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Introduction

I WISH I COULD TELL YOU that the idea for this book bubbled up from
my joy-filled heart as I was frolicking with puppies and kittens in a field of
wildflowers—which, just so you know, is how I wish all book ideas would begin!
But the truth is, the idea for this book came in the midst of one of the most
painful seasons of life I've ever walked through. In fact, this book started less as
an idea and more as a desperate plea for help.

A plea for God to intervene in a situation; to fix what was broken; to heal
things in such a dramatic way that everyone who saw it would be amazed. I
wanted a burning bush. I wanted to escape a fiery furnace. I wanted him to part
the seas of my fear, doubt, and pain.

I wanted a mountaintop miracle, ushered in by holy thunder and a choir of
heavenly hosts.

I wanted God to wow me with his actions.

Instead, he rescued me with his presence.

And he did so through the Psalms and animals.

While I was begging God for a dramatic answer to my prayers, he was gently
leading my heart to the Psalms—a book I often turn to when life gets hard and
my emotions swirl. But this time as I read the collection of prayers, praises, and
laments, I did so with animals around me.

With Gracie, my Golden retriever, resting her head in my lap.

With my Maine coon cat, Foxy, pawing at my hand as I journaled.
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With birds eating their fill at the feeders on the deck and squirrels scampering
up and down the pine trees when I sat outside to pray.

And on more than one occasion, with horses listening and barn cats purring,
while I walked around a friend’s horse ranch pondering a particular psalm.

Over and over again, in the midst of my darkness and despair, my heart
would be buoyed—not by God making everything right, but by experiencing
his presence through the Psalms and the animals that were with me. As I read
the God-breathed, God-inspired words, the animals around me became a living,
breathing picture of God’s presence with me.

God wove the words with the tangible presence of his animal ambassadors to
create a lifeline for my weary heart.

A lifeline I want to share with you.

I can’t tell you that everything is going to work out the way you long for it to.
I can’t fix what is broken. I cant promise you that your hard season is almost over.

But I can tell you that you are not alone.

I can tell you that you are loved—and your loved ones are loved—more than
you can fathom.

And I can promise you that because God is with you, you will get through
this. Whatever you are facing, whatever is breaking your heart, whatever has you
paralyzed with fear is no match for God’s presence with you.

God Almighty, the Creator and King of the universe is with you—right now,
in this moment.

The great I Awm is with you, even in this. And he will sustain you.

This book is proof.

Because he was with me in the midst of my darkest hour.

As I said, I wanted him to wow me with his actions; but instead he rescued
me with his presence. By being there. And he can do the same for you.

As you read this book, I pray that you will experience God in a new and
powerful way.

Each story opens with a passage from Psalms. I encourage you to read the
verses aloud, if possible. Linger over the words. Ask God to meet you in them—
he is there.

Each Scripture portion is followed by a true story involving an animal. Some
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are amusing; some are heartwarming; a few are heartbreaking. Some are my
personal stories; some are stories from friends; some are stories from strangers
who have become friends. All of them invite you to see yourself, or a loved one,
in the story.

After you read the story, take a few minutes to ponder what you've read by
answering some reflection questions. These are especially helpful to do with a
pet or friend nearby. As you think about the questions, ask God to speak to your
soul and remind your heart that he is with you.

One practice that has been so incredibly helpful to me has been learning to
pray the Psalms. Taking the words God recorded for us and speaking them back
to him has breathed new life into my prayer time. So after the ponder section,
you will find the Psalm passage rewritten as a prayer. Feel free to pray the words
as they are written or write your own prayer from the passage. This practice alone
has helped me in so many ways.

Each story also includes a takeaway statement that summarizes the passage
and story, a little nugget of truth that you could write down or ponder through-
out the day.

Writing this book felt like both an act of worship and an act of healing.

I pray your heart receives it as both. I pray you will encounter the healing,
sustaining, rescuing, loving, and redeeming presence of God as you engage with
this book.

Now, I invite you to take a deep breath.

Think of your favorite animal.

And prepare to paws in God’s presence . . .

With you on this journey,

Much love,

Jen
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The God Who Offers Rest

Yes, my soul, find rest in God;
my hope comes from him.

