


“Deep and relatable. Spending forty days in Scripture along with 
A Habit Called Faith could be one of the best things you do this 
year. Jen is one of the greatest writers of our generation!”

Jennie Allen, New York Times bestselling author of Get Out  
of  Your Head, founder and visionary of IF:Gathering

“No matter your faith journey, you are welcome here within these 
pages. Jen warmly invites readers into a forty- day experience that 
will forever change the root of the readers’ faith. Allow yourself 
to become vulnerable as you take a deep dive into discovering the 
joy waiting on the other side of an authentic relationship with 
the Father.”

Rebekah Lyons, bestselling author of Rhythms of  Renewal  
and You Are Free

“As a pastor, I’m often asked for resources that aid in daily Bible 
reading, and I often don’t know how to respond. Many Bible study 
resources tend to be either saccharine and superficial or turgid and 
inaccessible. And this is why A Habit Called Faith is such a needed 
and vital book. Jen Pollock Michel has given us a resource that 
has paired smart, theologically rich insight with writing that is 
warm and evocative. This book invites us into the story of Scrip-
ture and the stories of regular men and women who have taken 
up this habit of faith. And, wonderfully, Michel makes room for 
readers wherever they are in their life of faith— wary skeptics and 
longtime disciples are both welcomed in and helped by this gift of 
a book. Best of all, A Habit Called Faith made me eager to read 
the Scriptures more often, to enter more deeply into this story of 
redemption, and to take up this habit called faith anew.”

Tish Harrison Warren, Anglican priest and author of Liturgy of 
the Ordinary: Sacred Practices in Everyday Life

“In every area of life, we know that thriving comes at the price 
of submitting to regular, best practices. Thriving athletes (and 
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healthy people in general) submit to best nutrition and fitness 
practices, thriving musicians to best instrument and vocal prac-
tices, thriving parents and spouses to best family practices, thriving 
leaders to best organizational practices, and the list goes on. And 
yet, quite oddly, many believe— or at least behave— as if thriving 
faith is something that will just happen to us, all on its own. As 
with every worthwhile pursuit, a thriving and sustained faith will 
stand or fall on whether we submit to best spiritual practices. For 
this reason, I’m so thankful for people like Jen and for resources 
like A Habit Called Faith. Especially in an age like ours in which 
so many souls are languishing from passive neglect, I can’t think 
of a more needed book.”

Scott Sauls, senior pastor of Christ Presbyterian Church  
in Nashville, Tennessee, and author of  

Jesus Outside the Lines and A Gentle Answer

“Getting into genuinely life- changing habits is never easy, but with 
Jen Michel as a companion, embarking on regular Bible reading 
will become more of a burden- lifting than burden- creating prac-
tice. For all looking to start, restart, or refresh daily time with God, 
this is the book for you.”

Sam Allberry, speaker and author of Why Bother with Church? 
and Seven Myths about Singleness

“Jen Pollock Michel is one of my favorite living writers. This 
book calls us to see knowing God as not just cerebral assent but 
as formation and habit, as living a life through the One who is 
Life. A Habit Called Faith will help to strengthen you when you 
are wavering, encourage you when you are doubting, and call you 
back to your life in Christ when you start to feel you are losing 
your way.”

Russell Moore, president of the Ethics & Religious Liberty 
Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention
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“Today the Bible is often seen as a strange artifact from the past, 
with Christian beliefs viewed as exotic and irrelevant. The result 
is that in some corners of the West, the Christian faith has not 
simply been rejected; it has mainly been left untried. And yet, there 
remains a hunger for something beyond the dominant secular story 
lines of our age. This means that while people sometimes sense 
a need for something more than the shallow scripts secularism 
has to offer, they are also suspicious of any attempt to dust off 
ancient sources that claim to be a divine guide. Jen Pollock Michel 
models a way forward by inviting skeptics and doubters to “come 
and see” that Christianity does not just claim to be true— it claims 
to work. But only by stepping into the Bible and trying it on can 
one see if it works. So Jen welcomes everyone to come along on 
a journey to see, not only by navigating us through the smaller 
biblical plotlines (in Deuteronomy and the Gospel of John) but 
also by winsomely mapping these within the bigger story line of 
the Bible and engaging with the twists and turns of our modern 
lives. A Habit of  Faith is a book that believers and unbelievers 
alike should read— and ideally read together.”

