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y imothy Owings has given to all of us a stirring and sustaining

:I testimony of how faith in Christ can bolster us for the
"0 unforeseen, and often devastating, experiences of life. It is
beyond question that we poor, besieged humans, buffeted so often
by circumstances that seem cruel and inexplicable, need to learn
from one another how to meet these “slings and arrows of outra-
geous fortune.” This need to trade example and encouragement is
infinitely enhanced when the light of Christ is thrown on our
experience.

In this volume, Dr. Owings points us to the enduring strength
found in the Scriptures. He reminds us that in and through the
accounts of the Bible, God speaks to us, not nearly so judgmental as
winsome and caring. Particularly helpful is his insistence that we
respect the wholeness of the Bible and not see it as a collection of
isolated snippets.

When the author turns to prayer, the reader is able to see a
reflection of how this pastor-preacher has won his way through
what might have been a shattering tragedy to a firm, bright confi-
dence that all of the Lord’s ways turn toward us with strength
sufficient for the living of our days in confidence and in victory. One
leaves the author’s treatment of prayer greatly strengthened and
humbly grateful that one who has passed through deep waters turns
to the rest of us with the assurance that the promises of God are
enough, more than enough, to get us safely to the farther shore.

—Gardner Taylor
Brooklyn, NY
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Introduction

IfE LITENING AEAR

n a word, prayer is an ongoing but often interrupted conversa-
- I tion with God. Most of us first experience prayer in the embrace

of parents, family, or a worshiping community. Truth is, we expe-
rience prayer before we consciously realize what prayer is all about.
Prayers-not-our-own are overheard. We first eavesdrop on the
prayers of parents, siblings, family friends, and others. We hear the
words and are embraced by the experience. Early on we are curious
listeners to all kinds of prayers, all the while not knowing what
we're hearing. Even so, at first, our ignorance of prayer’s meaning
does not diminish the hearing of prayer’s many words.

Not surprisingly, both the pious and the profane, and every
degree of religious expression in between, know something of the
experience of prayer. From infancy to adulthood, we first hear and
then speak all kinds of prayers in times of distress, sorrow, confu-
sion, gratitude, and uncertainty. With time, our vocabularies
become crowded with prayer language. “A wing and a prayer,” “She
doesn’'t have a prayer,” and “All you can do now is pray” are but a
few common expressions using prayer language in response to
everyday situations. Being “religious” has little to do with it. Human
beings seem to know instinctively how central is this conversation
with God we call prayer.

Reared in a religious home, | learned to pray simple prayers
before meals and at bedtime. “God is great, God is good, let us
thank Him for our food” and “Now | lay me down to sleep” were
like shallow wading pools where | splashed cool water petitions
before God. Both of these prayers, though associated with
Christianity, are woven into the fabric of the American soul. The
New England Primer of 1781, a standard children’s textbook for
generations, included “Now I lay me down to sleep” as part of the
curriculum along with the ABCs.

Wiy
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For many, the praying of these prayers as children was like learn-
ing the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag; it went along with growing
up American. | remember a day when prayer began the public
school day. Prior to 1964, | and millions of other American children
recited the Lord’s Prayer, were led in prayer by a teacher, or listened
as a psalm was read from the Bible. Prayer and reciting the Pledge
began the school day.

A couple of years ago the State of Georgia, where | make my
home, instituted a daily “moment of silence” that some have con-
cluded is a veiled way of reintroducing prayer into the daily public
school routine. Though I’'m not advocating a position on prayer in
public schools, the point must be made: prayer has been and still is
a meaningful, deeply personal behavior for most Americans. North
and South, Jew and Gentile, believer and nonbeliever, and every
ethnic color in the rainbow seem to find some place in their lives for
prayer. So central is prayer to our common experience that we
almost expect someone to pray at graduations, civic club meetings,
weddings, and funerals. Only in the last thirty years has public
prayer fallen on hard times. Though one would be hard-pressed to
document a direct relationship between the increasing violence-
fear-immorality syndrome in America and the demise of public
prayer, many ask: Are these issues related to one another?

