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INTRODUCTION
Read Me

Talking at God
Speaking to God
Listening for God
Being with God

At, to, for, with. These are the four basic ways we pray. Many 
Christians in the West know the first two (at and to) rather well, 
the third (for) a fair bit, but the fourth (with) hardly at all. It is 
this fourth mode that I aim to address in this book. Perhaps the 
great omission of being with God in prayer is what prevents the 
church from growing into the depths of God’s heart for the world. 
Within a culture of external and internal noise, we must learn the 
rhythms and intimacy of contemplative prayer if we are to flourish.

When asked to describe their prayer life, many people point 
only to the words they speak to God and the impressions they 
claim to feel from God. While these are a part of prayer, they only 
begin to scratch the surface of being with God. The truth is that 
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16 Introduction

every moment of every day, the most significant reality in the entire 
universe is the radical availability of God’s presence.

Types of Prayer

Within a spiritual climate that often omits being with God, it is in-
adequate to talk about the problem without offering practical steps 
to solve it. I have met many who long for a quieter life with God, a 
stiller soul of peace, and freedom from the pervasive inner chatter 
but who feel that these longings remain elusive and impractical. 
When I teach on stillness and rest in the church, particularly in 
urban contexts, people lean in and nod their heads in agreement. 
We are tired, longing for respite.

The four types of prayer mentioned above come from Mark 
Thibodeaux’s Armchair Mystic, which describes these types of 
prayer using prepositions:

talking at God
speaking to God
listening for God
being with God1

When we are young, we are first taught to pray at God. As a 
child, perhaps you kneeled at your bedside to pray, “Now I lay me 
down to sleep . . .” Or maybe before dinner you launched into a 
rehearsed prayer from Sunday school that went, “God is great, God 
is good, thank you, Jesus, for this food.” In this mode of prayer, we 
launch simple phrases toward the sky in hopes of divine reception. 
God is like a static entity—a God who exists to receive whatever 
we speak toward heaven.

The next stage of prayer maturity encourages us to pray to 
God. At this stage, we move from viewing God as a static entity 
to viewing him as a dynamic being. Prayer here becomes a cosmic 
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17Introduction

conversation. Through it, we learn to enter into a dialogue with 
the divine. For example, in the car or on public transit, we may 
carry our needs, worries, and fears to God in hopes of experiencing 
provision, peace, and courage. This stage of prayer begins to feel 
like more of a spiritual connection. We seek a conversation with a 
dynamic God who responds to our prayers and can be influenced 
to act on our behalf and for the sake of others.

As we grow as Christians, we learn to listen for God. At this 
stage, we begin to attune our ears, seek God through Scripture and 
others, and observe bodily promptings to discern God’s voice in a 
noisy world. Perhaps at this stage we ask, “God, what is your will?” 
and “What would you like me to do?” Through this form of prayer, 
we are compelled to hear the Holy Spirit nudge us in specific di-
rections as we navigate life’s complexities. For many Christians, 
prophetic words and divine insight become a part of the faith 
journey at this point. In the listening- to- God phase of prayer, one 
comes to discover that the relationship is one of both give and take. 
It is no different in human relationships, which flourish only when 
people both speak and listen in turn. Thibodeaux asserts, “This 
[form of prayer] is often felt by receiving an impression from God, 
an image that leads us further into something, and/or a word that 
clarifies what we have been needing to hear or know.”2

I am not suggesting this is an inevitable, linear path, but it is 
a typical— and wonderful— path of prayer growth. Each of these 
stages is good.

But . . . it is here that many Christ followers stop progress-
ing in their prayer pilgrimage. Prayer must become more for us 
than thinking thoughts about and saying words to God. At some 
point, our relationship with God demands that we move away 
from words, away from noise, and away from the mental chatter 
and toward discovering God in the quiet.

All three of these types of prayer are cataphatic in nature. “Cata-
phatic” is a fancy word that simply means that it engages one of 
our five senses in some way. Although the third direction moves us 
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18 Introduction

into listening, it is still dependent on images, feelings, and words. 
To reiterate, these directions are good but incomplete. They are 
comfortable but lacking. Activist Carlo Carretto wisely said, “This 
is crucial: as long as we pray only when and how we want to, our 
life of prayer is bound to be unreal.”3

There is a fourth stage of prayer that few seek but all of us need. 
We must learn to be with God. At this stage, words are welcomed 
but not required. Learning the art of being with God, we realize 
it is enough to be still, to be silent, to be in solitude with the God 
who knows our hearts, our needs, and our longings. This stage, 
Thibodeaux contends,

is radically different from all the others for two reasons. First, it is 
not an action like talking or listening, but rather is a state of being. 
It is not so much what I do during my prayer times, but who I’ve 
become because of them. Second, because this is not an action that 
I can do, it is virtually out of my control. Unlike the other stages, 
I cannot make this stage happen. It must come as a pure gift from 
God. All I can do is till the soil so that the land will be fertile when 
the Sower comes to plant the seeds.4

This is the all- important stage of surrendering a particular out-
come of prayer. No longer do we need to demand that God “show 
up” for us in a certain way by providing us with a feeling, impres-
sion, or word of clarity. It is enough to be with God in this form 
of prayer. Like Mary, in this type of prayer, we treasure God in our 
hearts, knowing that is enough.

