
J. Brent Bill 

I grew up in a Friends church that placed a great deal of emphasis 
on Bible memorization (and prizes for it!). So I read the Bible a lot 
as a kid and teenager, mostly looking for short verses to memorize—
they counted as much as long ones. “Jesus wept” (John 11:35) was 
every memorizer’s favorite. My favorite book of the Bible (and home 
of very few short verses), though, was Psalms. It still is. I love the 
aspirations, the honest language, the advice, the humanness of 
those songs. And that’s why I chose to write about them this week. I 
hope the aspirations, language, advice, and humanness speak to 
you, too. 

When I’m not writing (Sacred Compass: The Way of Spiritual Dis-
cernment and Holy Silence: The Gift of Quaker Spirituality), blog-
ging (holyordinary.blogspot.com), or working out with Nancy in our 
prairie and trees, I work as the executive vice president of the 
Indianapolis Center for Congregations. 

Like my co-worker and friend Rabbi Aaron Spiegel, I am a major 
Ohio State football fan. This is Aaron and me (I’m on the right) 
attending a recent Buckeye home opening game. 
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Sunday 
January 31 On Being a Bad Christian 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 1 
At times I’m not a very good Christian. That’s why this 
psalm’s words call to my soul. I long to be a person who does 
not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of 
sinners (except to literally stand in their way) or sit in the seat 
of mockers. I want to delight in the Lord and blossom and 
bear good fruit like that psalmic tree. Alas—if I am honest—I 
often fall short of that desire. 

But I take heart in that seemingly scary last line: “the 
way of the wicked will perish.” Not because I think I’m a 
saint. No, I’m a saint-wannabe. But, according to the psalm-
ist’s description, I am often one of the “wicked.” Like the 
apostle Paul (as he says in Romans 7:15), “I do not understand 
my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very 
thing I hate” (NRSV). 

So why am I encouraged by the final line of Psalm 1? 
Because it says that the “way” of the wicked will perish. 
Hooray. I’m ready for my wicked ways to perish—to vanish. I 
realize that may present a twist to many who read that verse, 
but it’s a twist I need—a grace note from the great love of God 
who knows that I want to, as the old gospel song says, “Be a 
Christian inna my heart.” And body, mind, and soul. 

This hope is one reason I often use this psalm as a 
prayer and reminder. It gives words to my soul’s longing to be 
the man God wants me to be. It reminds me that God is watch-
ing over me and sees not just my actions, but my desire to 
delight in him. And that he grants me grace to walk a bit more 
in the way of Jesus every day. 

SONG: I Am Thine, O Lord 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Loving God, lead me in your 

everlasting way. Implant your law upon my heart that I might 
follow you ever more closely. 

—Brent Bill 
 



How do you discover God's will for your life—every day?  
J. Brent Bill draws on the quiet beauty of the Quaker path to show  
how spiritual discernment is more about sensing God’s gracious  

presence than it is about making the right decisions.  
$19.95 (published by Paraclete Press) 

Available from Barclay Press | www.barclaypress.com | 800.962.4014 
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Monday 
February 1 Search Me! 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 139 
During my mostly misspent freshman year at college, I sang 
and played guitar with a group of fellow students (which was 
part of the misspending, my dad contended, since I would 
rather sing than study). One of the songs we performed was an 
updated arrangement of the 1930s gospel song by J. Edwin Orr 
with the lyrics “Search me, O God, and know my heart today/
Try me, O Savior, know my thoughts, I pray.” It spoke to my 
condition. And so does the psalm it’s based on. 

Some might find the idea that there is no place we can 
go that God’s Spirit is not there a wee bit “Big Brother-ish.” 
But I find it comforting. It’s comforting even at those times—
either through carelessness or willfulness—when I find myself 
some place (spiritually or physically) I probably shouldn’t be. 
It’s nice to know that God will never leave or forsake me—no 
matter where I am or who I am. Even when I’m that snarky 
fellow who uses the psalmist words “If only you would slay 
the wicked, O God!” when by “wicked” I mean anybody 
who’s not on my side! 