Truly he is my rock and my salvation;
he is my fortress, I will not be shaken.
My salvation and my honor depend on God;
he is my mighty rock, my refuge.
Trust in him at all times, you people;
pour out your hearts to him,
for God is our refuge.

PSALM 62:5-8, N1V

Paws

“Sorry, Oscar, my meeting ran late,” Bryan said rushing into the house.

Grabbing a red leash from a hook by the door, he clipped it to his basset
hound’s collar.

Ten-year-old Oscar barely made it to the grassy area outside of Bryan’s town
house before lifting his leg. A pang of guilt hit Bryan’s heart. His new promotion
had certainly increased his bank account—and his blood pressure—but it had
significantly decreased his downtime, especially time with Oscar. Yet with so
many layoffs happening at his company, he felt like he had to prove himself or
all he'd have would be downtime.

Oscar’s ears brushed the ground as he tracked a scent. Bryan glanced at his
watch. Twenty-eight minutes till my next call.

“Come on, little buddy. Let’s take a quick walk around the lake like we
used to.”

Oscar’s long brown ears flopped as he ran to catch up to Bryan. He pranced
with the excitement of a puppy as they began their walk around the small lake

in the center of their town house complex. But soon his pace slowed. Oscar
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lowered his head to sniff the grass. He sniffed a nearby bush, then a ball of moss.
He stopped to scratch the back of his ear. He looked up at Bryan and then sat
down on the sidewalk.

“Come on, Oscar,” Bryan said, giving the leash a gentle tug. He checked his
watch. Fifteen minutes. “We gotta pick up the pace, buddy. 'm presenting in
this meeting.”

Oscar looked up at Bryan and released a long sigh.

Bryan tugged a little firmer on the leash. “Oscar, let’s go.”

But Oscar didn’t budge. Familiar fears rolled through Bryan’s mind:

You have to present perfectly, or they will fire you.

If your project fails, you will be the next o go.

If you don't give this job everything you have, you will have nothing.

His chest tightened. Ever since his company announced the first round of
layoffs eighteen months ago, he had been working seventy-hour weeks to try to
prove his value, his worth.

“I’ll dial it back once I reach this goal,” he would say to himself.

“I’ll take a vacation as soon as I meet this deadline,” he would justify.

“I’ll be able to rest once I know my job is secure,” he would rationalize.

But the goals, deadlines, and metrics kept moving.

As Bryan’s mental spiral continued, Oscar lowered his round belly to the
sidewalk and laid his brown-and-white head between his front paws. The dog
released another sigh. Bryan’s affection for his faithful companion filled his heart,
and he conceded to his aging dog’s not-so-subtle request to rest.

Eight minutes. A pang of fear darted through Bryan’s mind, but he refused
to let it land. Instead, he sat down beside Oscar and stroked his dog’s long silky
ears. As he paid attention to Oscar under the shade of a sprawling oak tree, he
also noticed the breeze on his face. He heard birds singing overhead. He smelled
the sweet scent of gardenias. He watched a ladybug walk across a leaf. And he
remembered the God who made it all—and holds it all together.

Bryan inhaled deeply and exhaled fully. For the first time in many weeks, his
mind grew quiet. His body grew still, and he rested beside the dog who had been
with him through so much.

Then he sent a text to his team letting them know he would be a little late for
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the meeting. His job was important, but sitting there beside Oscar, he realized

that rest—and trust—are important too.

Ponder

What kind of rest is described in the first two lines of this psalm? How does soul
rest differ from physical rest? God is described as a rock in this passage. What
does that mean? What have you been turning to for rest lately? How might you

encourage and remind your soul to rest in God today?

PRAY

God, you are where my soul finds rest. You are my hope, my rock, and my salvation.
You are the fortress I can run to, my safe place that can never be shaken. God, teach
my soul to rest in the grace of your salvation and in the awareness that my worth,
value, and honor are found in you—and in you alone. Keep me grounded in you—my
rock and my refuge. Hold my heart close to you, and help me trust in you at all times.
I give you my fears and anxieties, my struggles and hopes, my plans and my dreams.
I know that they all are safe with you.