Joshua Chatraw, director of the Center for Public Christianity 
and author of Telling a Better Story
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A HABIT CALLED FAITH
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To Esther, Jill, and Mabel:

Remember the blue heron— 
and consider his mighty wings.

Deuteronomy 33:26
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INTRODUCTION

A Believer in Belief

“Did you know that Jen is a believer?” our host asked, turning to 
her husband as she bid us goodbye. Her voice was pitched with 
incredulity. I flushed. I didn’t believe in unicorns. I believed in the 
risen Christ.

My husband, Ryan, and I had both been nervous about this 
dinner hosted by his business acquaintance. We’d worried over 
what to wear. In the end, after amassing a pile of rejections, Ryan 
had chosen a sport coat and a button- down shirt, deciding against 
a tie for the warm summer evening. The calculated risk proved to 
be exactly the right decision when our host opened the door of his 
sprawling penthouse. “Welcome!” he said, reaching immediately 
for his tie and loosening the knot. “I’m glad to be rid of this.” In 
my belted seersucker dress, wedge sandals, and brightest shade of 
red lipstick, I tried effecting unimpeachable casualness.

We exchanged pleasantries and took in the panoramic view 
of Toronto’s skyline from the floor- to- ceiling windows. A sec-
ond couple arrived minutes behind us: the man in a tie, which he 
promptly removed after surveying the room, his wife the picture 
of corporate ambition in her dark suit.
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Dinner was served in the dining room by two members of the 
household staff, and for the next couple of hours, Ryan and I 
mostly spectated a conversation that circled around global travel 
and art collected along the way. After dessert, the men split off, 
and the women moved into the living room. In our newly intimate 
circle of three, the wife of my husband’s business acquaintance, 
a prolific author of bestselling novels, announced she’d turned in 
the manuscript of her next book just that morning.

“Jen, what do you do for a living?” she turned to ask. Until tonight, 
we knew only as much about each other as our husbands had cared 
to share. In fact, I had been under the impression that she funded 
their perch at Bay and Bloor with sales from steamy paperbacks.

“I’m a writer too,” I answered, pausing in search of words. “I 
write books about faith, Christian faith.”

The room fell awkwardly silent, as if time were needed to absorb 
what had sounded like a confession.

“Do you mean that you believe the Bible?” she asked, edging 
toward me.

“I do,” I said.
“The literal Bible? Like Adam and Eve and Noah?” She wore a 

stunned look, as if I was about to also admit that I supported legis-
lation for stoning adulterers and severing the hands of thieves. Until 
this point, I had been making a decent impression of being decent.

“I suppose we’d have to clarify what you mean by literal,” I 
answered. It wasn’t an evasion. I wanted to pique her interest, 
wanted it to persist long enough to discuss the Bible’s marvelous 
complexity. Instead, her curiosity waned and I sat mute, my seem-
ingly prehistoric strangeness exposed to view.

Foreign and Familiar

There is a persistent idea today that we’ve grown out of religion 
like a child grows out of shoes. Faith, in a scientific and secular 
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age, seems ill- fitting and outdated. If we’ve discovered quarks and 
mapped the human genome, can’t we finally be rid of primitive 
superstitions about God and the afterlife? People nurture real wor-
ries about taking faith too seriously— about taking the Bible too 
seriously. No one trusts the world in the hands of fundamentalists.

There is a sense that believers today are a curiosity, even a spec-
tacle, and I’ve grown used to conversations like the one I’ve just 
described. I’m accustomed to people’s visible misgivings when they 
discover that I’m a “believer.” There is often a nervousness, a kind 
of palpable fear that should I be given the least encouragement, 
I might draw from some hidden pocket a heavy King James Bible 
and wield it as a weapon.