The Contemplative Journey

This book aims to address and help you experience this fourth way 
of prayer: being with God, practicing stillness, silence, and being as 
a mode of prayer. Some have called this the practice of contempla-
tion, contemplative prayer, or the contemplative journey. Contem-
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19Introduction

plation is one of the ways Christians experience God’s presence. 
Many Protestants are unfamiliar with this practice, and sometimes 
understandably so, as contemplation is often conflated with Eastern 
religious traditions, which omit the necessity of receiving the Spirit 
of God through the work of Christ’s life, death, resurrection, and 
ascension. Because the word “contemplation” takes on different 
meanings for various people across religious traditions, I want to 
be clear from the onset how I use the term throughout this book. 
Robert Mulholland defines contemplation as simply “the practice 
of stilling ourselves before God, moving ever deeper into the core of 
our being and simply offering ourselves to God in totally vulnerable 
love.”5 I like that definition. This book is about how we begin to do 
that, specifically with a commitment to the historic Christian faith.

In an age of absurdity in which noise, anxiety, chaos, hurry, and 
worry dominate the landscape of life, we need to reclaim this kind 
of praying life and discover via the fantastic world of our neurology 
how prayer can be the path to holistic healing. Above all, prayer 
leads us directly into the meaning of the universe— namely, the 
relational presence of God.

Contemplation may be the most challenging of all the spiritual 
disciplines of Christian discipleship. Therefore, at the conclusion 
of each chapter of this book is a practice. The practices suggested 
are not filler material. Spiritual practices matter, and the greater 
the repetition, the greater the formation. Conversely stated, where 
there is little repetition, you can expect little formation.

The aim of this book is to help you gain understanding. But the 
understanding you will gain is not an end but a means. Spiritual 
growth is not the measure of one’s conceptual knowledge about 
God but the cultivation of biblical virtue. This cultivation is not like 
an efficient machine but more like farming. It is a slow but steady 
growing into Christlikeness over the course of a lifetime. The bridge 
between understanding and virtue is practice, so try out the practice 
after each chapter. In the conclusion, I discuss some of the ways that 
contemplative prayer helps us in both the short and the long term.
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20 Introduction

The Importance of Contemplative Prayer

Does prayer work? It’s a fair question. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks once 
compared the effect of prayer on a person to tidal water rushing 
over a rock on a beach.6 We cannot discern the difference the 
water makes on the rock in the short run. But over time, the water 
slowly smooths and reshapes the rock. In the long run, the rock 
is transformed. That is what prayer does. Over time, it smooths 
out our rough edges, forging us into greater alignment with the 
kingdom of God as we live out our days on earth.

Prayer “works” only when we consent to let God work in us. 
Prayer, in essence, is relational contact with the living God.

In just five verses, Luke’s Gospel spells out a profound reve-
lation (10:38–42). Mary and Martha receive Jesus into their home. 
Martha views her relation to Jesus in transactional terms. She is 
the host; Jesus is the guest. In contrast, Mary views her relation to 
Jesus in formational terms. She is the disciple; Jesus is the rabbi. 
Don’t miss the profundity of this narrative. In first- century Juda-
ism, women were seldom invited to enter into a disciple- rabbi 
relationship. Rather, a woman’s station in life was to serve as host 
for the guest. Jesus doesn’t rebuke Martha for choosing this pos-
ture, but when she complains to him about her sister, he replies 
that Mary has chosen what is better (10:42).

And what is that better station? To sit at the feet of Jesus rather 
than running about. In short, being always precedes doing in healthy 
spirituality. If doing for God precedes being with God, our faith 
becomes convoluted.

The Quietest Room in the World

There is a room that is completely echo-free. The Microsoft Re-
search Lab in Redmond, Washington, houses the quietest room 
in the world.7 A space smaller than a newborn’s nursery, it took 
two full years to complete. The room is so quiet that a person can 
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21Introduction

actually hear the grinding of their bones when walking inside. 
Field trip anybody?

Some have referred to this room as the place “where sound 
goes to die.” It’s a sound engineer’s dream. The technology on the 
walls prevents sound waves from bouncing. I bring it up because 
our minds feel nothing like this— at least mine doesn’t. We were 
created with the capacity to rid ourselves of the worries of the day 
by surrendering them to God. Instead, the noise inside us feels like 
it is constantly bouncing off the walls of our brain. The internal 
noise is like an echo chamber of anxiety, worry, and fear. Con-
templative prayer is one of the tools we have to still the bouncing 
sound waves within us.

