
J. Brent Bill 

In Indianapolis the month of May has many reasons for being spe-
cial—the joy of spring, the beauty of flowers, and more. But one 
reason stands primary for many natives: the running of the Indian-
apolis 500. For my 60th birthday in May, my wife and kids bought 
me five “hot” laps around the Indianapolis Motor Speedway. I drove 
three laps in a car that had competed in the 500 mile race just a 
couple of years earlier, and I hit a top speed around 120 mph. 

After that solo run I was strapped in behind a real Indy 500 driver 
and taken for two laps at speeds reaching 190 mph—all the way 
around the track. This amazing experience made me proud to have 
been able to walk away under my own power afterward. I’m sure it 
was no big deal for the driver: 190 miles per hour was 40 mph 
slower than the speed clocked by the pole sitter to get in the race. 

The above photo shows me getting ready to go racing and my devo-
tional thoughts this week come from revelations I gained in the 
combined seven minutes of driving or riding that covered ten miles.  

When I’m not driving race cars, I am usually writing (Awaken Your 
Senses: Exercises in Experiencing God and Holy Silence: The Gift of 
Quaker Spirituality are two of my books). I also serve as the execu-
tive vice president of the Indianapolis Center for Congregations. My 
wife Nancy and I live on Ploughshares Farm. In our Quaker concern 
for the care of the earth we are returning these 50 acres to natural 
hardwood forest and Hoosier prairie grasses. 
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Sunday 
February 12 

Racing Lesson 1: 
Safety Equipment 

BIBLE READING: Ephesians 6:10-17 
I arrived at the track dressed in a golf shirt, jeans, Indy 500 
cap, and boat shoes. After signing a ream of legal papers I was 
ushered into a dressing room. Stripping off my jeans and golf 
shirt, I was fitted with a Nomex racing suit and fire retardant 
racing shoes. Fire retardant? Obviously I was not going to be 
tooling around the track in my Toyota!  

After the instruction session I climbed into the car, but 
not before donning a fire retardant balaclava, racing gloves, 
and helmet. A four point racing harness and neck restraint 
snugged me into place in the vehicle. This was serious equip-
ment for a serious situation. 

In the seat I thought about the potential danger, yet I felt 
secure. I was wearing everything I could to keep me protected. 
Indeed, after starting my engine and rolling out, I felt safer 
than I had when driving to the track in my street clothes. 

I also thought about Paul’s injunction that Christians 
should put on the whole armor of God. While the imagery of 
“armor” comes across a bit strong for a Quaker like me, I saw 
similarities in putting on the right safety equipment, rather 
the things I needed to race safely and well. “Put on the uni-
form of God,” I heard Paul urge from the pit crew, “so that you 
can be strong in the Lord and run the race set before you.” 

SONG: A Mighty Fortress Is Our God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Dear God, before I head out 

into my day, remind me to clothe myself in truth, readiness, 
faith, your Word, and the gospel of peace. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 
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Monday 
February 13 

Racing Lesson 2: 
Listen to the Inner Voice 

BIBLE READING: John 10:27-28 
When the 650 horsepower engine sitting behind me roared to 
life, I couldn’t hear anything else, although I knew sound was 
all around me. I saw the pit crew fueling other cars, drivers 
talking, track officials yelling to each other, my family and 
friends shouting encouragement (or urging me not to wreck 
this expensive race car). But I couldn’t hear anything other 
than the engine thrumming and throbbing. This sound signi-
fied the power I had at my control and the speed I might soon 
be going; honestly, it was a bit frightening. 

Then I was away, speeding out of the pits, taking the 
track. The crescendo of sound faded away. Only the memory 
of the instructor’s voice from an hour earlier broke through 
with instructions: stay close to the leader car, don’t use the 
clutch when in gear, keep a foot on the brake until coming in, 
shut off the engine at this specific place, and on and on. The 
engine roared with sound and fury, but the instructor’s voice 
directed with calm reassurance. In a surreal and spiritual way 
all sound faded except that interior voice giving direction and 
pointing the way. 