But maybe another shocking surprise about believers isn’t sim-
ply our strangeness but also the striking similarity we bear to our 
religiously indifferent neighbors. Our lives can be as recognizable 
as they are alien. My husband and I are both university- educated 
with graduate degrees from respectable institutions. We live and 
work in a global city, contending with traffic and soaring real estate 
prices. Our children attend an international school whose student 
body is diverse in nationality, ethnicity, and religious belief. We are 
believers, yes, but we do not live on a bald patch of land in Idaho, 
canning peaches, wielding guns, and preparing for the apocalypse.1

Like many people I know, both believers and “nones,”2 we aim 
to be good and do good. Still, believing doesn’t make us reliable 
saints. We wake up anxious and irritable under Monday’s dark 
sky. We binge- watch Netflix and avoid calling our aging parents 
on the weekends. We love and fight, give and hoard, serve and 
self- protect. When our windows are open on a breezy spring day, 
our neighbors hear us in all of our humanness.

We believe— but this is not to say we hover above our lives like 
angels. On the one hand, we do trust in a God so personal, so 
close, so intimately involved as to have accurate count, at any given 
moment of the day, of the hairs on our heads. On the other hand, 
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our faith is not the same thing as ironclad certainty, impervious 
to honest questions. We believe— but this is not to say we never 
doubt, never demand proofs as Thomas did, the disciple who in-
sisted on placing his hand on the wounds of the resurrected Jesus. 
There are days that faith comes easy, and there are days that it 
does not, especially when a friend lies dying, her too- young body 
riddled with cancer. Faith, at least as we live it, is less the picture 
of a glassy lake, unaffected by weather. We find it to be a flawed 
and human enterprise, subject to grief, to fear, to perplexity, even 
to anger. It can storm violently, even as faith holds.

What I’m trying to say is that believers— even religious belief 
itself— may be as familiar as foreign, despite our very bad press. 
Unlike what people often assume, faith is not a superpower. It’s not 
a capacity for magical thinking, not a bent toward otherworldly 
positivity. Faith is not endowed or withheld at birth. It does not act 
like superstition, independent of rational thought, clinging to long 
lists of statistical improbabilities and Hallmark sentiments. Faith 
is not the stubborn insistence, contrary to hundreds of years of 
scientific observation, that the world is flat. Instead, faith looks a 
lot like the kind of belief all people practice. It is decided by reason 
and by emotion, by empirical experience and by gut instinct. Faith 
is not a rejection of evidence but a careful consideration of it, 
including the study of sacred texts. Faith also involves an inquiry 
into our collective human longings: for meaning, for justice, for 
hope when life trembles at the fault lines. One way of deciding 
for— and against— any system of ultimate commitments is by ask-
ing one simple question: Does its story make good sense of the 
world?3 Though the Christian faith may not be exactly provable, 
I’m ready to argue that it remains an entirely defensible way of 
knowing. In fact, as research suggests, all knowledge is informed 
by what we expect to see.4

My question for readers is, Why not, if only for the period of 
forty days, expect to see God?
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Going through the Motions

In The Power of  Habit, Charles Duhigg examines the case of 
Eugene Pauly, who in 1993 suffered from viral encephalitis. After 
a ten- day coma, Pauly recovered, although he never regained mem-
ory of the previous three decades of his life. Pauly had also lost 
the ability to form new memories, even the memory of his illness 
and resulting amnesia.