Paws in His Presence

God will provide rest for my soul.
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The God Who Gives

You, Lorp, are all I have,
and you give me all I need;
my future is in your hands.
How wonderful are your gifts to me;
how good they are!

I praise the LORD, because he guides me,
and in the night my conscience warns me.
I am always aware of the LORD’s presence;
he is near, and nothing can shake me. . . .
You will show me the path that leads to life;

your presence fills me with joy
and brings me pleasure forever.

PSALM 16:5-8, 11, 6Nt

Paws

A black cat cowered among a stack of boxes in Lynn’s garage one morning. The
pupils in the tiny kitten’s fear-filled green eyes were mere slits.

“Where did you come from, little one?”

Stray cats were a common sight in the wooded land around her property, but
one had never made its way into her garage before this. It was clear that the kit-
ten, who couldn’t have been more than a few months old, needed help.

Thankfully, the small creature had wandered into the right garage. Having
rescued countless cats over the years, Lynn knew just what to do—Dbeginning
with getting the terrified little kitten into a cat carrier so she had a safe place to
rest until she was examined by a veterinarian. At the appointment, the vet con-
firmed the kitten was severely malnourished and needed to be treated for worms.

Armed with prescription food and medication, Lynn took the cat she named
Wednesday—for the day of the week she discovered her—back home and set up
a cat-friendly zone for her in the guest bathroom. She would give the kitten time
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to heal and gain strength before allowing her to roam free in the house where
Lynn’s two very active hound-mix dogs liked to roughhouse and play.

Over time, Wednesday went from skittish to sociable and was soon seeking
Lynn out to play and receive pets and scratches. In fact, Wednesday became so
social that several months after finding her, Lynn thought about taking her to
the barn at the edge of her property where she could play with the three other
cats she had rescued a year earlier. However, Lynn worried the three older, much
larger cats might scare Wednesday—or take advantage of her petite size.

“Maybe youd better stay here with me instead,” Lynn told the affectionate
little cat.

However, three months later, when Lynn heard about another stray cat in
need of a home, she knew just what to do. After giving the orange stray, whom
she named Garfield, time to adjust to herself and to Wednesday, she took the pair
down to the barn. The other barn cats were a little wary of the newcomers. But
Lynn gave them all time to adjust by keeping Wednesday and Garfield in a large
empty stall in the chicken coop for several days. The cats got to know each other
through the chicken wire, and when Lynn finally opened the door it seemed as if
the five cats had always been together. They played together, explored the woods
together, and napped in the hayloft together.

Life would have been perfect for Wednesday, except for one problem—her little
legs were too short to climb down from the hayloft. While the four bigger cats could
easily navigate the attached ladder to come and go at will, Wednesday could only
climb up. When her feline friends scampered down, she would cry from the loft.

As soon as Lynn figured out what was happening, she moved a tall plastic
cabinet next to the ladder and created stairs with hay bales and bags of cedar bed-
ding. She had to physically set Wednesday on the cabinet the first time, but the
little black cat quickly caught on and now she is often the first one down from the
hayloft. Wednesday isn’t the least bit concerned about her size any longer because

she knows Lynn watches out for her.

Ponder
Do you find comfort in knowing your future is in God’s hands? Why or why
not? What are some of the gifts God has given you? How does God guide his
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truth: God is here.
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PRAY

Lord, you are all I have, and you give me all I need; my future is in your hands. How
wonderful are your gifts to me; how good they are. You guide and direct me. You are
always with me. Help me become more aware of your presence. Remind my heart that
I don’t need to be afraid because you are with me. Show me the path that leads to life
and fill my heart with everlasting joy.

Paws in His Presence

I can trust God to provide what I need.
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I have chosen to be faithful;
I have determined to live by your regulations.
I cling to your laws.
LORD, don’t let me be put to shame!
I will pursue your commands,
for you expand my understanding.
Teach me your decrees, O LORD;
I will keep them to the end.
Give me understanding and I will obey your instructions;
I will put them into practice with all my heart.

PSALM 119:30-34

Trish couldn’t remember a time in her life that she didn’t love God and know she was
loved by him. She had placed her faith and trust in Jesus when she was six, sitting
on her Strawberry Shortcake comforter and praying with her dad. Trish had grown
in her knowledge and understanding of the gospel and matured in her faith over
the years, but she always treasured that moment when she became a true child of
God. And since that day Trish had made every effort to follow his will for her life.