In time of Quaker worship I’ve waited in holy silence 
until all exterior sound dropped away. Mysteriously and 
blessedly the only voice that I heard was the Divine Voice, 
giving direction and pointing the way with calm, care, love, 
and reassurance.  

I was reminded to listen to the sound that matters—the 
Voice inside. 

SONG: I Heard the Voice of Jesus Say 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Loving Christ, attune my ears, 

inner and outer, to your voice today. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 
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Tuesday 
February 14 

Racing Lesson 3: 
Hold Firmly but Loosely 

BIBLE READING: Luke 17:33 
When I first experienced the highly-sensitive steering in the 
Indy car, I gripped the wheel tightly. When I breathed or even 
thought about sneezing, I moved up or down the track. Cross-
ing the yard of bricks for the first time I clutched the steering 
wheel with a death grip. So I took a deep breath, relaxed my 
hold, and hit the accelerator to move into turn one. 

Holding the steering wheel firmly but loosely I found 
the car to be less “twitchy,” easier to steer, and faster through 
the turns. 

Life has been teaching me the lesson of firm but loose 
for a long time. I tend to hold too tight and therefore increase 
chances of spinning out and crashing into a wall. This likeli-
hood holds true with people in my life as well as with the 
ineffable presence of the Divine. The smooth line of speed on 
the track eludes me more and more as I clutch tightly. When I 
relax my grip, holding the wheel just firmly enough, good 
things happen. The tires grip when I’m not jerking the car 
with every breath. My relationships remain steady. The pres-
ence of the Divine flows freely rather than being forced by my 
illusion for control. 

The car rides the track smoothly as I allow the physics at 
work to…work. And that means I hold on both firmly and 
loosely. 

SONG: Trust and Obey 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Oh God, teach me to loosen my 

grip and believe completely in your control. Amen.  

—J. Brent Bill 
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Wednesday 
February 15 

BIBLE READING: John 10:1-16 
Experiencing life at 120 mph seems pretty fast when you're 
sitting a few inches off the ground. Everything at high speed is 
accelerated, and not just the mph. And so I learned lesson 
number 4: “Follow the leader.” 

I learned this lesson when I was whipping through turn 
two for the first time at maybe 80 or 90 mph. After exiting 
turn one I accelerated to catch up to my lead car, passing the 
G stands where I've always sat to watch the races I’ve at-
tended. I looked up to catch a glimpse of my “usual” seat. By 
the time I turned to face the track, I had maneuvered toward 
the turn two wall. Giving the steering wheel my usual Inter-
state 70 lane change effort I found myself changing the equiva-
lent of three lanes! 

Yikes! 
The lead car slowed so that I could catch up, find the 

line, and gather speed. For the rest of the time I kept my eyes 
glued to the leader car’s back end. I followed him as exactly as 
I could, finding that the ride became more enjoyable and 
faster. 

Following the leader car reminded me of early Quaker 
Luke Cock. He noted a time he took his eyes off Jesus: his life 
became miserable. So he proclaimed, “…if I could find my 
good Guide again, I’ll follow Him, lead me whither He will.” 

What a good lesson for racing and for life! Follow and 
trust. 

SONG: I Have Decided to Follow Jesus 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Loving Jesus, help me to keep 

my soul’s eyes upon you and follow your lead. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 

Racing Lesson 4: 
Follow the Leader 
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Thursday 
February 16 

Racing Lesson 5: 
Slow Down 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 46:10-11 
An important thing I learned in going fast may seem counter-
intuitive: slowing down. I don’t mean to slow down the car, 
but to slow down myself. I tend to get pretty hyper, especially 
in tense situations. The faster I went, the more conscious I 
became of slowing my breathing, my thoughts, my move-
ments, and my heartbeat. As I did so, I found that I could 
easily have been overwhelmed by the myriad of instructions 
in my mind, the feeling of the car on the track, the grip of the 
tires, or the sensation of speed; but instead, I began to relax 
into the seat. The surrounding environment seemed to slow 
down around me even as I picked up speed down the back-
stretch. I appreciated the wonder of it all: the physics of hold-
ing the car glued to the track, the amazing rush of going really 
fast, and the brilliant minds of those who imagined these 
experiences to be possible. 