The Gallup organization routinely surveys tens of thousands of
Americans on everything from crime to Christmas. Year after year
an overwhelming majority of Americans say prayer is a part of their
lives to some degree.! Among those surveyed in 1992-1993, what
seemed to matter most was not the degree of religious devotion or
involvement in some faith community, but rather the simple
affirmation “Yes, | pray.”

Books on how to pray, what to pray, when to pray, and why we
pray are legion. In this century significant works on prayer would
include George Buttrick’s Prayer, Harry Emerson Fosdick’s The
Meaning of Prayer, Thomas Merton’s Contemplative Prayer, Richard
Foster’s Prayer: Finding the Heart's True Home, and many others.
Without exception, these well-written and thoughtful books speak
of prayer as dialogue. Yet the dialogue they enjoin stresses almost
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exclusively the human side of the conversation. To be sure, my
understanding of prayer has grown, and my awareness of the
multifaceted wonder of prayer has widened because of their
contributions.

Even so, | continue to ask questions: What is God saying? How
is God responding to my prayers? What do | do with the answers |
sense come from God who is, | trust, responding to my prayers? My
questions have grown to the point where I'm wondering if others
feel the same way. Conduct your own survey. Ask a friend: Does
God answer your prayers? With few exceptions, my hunch is that
thoughtful people will respond by saying something like, “Of course.
Why would I pray to a God who doesn't answer my prayers?” |
agree!

When we pray, we use language-words-thoughts to commune
with God. Communion, however, suggests a two-sided, two-way
dialogue. If prayer is conversation with God, | must ask: How does
God commune with me? What venue, what means, and what part
of me receives and interprets God’s communication? How do | dis-
tinguish God’s voice from my own feelings? How do | hear God’s
voice in this noisy world?

For as long as human beings have recorded their thoughts, the
heart has been the place, the space, the human sanctuary where
God has addressed us. The heart, used in this way, does not refer to
the body’s physical, blood-pumping organ. Rather, the heart is the
unseen, spiritual vitality-reality resident in us all affecting our entire
life physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Like the microprocessor
in a computer, the heart sorts out all the data flowing in and out of
one’s inner self. The heart decides whether a remark is kind or
mean. The heart takes in a lush meadow of wildflowers and inter-
prets such beauty as the handiwork of God. The heart tells our tear
ducts to let their briny tide flow when a meaningful relationship has
ended. In more ways than we can consciously imagine, the heart
controls much of who we are and how we function in relationship
to God, ourselves, and others.

Quite simply, we could not be the laughing, singing, weeping,
feeling creation we are without our spiritual heart. Just as the
microchip enables a box of resistors, wires, and boards to be called a
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computer, so the heart enables us to be called human. Greater than
God’s creative gifts of sensing eyes, ears, touch, taste, and smell,
more miraculous than the power of the mind, the heart is the place
where we speak with God and where God speaks with us.

So has it always been. In the early days of 1995, | had the oppor-
tunity of visiting in the Middle East. For two days the group | was
leading immersed ourselves in the treasures and awesome glory of
ancient Egypt. That civilization, towering over the Fertile Crescent
for more than 2,000 years, had a deep-rooted belief in the afterlife.
The whole ritual process of embalming a body and filling the tomb
with treasures was an attempt by the ancient Egyptians to empower
one’s continued existence in the life beyond this life.

Central to that belief was the role of the heart in determining
one’s future state. One of the more intriguing scenes from the
tombs of the Pharaohs is called “the weighing of the heart.” After
death, the deceased was brought before the god Osiris by the god of
death, Anubis. At that moment the person’s heart was weighed in
the scales opposite a feather. If the scales tipped in favor of the
heart, the person was declared wicked, and the heart was eaten by a
waiting jackal. On the other hand, if the heart was lighter than the
feather, the person was pronounced righteous. The ancient
Egyptians believed one’s eternal destiny was determined by the con-
dition of the heart. Rather than being a ruthless civilization as some
have suggested, the ancient Egyptians valued and encouraged ethi-
cal and moral living. They believed the heart was the place where
one’s earthly life found direction and where one’s soul would, in the
afterlife, find vindication.