It wasn't always linear, and it had been far from perfect, but Trish had always
tried to live out the words of the chorus to her favorite childhood hymn, “Trust and
Obey.” She would study the Bible, spend time in prayer, regularly attend church,
and give of her time, talents, and money to serve and bless others. But there was
one command in Scripture she found incredibly difficult to obey—sharing her
faith with others.

As an introvert who avoided confrontation like it was her full-time job, the
idea of boldly sharing her faith with others felt impossible. She wanted others
to know the hope she had, and she wanted to obey Jesus” parting words to his

followers to go and make disciples of all nations. But every time she would try to
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talk to someone about her faith her heart would pound, her hands would tingle,
and her throat would feel like she'd swallowed a handful of cotton balls.

“God, I want to share your love with others,” she would pray while petting
her labradoodle, Freddie, “but I don’t know how. If you want me to share, please
make a way.”

Years passed without a miraculous dose of courage transforming her into a
bold witness. Trish began to accept that God gives different gifts to his children.
Maybe my role is to support people who do boldly share the gospel. So she donated
money, prayed for missionaries, and packed boxes of food and supplies for orga-
nizations that worked to meet the physical and spiritual needs of others.

One morning at church, she noticed a woman standing beside a small dog.
The dog was wearing a green vest with the words PET ME! I'M A THERAPY DOG.

Trish walked over and learned that the woman was part of a new ministry
that took therapy dogs to hospitals, college campuses, nursing homes, schools—
anywhere people could use a little hope. “The ministry is mainly about the dogs,”
the woman named Helen said, “but the dogs often open the door to spiritual con-
versations, and many times we end up sharing our faith and praying for people.”

The woman’s face was beaming as she talked about the ministry. Her passion
ignited Trish’s own, and a few weeks later, Trish was getting Freddie certified as a
therapy dog and joining the ministry. She was nervous about going on her first
visit with Freddie, but since she would be with several other volunteer teams at
the college campus, she wasn’t too concerned. Besides, Freddie was as extroverted
as Trish was introverted.

“You just be you, and we will be fine,” Trish told her dog as she straightened
his vest.

Within minutes, two dozen college students surrounded the dogs. Most of
them were smiling as they rubbed the dogs™ bellies and shook their paws, but
Trish noticed one young woman standing off to the side. She was close enough
to be considered part of the group, but far enough away that Trish suspected the
young woman felt miles distant.

“Freddie, let’s go say hi,” Trish spoke softly to her dog, leading him to the

young woman.
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“Is it okay if my dog, Freddie, says hi?” she asked.

The young woman nodded and knelt down to pet Freddie.

“He looks like my dog, Bean,” she said.

“It must be hard to be away from Bean.”

“It’s so hard,” the girl admitted, her eyes revealing just how much she missed
him.

Trish began to talk to the young woman—whose name she learned was
Ana—about how lonely she had felt at college and how difficult it had been
to make friends. “I finally found a group of friends my junior year,” Trish said,
smiling at the memory. “We had the same major and started studying together.
They helped me so much.”

Then without thinking, Trish added, “I'll start praying that you find a group
of friends, Ana.” The moment the words left her mouth she worried she might
have offended the college student. But instead, Ana’s eyes filled with tears, and
she whispered, “Thank you.”

Two weeks later, Trish and Freddie went back to the campus and were
delighted when Ana walked up. “I made a friend,” she said, her eyes focused on
Freddie and a beautiful smile on her lips. “Thanks for praying for me. Um . . .
do you really think God cares about me making a friend?”

Trish couldn’t believe she was standing on a college campus talking to a
young woman about prayer and faith and the hope she had in Jesus. And that
was exactly what she did for the next hour, and faithfully every other week for
the next four years, visiting with Ana and many other students—with Freddie

by her side each and every visit.