I pray that the Holy Spirit would empower you to silence the 
noise within. May this simple book guide you on a spiritual pil-
grimage to being with God. And may you then access the peace, joy, 
compassion, and shalom that your soul relentlessly searches for.
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PART 1

ABSURDITY

“Are you kidding me?”  I blurted out.
I was staring at the computer screen when the question emerged 

full force. I had never before seen a goat in a tree. Have you? And 
the strangeness of the photo stayed with me. Goats can— and 
do— climb trees. Although this phenomenon seldom, if ever, oc-
curs at the family farm in rural America, it happens every day in 
the coastal forests of Morocco. The next time you find yourself 
in Marrakesh with some time on your hands, head west eighty 
miles and you’ll reach the Argan Forest. It is here you will find 
goats in the trees.

Goats in trees are an incredible metaphor for being with God. 
I’ll get to that in a bit. But first, let’s imagine ourselves in Morocco, 
gazing upon goats in trees. There is a reason these goats can climb. 
Over the course of time, their hooves developed to scale tree limbs 
for survival.

Perhaps you’ve heard of argan oil? Goats climb trees to eat 
the argan fruit. After their stomachs digest the fruit, the nuts are 

_Sherrill_BeingWithGod_ES_wo.indd   23_Sherrill_BeingWithGod_ES_wo.indd   23 6/21/21   9:10 AM6/21/21   9:10 AM

AJ Sherrill, Being with God 
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



24 ABSURD ITY

excreted out. Yep, through their bowels. Leaving no room for mis-
understanding, let me be clear: the goats poop out the nuts. Oil 
producers then gather the excrement and pluck from the poop one 
argan nut at a time. Because of the digestion process, the nuts are 
softened, making the seeds within easier to extract. Once the seeds 
inside the nuts are extracted, they are then pressed into oil. The oil 
is collected, filtered, and sent across the ocean to a store near you 
so you can lather it on your hair and body. Grossed out? And yet 
argan oil has never been in greater demand. Surely most people 
aren’t aware of the production process before applying argan oil 
to their faces.

But let’s return to the main point. Moroccan goats go to great 
lengths for nourishment. The thought of them climbing trees may 
seem silly to us, but for them, it’s about survival. When I first saw 
photos of goats in trees, it occurred to me that this image reminds 
me of contemplative prayer in an age of hurry, anxiety, and effi-
ciency. Truthfully, the goats look ridiculous. Yet in a society where 
“time is money” and where the central aim is to “stay busy,” the 
pursuit of stillness, silence, and solitude appears equally ridiculous.

The word “absurd” comes from the Latin word sardus, which 
means “deaf.” “Absurdity” is the right word to describe ways of 
thinking, acting, and being that should not persist but nevertheless 
remain. Much of our lives has become absurd because we choose 
to remain deaf (sardus) to the many ways our cultural values are 
grinding us down, one absurd stressor at a time.

Consider the following:

Dedication to screens: absurd
Hours of lost sleep: absurd
Addiction to pornography: absurd
Poor drinking and eating habits: absurd
Keeping up with the Joneses: absurd
Lack of time to exercise and sabbath: absurd
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25ABSURD ITY

None of these examples come as a surprise. And that is what 
makes them so absurd. We know these things are bad for us, yet 
we persist in them. And it’s killing us.

Recently, my five- year- old told me from the backseat of the car that 
she wanted my cell phone. I asked her why, and she replied that she 
was bored. I told her no and then congratulated her because boredom 
is the gateway to imagination. She shook her head in disagreement.

A conversation with an inquirer about contemplative prayer 
may go something like this:

Inquirer: You just sit there?
You: Yeah, you just sit there.
Inquirer: And . . . then what happens?
You: Nothing.
Inquirer: Nothing? You just sit there?
You: Yes, we’ve been over this.

Sitting quietly may sound crazy, but the alternative is to stay 
busy. Most Americans are more comfortable with the absurdity 
of staying busy because it offers the illusion of progress and pro-
ductivity, two of the Western world’s greatest idols. Since we are 
on the topic of busyness, did you know the Chinese pictograph 
for “busy” is made of two characters? Guess what they are: heart 
and killing.1 Often we believe our busyness is imparting life. Is it 
possible that our busyness is sometimes taking life too?

So what, then, is an alternative? I suggest that contemplative 
prayer is one way forward in a culture of absurdity. Let’s return to 
the definition of contemplation offered by Robert Mulholland Jr.: 
“The practice of stilling ourselves before God, moving ever deeper 
into the core of our being and simply offering ourselves to God in 
totally vulnerable love.”2

I like that definition for several reasons. First, it’s simple and 
easy to grasp. Too often, contemplation is construed as abstract 
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26 ABSURD ITY

and elitist, reserved for the upper class and the overeducated. But 
this form of prayer is open and accessible to all people, regardless 
of ethnic and socioeconomic background. Second, it implies a 
relational connection between God and humans. We each play 
a part. Our part is consent, surrender, and stillness. God’s part is 
meeting us in that posture. Third, it reminds us that we are not 
seeking a something but a Someone. And that Someone is a God 
who, above everything else, loves. There is nothing and no one 
to fear in contemplative prayer. We simply tune the frequency 
of our hearts (and minds and bodies) to a God who never stops 
loving us.

