,
I was able to spend more time in prayer and more time with Katie.
Our conversations became a main feature of each day rather than
an afterthought. God began to meet me in new ways. Making time
for attention gave rise to more attention. That initial conversation
with Katie led to me asking questions in prayer I wouldn’t otherwise have asked. And those questions allowed new patterns of life
to emerge, in which hearing God’s voice reinforced the freedom I
felt from the need to achieve.
I wish I could write that it has simply been one long stretch of
continually increasing health in prayer and in our marriage since
that fall. But really I’ve had quite a bit of trouble unlearning the
law of getting things done. After a pretty solid semester of room
for prayer and conversation with Katie, I began adding additional
ministry responsibilities back into my schedule. By March, I was
again caught up in the pattern of juggling multiple projects and
distracted from Katie’s needs. I didn’t listen when she again told me
she needed more of me than she was getting. I was focused on the
future, ignoring the needs of the present, trying to achieve what I
felt was necessary. It was in pursuit of the future that I arranged to
meet with my pastor friend Trevor and try to convince him to give
me a job.
By God’s grace, that encounter became another speed bump
conversation, in which Trevor challenged me to face the reality of
my ministry disorder. It led Katie and I to another round of intentionally cutting back on what I was giving my time to, which in
turn again bore fruit as I could give myself more fully to God and
to her. (I’ll write more about that experience in chapter six.)
I don’t imagine that conversation will be the last speed bump I
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need. But I have realized that I can’t fit giving and receiving attention into the margins of my life. I have to make time to receive
God’s attention to me, and to pay attention to him. When I do, it
opens up my heart so I can pay attention to other people as well,
especially Katie. Dallas Willard writes, “No time is more profitably
spent than that used to heighten the quality of an intimate walk
with God. If we think otherwise, we have been badly educated.
The real question is, ‘Will we take time to do what is necessary for
an abundant life and an abundant ministry, or will we try to “get
by” without it?’” I am learning that I do not actually “get by” when
I don’t plan for attention; I simply get better at distracting myself
from what’s really going on in my soul and in my marriage. I’m a
slow learner, but God has not held back from me as I’ve returned
to him, seeking his love and guidance anew. He is always ready to
receive me when I remember to come back to him.
Paying Attention to Ourselves
It is this openness of God to us, even in response to our sin and
weakness, that also teaches us how to pay the right kind of attention to ourselves. The loving gaze of God allows us to take a hard
look at ourselves without fear or shame. We can consider ourselves
“with sober judgment,” as Paul encouraged his readers, perhaps for
the first time (Romans 12:3).
When Winston Churchill turned eighty years old, he was still
a politically powerful figure, serving his second term as Prime
Minister of the United Kingdom. Yet nearly a decade after his “never
surrender” policy had paved the way for the Allied victory over
Nazi Germany, Churchill had suffered two strokes and struggled to
conceal from his political colleagues and the nation his weakening
physical and mental stamina. In honor of his eightieth birthday,
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Parliament commissioned artist Graham Sutherland to paint his
portrait and presented the painting to Churchill in a televised ceremony. The portrait, unapologetic in its realism, showed the elder
citizen seated, worn and aged. Churchill hated it. In a private conversation, he complained, “How do they paint one today? Sitting on
a lavatory! Here sits an old man on his stool, pressing and pressing.”
The painting lingered in the cellar of the Churchill’s country estate
for some time, until a family secretary arranged for it to be burned.
Perhaps Churchill wished he could have been carved in marble,
preserved with youthful vigor and strength as other military heroes
have been. Sutherland saw something else in the aging lion. Critics
who viewed the painting before it was destroyed wrote of it with
admiration, one calling it, “a great artist’s vision of a great English
warrior.” But Churchill himself could not see this greatness in the
wrinkles and rolls that Sutherland painted. He could not receive this
image of himself in his decline.
Looking at ourselves without illusions is no easy task. We feel the
tug of many forces that drive us to develop a false image of ourselves
and that distract us from noticing how far that image is from reality. I can sympathize with the good Prime Minister. My personality
leads me to value competence, achievement, and correctness, so I
find it excruciatingly difficult to admit when I am weak, unimpressive, or wrong. I develop an image of myself as someone who always
follows the plan and always gets things done. I often hold onto that
image in desperation, afraid that if I let go of it there will be nothing
left of me. Or nothing left worth looking at.
Learning to receive God’s attention for me is the antidote to
that fear. As I realize that he attends to me, regardless of how well
or poorly I am doing, regardless of whether I’m impressive or not, I
gain the courage to acknowledge my own frailty and limitations—
the courage to be a bad Christian.
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When I was a child, I loved the book You Are Special written by
Max Lucado and illustrated by Sergio Martinez. It tells the story of
a town full of wooden people, called Wemmicks, who go around
giving each other stars and dots. When a Wemmick is impressed
with someone, they give them a star to express their admiration.
If they are unimpressed, they give a dot. Punchinello, the story’s
protagonist, usually only receives dots, but a turning point comes
when he meets a Wemmick named Lucia. She has no stars or dots
at all; they do not stick to her. Punchinello is shocked, and learns
Lucia’s secret: she spends time with Eli, the woodcarver. Punchinello
goes to meet this maker and begins to learn that he can be free from
how others have dotted him, too.
I still love this story, and I understood even as a child that Eli
represented God, and that I could learn that I was special by spending time with God, that his voice was more important than other
people’s voices. I’m so grateful to Lucado and Martinez and the
many men and women in my life who helped me learn that lesson early on. But I have to confess that I was always confused and
disturbed by one part of the story: I liked that Lucia didn’t have to
carry around the dots other people had given her. But I couldn’t
understand why she didn’t get to keep her stars! It seemed to me
that it would have been better for Eli to get rid of all the bad stuff,
but let her hang onto those nice, shiny stickers of approval.
Even now as a grown man, I’m still discovering how deeply I
long for approval—from others, from myself, and from God. My
story is the mirror image of Punchinello’s. It’s not that I’ve usually
been given dots in my life, but that I’ve become skilled at winning
stars. And it turns out that stars can be just as much a trap as dots. I
trap myself in the anxiety of performance, of doing things just right
so that I will be okay, so that I will win the next star.
These habits are so ingrained in me that they are no longer really
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decisions; they come automatically. We all have deeply-rooted repertoires of behaviors, driven by our need for attention, over which
we now have little immediate control. That’s why, as Lucado and
Martinez so beautifully show, we don’t get free from the stickers and
dots by trying hard not to let them stick in the moment. We get free
by taking time, whenever we can, to spend time with our maker.
When we see his face smiling at us, and hear his voice speaking over
us with affection, something begins to shift within our souls. The
clamoring, desperate longing for stars quiets down, even if only a
little at first. And in that growing quiet, space is created in which
we can form new patterns of attention to God and others.
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