Today we still speak of the heart as the soul-center of life. A
person who lives passionately is said to have “heart.” To put one’s
whole heart into something is to give it one’s all. The last stanza to
the beloved gospel song “Wherever He Leads, I'll Go” begins with
these words: “My heart, my life, my all | bring to Christ who loves
me s0.” To give God one’s heart is to give God one’s life and one’s
all. To live from the heart is to live deeply, fully, passionately.
Whatever else prayer may be, at its core, prayer must be speaking to
and listening for God from the heart.
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All the enduring works on prayer have given good counsel on
the speaking heart. In the pages that follow I invite you to explore
with me the other side of prayer I call the listening heart. Like the
dialogue of prayer itself, our journey into prayer will be conversa-
tional. For my part, | embark on an autobiographical journey
through four and a half decades of living. Through real pain, experi-
enced early in my life through circumstances not of my choosing, |
learned to listen for the persistent, loving voice of God. My story,
though uniquely mine, may have stops along the way similar to
yours.

Frederick Buechner reminds us that “all theology, like all fiction,
is at its heart autobiography.”® | have learned how true this pro-
foundly simple analogy is. The impressions-leadings-feelings of my
heart | have discerned as the voice of God are distinctively different
from all other feelings in my life. At times puzzling and always chal-
lenging and hard-to-define, God’s voice has whispered its wonder
through the many marvelous and maddening experiences of my
forty-four years. There is, in my judgment, no other way for the
Holy One to address us personally. God speaks to us, if God speaks
at all, in our individuality and our history. Such is the mystery and
invitation to pray and to listen and to commune with God.

So the journey begins. The first half of our journey asks, How do
we tune our hearts to hear God’s voice? In four chapters we will
explore the ways God speaks through creation, the Bible, the faith
community, and prayer. The second half of our journey asks: What
are God’s answers to prayer, and how do we respond to them? |
believe God answers prayer. Still the questions linger: What are
God’s answers, and what might they mean? As we come to God
with a listening heart, we can grow in our love for God and begin to
celebrate God’s voice and God’s presence in our lives more fully.

To these questions and others we’ll meet along the way, we now
turn. As we make this journey together, | hope we will discover the
listening heart to be the place where we meet God and discover to
our delight and continued fascination God’s voice.
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Notes

"The following sentence begins the Gallup report on prayer: “Nearly
nine adults in ten in the United States say they pray to God at least occa-
sionally.” Robert Bezilla, ed., Religion in America: 1992-1993 (Princeton:
The Princeton Religion Research Center, 1994) 49.

’Frederick Buechner, The Sacred Journey (San Francisco: Harper
Collins, 1982) 1.



Chapter 1

JPEk 10 1Y ARl

? he listening heart, though created to hear and speak and

:I commune with God, does not find its true purpose apart
ox from personal experience. The Bible is clear on this one
indisputable fact: God addressed every person we meet in Scripture
through their own life experience and history. As best | can deter-
mine, every person in the Bible experienced God with their feet
firmly on earth. Persons we call “saints” were human beings like us
whose lives were addressed and saved and graced by God in the
midst of their daily lives. So it is with us.

In this chapter | relive a life-changing experience in my early
years that even now affects my life in profound ways. Through this
moment in my story, you may find yourself relating to similar
moments where God spoke and continues to speak through the
events you have lived. In the second half of the chapter, | explore
how a common tuning fork pictures God’s invitation to hear God’s
voice in this noisy world.

An Unwanted Visitor

June 1954 was a tragic and confusing month in my life and for my
family. | was thirteen months old, the third of four children born to
Neal and Eileen Owings. Living in the Miami, Florida, suburb of
Hialeah, as the summer days grew warmer and the humidity rose,
parents throughout the nation, and especially in the humid South,
were keenly aware of the threat of poliomyelitis. Still two years
away, a polio vaccine was nonexistent. To lessen the possibility of
infection, parents were advised to keep their children away from
public swimming pools and theaters. The prevailing wisdom of the
day believed children were more likely to contract the dreaded virus
in public places.