Contemplation is, then, one of the postures of prayer that helps 
us access God’s love. Perhaps you’re like me. I often find it hard to 
access God’s love. Why? The problem isn’t on God’s end. Rather, 
the problem lies with me. I go too fast, move too quickly, and 
desire transactional (productive) spirituality over relational con-
nection. Many Protestant churches in the West seem to be more 
influenced by the entertainment value of louder songs, greater 
platforms, and bigger programs as the standard of success than by 
the slow and steady rhythms of Jesus. It’s no wonder people are 
leaving the church in droves. Many churches offer little more than 
what someone can experience on a leisure stroll through Times 
Square.

Contemplation is the reminder that being is always greater than 
doing. In fact, being is what best empowers doing. When we center 
on doing— even with the best intentions— without first resting 
and being, we end up weary, anxious, and prideful.

The goal of this book is to bring us back to first things:

slow down
pay attention
be still
be loved
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27ABSURD ITY

When those practices become routine in our lives, we can do 
great things. Make your aim in life to be less concerned about 
going fast and more interested in going far. The world is in need 
of persevering people who are committed to the long journey of 
Christlikeness. This always happens, like the growth of argan fruit, 
over time.

But I must warn you: when we organize our lives this way, we 
might end up looking to many like goats in trees.

P R A C T I C E

As you begin the journey of cultivating the contemplative rhythms, 
let’s begin with a distraction inventory. In the left column below are 
words that generally describe a restful state of being amid our cul-
tural absurdity. These each correspond with a positive numeric value 
(+1). In the right column are words that describe a life generally 
in opposition to contemplative rhythms. These are each assigned a 
negative numeric value (-1). If you sense you are neither positive nor 
negative, then designate a zero to indicate that you are somewhere in 
between (0). At the end, total the numbers and notice whether your 
life at the moment is moving positively toward or negatively away 
from contemplative spirituality. As you evaluate each set of words, 
think in terms of the big picture rather than the granular details of 
your life. As you read through this book, decide where you need to 
make adjustments in order to increase being with God.

RESTFULNESS RESTLESSNESS
(+1)   (0)   (-1)

Margin   Busyness

Rhythm   Hurry

Quiet   Noise
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28 ABSURD ITY

Community   Isolation

Solitude   Crowds

Delight   Distraction

Wonder   Cynicism

Clarity   Confusion

Gratitude   Greed

Contentment   Envy

Trust   Worry

Love   Angst

Total: 
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1

WEIRD

The Lord is in his holy temple;
 let all the earth be silent before him.

— Habakkuk 2:20

Our busyness can’t disguise the suspicion that we are being 
steadily diminished, not so much living as passing time in 
a desert of our own devising.

— Kathleen Norris, Acedia and Me

The world  was spinning quickly.
Remember life before the pandemic of 2020? The stock 

market— soaring; the housing market— booming; the pace of 
life— humming.

And then, for many of us, it all just kind of stopped. Or at least 
it slowed down. Suffice it to say, the pandemic brought about a 
great pause, and suddenly we got a glimpse of how fast- paced life 
had become. The great pause imparted a revelation that our lives 
up to that point had been running on equal parts adrenaline and 
hurry with a healthy pinch of anxiety sprinkled on top.
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30 ABSURD ITY

Do you ever notice how deaf we become to the constant hum 
in our souls until we are still enough to pay attention?

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. Permit me to take you 
back to an exceptionally underrated event that happened a few 
months before the pandemic. Go with me to the evening of July 
13, 2019, at the heart of NYC tourism, Times Square.

Up until midnight, everything played out as expected. There 
were Broadway shows, traffic jams, full restaurants, and the sounds 
of joy and laughter mixed with the occasional strange shouts from 
that guy on the corner preaching eternal damnation. It was a usual 
night. And don’t forget about the city lights, millions and millions 
of bulbs illuminating the paths of consumption and merriment.

But then, suddenly, as the evening revved up, the lights went 
out. For several hours, the fine people of NYC were without power. 
More than 72,000 people stumbled clumsily into the city’s streets, 
creating a pathway of white glow with their cell phones. The aerial 
photography would later send a chill down my spine. That night, 
Jennifer Lopez was not amused. Neither were her fans, who had 
paid top dollar to watch her perform at Madison Square Garden.

Thankfully, the outage was not caused by a cyberattack or a 
terrorist cell. It was due to mechanical failure. But the more I 
thought about it, the weirder it became. In a eureka moment of 
clarity amid the chaos of life, I wondered aloud, “What’s weirder, 
that the lights went out or that we expect them to always be on?”

What do you expect at 4 p.m. in Times Square? Lights.
What do you expect at 12 a.m. in Times Square? Lights.
What do you expect at 6 a.m. in Times Square? Lights.
And don’t we see a similar pattern in our own lives?
We live in a society of extreme overload. The 2020 pandemic 

with its great pause only highlighted this truth. We learned that 
moderation may be at the top of the list of our forgotten virtues. 
We overdo good things to the point of idolatry. We binge- watch 
television, crush working hours, max out credit cards, and cram 
our calendars— all while assuming this is normal.
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31Weird

So if you’re going to take seriously the slow and steady rhythms 
of Jesus— that is, the way of stillness, silence, and solitude— in 
this culture, you will increasingly look weird, like a goat in a tree, 
because the path of Christ is abnormal in a society shot through 
with cortisol.