When his wife, Beverly, eventually took Eugene home from the 
hospital, it wasn’t easy for her to spend the litany of long days with 
him. Her husband was happy enough but also irritatingly insistent 
upon asking the same questions over and over again. As a distrac-
tion, the couple took walks around the block every morning and 
every afternoon, always following the same route. One day, Eugene 
slipped outside without Beverly noticing. When she finally discov-
ered his absence, she frantically combed the neighborhood, hours 
later returning without Eugene and despairing for his safety. But 
upon opening the front door, Beverly was shocked to find Eugene 
sitting in the living room, watching the History Channel. Her hus-
band had no memory of leaving the house, no memory of coming 
home. If asked, Eugene could never draw a map of his neighbor-
hood. Still, it appeared that he had learned to navigate the streets, 
not by consciously memorizing their names, but by walking the 
same route, day after day. His education was an education by habit.

I want to suggest that faith can be formed in much this same 
way: by virtue of repetitive motion.

Seventeenth- century mathematician Blaise Pascal understood 
the transformative power of habit. Pascal, who converted to Chris-
tian faith in his early twenties, left behind fragments of religious 
reflections before his premature death at the age of thirty- nine. In 
one of those fragments, collected as Pensées, Pascal commended 
habit as a means of faith formation. He thought habit was espe-
cially useful advice for those who, despite intellectual assent to 
Christian belief, still lacked a vital sense of knowing God.
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Pascal suggested that people plagued by unrelenting doubt 
could be helped by going through the “motions” of faith. “You 
want to be cured of unbelief and you ask for the remedy: learn 
from those who were once bound like you and now wager all they 
have. . . . They behaved just as if  they did believe, taking holy 
water, having masses said, and so on. That will make you believe 
quite naturally.”5 Pascal’s advice was intensely practical. Don’t just 
try thinking your way into faith, he advised. Try practicing your 
way into faith. Go to church, follow the liturgy, act the part. Let 
habit take you by the hand and lead you to God.

There are limits, of course, to the power of habit. Repetitive 
motion can empty faith of its meaning and make of it something 
more rote than real. There is kneeling that isn’t prayer, singing 
that isn’t praise. As Jesus himself taught in the Sermon on the 
Mount, it is tragically possible to spend Sunday after Sunday, year 
after year, looking the credible part of the “believer” without ever 
really believing. I’m not suggesting that the motions of faith are 
faith itself.

Still, faith may have as much to do with habits as epiphanies.

Forty Days of Faith

When I took up faith in Jesus the summer before my junior year of 
high school, I took up its habits too. This wasn’t my own bright 
idea. Someone had encouraged me to commit to forming the hab-
its of Christian life, including the habit of reading the Bible ten 
minutes every day for six months. I took that advice, half- scared 
that if I didn’t, the transformation that had started to take place 
in me would just as easily be uprooted. I began to read the Bible 
to stand on my foal legs of faith. I read it to learn to walk.

I still do.
Jesus talked about feasting on the words of God as if they were 

food itself. To experience Scripture as food is to feel faint and 
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Introduction    

famished for its every reminder. In other words, reading the Bible 
regularly is a spiritual practice that has less to do with drudgery 
and more to do with delight. We don’t need to be asked twice to 
eat when we’re ravenously hungry— especially if the kitchen smells 
of freshly baked bread.

Wherever you find yourself across the spectrum of faith, whether 
you’re more hostile or more indifferent, more curious or more con-
vinced, I am offering to you this encouragement: the commitment 
to forty days of reading the Bible might open some back door of 
faith without you even struggling to open it. It’s an ordinary habit 
with extraordinary results.

Am I audacious enough to hope that, in proposing this forty- 
course meal of Scripture, the time- pressed people of our bustling 
century can still themselves just long enough to linger with a very 
old book? I am. I recognize, of course, that taking up the habit of 
Scripture reading will require laying other habits down. Modern 
life, as we all know it, is hurried and hassled, boredom a relic of 
an earlier age. Today we have no real time to “kill.”

