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the beginning place
We start each lesson by asking you to do a sometimes-difficult thing: 
determine the core truths about the study topic as it relates to you 
today. Where are you right now in regard to faith? Maybe you’ve been 
a practicing Christian for years but have hit an icy patch in the road. 
Maybe you’ve never believed in God and aren’t sure you want to. 
Maybe your life is fine but you suspect there’s more to God than what 
you’ve been experiencing. Take a few minutes to talk about your start-
ing place regarding faith or the search for God.

i  have a few
quest ions

l e s s o n  1
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1�    searching for god in a bottomless purse

read no answer

Psalm 22:1-11

God, God . . . my God!
Why did you dump me miles from nowhere?

Doubled up with pain, I call to God
all the day long. No answer. Nothing.

I keep at it all night, tossing and turning.

And you! Are you indifferent, above it all,
leaning back on the cushions of Israel’s praise?

We know you were there for our parents:
they cried for your help and you gave it;
they trusted and lived a good life.

And here I am, a nothing — an earthworm,
something to step on, to squash.

Everyone pokes fun at me;
they make faces at me, they shake their heads:

“Let’s see how god handles this one;
since God likes him so much, let him help him!”

And to think you were midwife at my birth,
setting me at my mother’s breasts!

When I left the womb you cradled me;
since the moment of birth you’ve been my God.

Then you moved far away
and trouble moved in next-door.

I need a neighbor.

Ecclesiastes 1:2-4,8-9

Smoke, nothing but smoke. [That’s what the Quester says.]
There’s nothing to anything — it’s all smoke.

What’s there to show for a lifetime of work,
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a lifetime of working your fingers to the bone?
One generation goes its way, the next one arrives,

but nothing changes — it’s business as usual for old planet  
 earth. . . .

Everything’s boring, utterly boring — 
no one can find any meaning in it.

Boring to the eye,
boring to the ear.

What was will be again,
what happened will happen again.

There’s nothing new on this earth.
Year after year it’s the same old thing.

think
•  Have you ever asked questions like the ones the psalmist 

asks? If so, what prompted your questions?
•  Why does the Quester (in Ecclesiastes) think life is boring?
•  Do you ever feel that your life is nothing but smoke? If so, 

why? If the words of the psalmist and the Quester seem for-
eign to you, describe why.

•  If you could ask God one or two questions and get answers, 
what would they be?

lesson one: i  have a few quest ions     19

pray
God, I’d really like to know . . .
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read where your heart is

From Amazing Grace, by Kathleen Norris1

I find it sad to consider that belief has become a scary word, 
because at its Greek root, “to believe” simply means “to give 
one’s heart to.” Thus, if we can determine what it is we give our 
heart to, then we will know what it is we believe.

Faith is still a surprise to me, as I lived without it for so long. 
Now I believe that it was merely dormant in the years I was not 
conscious of its presence. And I have become better at trusting 
that it is there, even when I can’t feel it, or when God seems 
absent from the world. No small part of my religious conversion 
has been coming to know that faith is best thought of as a verb, 
not a “thing” that you either have or you don’t. Faith is not dis-
cussed as an abstraction in the gospels. Jesus does not talk about 
it so much as respond to it in other people, for example, say-
ing to a woman who has sought him for healing, “thy faith hath 
made thee whole” (Matt. 9:22, KJV). And faith is not presented as 
a sure thing. Among Jesus’ disciples Peter is the one whose faith 
is most evident, always eager. Then, in the crisis of Jesus’ arrest 
and trial, Peter is the disciple who denies him three times. I do 
not know the man, he says, and weeps.

think
•  How is giving your heart to Christ different from merely 

believing that he died for your sins? How is it related?
•  Are you currently giving your heart to God (as opposed 

to having done it once upon a time)? If so, what does that 
involve?