Because | was still an infant, my mother scrupulously guarded
my contacts with other children. On the other hand, my ten-year-
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old sister, Jan, and eight-year-old brother, Neal, went regularly to
the pool and the movies. My only contact with other children was
in the nursery of our church. Little did we know how odd and
impossible-to-understand would be the changes in all our lives as
we lived through that first summer month of 1954.

Jan was the first to notice a change in my behavior. Ordinarily a
happy baby—my mother told me not long ago | never met a person
I didn’t like—I suddenly became irritable and sullen. Feeling warm,
Mom took my temperature, called the doctor, and soon | was taken
from his office to Variety Children’s Hospital in south Miami. A
spinal tap was performed, and the dreaded word “polio” tumbled
out of the doctor’s mouth.

Gratefully, I don't remember any of this. Even so, this one event
early in my life had a shaping-transforming quality about it that
affected my family and me in profound and life-changing ways.
Mom has since told me the only time she ever saw my father weep
was that day of days they left me at the hospital. As she tells the
story, Dad came home, threw himself on the bed, and wept, asking
why God had cursed him so. At that moment, for my parents, my
family, and yes, even for me—unaware of what was happening in
my infant life—-heaven was silent. Today Dad would be the first to
tell you—I know this sounds crazy to some—polio turned out to be
a positive turning point in all our lives, lives that are still moving
around the greater purposes of God. Anyone who has endured a
traumatic personal or family health crisis knows how such experi-
ences alter forever the landscape of one’s personal and relational
life. Though wounded, the listening heart refuses to turn a deaf ear
to all that has happened and is happening around it. Listen we
must, even if dissonance is all we hear.

After a number of days in the hospital, polio had worked its
madness on my left leg. During those years tens of thousands of
children, teenagers, and adults endured the onslaught of polio.
More than a few died. Others were left with withered arms, two
withered legs, or a painful combination of afflicted arms and legs.
One of my earliest memories of visiting Variety Children’s Hospital
as a three-year-old is that of seeing a ward full of iron lungs, some
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with tiny heads poking out. Polio was the plague of the 1940s and
1950s. Many still feel the aftershocks of polio in what is now being
called “post-polio syndrome.”

Anyone who has been there, or someplace like “there,” knows
how impossible it is to walk away from a crippling physical illness
such as polio without a limp. Honestly—not for pity’s sake—the limp
distorts not only one’s walk, but the landscape and people and
events one sees as one walks. All of life from that point on has a jos-
tled, dipping, and twisted quality about it. With every step the
horizon dips a bit, the trees move first to the left, then to right.
Hippity-hoppity, with a staccato stridency, the sidewalk is a bit fur-
ther away for my left leg than my right. Weight is forever shifted to
my “strong” side. The aftershock of a polio-like insult lasts a life-
time. | would later discover and know with every step how real and
obvious, and at times physically and emotionally painful, such a
limp can be.

I survived hospitalization and came home. Dad bought iron
pipes and constructed an exercise walk much like the one used at
the hospital. A brace, attached to high-top Edwards orthopedic
shoes, was soon fitted to my left leg and attached around my waist
like a noose. Having taken my first steps only weeks prior to polio’s
visit, | had to learn to walk all over again. This time, walking meant
having a heavy brace around my leg as | squeezed the parallel pipes
to steady my every step. Overnight, polio and its residual after-
shocks had become an unwanted but permanent part of my life.
What would | do? How would I, a fourteen-month newcomer to
life, handle these traumatic changes? How would my parents and
siblings, family and church, neighbors, doctors, therapists, and all
who knew me and loved me respond?