Have you put your faith and trust in Jesus? Was there a specific moment in time
or more of a gradual awareness and surrender? Do you find it difficult to share
your faith with others? How have you chosen to be faithful to God? Which of
God’s commands do you struggle most with? Which come easiest to you? Where
are you lacking understanding today? Will you take a few minutes and talk to
God about that?
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Lord, help me be faithful to you and your will. Grant me the strength and desire to live
by your commands and according to the way that you say is best. Help me hold fast to
your Word and not walk away from you. Please give me resolve to pursue righteousness
for I know that your way is life. Expand my understanding. Teach me your ways and
help me keep them. Please grant me wisdom and understanding, and let me live for you
all my days.

God equips me to live for him.
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Answer me when I call to you,
my righteous God.
Give me relief from my distress;
have mercy on me and hear my prayer.

How long will you people turn my glory into shame?
How long will you love delusions and seek false gods?
Know that the LorRD has set apart his faithful servant for himself;
the LorD hears when I call to him.

Tremble and do not sin;
when you are on your beds,
search your hearts and be silent. . . .

In peace I will lie down and sleep,
for you alone, LORD,
make me dwell in safety.

PSALM 4:1-4, 8, N1V

Seven horses grazed peacefully in a large field, nibbling blades of grass, munching
on stalks of hay. A gentle breeze rustled the tops of nearby trees, and a flock of
geese honked greetings from above. The scene defined serene, yet John noticed
none of it. His gaze was on his mud-covered boots as his hands balled into tight
fists. His thoughts raced, and he became filled with dread.

The only reason he had agreed to attend the veterans’ program at the equine
therapy ranch was because he couldn’t take his wife’s tears anymore. She had
begged him to see a counselor—a doctor, a pastor, anyone who might be able
to help him. John tried to humor her, but he knew the truth. He had seen too
much. Done too much. There was no help for someone like him.

But when she brought home a flyer about a program at a nearby horse ranch

for veterans dealing with post-traumatic stress symptoms and begged him to
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attend, John knew he owed it to her to give it a try. But now that he had arrived,
all he wanted to do was run.

John’s head jerked up at the sound of a car door slamming. His breath came
in shallow pants. He was just about to bolt when a petite woman with wheat-
colored hair and a warm smile invited him into the pasture.

“Hi, there,” she said, opening a nearby gate. “I'm Jodi, and I'm so glad you're
here. Would you like to come meet some of our horses?”

He didn’t, but he didn’t want to be rude. John steeled himself for what he
assumed would be her pitch to try to sell him on the program, convince him to
make a donation, or guilt him into therapy.

Instead, she handed him a round brush with short bristles and asked if he had
any experience with horses.

“Not really,” he admitted.

A brown-and-white horse walked up and bumped Jodi’s shoulder with its nose.

“This is Cody,” she said, demonstrating the proper way to brush a horse.
“He’s always up for an adventure.”

John'’s heart rate sped up. He started to sweat.

Not now, he commanded his body—not that his body ever listened.

He definitely didn’t want to expose the nice woman to one of his wretched
panic attacks, so John scanned the area for an escape route. Something bumped
him from behind. He jumped.

“Oh, that’s just Mercy,” Jodi said. “She wants to say hello.”

John’s focus moved to the black horse. Their eyes met, and John felt an unfa-
miliar sense of calm wash over him.

Grateful for the unexpected reprieve, he began brushing the horse like Jodi
had shown him. It was strangely soothing. Jodi told John a little bit of Mercy’s
background—she had been rescued from a horribly abusive situation and had to
slowly learn to trust people again.

His heart went out to the horse, and a protectiveness he didn’t expect welled
up inside him.

Jodi left the two alone and went to speak with some other veterans. John
continued to move the brush in small circles. And as he did, his mind grew

blissfully quiet.
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He exhaled.

Mercy exhaled.

That night John slept for eight hours. He hadn’t slept that long in years. He
awoke feeling a little odd, but it wasn’t an unpleasant feeling. It was something
he just hadn’t felt in a long, long time. Hope. And overwhelming gratitude for
the gift of Mercy.

What is distressing you today? What do you long for God to do? Have you
experienced similar frustration over ungodliness that the psalmist expresses in
this psalm? What do you think the phrase “tremble and do not sin” means? In
what ways have you encountered mercy? How does God—and his gifts of mercy
and grace—help us sleep and dwell in safety?