•  If you find it difficult to give your heart to God or Jesus, what 
obstacles do you face? (For instance, “God seems absent” 
or “I’m not sure God is a personal being who can give and 
receive love” or “I’m not sure God loves me” or “I’m too 
busy.”)
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think (cont inued)

pray
Father, to give my heart . . .
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read even jesus asked why

Mark 15:22-39

The soldiers brought Jesus to Golgotha, meaning “Skull Hill.” 
They offered him a mild painkiller (wine mixed with myrrh), 
but he wouldn’t take it. And they nailed him to the cross. They 
divided up his clothes and threw dice to see who would get 
them.

They nailed him up at nine o’clock in the morning. The 
charge against him — the king of the jeWs — was printed on a 
poster. Along with him, they crucified two criminals, one to his 
right, the other to his left. People passing along the road jeered, 
shaking their heads in mock lament: “You bragged that you could 
tear down the Temple and then rebuild it in three days — so 
show us your stuff! Save yourself! If you’re really God’s Son, 
come down from that cross!”

The high priests, along with the religion scholars, were right 
there mixing it up with the rest of them, having a great time 
poking fun at him: “He saved others — but he can’t save himself! 
Messiah, is he? King of Israel? Then let him climb down from that 
cross. We’ll all become believers then!” Even the men crucified 
alongside him joined in the mockery.

At noon the sky became extremely dark. The darkness lasted 
three hours. At three o’clock, Jesus groaned out of the depths, 
crying loudly, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani? ” which means, “My 
God, my God, why have you abandoned me?”

Some of the bystanders who heard him said, “Listen, he’s 
calling for Elijah.” Someone ran off, soaked a sponge in sour 
wine, put it on a stick, and gave it to him to drink, saying, “Let’s 
see if Elijah comes to take him down.”

But Jesus, with a loud cry, gave his last breath. At that 
moment the Temple curtain ripped right down the middle. When 
the Roman captain standing guard in front of him saw that he 
had quit breathing, he said, “This has to be the Son of God!”
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think
•  Jesus quoted Psalm 22:1, “My God, my God, why have you 

abandoned me?” What’s the significance of that?
•  What do you think helped Jesus endure his Father’s absence?
•  How does reading about the crucifixion affect you?

lesson one: i  have a few quest ions     23

pray
Jesus, when I contemplate your Cross . . .
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read los ing i t

From a letter written by Flannery O’Connor, in The Habit of Being2

I think the experience of losing your faith, or of having lost it, is 
an experience that in the long run belongs to faith; or at least it 
can belong to faith if faith is still valuable to you, and it must be 
or you would not have written me about this.

I don’t know how the kind of faith required of a Christian 
living in the 20th century can be at all if it is not grounded on 
this experience that you are having right now of unbelief. “Lord, 
I believe; help my unbelief ” is the most natural and most human 
and most agonizing prayer in the gospels, and I think it is the 
foundation prayer of faith.

A friend once wrote to the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins 
and asked him to tell him how he could believe. He must have 
expected a long philosophical answer. Hopkins wrote back, “give 
alms.” Perhaps he was trying to say that God is to be experi-
enced in Charity (in the sense of love for the divine image in 
human beings). Don’t get so entangled with intellectual difficul-
ties that you fail to look for God in this way. . . .

If you want your faith, you have to work for it. It is a gift, 
but for very few is it a gift given without any demand for time 
devoted to its cultivation.

think
•  Do you agree or disagree that “the experience of losing your 

faith . . . is an experience that in the long run . . . can belong 
to faith”? Explain.

•  Why would “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief” be “the foun-
dation prayer of faith”?

•  What do you think about the advice to look for God by doing 
acts of love for people?

•  How do you respond to the idea that faith has to be culti-
vated even though it’s a gift?
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think (cont inued)

pray
Lord, help me . . .
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read the r isk of fa i th

Matthew 9:18-25

As he finished saying this, a local official appeared, bowed 
politely, and said, “My daughter has just now died. If you come 
and touch her, she will live.” Jesus got up and went with him, his 
disciples following along.

Just then a woman who had hemorrhaged for twelve years 
slipped in from behind and lightly touched his robe. She was 
thinking to herself, “If I can just put a finger on his robe, I’ll get 
well.” Jesus turned — caught her at it. Then he reassured her: 
“Courage, daughter. You took a risk of faith, and now you’re 
well.” The woman was well from then on.