Through this entire experience my parents’ faith in God and the
faithful prayers of God’s people became wells of hope and strength.
God was working in all our lives to bring about God’s greater pur-
poses. The only way polio could become what Dad first called a
curse would be if first my parents and, later, | allowed that definition
of polio to prevail. My parents made a wise choice. They decided
the word “curse” would never describe polio’s presence in my life.
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Words more redemptive, more purposeful were there waiting to be
heard. Mom and Dad’s listening hearts heard those words and
passed them on to me. So much of what | have learned about prayer
still resonates with redemptive words such as hope, optimism,
courage, and faith.

Reflecting back on those early years, dependent as | was on my
parents, Jan, Neal, and later my younger sister Beth, a church family,
and wonderful family friends, God was working through the experi-
ence of polio and a kaleidoscope of other everyday experiences.
God’s work, God’s voice, God’s presence, was and still is beaming a
love and strength to my life 1 perhaps would not have known had
polio not been such a significant detour in some pre-
planned life itinerary.

Fortunately, I came through polio with minimal physical conse-
quences. Yes, | walk with a discernible limp. Yes, doctors have told
me | will probably spend the latter years of my life with some degree
of pain. Yes, there are activities I've not been able to enjoy (only
water skiing and track come to mind). But at every turn, with every
step, | was taught and have come to know firsthand that God is
present and empowering my life through the experience of prayer.

So I ask: What is the context in which meaningful prayer occurs?
How do we tune our hearts to recognize, hear, and enjoy the voice of
God? These are important and foundational questions. The fact is,
we can't take another step—even with braces—until we first learn to
recognize the voice of God above the other voices blasting their mes-
sage our way. According to the Bible, the heart is the receptive
dimension of our beings through which God speaks. How do we tune
the heart to hear God’s winsome voice?

Strike the Tuning Fork

Musicians know the answer. The tuning fork, more specifically the
440 tuning fork, is the standard by which all concert instruments are
tuned. Granted, tuning forks come in many sizes. The universally
recognized tuning fork for musicians, however, is designed to vibrate
at 440 cycles per second. The sound it makes is concert “A.” With a
440 tuning fork, you can tune almost any instrument in the world.
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For example, a piano tuner will strike the 440 tuning fork, place
it on the grand piano, and from this one sound, tune all the strings,
all 88 keys of the piano. A 440 tuning fork can tune a violin, a
trumpet, an oboe, a clarinet, and scores of other instruments. 440 is
the standard. There is no other.

Does God have a standard by which we tune our lives to recog-
nize and hear God’s voice? How do we know as we meander
through life whether or not God is speaking to us, or perhaps the
voice we are hearing is not God’s voice at all? Perhaps we may think
we’re hearing the voice of God but, actually, the voice we’re hearing
is not God. Rather, we’re hearing our own lust, our own ego, our
own whims disguised as God-talk. Confusions abound, and many
are confused.

At the dawn of the Christian movement, John the Baptist, the
herald who announced the coming of the Messiah, was one of the
confused listeners to God’s voice. From his mother’s womb, God
had called John to proclaim the coming of Jesus (Luke 1:11-17).
The years passed. Both John and Jesus matured into young adult-
hood. John headed for the desert to thunder the judgment and
coming of God. Jesus, apprenticed to Joseph in the carpenter’s
trade, would soon leave his chisels and mallets for the harsh Jordan
valley, a water baptism, a lonely desert, a cross, and a borrowed
tomb.

The time came for these two towering personalities to meet
each other on the stage of history. God had struck the eternal tun-
ing fork and placed it on Jesus of Nazareth. His life was resonating
the sounds of God. Through Jesus’ personality, his mind, his voice,
his heart, God’s voice was beginning to bounce in all directions.
According to the Fourth Gospel, John saw Jesus coming toward him
in the desert and blurted out, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes
away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). Some of John’s disciples left
him and followed Jesus.

Now, months later, Jesus’ ministry was off and running in a
whirlwind of activity. Healings, feedings, preaching, and controversy
filled his every day. At the same time the burly voice of the Baptist
was silenced. The voice that once trumpeted the coming “Lamb of
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God” was now a prison-bound whimper. Herod Antipas had
arrested John and thrown him in prison. Soon John’s head would lie
in a pool of blood, delivered to a young woman on a silver platter.
For now, John lay rotting in Herod’s dungeon while Jesus drew
thousands to hear his every word. John was confused. Wouldn't you
have been? John’s questions are so obvious and make so much
sense. Was Jesus the Son of God? Was he the Messiah? Was he the
“Lamb of God?” Or did John miss it?