Mindfulness and Contemplation

Many corporations worldwide now recognize the need for im-
proved employee mental and emotional health. To that end, 
“mindfulness” has turned into a large business, with the develop-
ment of apps, courses, and instructors who help people slow down 
and center on what matters most. In 2017, Apple named a mind-
fulness app, Calm, the app of the year. Many businesses designate 
times of the workday when employees are encouraged to create 
space for stillness and reflection. Some companies even employ 
instructors and design rooms for such activity. And some govern-
ments are spending hundreds of millions of dollars on mindfulness 
research, hoping that mindfulness will reduce stress and therefore 
lower national healthcare costs.

I celebrate this awakening in our culture, but while there are 
some similarities between mindfulness and Christ- centered con-
templation (or contemplative prayer),1 there are also some im-
portant differences. Both involve a focus on breath, sometimes a 
repetitive word or phrase, and always the invitation to slow down 
and calm the mind. They both release stress and help one access 
greater clarity. To be sure, mindfulness and Christ- centered con-
templation overlap. But they are not synonymous. I see at least 
five main differences (generally speaking):

 1. Mindfulness aims to empty one’s mind; contemplation 
aims to fill one’s mind.

 2. Mindfulness centers on self- focus; contemplation centers 
on Spirit- focus.
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 3. Mindfulness helps participants get rid of their desire for 
harmful things; contemplation recenters participants’ de-
sire on ultimate things.

 4. Mindfulness is primarily about detachment of ego; con-
templation is primarily about attachment to Christ.

 5. Mindfulness seeks to release; contemplation seeks to 
abide.

Hear me clearly: In no way am I rebuking mindfulness. I believe 
it to be helpful, particularly for those who want to become men-
tally and emotionally healthy and do not claim Christian faith. 
I am simply stating that mindfulness is not the same as contem-
plation— at least not in the way the desert fathers and mothers2 
viewed it. This is not a controversial claim. The chapters in this 
book will give you a clearer grasp of what the great Christian tradi-
tion means by contemplative prayer, which is a spiritual pathway 
that meets the felt needs of life in the modern world.

Contemplative prayer can be likened to the prodigal son re-
turning to the arms of the father’s loving embrace. This form of 
prayer seeks not to achieve anything but rather to receive every-
thing. Contrasted with mindfulness, this form of prayer does not 
seek to empty the mind but to fill the mind with an awareness 
of God’s presence through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. In 
contemplative prayer, we do not focus on eliminating desire but 
instead on reordering desire in alignment with the kingdom of 
God. In all our running about, contemplative prayer invites us to 
return to the divine Triune embrace. Henri Nouwen, in his classic 
The Return of the Prodigal Son, describes the embrace like this:

It is the place where I so much want to be, but am so fearful of 
being.

It is the place where I will receive all I desire, all that I ever 
hoped for, all that I will ever need, but it is also the place where I 
have to let go of all I most want to hold on to.
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It is the place that confronts me with the fact that truly ac-
cepting love, forgiveness, and healing is often much harder than 
giving it.

It is the place beyond earning, deserving, and rewarding.
It is the place of surrender and trust.3

Mindfulness reconnects us with ourselves. Thankfully so. But 
it takes us only partway down the road. Contemplation moves us 
beyond ourselves into the cosmic stream of eternal life. When I 
use the phrase “beyond ourselves,” I do not mean some abstract, 
gnostic, pseudo- spiritual pursuit. Nor do I mean a nebulous spiri-
tuality, a system, or a philosophy. Rather, I am talking about noth-
ing less than intimacy with the Creator, Sustainer, and Redeemer 
of life— the Triune God who is present in our midst. Like the 
prodigal son, we return to an ever- present God who waits for us 
in the stillness, silence, and solitude. In that place, we are received 
by God’s loving, gracious, ever- renewing, and forgiving embrace. 
The presence of God is the place of surrender and trust.

In the fourth century, Basil the Great wrote a letter to his friend 
Gregory of Nazianzus. In it he confesses that the main stresses in 
life are within us; they are internal, not external. After leaving a 
noisy, busy, stress- filled life in the city of Cappadocia for a mon-
astery, he had an epiphany: “I have indeed left my life in the city, 
but I have not yet been able to leave myself behind. We carry our 
indwelling disorders about with us, and so are nowhere free from 
the same sort of disturbances.”4

I like this confession because it saves us from scapegoating oth-
ers for the stress we carry. Basil challenges us to take responsibility 
for our own noise, much of which comes from within us. Some-
times the greatest stressors in life aren’t caused by the external 
noise (e.g., your boss, your demotion, your schedule, that conflict). 
Sometimes the greatest stressors are caused by the internal noise 
we create about the external noise. I get it, burnout is real, and I 
am not minimizing that. Statistics report that up to 25 percent 
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of adults are experiencing burnout at any given moment.5 (By the 
way, burnout is not restricted to the workforce. Homemakers can 
feel it just as acutely.) But I can attest from experience that the 
way I internally choose to handle the external strains and stresses 
of life affects my well- being. We can choose how we will allow 
things beyond our control to impact us. And our lives depend on 
choosing wisely.