By now they had arrived at the house of the town official, 
and pushed their way through the gossips looking for a story and 
the neighbors bringing in casseroles. Jesus was abrupt: “Clear 
out! This girl isn’t dead. She’s sleeping.” They told him he didn’t 
know what he was talking about. But when Jesus had gotten rid 
of the crowd, he went in, took the girl’s hand, and pulled her to 
her feet — alive.

think
According to Jewish law, bleeding made a woman unclean, and any-
one whom she touched had to undergo costly rituals before he could 
participate again in temple worship. Also, because women were gen-
erally defiling, decent rabbis were advised to avoid even talking to a 
woman, let alone touching her.

•  Describe the “risk of faith” the woman in this story took. 
What did she risk?

•  What risks and costs did faith involve for the official in this 
story?

•  How is faith in this story different from believing information 
about Jesus?
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•  What was it about Jesus that made it reasonable for these 
people to trust and believe in him?

lesson one: i  have a few quest ions     27

pray
Jesus, the risk of faith that I’m facing is . . .
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L i ve
what i  want to d iscuss

What have you discovered this week that you definitely want to 
discuss with your small group? Write that here. Then begin your 
small-group discussion with these thoughts.

so what?
Use the following space to summarize the truths you uncovered 
about faith, how you feel about those truths, and where you need 
to begin in dealing with your situation. Review your “Beginning 
Place” if you need to remember where you began. How does 
God’s truth affect the next step in your journey?

now what?
What is one practical thing you can do to respond to what you 
discovered? What concrete action can you take? Remember to think 
realistically — an admirable but unreachable goal is as good as no 
goal. Discuss your goal in your small group to further define it.

how?
How can your group — or even one other person — help you follow 
through with the goal you described? What support do you need? How 
will you measure the success of your plan? Write the details here.

reallifestuffforwomen
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a reminder:
Before you dive into this study, spend a little time reviewing what you wrote in 
the previous lesson’s “Live” section. How are you doing? Check with your small-
group members and review your progress toward your goals. If necessary, 
adjust your goals and plans, and then recommit to them.

the beginning place
“Why isn’t there more concrete proof of God’s existence? Why does He 
seem to hide Himself, almost playing with His creation? Shouldn’t it all 
be much simpler? Shouldn’t His existence be obvious?”1

These are common questions. What’s your initial reaction to them? 
Do you wonder the same things? Have you in the past? Do you think 
they’re fair questions, or do you think people who ask them are just 
looking for reasons to avoid God? Maybe you think there’s plenty of 
proof that God exists, or maybe you think asking for proof misses 
the point. Describe where you are right now regarding questions like 
these. Then we’ll go deeper.

i  fee l  l ike
god is h id ing

l e s s o n  2
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read too much to bear

From Jamesland, by Michelle Huneven2

Helen is snorkeling.
At first she saw only a shadow or darker current moving 

under the surface, but gradually a profile formed around a head 
that was nothing, really, like a head, but much more like the 
streamlined nose of a speedboat. The whale approached at an 
angle, and Helen assumed it would detect her and change course 
out of shyness if nothing else. The whale, however, saw her 
and seemed determined to maintain its course, regardless. Helen 
made a brief, clumsy attempt to swim away, but the futility of her 
movement defeated her. Swim out of a whale’s range?

So she hung below the blinding surface, treading water, 
breathing through her snorkel, helpless. First came the flattened 
head with its endless smile, and next bulged the small eye, fist-
sized, liquid and convex. Helen, had she reached out, might have 
touched it. Then there was skin, a battered-looking expanse with 
a pale dull glow of polished marble and clusters of barnacles 
that looked like small dead mountain ranges. Helen registered 
these details with a stunned, detached precision. What, exactly, 
had she expected a fifty-ton mammal to look like — a large fish? 
Stonehenge was closer to the mark. Her continued attention was 
no longer inspired by enthusiasm or curiosity, or the vain, ridicu-
lous desire to connect with this enormous creature. Now, at its 
mercy, she watched in terror to gauge her own small fate. A sole, 
lazy flap of flukes produced a quick, enveloping rush.