In confusion and, no doubt, great anguish, John sent word to
Jesus. Listen to the account as Matthew told it. “When John heard
in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples
and said to him, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait
for another?” ” (11:2-3). When Jesus heard John’s question, he sent
John’s disciples back with a profound but curious answer. The blind
were seeing, the deaf were hearing, the lame were walking, the dead
were being raised, and the poor were hearing good news. Then,
after Jesus sent John’s messengers away, he turned to the crowd and
talked about his imprisoned friend. With near ironic similarity, the
crowd listening to Jesus didn't understand his message any better
than they had understood John's. Jesus was as confusing to them as
he often is to us. Hear what Jesus said to the people.

But to what can | compare this generation? It is like children sit-
ting in the marketplaces and calling to one another, “We played
the flute for you, and you did not dance; we wailed, and you did
not mourn.” For John came neither eating nor drinking, and you
say, “He has a demon” [meaning, “he’s crazy”]; the Son of Man
came eating and drinking, and they say, “Look, a glutton and a
drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!” (11:16-19a)

What is Jesus saying? | think | hear him say, if we are not care-
ful, if we are not listening for God’s voice, we too can act like
spoiled children playing games; wanting God to dance to our tune,
rather than letting our lives be tuned to God. If we are not careful,
we will tune our lives to the uncertain sounds close to 440, but so
slightly dissonant. Tradition, uncritically embraced, can vibrate at
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430 cycles per second. New Age sounds can shimmer at 450 cycles
per second. The former, flat with lifeless sameness; the latter, sharp
with avant-garde flair. God-like sounds—so very close to God's
voice—but not God. Distinct sounds, vibrating with noisy regularity
close to God’s 440, but so distant and dissonant. Such auditory
confusion is no stranger to anyone with a listening heart.

What is worse, if we are not careful, we may miss hearing the
voice of God altogether. We will confuse books about prayer and
prayer meetings and prayer groups—all of which can be deeply sat-
isfying—with intimate time alone with God. How easy it is to miss
or, having heard, “miss-understand” the voice of God. We can so
easily confuse worship services accompanied by wonderful orches-
tras, trained choirs, thoughtful preaching, and sixty-minute timed
order with authentic, life-changing, God-encountering worship. To
be sure, empowering, deeply moving, God-encountering worship is
enriched by music, preaching, and liturgy, but it must never be
eclipsed by these important elements of worship. God-encountering
worship may be experienced while we are surrounded by hundreds
of other people, but it is always a one-on-one, heart-to-heart
communion with God.

The Christian community today is “wowed” and can even be
misled by the mega-church, television-bright lights-camera angle
atmosphere so prevalent in larger churches. | speak as one who
knows. Each week my church’s Sunday morning service is broadcast
to thousands of homes in our part of Georgia and in South
Carolina. If we are not careful—as a pastor, if | am not careful—
we’ll settle for worship as performance rather than worship as
relationship and reunion with God.

In the routine daily-ness of our lives, even without our con-
scious consent, we can and often do become so attuned to earth
sounds—uwars and rumors of wars, death and disease, abandon-
ments and abusings, promotions and stock-splits—that we miss the
simple note struck by God in Jesus when he said, “My kingdom is
not from this world” (John 18:36).

In Jesus, God’s kingdom is not manufactured by this world, cre-
ated by this world, endorsed by this world, or established and
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maintained by this world. God’s kingdom strikes a distinctive, radi-
cal, “other” note. That sound is the eternal heartbeat of God to
which we are invited to tune our hearts and, in so doing, find the
rapturous reunion and relationship God created us to have with
Him.