But it is also important to admit— better, to confess— that many 
of us choose busy as often as busy chooses us. Maybe, in order 
to make room for Scripture reading, we might decide to abandon 
social media for a period of forty days. Maybe we’ll choose to 
give up Netflix. Maybe we’ll set our alarm thirty minutes earlier 
to create blank space in crowded days. Importantly, I think we’ll 
find that the discipline will best be sustained when we do it with 
a friend or group of friends and keep track of our consistency.6

Perhaps you find yourself wishing for an easier, less strenuous 
method of faith formation than forty days of reading and reflec-
tion. Truthfully, I do too. It seems that with every technological 
advance that reduces our burden of moving through the physical 
world, we’re left with the illusion that exertion— whether physical, 
emotional, intellectual, or even spiritual— is our enemy. I think it’s 
worth hearing Jesus’s paradoxical promise to those of us looking to 
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Introduction

cultivate a faith- full life: “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy 
laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn 
from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest 
for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”7 Jesus 
offers us a path to knowing God that isn’t strenuous— but also not 
effortless. As the late Dallas Willard, a philosopher and Christian 
writer, often said, there’s nothing accidental about the spiritual life. 
It requires our intention, our agency. It requires that we show up. 
That’s what I’m asking you to do for the next forty days.

Looking back on more than twenty- five years as a Christian, I 
can see now how slowly, how incrementally faith grows, how its 
bricks are laid, one by one. This isn’t something we can be im-
patient about, even if the labor can sometimes feel dispiritingly 
tedious. We must learn to keep at it, remembering that Jesus said 
the strongest houses are built by hearing the words of God.

The great promise is this: in days of storm, that house stands.
I can say plainly that the life of faith is a good one; it is, as 

we’ll see in the readings to come, life. I do not feign indifference to 
whether people are moved closer to faith in Jesus Christ at the end 
of this experiment because I am not indifferent. I hope every faith 
story that I’ve chosen to include, along with the daily readings, 
will invite readers to see the varied ways God calls people to find 
and follow Jesus. Neither, however, am I tied up in knots about the 
consequential decisions people could make at the end of a book like 
this. To choose for or against faith is, paradoxically, a response to 
the initiative of God. As we will see from our readings ahead, the 
God of the Bible is a God who seeks and saves the lost. He risks 
the flock to rescue the stray. We may feel ourselves to be fumbling 
in the dark, holding out weak hope for finding God. We may feel as 
if our insistent “Marco” waits interminably on God’s faint “Polo.” 
But the truth is greater, grander, and more grace- filled than such 
hide- and- seek imaginings. His words whisper with the wind. We 
need only ask for ears to hear, eyes to see, and hearts to understand.
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A NOTE TO THE READER

To orient you to the pages ahead, this book is divided into forty 
daily readings, each with an assigned passage of Scripture, a 
shorter selection of verses, my reflection, and two questions.

If you already have an established habit of daily prayer and 
Scripture reading, you might choose to read the assigned chapter 
of Scripture in its entirety as well as the reflection that I’ve written. 
If you’re just beginning to practice this habit of faith, you may 
opt instead for the shorter selection of verses in addition to the 
daily reflection. Either way, plodding along at an average pace, 
you should be finished in the time it takes to watch an episode of 
your favorite show.

There are some natural “beginnings” in the year that lend them-
selves to starting new habits like this one: a new calendar year, a 
new school year, or a sacred season in the church calendar, such 
as Lent. It’s not necessary to do the forty days of reading in forty 
days, but research suggests that habits are best formed by daily 
practice.1 Try for regularity in your readings!

If you’re reading on your own, I hope you’ll consider journaling 
your answers to each day’s reflection questions. We think better 
with a pen in our hand. I’d encourage you also to try wrangling 
a friend into this forty- day journey with you. Accountability will 
keep you going.
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A Note to the Reader

If you’re using this book in a group study, I suggest dividing the 
readings into an eight- week study and using the discussion guide 
at the back of this book. If some group members find it difficult to 
commit to all forty of the daily readings, I’ve noted in parentheses 
an accelerated way through the book’s content.