She accepted help back into the zodiac. Unlike the other 
swimmers, she was in no sense exhilarated; she could not 
say, like Nancy, that she’d felt “privileged and honored” in the 
whale’s presence. Scorched, struck down and obliterated were 
the words that entered her mind. She took her cabin without 
dinner and could not sleep, read or accept the consolation of 
Lewis’s embrace. Even the idea of prayer struck her as distaste-
ful, so much so that she couldn’t imagine ever wanting to pray 
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again — not from lack of faith, but rather from too close a brush 
with its source. Curled against the wall on her bunk, Helen 
understood why God did not make full-frontal appearances to 
humans. A single whale was too much to bear.

think
•  In what ways do you think God is like this whale?
•  What do you suppose it would be like if God gave you a 

“full-frontal” experience of himself?
•  How do you feel about God after reading this story?

lesson two: i  fee l  l ike god is h id ing     31

pray
God, you are . . .
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read do you have these fa int ing spel ls often?

Revelation 1:10-18

It was Sunday and I was in the Spirit, praying. I heard a loud 
voice behind me, trumpet-clear and piercing: “Write what you see 
into a book. Send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna, 
Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, Laodicea.” I turned and 
saw the voice.

I saw a gold menorah
with seven branches,

And in the center, the Son of Man,
in a robe and gold breastplate,
hair a blizzard of white,

Eyes pouring fire-blaze,
both feet furnace-fired bronze,

His voice a cataract,
right hand holding the Seven Stars,

His mouth a sharp-biting sword,
his face a perigee sun. 

I saw this and fainted dead at his feet. His right hand pulled me 
upright, his voice reassured me:

“Don’t fear: I am First, I am Last, I’m Alive. I died, but I came 
to life, and my life is now forever. See these keys in my hand? 
They open and lock Death’s doors, they open and lock Hell’s 
gates.”

think
•  Why do you think seeing the resurrected Jesus made John 

faint?
•  Why do you suppose Jesus doesn’t appear like this to all 

believers?
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•  How does reading this affect your willingness to trust and 
give your heart to Jesus? (If it doesn’t affect you, describe 
why.)

lesson two: i  fee l  l ike god is h id ing     33

pray
Lord Jesus, you hold the keys of death . . .
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read the speech at the center of your soul

From Till We Have Faces, by C. S. Lewis3

At the end of her life, Orual at last gets her day in court to accuse 
the gods of the wrongs they have done her. Chief among those 
wrongs is the loss of her sister Psyche as a young woman. Here 
Orual’s righteous accusation shifts into the accusation she really 
wants to make:

“It makes no difference whether you’re fair or foul. That there 
should be gods at all, there’s our misery and bitter wrong. 
There’s no room for you and us in the same world. You’re a tree 
in whose shadow we can’t thrive. We want to be our own. I was 
my own and Psyche was mine and no one else had any right to 
her. Oh, you’ll say you took her away into bliss and joy such as 
I could never have given her, and I ought to have been glad of 
it for her sake. Why? What should I care for some horrible, new 
happiness which I hadn’t given her and which separated her 
from me? Do you think I wanted her to be happy, that way? It 
would have been better if I’d seen the Brute tear her in pieces 
before my eyes. You stole her to make her happy, did you? Why, 
every wheedling, smiling, cat-foot rogue who lures away another 
man’s wife or slave or dog might say the same. Dog, now. That’s 
very much to the purpose. I’ll thank you to let me feed my own; 
it needed no tidbits from your table. Did you ever remember 
whose the girl was? She was mine. Mine. Do you not know what 
the word means? Mine!”

Afterward, she reflects:

When the time comes to you at which you will be forced at last 
to utter the speech which has lain at the center of your soul for 
years, which you have, all that time, idiot-like, been saying over 
and over, you’ll not talk about joy of words. I saw well why the 
gods do not speak to us openly, nor let us answer. Till that word 
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can be dug out of us, why should they hear us babble what we 
think we mean? How can they meet us face to face till we have 
faces?

think
•  Orual thought she was angry at the gods because she loved 

her sister. Why was she actually angry?
•  Are you angry at God? If so, why?
•  What is “the speech which has lain at the center of your soul 

for years”?
•  Orual learned that it was she, not the gods, who was hiding. 