If you find yourself a touch leery of contemplative prayer be-
cause it sounds too mystical and fear it could lead you away from 
devotion to Christ, consider the encouraging words of Rowan 
Williams, former archbishop of the Church of England. Williams, 
who is thoroughly orthodox, challenged church leadership on the 
matter in a speech:

Contemplation is very far from being just one kind of thing that 
Christians do: it is the key to prayer, liturgy, art and ethics, the key 
to the essence of a renewed humanity that is capable of seeing the 
world and other subjects in the world with freedom— freedom 
from self- oriented, acquisitive habits and the distorted under-
standing that comes from them. To put it boldly, contemplation 
is the only ultimate answer to the unreal and insane world that 
our financial systems and our advertising culture and our chaotic 
and unexamined emotions encourage us to inhabit. To learn con-
templative practice is to learn what we need so as to live truthfully 
and honestly and lovingly. It is a deeply revolutionary matter.6

Williams’s belief that contemplation is the key to prayer, art, 
and ethics is striking. Many Christians treat prayer in general as 
optional and are often unaware of contemplative prayer. Philoso-
pher and author James K. A. Smith once remarked to me that 
“one of the most important practices the church must take up in 
its gatherings is silence.” I think he’s correct. Habakkuk prophe-
sied, “The Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth be silent 
before him” (2:20). Because the New Testament declares that we, 
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the body of Christ, have become God’s temple, we must take se-
riously our commitment to steward the presence of God within. 
Contemplative prayer is one way we can do this. That this form 
of prayer has been elusive in the Western church is a tragedy. So 
many of our spiritual ancestors were committed to this pathway 
of following Jesus. Maybe we should follow their lead— as they 
followed Christ.

P R A C T I C E

Start small. Before launching into the day’s activities and responsi-
bilities, commit to being quiet to start the day. Perhaps that means 
you need to wake up ten minutes earlier before the kids or to 
create space before heading off to work or school. No matter the 
circumstance, set a timer for five to seven minutes, during which 
you can take time to pause before the rush of the day and still the 
noise within you. Consider taking a notepad and pen into this 
time so that you can jot down things that come up that you’d like 
to remember when the time is over.

Later we will integrate praying Scripture and connecting words 
and phrases to breathing. But for now, begin by just being quiet 
and taking notice of what comes up.

_Sherrill_BeingWithGod_ES_wo.indd   35_Sherrill_BeingWithGod_ES_wo.indd   35 6/21/21   9:10 AM6/21/21   9:10 AM

AJ Sherrill, Being with God 
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



37

2
TECH

Lord, our Lord,
 how majestic is your name in all the earth!
You have set your glory
 in the heavens. . . .
When I consider your heavens,
 the work of your fingers,
the moon and the stars,
 which you have set in place,
what is mankind that you are mindful of them,
 human beings that you care for them? . . .
Lord, our Lord,
 how majestic is your name in all the earth!

— Psalm 8:1, 3–4, 9

We flee from boredom because of what we encounter there, 
namely, ourselves.

— David Foster Wallace, The Pale King

Doljanchi

In South Korea, some parents and caregivers still practice an an-
cient and fascinating tradition with their crawling babies. Doljanchi 
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is a lighthearted fortune- telling exercise that no one takes too seri-
ously but is entertaining nonetheless. For Americans, it’s something 
similar to opening a fortune cookie after eating cashew chicken at 
your local Chinese restaurant.

In doljanchi, a family gathers in a room and places the baby on 
the floor. On the opposite end of the room lie several objects—for 
example, an apple, a coin, a book, and a paintbrush.1 The adults 
encourage the baby to crawl to the objects, and whichever object 
the baby first picks up provides a forecast of the child’s destiny. 
If the apple is selected, then perhaps the baby will never go hun-
gry. If the coin, perhaps wealth is in the baby’s future. The book 
might mean a future academic. And the paintbrush might signify 
creativity.

In The Influential Mind, Tali Sharot details her doljanchi ex-
perience when practicing the tradition with her baby. The family 
gathered, the objects were strewn about the floor, and with eager 
pace the baby began her crawl. Only something strange happened 
next. While the child was aligned to go straight toward the objects, 
she suddenly took a hard, left turn and headed toward an adjacent 
coffee table, where a cell phone lay on its surface. The baby reached 
up for the cell phone, showcasing to all what her future might hold.

The significance for Sharot is that “we are born with an auto-
matic predisposition to learn from those around us.”2 Therefore, 
if parents and caregivers model an addiction to digital technology 
in front of their children, they are almost guaranteeing that their 
children will grow up to share the same addiction. My wife and I 
find ourselves in constant tension with our use of technology and 
how we are modeling appropriate usage for our daughter. I often 
feel that we fail to set the best example.