Like Psalm 1, this psalm has become one of my frequent 
prayers, especially its concluding verses: “Search me, O God, 
and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. 
See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the 
way everlasting.” 

As a person who is often riddled with anxious thoughts, 
I long to be led in the way of Jesus—beside the still waters to a 
place of spiritual rest and renewal. This is a prayer that I am 
happy God hears. 

SONG: Search Me, O God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, God, for your  

grace which covers me. Your abiding presence enables me  
to continue in your way. 

—Brent Bill 
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Tuesday 
February 2 I’m Up; I’m Down 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 22 
This is one of my favorite psalms, mostly because it reflects 
my often seemingly schizophrenic relationship with God. One 
minute I am screaming like the psalmist, “My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving 
me, so far from the words of my groaning?” (v. 1). And the 
next, when the world’s biggest crisis (which is, of course, 
something gone wrong in my life) is past, I get all preachy: 
“You who fear the Lord, praise him!…For he has not despised 
or disdained the suffering of the afflicted one” (vv. 23-24). 

I wonder if God slaps his forehead in despair at my 
wavering ways. I know I do. 

I like this psalm because it demonstrates that I’m not the 
only person who, while trying to be faithful, bounces all over 
the place emotionally in my relationship with God. He’s far. 
He’s close. He’s a help in time of trouble. He’s not around 
when I need him. Then I read this psalm and think: If David, a 
man after God’s own heart according to the Bible, wavered in 
his constancy of faith as much as this verse seems to indicate, 
then perhaps there’s hope for me. 

Yes, the waverers in the Bible give me hope. If the he-
roes and heroines of Scripture were often as spiritually moody 
as I am, then perhaps my swings of feeling about God’s pres-
ence are part of the Christian life. And God’s presence is not 
determined by whether I feel him near or not. My incon-
stancy, ironically, points to his constancy—his grace over me 
all the time. Whether I feel it or not. 

SONG: I Would Be True 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, please make me constant 

in faith. Teach me to be trustworthy and steadfast while I am 
on my pilgrim way to you. 

—Brent Bill 
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Wednesday 
February 3 The Great Love of God 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 107 
This is one of the psalms that helps me most. Though I had 
read it many times before, I first began living into its meaning 
during one of the darkest times in my life. At a time when I 
felt that my life as I had known it was collapsing around me, I 
read this psalm with new eyes and an eager heart. 

The opening words were a little hard to choke out dur-
ing that time, but as I read on, I found a litany of people 
whom God had helped. God helped those who were lost, in 
prison, on ships at sea—most anyone, most anywhere. And it 
didn’t matter whether they were victims of misfortune or 
whether they had brought the misfortune upon themselves. 
When they cried out to God, God responded. He heard their 
cry and rescued them. 

That sounded like good news to me in those hard days. 
It was a word from God that I needed to hear. And so, night 
after night, day after day, I would reread that psalm—a way to 
sense God’s presence when I felt at my most low. 

The words of that psalm feel like good news to me to-
day, too. I don’t know as much as I wish I did about living in 
the way of Jesus, but I do know this: the psalmist is right 
when he says, “Whoever is wise, let him heed these things 
and consider the great love of the Lord” (v. 43). That’s the sort 
of wisdom I aspire to—to be wise in the great love of the Lord. 

SONG: Precious Lord, Take My Hand 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, I know you love me. Grant 

me courage as I make my way through this life. Help me to 
feel your presence always with me. 

—Brent Bill 



Brent Bill invites us to experience the insights, guidance, and  
spiritual understanding that is more easily found in silence than  

in our noisy, everyday lives. $14.95 (published by Paraclete Press) 

Available from Barclay Press | www.barclaypress.com | 800.962.4014 
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Thursday 
February 4 Watchin’ Over Me 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 121 
I need a keeper sometimes. Well, most of the time. (Okay, all 
of the time.) And this psalm reminds me that God is my 
keeper. He is ever there. When I say “yes” to God and “no” to 
the world, as the first psalm calls me to do, I find myself in 
relationship. I am called by love into Love. I am called toward 
life by Life. I am called into relationship with One who cares 
for me so much that the very hairs of my head are numbered. 
Of course, in my balding condition, that is not a very large 
number. 