Are you hiding from God, not owning up to what’s really 
inside you? Explain.

lesson two: i  fee l  l ike god is h id ing     35

pray
God, I think what I really want to say is . . .
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read seeing god

John 1:2,10-11,14

The Word was God,
in readiness for God from day one. . . .

He was in the world,
the world was there through him,
and yet the world didn’t even notice.

He came to his own people,
but they didn’t want him. . . .

The Word became flesh and blood,
and moved into the neighborhood.

We saw the glory with our own eyes,
the one-of-a-kind glory,
like Father, like Son,

Generous inside and out,
true from start to finish. 

John 14:8-9

Philip said, “Master, show us the Father; then we’ll be content.”
[Jesus said,] “You’ve been with me all this time, Philip, and 

you still don’t understand? To see me is to see the Father. So how 
can you ask, ‘Where is the Father?’”

think
•  Why do you suppose seeing Jesus didn’t satisfy Philip? Why 

did he still ask to see the Father?
•  To what extent does the fact that “the Word became flesh and 

blood” two thousand years ago satisfy your desire for God to 
show himself? Why is that?

•  What more do you think God could do to reveal himself that 
he hasn’t already done?
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think (cont inued)

pray
Master, what I see . . .
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read what more do you want?

From Crossing the Threshold of Hope, by Pope John Paul II4

Could God go further in His stooping down, in His drawing 
near to man, thereby expanding the possibilities of our knowing 
Him? In truth, it seems that He has gone as far as possible. He 
could not go further. In a certain sense God has gone too far! 
Didn’t Christ perhaps become “a stumbling block to Jews and 
foolishness to Gentiles” (1 Corinthians 1:23)? Precisely because 
He called God His Father, because He revealed Him so openly 
in Himself, He could not but elicit the impression that it was too 
much. . . . Man was no longer able to tolerate such closeness, 
and thus the protests began.

This great protest has precise names — first it is called the 
Synagogue, and then Islam. Neither can accept a God who is so 
human. “It is not suitable to speak of God in this way,” they pro-
test. “He must remain absolutely transcendent; He must remain 
pure Majesty. Majesty full of Mercy, certainly, but not to the point 
of paying for the faults of His own creatures, for their sins.”

From Disappointment with God, by Philip Yancey5

God holds back; he hides himself; he weeps. Why? Because he 
desires what power can never win. He is a king who wants not 
subservience, but love.

think
•  Why wouldn’t God win our love if he revealed himself to us 

fully right now?
•  How do you respond to the idea that for some people, God 

has already gone too far by becoming flesh?
•  Where are you now on the subject of God hiding himself ? 

Satisfied? Unsatisfied? Confused? Explain.
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think (cont inued)

pray
God, I want to thank you . . .
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L i ve
what i  want to d iscuss

What have you discovered this week that you definitely want to 
discuss with your small group? Write that here. Then begin your 
small-group discussion with these thoughts.

so what?
Use the following space to summarize the truths you uncovered 
about God hiding himself, how you feel about those truths, and 
where you need to begin in dealing with your situation. Review 
your “Beginning Place” if you need to remember where you began. 
How does God’s truth affect the next step in your journey?

now what?
What is one practical thing you can do to respond to what you 
discovered? What concrete action can you take? Remember to think 
realistically — an admirable but unreachable goal is as good as no 
goal. Discuss your goal in your small group to further define it.

how?
How can your group — or even one other person — help you follow 
through with the goal you described? What support do you need? How 
will you measure the success of your plan? Write the details here.
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a reminder:
Before you dive into this study, spend a little time reviewing what you wrote in 
the previous lesson’s “Live” section. How are you doing? Check with your small-
group members and review your progress toward your goals. If necessary, 
adjust your goals and plans, and then recommit to them.

the beginning place
The idea of a search for God implies that it’s up to us — that in this 
cosmic game of hide-and-seek, we are It. Success or failure depends 
on our courage, persistence, and cleverness. 