In my faith life I need to slow down and breathe deeply 
of the Spirit. Even when things are coming at me quickly, I 
must make space to spend time with God. The time devoted to 
Christ in stillness comes back to us. Our rushing slows, our 
thoughts clear, our priorities reorder themselves. When com-
ing into the divine presence we find a seeming enlargement of 
both our energy and our day—no matter how fast we’re going. 

SONG: Dear Lord and Father of Mankind 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: I thank you, Lord, for your 

“still dews of quietness.” Help me to relax into them that I 
might experience you more fully. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 
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Friday 
February 17 Racing Lesson 6: Trust 

BIBLE READING: 2 Timothy 1:9-12 
Screaming into turn three at 180 mph gave me new insight 
into trust. Just a few seconds earlier we had rocketed out of 
the pits and up onto the track. Now we were hurtling toward 
the turn. Secured snuggly into the back seat of a two-seater 
Indy car I rode behind a driver who I had never met and had 
not spoken to.. He ran up through the gears gaining speed 
every second. As we neared the turn, my vision dimmed. I'd 
been holding my breath ever since he'd taken off! 

I finally realized that I could either fret myself into a 
heart attack or I could trust in the skills of the guy in front of 
me. Choosing to trust led to some of the most exciting minutes 
in my life. 

My friend Buck says that learning to trust is the great 
lesson of the Christian life. So I prayed, took a breath, and 
relaxed my tense muscles. I watched the track surface, walls, 
trees, and viewing stands come and go in less than the blink 
of an eye.  

Thirty seconds later, I came up and out of the car. Walk-
ing a little shakily toward safety behind the pit wall I found 
myself humming a bit of an old gospel hymn “’Tis So Sweet to 
Trust in Jesus.” 

This experience rings true in my walk of faith as well. 
Often faced with the options of screaming into life’s turns, 
holding my breath, and wishing for control, I know the better 
option: to let go and trust.  

SONG: ’Tis So Sweet to Trust in Jesus 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Loving God, thank you for your 

trustworthiness. Teach me to relax into your care. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 
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Saturday 
February 18 Racing Lesson 7: Enjoy! 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 126:2-3 
“Where’s the milk?” I asked first thing after climbing out of a 
car that had been going 190 mph: that’s because the winner of 
the Indy 500 takes a celebratory drink of milk. In the spirit of 
the experience my wife Nancy, who grew up going to the 
Indianapolis 500, pulled out a small milk bottle! I took a swig 
with milk running down my face like a real winner. 

The pictures of that moment show my lit-up face wear-
ing a smile that wraps around my head. Of course, no one 
could experience that kind of euphoria every day. Life just 
doesn’t work that way. But still, a certain constant joy should 
be present in our lives, the joy that comes from walking with 
God. 

Life can be hard and sometimes downright scary, just 
like going 190 mph. That’s part of the adventure that God 
takes us on. A life with God is fraught with possible danger, 
moments of sheer beauty, experiences of amazement, as well 
as periods of sameness and times that seem like they will 
never end, just like being strapped in a tiny cockpit bouncing 
over tarmac while fighting G-forces and muscle strain for 500 
miles.  

For now I knew a bit of the joy of racing. In spite of 
hardships and dangers the experiences of extreme speeds can 
be overwhelming as well as filled with deep joy at completing 
the race—reminders of life with God. 

Relax and enjoy! 

SONG: The Joy of the Lord Is My Strength 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, you take me on the  

wonderful adventure of faith. Teach me to enjoy the ride, 
even when it is scary. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 