Hasta La Vista, Baby

I am not anti- tech, but I do have concerns about where tech-
nology is going— and where a not- insignificant portion of the 

_Sherrill_BeingWithGod_ES_wo.indd   38_Sherrill_BeingWithGod_ES_wo.indd   38 6/21/21   9:10 AM6/21/21   9:10 AM

AJ Sherrill, Being with God 
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



39Tech

world’s population appears more than willing to be led. It seems 
self- evident to me that much of our use of technology today is in 
service of amusing ourselves to death, as Neil Postman famously 
put it.3 Technology is, for many, an escape from life’s hard ques-
tions and incessant demands. We are a society in crisis, longing 
for renewal but settling for relief. Author John Eldredge exposes 
our temptation to short- term relief in the form of checking out, 
numbing and sedating ourselves through the false gods of televi-
sion, social media, unhealthy foods, and alcohol.4 What we really 
desire is long- term renewal that satisfies the soul and not merely 
appetite. If the Netflix documentary The Social Dilemma is correct, 
then we have been duped into believing that current technologi-
cal trends will lead to happier, healthier lives. I suggest that our 
obsession with technology today is one of the greatest threats to 
being with God. After all, who wants to be with God when we 
can be entertained by ourselves?

In 1991, Terminator 2: Judgment Day came to theaters every-
where west of the Middle East. I was a ten- year- old punk kid 
pranking my way through third grade in Nashville. For months, 
the sci- fi thriller plot dominated the dialogue between me and 
my elementary school classmates. We all feared the day when the 
robots would overtake the humans.

I am not sure that fear has ever gone away. Yet these days I 
like to shift the angle of the conversation when the topic presents 
itself, as it often does. As technology continues to advance, I am 
less concerned that robots are becoming like humans and more 
concerned that humans are becoming like robots. And all this has 
tremendous effects on the spiritual life.

Maybe the movie Inception got it right. Perhaps we are being 
“programmed” by forces behind the scenes that manipulate our 
behavior. And the illusion is that we believe we are free agents, 
acting from our own original impulses.

I am not convinced that the rise in video gaming is good for our 
children’s imaginations or abilities to relationally connect. I am 
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not convinced that social media improves our chances to combat 
relentless anxiety and self- doubt. I am not convinced that checking 
email before I even get out of bed is good for my mental health. I 
am not convinced that 5G is really about increased internet speed 
as much as it is about storing information to induce consumers to 
act in ways that will increase profits for big businesses. If Google 
gets its way, we will all be wearing augmented reality glasses to 
filter our every move.

Again, I am not a Luddite. But I do have concerns.
I imagine many of us in our highly connected, always- on culture 

as tiny rocks, skimming across the water, moving with such frenetic 
velocity that we touch only the surface of life. The consequence 
of this is that we rarely pause long enough to immerse into the 
deep. The slowing of life is what permits us to sink deeply enough 
to truly live. Instead, we typically settle for skimming our way 
through existence. Maybe this explains why Jesus frequently em-
ployed agricultural imagery in his teachings. Farming takes time. 
It’s not efficient. But it is effective.

Some may point out that, as a first- century Jew, Jesus lived in 
an agricultural context. But nearby cities used advanced technol-
ogy that also would have been common to the people of Galilee. 
Yet Jesus rarely spoke the language of urban industry. Time and 
again, he illustrated his wisdom with the language of farming: the 
coming harvest, the seeds of renewal, and so forth.

Perhaps farming captures something true about human life 
that the efficiency of industry can’t. The Industrial Revolution 
of the 1800s taught us to demand efficiency, assert control, and 
boast self- reliance. Contrast that with the ancient way of Jesus, 
who invites us to slow our pace, surrender control, and submit to 
the freedom of interdependence. Maybe it takes time to become 
whole. Maybe it takes time to cultivate the fruit of God’s Spirit. 
And if we learn the slow and effective rhythms of Jesus, we can 
better descend into the depths of his way and become the kinds 
of people who reflect the kingdom of heaven on earth.
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Let’s take this further. If the 1800s inspired us to view life 
through the industrial lens, the 2000s invite us to view life through 
the technological lens.

Father Martin Bernhard, a monk from the Norcia monastery, 
offers a warning to the Western world: “When the light in most 
people’s faces comes from the glow of the laptop, the smartphone, 
or the television screen, we are living in a Dark Age.”5

In his book Free to Focus, Michael Hyatt reveals disturbing re-
search about Americans’ email habits. In a study commissioned by 
the software company Adobe, 80 percent of US workers checked 
email before arriving at work, then spent more than six hours per 
day sending emails. And 30 percent of these workers checked their 
email account(s) before getting out of bed. Another study revealed 
that almost 40 percent of respondents checked email after 11 p.m. 
and that 75 percent engaged with work email on the weekends. 
This time added up to more than seventy hours of work per week.6

Filling in the Cracks

On top of email, add our obsession with social media, twenty- four- 
hour news coverage, pervasive gaming, and other forms of passive 
entertainment, and it becomes apparent that we are technologically 
obsessed. Tech isn’t all bad. But no one in their right mind would say 
it’s all good either. James K. A. Smith said it well: “We carry in our 
pockets the possibility of unceasing jolts of novelty.”7 Screens of lu-
minescence; screens of omnipresence. The core problem is not that 
we possess technology but that we permit technology to possess us.