Some of us doubt we are up to the task.
But then we remember grace. Doesn’t God take the initiative in 

saving sinners? Maybe we are the ones who are lost, and it’s God’s  
job to find us. “The Son of Man came to find and restore the lost”  
(Luke 19:10).

That’s reassuring. We can sit in front of the TV and eat nachos until 
God shows up. 

We wait. A show starts and ends. We channel surf. We’re still wait-
ing. God is late. We think, Maybe we should go looking for him.

As you begin this lesson, make a list of things you’ve done to try 
to find God. 

i s  th is search
up to me?

l e s s o n  3
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read l ion and prey

From The Journey, by Os Guinness1

A Western visitor to Kenya says:

“[T]he word my Masai catechist, Paul, and I had used to con-
vey faith was not a very satisfactory word in their language. It 
meant literally ‘to agree to.’ I, myself, knew the word had that 
shortcoming. He said ‘to believe’ like that was similar to a white 
hunter shooting an animal with his gun from a great distance. 
Only his eyes and his fingers took part in the act. We should 
find another word.

“He said for a man really to believe is like a lion going 
after its prey. His nose and eyes and ears pick up the prey. His 
legs give him the speed to catch it. All the power in his body is 
involved in the terrible death leap and single blow to the neck 
with the front paw, the blow that actually kills. And as the animal 
goes down the lion envelops it in his arms (Africans refer to the 
front legs of an animal as its arms), pulls it to himself, and makes 
it part of himself. This is the way a lion kills. This is the way a 
man believes. This is what faith is.”

A Masai tribesman says: 

“You told us of the High God, how we must search for him, even 
leave our land and our people to find him. But we have not done 
this. We have not left our land. We have not searched for him. He 
has searched for us. He has searched us out and found us. All the 
time we think we are the lion. In the end, the lion is God.”
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think
•  What do you think about comparing faith to the way a lion 

goes after its prey? Why does the comparison work or not 
work for you?

•  “We have not searched for him. He has searched for us.” How 
do you respond to this statement?

•  How has God searched for you?
•  If the lion is God, does that mean we don’t need to be lion-

like in our faith? Explain.

pray
Lord, you are the lion . . .
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read i t ’s a party !

Luke 15:4-10

“Suppose one of you had a hundred sheep and lost one. 
Wouldn’t you leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after 
the lost one until you found it? When found, you can be sure 
you would put it across your shoulders, rejoicing, and when you 
got home call in your friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Celebrate 
with me! I’ve found my lost sheep!’ Count on it — there’s more 
joy in heaven over one sinner’s rescued life than over ninety-nine 
good people in no need of rescue.

“Or imagine a woman who has ten coins and loses one. 
Won’t she light a lamp and scour the house, looking in every 
nook and cranny until she finds it? And when she finds it you 
can be sure she’ll call her friends and neighbors: ‘Celebrate with 
me! I found my lost coin!’ Count on it — that’s the kind of party 
God’s angels throw every time one lost soul turns to God.” 

think
•  Imagine God searching for you like a woman searching for 

her lost tenth of all her wealth. What does that say about 
God? About you?

•  How easy is it for you to think of God valuing you like this? 
Why is that?

•  What difference does it make to think of God searching for 
you instead of you searching for him?
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pray
God, when I think of you searching for me and celebrating . . .

think (cont inued)
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read before you’re found, you have to be lost

From The Allure of Hope, by Jan Meyers2

God fences us in. He destroys the vineyards we create to satisfy 
ourselves. He then takes us to that dark place where the only 
way out is to be found. We discover that we cannot move, and in 
so doing we are surprised with how much we were meant to be 
still. We discover we have expended useless energy in coming up 
with our own provisions, and we are caught off guard with how 
enough He is. “Notice that in the Gospels there is never, unless 
I am mistaken,” says Simone Weil, “question of a search for God 
by man. In all the parables it is the Christ who seeks men. . . . Or 
again, a man finds the Kingdom of God as if by chance, and then, 
but only then, he sells all.”3 We must be found by God in our 
adultery. And we must be found by God in our desire for Him.