Week 1: Introduction, Days 1–5 (Days 1, 5)

Week 2: Days 6–10 (Days 6, 9)

Week 3: Days 11–15 (Days 11, 15)

Week 4: Days 16–20 (Days 16, 20)

Week 5: Days 21–25 (Days 21, 23)

Week 6: Days 26–30 (Days 26, 30)

Week 7: Days 31–35 (Days 31, 34)

Week 8: Days 36–40, Epilogue (Days 38, 39)

The most important piece of advice I have for you is this: finish. 
I was reminded about the power of “finishing” at a recent panel 
discussion that our church hosted for writers, artists, and musi-
cians in our congregation. Canadian composer Ian Cusson, whose 
faith story is featured in this book, was asked what advice he’d 
give to his younger creative self. “Finish,” he said. He emphasized 
how many of the real lessons of “making” were hard- won in the 
latter half of any particular project.

That rings true to me for this endeavor too. The real reward 
will be in the finishing.
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MARK LAWRENCE

“God, I don’t know if you exist,  
but I’m going to act like you do.”

Mark Lawrence was born into a Methodist family in 1950. His 
only habits of faith were church attendance and Sunday School. 
“I can’t really say it took root,” he explained. In his early years at 
California State University, he dated a girl who professed to be a 
Christian, though she eventually broke off the relationship because 
of their faith differences. “That set me on a search.”

Mark’s spiritual curiosities were stoked by readings assigned 
for an undergraduate philosophy course, especially the writings 
of Christian existentialist Søren Kierkegaard. The following fall, 
Mark took a backgrounds in literature class in which he traversed 
the Western canon and appreciated, for the first time, the consider-
able influence of Christianity on the West’s literary heritage. He re-
called the day the professor had announced a test on John Calvin’s 
doctrine of the sovereignty of God. “I reread [Calvin’s work] with 
the expectation that I would go into the class and argue against 
the sovereignty of God. But once I started writing, I unexpectedly 
defended it.”
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MArk LAwrEnCE

Intellectually, Mark had begun to assent to vague notions of 
God’s existence, which he defended one day to his friend, an atheist 
majoring in religion. As they argued, both noticed a small crowd 
gathering around a man, Bible in hand, who had begun to preach 
at the center of the campus quad. He was met with jeers and ridi-
cule. “It was as if my eyes were opened,” Mark remembered. “I 
saw this response of the average, secular college student in 1971 as 
they became rapidly angry. I thought, Isn’t this odd? Someone can 
come on the college campus and talk about Marxism, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, anything you could imagine, and there would not be 
this kind of  antagonism.”

Mark continued to follow his spiritual curiosities through the 
reading of other philosophical works, returning home to “the usual 
family dysfunction” for the Thanksgiving holiday. On Thursday 
evening, Mark left the house for a pensive walk. Time collapsed, 
and suddenly Mark found himself inexplicably on his knees, pray-
ing: “God, I don’t know if you exist, but I’m going to act as if you 
do.” When he returned home around 10:00 p.m., he was met by 
a ringing phone; friends wanted him to join them at a local bar. 
Having forgotten the prayer he’d just prayed, he said yes and hung 
up the phone. Then, remembering his prayer, he was faced with an 
ethical choice. His older brother, recently estranged from his wife 
and living with his parents who’d been working hard to keep him 
sober (he’d been struggling with addictions to LSD and heroin), 
asked to tag along, prompting a family argument. That’s when 
Mark heard a voice within him, new and yet recognizable. “Mark, 
you have watched your brother on this self- destructive path, and 
you’ve never once stepped into this dysfunction.” Realizing the 
voice likely belonged to God, Mark obeyed. “I entered into the 
situation. I said to my brother, ‘I’ve been watching you destroy 
yourself for well over ten years, and I’ve never said anything. The 
reality is you are lying to Mom and Dad. You’re still taking drugs, 
and they haven’t the slightest idea of what you’re up to. Unless 
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you get yourself some help, I’m not going to stay in this house 
one night longer.’” A three- hour heated conversation ensued, and 
Mark eventually left with his sleeping bag to sleep in a nearby field. 
He spent the rest of the weekend reading the four biographies of 
Jesus in the New Testament.