In the 1960s, people believed that, thanks to technology, we’d 
eventually have so much leisure time that we wouldn’t know how 
to spend it. Many even predicted that our long- extended vacations 
would be insufferable. Quite the opposite has happened. With 
all our new tech, we have found more reasons both to work long 
hours and to waste our lives filling in the cracks in search of snip-
pets of useless information. Author David Zahl wonders if our 
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“screens distract us from our core pain, which is the pain of not 
being enough, the reality of our finitude, what some call existential 
angst.”8 When we refuse to be still and know that God is God (Ps. 
46:10) and must fill every open sliver of time with the pursuit of 
amusement, we must ask ourselves, “Am I in search of something 
‘out there’ that is already available to me ‘in here’?” Do we trust 
that the identity- giving God who lives within us is more satisfying 
than the insatiable pursuit of endless distractions?

A significant amount of time is now spent in search of wall 
outlets. Anyone delayed at an airport can plainly view this phe-
nomenon. With our devices comes the promise of constant con-
nection with the external world. But with this promise also comes 
the price of constant disconnection from our internal self, where, 
by the way, the Holy Spirit indwells and awaits our attention.

Albert Einstein— maybe you’ve heard of him— once pondered,

Our time is distinguished by wonderful achievements in the fields 
of scientific understanding and the technical application of those 
insights. Who would not be cheered by this? But let us not for-
get that knowledge and skills alone cannot lead humanity to a 
happy and dignified life. Humanity has every reason to place the 
proclaimers of high moral standards and values above the dis-
coverers of objective truth. What humanity owes to personalities 
like Buddha, Moses, and Jesus ranks for me higher than all the 
achievements of the inquiring and constructive mind.9

Although God gave humans the minds and ingenuity to in-
vent the iPhone and other modern technologies, God gives us 
something greater. Jesus invites us and empowers us to discover a 
better way that restores us to God’s full intent for our lives. Jesus 
frequently taught his disciples how to disengage from society so 
that they might reengage with something (or rather Someone) 
transformative. Part 2 of this book reveals how that happens. Con-
templative prayer isn’t about leaving anything. It’s about being 
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filled with God’s Spirit, increasing our self- awareness, and becom-
ing available to others from a place of resource and depth.

In 1969 and 1970, Johns Hopkins University and the Brook-
ings Institution hosted a slew of conferences on the impact of in-
formation technology. At this point, the internet was more than a 
decade away from being invented. Yet Herbert Simon, professor of 
computer science and psychology at Carnegie Mellon, warned of 
the immense burden that would arise with the growth of informa-
tion, stating, “Information consumes the attention of its recipients 
. . . and a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.”10

Did you catch that? A wealth of information creates a poverty 
of attention. Could a sentence better describe what is happening 
in this age? Information is ubiquitous, but human attention is 
scattered. We are confronted with a sea of options. We are afraid 
we are going to miss out, yet we never really experience anything 
deeply. We are rocks skimming across the surface of the water.

Technology is not the enemy. But the way in which we have sur-
rendered to technology’s omnipresence is troublesome. Technol-
ogy carries the promise of being constantly informed— and I like 
to be informed as much as anybody— but it is possible to be both 
informed and malformed. Being informed is not the same as being 
transformed. The healthiest humans I know value transformation 
over information— and know how to use information in a way that 
cultivates wisdom. Our society frantically chases information to 
the neglect of formation. This is the spirit of the age.

I am not anti- technology. But I do have concerns. And maybe 
you do too.

P R A C T I C E

Anglican priest Samuel Wells offers a simple challenge: “If a small 
electrical device owns you, begin the day with a sacred time of 
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refraining from reaching for it; have a whole day a week without 
being at its behest; identify conversations and moments it is never 
allowed to interrupt.”11

As you engage in more of the contemplative and reflective jour-
ney, consider one or all of the following practices for the next 
seven days.

 1. Refuse to pull out your phone when you wait in line this 
week. Instead, notice the life happening around you. See 
the people, smell the atmosphere, breathe in deeply, and 
ask God how you can pray for what is occurring before 
your eyes.

 2. Do not drive with your phone in reach. Place your phone 
somewhere out of arm’s reach and keep your eyes on the 
road— where they belong. At a traffic light, refuse to check 
email or social media. Don’t worry if you don’t have access 
to your music library. Drive in silence for a change, using 
the silence to be with God.

 3. Keep track of how often you stare at screens when chil-
dren, your spouse, or friends are in the room. There are 
apps that provide intel as to how long you spend on your 
phone. You can also determine ahead of time when you 
will and will not watch television.
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