We do not come to fully understand our desire until we are 
fenced in, in the wilderness, by the lover of our soul.

think
•  Has God taken you to “that dark place where the only way 

out is to be found”? If so, describe your situation. 
•  Why does God do that?
•  Have you “expended useless energy in coming up with [your] 

own provisions”? If so, how?
•  Take a moment to be still, to stop maneuvering and search-

ing. What do you long for?
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pray
God, find me . . .

think (cont inued)
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read what ’s i t  worth to you?

Matthew 13:44-46

“God’s kingdom is like a treasure hidden in a field for years  
and then accidentally found by a trespasser. The finder is  
ecstatic — what a find! — and proceeds to sell everything he  
owns to raise money and buy that field.

“Or, God’s kingdom is like a jewel merchant on the hunt for 
excellent pearls. Finding one that is flawless, he immediately sells 
everything and buys it.”

think
•  If salvation is a free gift, why does Jesus’ first story say that 

God’s kingdom cost the finder everything?
•  “I would sell everything I own to have ________.” What, if 

anything, would you put in the blank?
•  What costs are you willing to bear to experience God’s king-

dom? Are there any costs you aren’t willing to bear?
•  How do you make sense of these stories alongside the ones 

that portray God as the searcher?

pray
Father, you are worth . . .
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read i  wai ted and wai ted and wai ted

Psalm 40:1-4,6-8,11,13,16-17

I waited and waited and waited for god.
At last he looked; finally he listened.

He lifted me out of the ditch,
pulled me from deep mud.

He stood me up on a solid rock
to make sure I wouldn’t slip.

He taught me how to sing the latest God-song,
a praise-song to our God.

More and more people are seeing this:
they enter the mystery,
abandoning themselves to god.

Blessed are you who give yourselves over to god,
turn your backs on the world’s “sure thing,”
ignore what the world worships. . . .

Doing something for you, bringing something to you — 
that’s not what you’re after.

Being religious, acting pious — 
that’s not what you’re asking for.

You’ve opened my ears
so I can listen.

So I answered, “I’m coming.
I read in your letter what you wrote about me,

And I’m coming to the party
you’re throwing for me.”

That’s when God’s Word entered my life,
became part of my very being. . . .

Now god, don’t hold out on me,
don’t hold back your passion.
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Your love and truth
are all that keeps me together. . . . 

Soften up, god, and intervene;
hurry and get me some help. . . . 

But all who are hunting for you — 
oh, let them sing and be happy.

Let those who know what you’re all about 
tell the world you’re great and not quitting.

And me? I’m a mess. I’m nothing and have nothing:
make something of me.

You can do it; you’ve got what it takes — 
but God, don’t put it off.

think
•  Why do you suppose God sometimes makes us wait and wait 

and wait?
•  What things that the world worships are especially appealing 

to you?
•  “Doing something for you, bringing something to you — that’s 

not what you’re after.” What is God after?
•  Once again we have this picture of God throwing a party for 

you. How do you respond to that?

pray
God, I’ve been waiting . . .
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L i ve
what i  want to d iscuss

What have you discovered this week that you definitely want to 
discuss with your small group? Write that here. Then begin your 
small-group discussion with these thoughts.

so what?
Use the following space to summarize the truths you uncovered 
about God’s search and your search, how you feel about those 
truths, and where you need to begin in dealing with your situ-
ation. Review your “Beginning Place” if you need to remember 
where you began. How does God’s truth affect the next step in 
your journey?

now what?
What is one practical thing you can do to respond to what you 
discovered? What concrete action can you take? Remember to think 
realistically — an admirable but unreachable goal is as good as no 
goal. Discuss your goal in your small group to further define it.

how?
How can your group — or even one other person — help you follow 
through with the goal you described? What support do you need? How 
will you measure the success of your plan? Write the details here.
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al low so much
how can god

a reminder:
Before you dive into this study, spend a little time reviewing what you wrote in 
the previous lesson’s “Live” section. How are you doing? Check with your small-
group members and review your progress toward your goals. If necessary, 
adjust your goals and plans, and then recommit to them.

the beginning place
When a child dies or disaster wipes out a family’s livelihood, someone 
usually cries out, “Why?” We humans can’t live if life is meaningless, 
so we grope to make sense of tragedy. If God is perfectly good and 
wise and powerful, we reason, then he could have prevented this evil. 
Why didn’t he? Is he not really good, or not really all-powerful? Does 
he not love us — is he angry or indifferent? Is this calamity somehow 
part of some secret plan of his? And if it is, then couldn’t he make it a 
tad less secret?