Back on campus, Mark was plunged into doubt over his new-
found faith— if it could yet be called faith. As he walked to class 
one day, he prayed, “God, this whole thing seems like a big cosmic 
myth to me. You’d better do something soon, or I’m going to 
throw the whole thing out the window.” No sooner had he fin-
ished praying his “deep faith- filled prayer” than he saw a sign on 
a college bulletin board advertising a revival. “Well, if I’ve already 
crucified my intellect in becoming a Christian, I may as well go all 
the way.” He wrote down the address, which took him, later that 
evening, into an inner- city section of Sacramento and to a store-
front church called Apostolic Church of the Holy Christ, Jesus 
Christ Our Ebenezer. He was standing out front when an African 
American woman drove up, explaining that the revival wouldn’t 
start for another hour but that he could wait at the minister’s 
house next door. Once the service began, Mark learned, as the 
same woman sat on the front row, rocking back and forth, her 
body occasionally jolting and her arms flying up in the air, that she 
was the evangelist leading the revival. Watching her movements, 
Mark concluded, That must be the Holy Ghost I’ve been reading 
about in the book of  Acts.

People began to pile into the church, and the night unfurled 
with long stretches of preaching and singing, preaching and sing-
ing. As one hour gave way to another and another, the evangelist 
eventually announced, “Some young man shouldn’t leave here 
before he’s baptized in the Holy Ghost.” To Mark’s surprise, an 
elderly gentleman of nearly eighty slipped from his pew and made 
it to the front. The woman touched his forehead, and his weak 
legs gave way to dancing. “I heard the inner voice tell me to get 
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in line.” But Mark was skeptical. If  she touches me and nothing 
happens, I won’t be able to dance like that, Mark mused, letting 
his doubt trail off.

He reached the front. The evangelist touched him lightly on the 
forehead. Mark fell immediately to the floor. Mark, he said to him-
self, there is no rational reason why you should be on the floor. Get 
up. Mark got up, then fell again, his legs wobbly and weak beneath 
him. This time, it was the poetry of John Donne that echoed in his 
head: “Whom the Lord raises up, he first throws down.”1 Donne’s 
verse was followed by the voice that had been speaking to him since 
he’d knelt in the blackness of that Thanksgiving night: Mark, you 
won’t be able to stand up until you’re willing to stand up totally 
with Jesus. He got up and was baptized that night. Relaying the 
details of his story later to a Christian minister on campus, the 
man was skeptical. “It didn’t fit his template. He had a template 
of what the Christian life was like.

“Ironically, that was part of what kept me from the Christian 
life.”

The Rt. Rev. Mark J. Lawrence is Bishop, The Anglican Diocese 
of  South Carolina.
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DAY 1
Read: Deuteronomy 1:1–5 (Focus: vv. 1–5)

Key Verse: “These are the words that Moses spoke to all Israel  
beyond the Jordan in the wilderness.” (v. 1)

Lend Me Your Ears
One year after I graduated from college and started teaching high 
school, I began a master’s degree in literature. I hadn’t wanted to 
return to school so soon, but my department chair, rubbing his 
tired eyes and nodding at the framed picture of his two young 
children on his desk, warned it would never get easier.

My first course was Victorian literature. It was taught by a short, 
balding man, uniformed every week in Converse high tops and 
tight, cuffed jeans. After I missed the first lecture, he called to in-
form me that I’d missed the sign- ups for the two required course 
presentations. I was expected to deliver both upon my return: a 
ten- page close reading of Charles Dickens’s novel, Bleak House, 
and a ten- page essay on Jacques Derrida.

I’ve spent much of my formal education studying books. And 
despite how obvious it sounds, the Bible is a book— or, more ac-
curately put, a book of books, authored across many centuries by 
different authors, all of them moved by the steady rhythm of God’s 
whisper. Christians believe the Bible is a God- breathed book.