Answer me when I call to you, my righteous God. Please give me relief from my dis-
tress; have mercy on me and hear my prayer. Lovd, I feel such shame. I feel such guilt
over what I have done. I know that I have failed you so many times. And yet you still
want to be near me! Your mercy and grace know no end. You call me to yourself, and
you hear me when I call. God of mercy, forgive me for my sin and cleanse my heart.
Quiet my mind, my heart, my body. Let me rest in you, for you are my safe place.

God is full of mercy, and he loves me.
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The God Who Knows Us

O LORD, you have examined my heart
and know everything about me.

You know when I sit down or stand up.
You know my thoughts even when I'm far away.
You see me when I travel
and when I rest at home.

You know everything I do.

You know what I am going to say
even before I say it, LORD.

You go before me and follow me.

You place your hand of blessing on my head.
Such knowledge is too wonderful for me,
too great for me to understand!

PSALM 139:1-6

Paws

The door nudged open, revealing a black nose and two deep-brown eyes. A
moment later Frankie, a Bernese mountain dog, bounded into the room, his ears
bouncing in rhythm with his tongue.

“Hi, buddy,” Katrina chuckled. “Sorry I left you, but I had to find a quiet
place to get some work done.”

The tricolored dog never seemed bothered when he was left alone, but he was
always overjoyed to reunite with his human again. Frankie snuggled close and
laid his head on Katrina’s leg, his dark eyes looking up with such adoration that
she felt a lump rise in her throat.

“I don't deserve you, Frankie,” she whispered, rubbing her dog’s head.

Loyal, dependable, faithful, I'll-always-come-find-you Frankie. The five-year-
old gentle giant loved each member of his human family. He loved how Katrina’s

husband, Daniel, gave him body rubs, finding all the itchy places Frankie couldn’t
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reach to scratch. He loved learning new tricks from fifteen-year-old Zander. And
there was no one he loved playing with more than seventeen-year-old Jordan—the
family often joked that Frankie looked at Jordan like a littermate. But while the
loyal dog loved each and every member of the family, it was Katrina he stuck to
like a shadow.

Frankie followed Katrina from room to room.

He waited outside the bathroom door.

He lay at her feet while she worked.

He followed her outside.

He waited in the driveway when Katrina went to the store and would try to
jump in her arms when she returned.

And every night, even if he was snuggled in his dog bed downstairs, Frankie
would get up and escort Katrina up the stairs when she was ready to go to bed.

Wherever Katrina was, that was where Frankie wanted to be.

Of course, Frankie’s tendencies occasionally made for some interesting close
calls. Katrina had stubbed her toe more than once trying not to step on her dog.
And she'd had several awkward bathroom moments when Frankie would nudge
the door open and rush in. But over time, her dog’s habit of following her every-
where became one of his most endearing qualities—and a tangible reminder of
God’s constant presence.

On days when life moved at warp speed, in times of sickness and loneliness,
in seasons when it was easy to feel overlooked, forgotten, or unnoticed, Frankie
was there.

His eyes looking up.

His tongue hanging out.

His paw resting on Katrina’s arm.

To Katrina, his constant presence was a tangible reminder of God’s faithful-
ness and love, and his favorite game of “Find Katrina” was a beautiful picture of
God’s constant pursuit of his children. Every time she gave Frankie a hug, she
thought how wonderful it was to be wrapped in God’s perfect love.
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Ponder

How does the realization that God knows everything about you make you feel?
How might someone’s view of God influence how they feel about him seeing
and knowing everything they do? What does it mean for God to go before you
and to follow you? Spend a few quiet minutes with God. Invite him to examine

your heart and make you aware of his loving presence.

PRAY

O Lord, you know my heart. You know me better than anyone. You know me better
than I even know myself. You know when I sit down and when I stand up. You know
my thoughts, my motivations, my insecurities. You see me when I travel far and when 1
sit at home. You know everything I do—and you know why I do it. You even know what
I'm going to say before the words are formed in my mouth. You go before me and you
follow me. You hem me in with your presence. You know me—you really know me—
and still you place your loving hand of blessing on me. I can’t possibly understand that
kind of perfect love, and yet I trust it. I trust you, and I worship you.

Paws in His Presence

God knows everything about me, and he loves me.
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