
J. Brent Bill 
I’m not a very good “pray-er.” There, I’ve said it. It’s not that I don’t 
pray—I just feel as if I’m not very good at it. A beginner, you might 
say, in the school of prayer. One way I learn about things is to write 
about them. Many of this week’s thoughts come from a book that my 
friend Jennie Isbell and I are writing titled Finding God in the Verbs: 
Crafting a New Language of Prayer (InterVarsity Press). Writing it is 
making me a better pray-er. I hope you find them helpful. 

When I’m not helping nurture new Quaker meetings in the United 
States and Canada through my position as coordinator of Friends Gen-
eral Conference’s New Meetings Project (NMP), I am usually writing. 
Awaken Your Senses: Exercises in Experiencing God and Holy Silence: 
The Gift of Quaker Spirituality are among my most popular books. I 
also blog at Holy Ordinary (holyordinary.blogspot.com). 

My wife, Nancy, and I live on Ploughshares Farm outside of Indian-
apolis. Ploughshares is 50 acres of former farmland that, in our 
Quaker concern for the care of the earth, we are returning to natural 
hardwood forest and Hoosier prairie grasses. The photo above shows 
Nancy and me inside our timber-framed home. 
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Vain Repetitions 
Sunday 
March 2 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 6:6-8 
Spiritual writer Anne Lamott says the two best prayers she 
knows are “Help me, help me, help me” and “Thank you, 
thank you, thank you.” While these prayers may be among the 
best, if they’re the only ones we ever say, we’re shortchanging 
our lives with God. “Thank you” and “Help me” may be 
somewhat less than sufficient to take us into the deep waters 
of the Spirit. 

Even though we probably pray other prayers, some of us 
find ourselves saying the same words over and over again, 
imagining God bored with our seemingly unenthusiastic, 
superficial refrains—we know we are. 

Some of us long for something more, something richer. 
That’s one reason we need to grow in our speech with God. 
It’s time to stop relying on rote phrases based on a familiar 
faith vocabulary of which we know the sound but don’t al-
ways feel the meaning. 

Is your heart saying that you have lapsed into easy God-
speak instead of reaching deep into your spirit and drawing 
out living words of praise, confession, concern, intercession, 
and longing? This week we’ll look at how to stop speaking in 
a clipped, shorthand slang to God and move toward words 
that take us to life-giving connections with our Sustainer. 
These words will help us show up with our whole selves in 
that holy conversation. 

SONG: Teach Me to Pray, Lord 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Grace-giving God, teach me to 

pray. To really pray—not with phrases that are repetitive 
reflex, but with words that come from my soul. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 
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Monday 
March 3 Why Words at All? 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 139:1-4 
God knows our hearts, our thoughts as they form, and our 
words as we choose them. That being true, it would seem then 
that our words are relatively unimportant in the holy relation-
ship. Who needs words if God has a preview of our prayer 
efforts? 

We need them for ourselves. Words form our mind’s and 
heart’s intentions into communication with God. Choosing 
and using the right words is one of the most important proc-
esses in our spiritual lives. Forming words into sentences and 
sentences into prayer brings all that we hope to say to God 
into clear intention. 

This week try to think literally about parts of speech: 
verbs, nouns, and so on. Verbs, nouns, adjectives, and adverbs 
are the way we tell our spiritual stories to ourselves, to others, 
and to God. Used aright they can come together in a radically 
different way of praying that is rooted in the biblical narrative 
and our personal lives. 

The language we use in prayer is vital. The words we 
employ reveal to us much of what we believe about God, 
ourselves, and the relationship between a human being and 
God. Finding God in words leads to deeper insight and under-
standing of faith—and to the God who knows us and wishes 
to be known by us. 

SONG: Lord, Listen to Your Children Praying 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: May the words of my mouth 

coming from the meditation of my heart be pleasing to you,  
O Lord. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 



77 

Tuesday 
March 4 God in Action 

BIBLE READING: Genesis 1 
The very first verse in the Bible shows God in action: creating. 
That’s just the beginning of God’s activity. What verbs relating 
to God come to your mind? Think of verbs that resonate with 
you and your experience. Take time to write down as many 
verbs as you can that could possibly be attributed to God, 
including ones that connect with the ways you have perceived 
God. 

Perhaps you’re a person who sees God at work in nature. 
This may cause Genesis 2:8 to come to mind. Here we’re told 
that “God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden….” A list 
of verbs for God as planter might include: 

 Plants seeds 
 Sends rain upon 
 Warms 
 Mulches 
 Causes seasons 

What verbs would you add? 
If God as planter is not an image that works for you, find 

one that does. Then develop a list of the verbs that fit that 
image. After you have a list, see what your verbs tell you 
about God’s character; spend some time examining your sense 
of God’s character and your way of interacting with his world. 
Is God active or passive? Is God positive or negative? What do 
your verbs reveal about your image of God? 

SONG: Morning Has Broken 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Planter God, plant your seeds 

deep in my soul. Water them with the rain of your blessings. 
Shine your warm light of love on them and help me blossom 
to your glory. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 
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Wednesday 
March 5 Images of an Active-Tense God 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 23 
Scripture is filled with references to God as shepherd. Jesus 
even calls himself the “good shepherd.” The most familiar 
reference is, of course, the Twenty-third Psalm. In it the 
psalmist describes what God has him do: lie down and follow 
along by still waters. God prepares a table and anoints the 
psalmist. God is active. When we think of other actions that a 
shepherd undertakes, we might recognize that God herds us, 
feeds us, waters us, takes us to better territory, protects us 
from attack, just to name a few. 