Today, we read from the opening verses of the book of Deuter-
onomy. Its English title derives from the Greek Deuteronomium; 
its Hebrew title, Devarim, owes to its opening phrase in verse 1: 
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“These are the words.”1 Deuteronomy is a collection of sermons 
preached by Moses to the nation of Israel forty years after the 
exodus, when God’s people were delivered out of slavery in Egypt. 
It is both a record of Moses’s words and a record of God’s words, 
“given in commandment” to Israel.

These first five verses of Deuteronomy situate us in the setting 
of our story: the who, where, and when. But we would be wrong 
to read these verses simply as an introduction. In fact, “these are 
the words” underscores a central theological point of Deuter-
onomy. This opening phrase tells us something of the nature of 
God as well as something of the imperative of faith. “These are 
the words” insists that there is a God, and that he speaks. They 
insist that in order to be his people, we must cultivate the habit 
of good listening.

Given the scale of our universe (and the unknown universes 
beyond), it should not seem at all self- evident that God, if he is, 
should also speak to his people. What right do any of us have to 
presume God’s interest in our ant- sized lives? When we think of 
the God who created and sustains all things, it is easy to see how he 
might have chosen to shroud himself in mystery and impenetrable 
obscurity. But the Bible tells us that while he is transcendent and 
holy, he also parted the clouds to speak. In fact, this was one of 
his first great acts of love: his decision to speak.

Deuteronomy assumes our familiarity with the speaking God 
of Genesis, who spoke the world into being and called one man, 
Abraham, to follow him.2 It assumes our familiarity with the 
events at Horeb, or Mount Sinai, where God condescended in a 
cloud to speak to the nation of Israel— this extended family of 
Abraham— whom he had rescued from their slavery in Egypt.3 
When many years earlier, Moses had asked to catch a glimpse of 
him, God had refused to show his face and instead had spoken 
his name aloud to Moses: “The Lord, the Lord, a God merci-
ful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love 
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and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving 
iniquity and transgression and sin.”4 God’s speaking reveals God’s 
goodness— especially because, as we’ll soon learn, God’s people 
are tragically hard of hearing.

The speaking God of Deuteronomy is a God of grace. We aren’t 
usually accustomed to thinking of him like this. As early as the 
second century, some Christians began to argue that the church 
would be better off to dispense with the Old Testament in favor 
of the New. Admittedly, these opening verses in Deuteronomy 
confront us with the difficulty of reading this ancient book. Who is 
this God who “struck down” ancient kings and displaced peoples 
to give his own people their land?

As careful readers of the Bible, we want to raise and address 
these important questions. We can’t gloss over difficulties in the 
text, pretending the road is paved rather than potholed. We’ll 
have to take curves slowly. We’ll have to admit what makes us 
squirm. The Bible can’t always be cut from felt and dramatized 
on flannelgraph. It will not baptize our preferences or bow to our 
biases. According to Deuteronomy, Moses’s words are not merely 
human words but binding words, given by God in the form of a 
“commandment.” They bear down on us with authority, and it 
will not be we who judge them but they who judge us. If God is 
and God speaks, as the people who belong to him, it is incumbent 
on us to hear.

As a child, when my brother and I weren’t listening very well, 
my father would playfully assume an imperious tone and hold 
an imaginary bag to the sides of our heads, citing Shakespeare: 
“Friends, Romans, Countrymen, lend me your ears!”5 Strangely, 
it’s this line I hear in my head as I open these first five verses of 
the book named, “These are the words.” I find myself wondering 
about this habit of “lending our ears,” and I think of Jesus, who 
ended many of his own sermons with a similar plea: “He who has 
ears, let him hear.”
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To think that faith might be owed to something as simple as 
ears.

For Reflection/Discussion

If the Bible is the record of God’s words to his people (and not 
simply a flawed human artifact), how might this change the way 
you read it? What is one practical way you can cultivate the habit 
of listening to God in your life?
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