But still, this psalm reminds me that God’s care is con-
stant. It is steady, ongoing. It is the ever-going beat of my life, 
and calls me into the way of Jesus. To life the way Jesus 
would want me to live it. I do not need to feel God’s care to 
know its effect any more than I need to feel the law of gravity 
lest I go sailing off into space. The law of God’s ever watchful 
presence is as surely in operation as are those natural laws of 
the universe which I take for granted, even when I do not feel 
them. 

The fact is God is keeping me. He spreads his grace over 
my life and is saving my soul from the evil that would whisk 
me away if allowed. 

“He who keeps you will not slumber” (v. 3 NRSV). What 
powerful words. They remind us that we—body and soul—are 
under the watchful eye of one who is ever vigilant and cares 
for us more than we can know this side of heaven. Whether 
we feel it or not. 

SONG: O Love That Wilt Not Let Me Go 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, remind me that I am  

held constantly in your care. Teach me to relax in your  
everlasting love. 

—Brent Bill 
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Friday 
February 5 Staying in Touch 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 42 
When I read this psalm, I remember that God’s deep love for 
me deserves a response. It creates a desire in me to return 
God’s love. It makes me want to feel that love enveloping me, 
just like in my early days of walking in faith when, as George 
Fox said, “All things were new; and all the creation gave unto 
me another smell than before.” 

To do that I have to take time to be with God—just as I 
have to take time to be with anybody I love. This is easier for 
me to do in my human relationships. That’s probably because 
when a friend’s face pops into my mind, I fire off an e-mail or 
a text or make a phone call. I don’t do it as often as I should, 
but still, I do it. 

I act differently when it comes to God, though. I read 
this psalm and think: Yes, I want my soul to pant and thirst 
for him. But I don’t always do the things that let God know 
my longing for him. Perhaps because I don’t have an e-mail or 
instant message address for God—modes of communication 
that make contact seem easy. I forget that there is an instant 
message service for God: prayer. 

Regardless, this psalm tells me that if I want to feel the 
great love of God and a great love toward God, I need to do 
things that cultivate that love. I need to take time to talk to the 
lover of my soul and allow him to speak with me. I need time 
to focus on God, bask in his radiant love, and let him teach me 
how to love him. 

SONG: More Love to Thee, O Christ 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Loving God, Teach me to be 

graceful toward others in the same way that your grace covers 
me. 

—Brent Bill 
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Saturday 
February 6 Experts on God 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 25 
I think one of the most interesting things about this psalm is 
what’s missing: the concept of total, absolute faith without 
doubt. The faith expressed in this psalm is faith that tries to 
believe even when beset by problems and doubts; faith that 
calls on God in spite of those doubts. I have a feeling that the 
plea to God to “remember not the sins of my youth and my 
rebellious ways; according to your love remember me, for you 
are good, O Lord” (v. 7) is a plea to God for mercy and a re-
minder to God and the psalmist of the promise. Hidden 
within that plea is a sort of doubt laced with hope: Is God’s 
love—I sure hope it is—true? 

I long to hear God’s love is true, even in the midst (or 
maybe especially in the midst) of dark times. That’s one rea-
son I love John L’Heureux’s short story “The Expert on God.” 
In it, a priest struggling with doubt comes up on a horrible 
accident where a young man is dying. “What would God say” 
to this boy, is the priest’s question. His answer is to take the 
boy in his arms, and as he dies to say, “I love you. I love you. I 
love you. I love you.” 

I believe that is the message of this psalm. That those of 
faith are those of us who—in the midst of darkness, doubt, 
despair, joy, happiness, light—can say to the world on God’s 
behalf, “I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you.” 

And say it to ourselves, as well. 

SONG: Be Still, My Soul 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, when I doubt, sing to me 

of your faith. When I despair, show me your hope. When I 
fret, teach me your trust. 

—Brent Bill 