If we look at the verbs related to the actions above, we 
discover some names to use when addressing God in prayer. 
Prayer could begin with: 

 Nourisher 
 Guide 
 Protector 
 Provider 
 Anointer 

Any of these salutations for the Holy carry within it the image 
of the Shepherd, yet they are in fresh language relevant to our 
spiritual needs. They’re descriptive of our own relationship 
with God because we chose them. 

The use of fresh nouns tied to our verbs enhances our 
prayers. Be looking for action words connected to God that 
come from your prayers, then match them with new nouns 
describing the God who is at work in your life and the world. 

SONG: Surely Goodness and Mercy 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Nourisher, you know how I 

need the food and water only you can provide. Provide my 
needs, I pray, that I might better serve you. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 
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Thursday 
March 6 Holy, Holy, Holy 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 6:9-13 
My cousin had a stained glass voice. When she prayed, I was 
certain to hear some of the most spiritual-sounding prayers a 
teenager ever prayed. They blossomed with adjectives and 
adverbs—a figurative floridity of fragrant phrases. 

Yet, when she finished, though overwhelmed with a 
feeling of having heard something special, I was never quite 
sure exactly what I’d heard. 

It wasn’t really in keeping with the Quaker idea of plain 
speech or the prayer Jesus taught his disciples. That prayer is 
pretty simple, with few adjectives or filler words. It’s a good 
lesson for us today. 

While adjectives have their place, using too many of 
them can overwhelm the power of the words and sentiments 
we wish to express. We say words such as “holy,” 
“righteous,” “all-knowing,” among others. And yet we’ve said 
these words so often that they have been sucked dry of mean-
ing. 

Take a moment now and think of the words you use as 
adjectives when you pray. It may help to think of a prayer that 
you commonly use. Look it over. What adjectives are there? 

Again, there’s nothing wrong with these words. They are 
powerful descriptors that open us to the wonder and majesty 
of God. And these words will continue to do so as long as we 
are aware of them and not just breezing by them as we utter 
our prayers aloud or in our souls. 

SONG: Open My Eyes 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: For few words from my heart I 

pray, O Lord. Amen. 
—J. Brent Bill 
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Friday 
March 7 Just Really 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 54:2 
While Facebooking one day, I came across a picture of a 
church register hanging on a wall. It said:  

Attendance Today: 218 
Offering Today: $650.00 
Record Attendance: 358 
Times the Word Just Was Used in Our Prayers: 61 

I’ve heard those prayers. “Lord, we just pray that you 
would just like, just really, just totally.” So it’s not just adjec-
tives and adverbs that we need to watch out for. We may have 
other filler words—lazy words—that we slip into our conver-
sation with the Divine. We wouldn’t really use such words if 
we actually took a moment to consider with whom we are 
speaking. As E. M. Bounds once said, “Our praying, however, 
needs to be pressed and pursued with an energy that never 
tires, a persistency which will not be denied, and a courage 
which never fails.” Such praying would not allow itself to be 
burdened with lazy words. 

Imagine for a moment that Jesus actually walks into the 
room and says, “Let’s talk. Tell me what’s on your heart.” 
After you get over the initial shock (if you did!), extraneous 
words would fall by the wayside. There would be no justs or 
other verbal tics on which we too often rely. We need to use 
words that live and breathe and come from our souls. Jesus 
has walked into the room! 

SONG: Take Time to Be Holy 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Loving Lord, fill my heart and 

soul with words that matter—authentic words that I can offer 
to you. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 
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Saturday 
March 8 Metaphorically Speaking 

BIBLE READING: John 15:9-15 
While the Bible is full of metaphors for God (Shepherd, Won-
derful Counselor, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace, just to 
name a few), not all of them may resonate with us today. Yet 
using metaphors can open our prayer life in amazing ways. 
One modern metaphor is Jesus as Best Friend Forever (BFF). 
Today we have all sorts of friends: old friends, new friends, 
close friends, Facebook friends, etc. While we often see BFF 
used lightly, the truth is we know what it’s like to have a 
BFF—someone who knows us deeply and well, who sticks 
with us through good times and bad, who loves us in spite of 
our failings. We all long for that kind of friendship. 

What kind of prayer would you come up with using that 
metaphor? This prayer would have to be honest and authen-
tic; true BFFs don’t allow for anything less. After all, they 
know us too well! 

Maybe Jesus as BFF doesn’t work for you. That’s okay. 
Instead, think about what metaphors do work. As you come 
up with a description that feels especially close to your heart, 
use it to construct a prayer that grows out from it. 

Write your prayer. This way you can make each word 
count and ensure that you keep to the metaphor. (See David’s 
example in Psalm 23.) Let your prayer flow from your imagi-
nation and soul. 

SONG: What a Friend We Have in Jesus 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, my friend, you know 

everything there is to know about me, and you love me. Teach 
me your ways of friendship and life that I might be a true 
friend to you. Amen. 

—J. Brent Bill 