A story from my more recent history best illustrates this
dynamic reality. Bill Curry, former head football coach at the
University of Kentucky, is an exceptional human being. His
Christian commitment is perhaps best illustrated by his great gift in
motivating young people. To say “Bill Curry” is to speak of integrity,
character, and class. Through the mysterious and wonderful provi-
dence of God, Bill and | became close friends during the three
seasons he coached at Alabama. The Alabama football family is full
of many wonderful people who love the game and love young peo-
ple. Unfortunately, as is true in so many organizations, the shouting
minority of nay-sayers can poison what is best for the many. Such
was the case during the Curry years at Alabama. Through it all, |
never heard my friend say in public, or in the many times we met in
private, one negative remark about Alabama, his opponents within
the program and the larger Alabama “family,” or the circumstances
surrounding his leaving. Bill Curry is one person through whom |
have heard the voice of God. I've often found his heart beating with
God's 440.

During those brief years, Bill gave me a pass to attend football
practice. Not all that big a deal, the athletic department at Alabama
would give boosters, alumni, and friends of the University passes to
practice. Nobody, however, had a pass like mine. Bill had personally
given me a pass and put a note on the back. At times—such as
before the Tennessee or Auburn games—Alabama practices were
closed (not that anybody would want to know what they were
doing!). Even so, | had a pass that allowed me access to those closed
practices. Bill wrote on the back of my pass these words: “Let this
preacher in to any practice for religious reasons.”

You may think that’s quite an honor—and it was—that the
coach and team needed the encouragement and support of a
Baptist preacher. But don’t confuse glamour with fact. The only
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reason | could get into those practices was simple: Bill Curry knew
and still knows I'm stupid when it comes to understanding and ana-
lyzing football. X’s and O’s are as strange to me as Greek would be
to an offensive tackle. Auburn could kidnap me, torture me, lay me
out on a rack, and say “Give us the Alabama plays,” and | wouldn’t
know what I'd seen or what they were doing. Knowing that, Bill let
me come out there and watch the guys practice.

I'll always remember the time | walked out on the artificial sur-
face of the practice field during a full pads, rough-and-tumble
scrimmage before that year’s game with arch rival Tennessee, played
in Knoxville. The closer I got to the line of scrimmage, the louder
and painfully deafening was this awful sound coming from two huge
speakers positioned on the field. I finally figured out the speakers
were blasting crowd noise toward the players on the field.

Get this. Somebody on the football staff had recorded crowd
noise from an actual game and amplified it. This shouting, disso-
nant, piped-in-noise blasted the team practicing on the field like
mortars shelling enemy positions. | walked up to Bill, cupped my
hands, and shouted, “Why are you doing that?” He smiled, cupped
his hands, and rifled my ears with “What did you say?” The funnies
aside, he asked, “Have you ever been on the field at Nyland
Stadium during a football game?” | said, “No.” “When we play there
Saturday, we’ve got to be able to cope with this kind of noise, only
worse.”

Then it hit me. As the quarterback got under center and called
the signals, the guards, tackles, ends, and backs had to be able to
hear the sound of their quarterback calling the play over the rau-
cous noise of the crowd. If they couldn’t tune their ears to hear their
quarterback above the noise of the crowd, they couldn’'t run their
plays and stay in the game.

In that moment God gave me an insight into the relationship
God wants to have with us. God struck His tuning fork. I sensed
God say to me, “This is how it is with you, Tim. Learn to tune out
the cacophony of crowd noise around you so you can tune your
heart to my voice. Learn to listen for me.”

From that pivotal moment in June 1954, when polio did its
thing in my body, to this moment in my life, I've been seeking
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ways—sometimes successful, sometimes not—to do just that.
Whatever journey you're taking, | have a hunch you're trying to lis-
ten to the same winsome, nurturing voice of God. In the next four
chapters | suggest four ways God tunes our hearts to Him. Through
my own life experience and uniquely in the journey with polio God
has spoken and continues to speak. So it is in your journey with
God. Every life experience, every turn in the road, every “gee-whiz”
moment, every heart-rending tragedy can be an opportunity to hear
God’s voice above the noise of the moment. To that adventure we
now turn.
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