There are no simple answers to such questions. Whole books have 
been written to address them, and in the end — as with all things about 
God — there remains an element of mystery. “I don’t think the way you 
think,” he says (Isaiah 55:8).

No kidding.

suffer ing?

l e s s o n  4
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This lesson and the next will give you a chance to raise your ques-
tions about your own heartbreaks. You’ll also scratch the surface of 
some ways to deal with God in the midst of suffering. Note the phrase, 
“scratch the surface.” 

It will be especially important to avoid giving one another pat 
answers or minimizing someone’s pain. “All things work together for 
good for those who love the Lord” (see Romans 8:28) is biblical and 
true, but it’s a deep and mysterious truth that should not be reduced to 
a cliché. Maybe “All things work together for good (after being unbear-
ably excruciating for a very long time) for those who cling desperately 
to the sometimes inscrutable Lord” would make a better slogan — but 
even that is too glib.

So to begin this lesson, reflect on the question, “How can a good 
God allow so much suffering?” Write down any thoughts, memories, 
or feelings it raises. Name the particular sufferings of yourself or a 
loved one — the childhood abuse, the death, the divorce, the financial 
ruin — that have caused you to question God. If you think the question 
is unhelpful or misleading, say why.
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read disaster zone

From the Wall Street Journal article “Tremors of Doubt,” by David B. Hart1

A response to the Indian Ocean tsunami of December 26, 2004, 
which killed more than 200,000 people.

Perhaps no doctrine is more insufferably fabulous to non-
Christians than the claim that we exist in the long melancholy 
aftermath of a primordial catastrophe, that this is a broken and 
wounded world, that cosmic time is the shadow of true time, 
and that the universe languishes in bondage to “powers” and 
“principalities” — spiritual and terrestrial — alien to God. In the 
Gospel of John, especially, the incarnate God enters a world at 
once his own and yet hostile to him — “He was in the world, and 
the world was made by him, and the world knew him not” — and 
his appearance within “this cosmos” is both an act of judgment 
and a rescue of the beauties of creation from the torments of 
fallen nature. 

Whatever one makes of this story, it is no bland cosmic opti-
mism. Yes, at the heart of the gospel is an ineradicable triumpha-
lism, a conviction that the victory over evil and death has been 
won; but it is also a victory yet to come. As Paul says, all creation 
groans in anguished anticipation of the day when God’s glory 
will transfigure all things. For now, we live amid a strife of dark-
ness and light. 

When confronted by the sheer savage immensity of worldly 
suffering — when we see the entire littoral rim of the Indian 
Ocean strewn with tens of thousands of corpses, a third of them 
children’s — no Christian is licensed to utter odious banalities 
about God’s inscrutable counsels or blasphemous suggestions 
that all this mysteriously serves God’s good ends. We are per-
mitted only to hate death and waste and the imbecile forces 
of chance that shatter living souls, to believe that creation is in 
agony in its bonds, to see this world as divided between two 
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kingdoms — knowing all the while that it is only charity that can 
sustain us against “fate,” and that must do so until the end of 
days. 

think
•  “We exist in the long melancholy aftermath of a primordial 

catastrophe.” What does this statement mean to you?
•  According to this writer, how does that explain why our 

world suffers natural disasters and other tragedies?
•  Do you think it’s horrible to say a disaster mysteriously serves 

God’s good ends? Why or why not?
•  To what extent do you buy or not buy this writer’s argument?

pray
Father, when I look at all this suffering . . .
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read breathe! breathe!

Romans 8:22-25

All around us we observe a pregnant creation. The difficult times 
of pain throughout the world are simply birth pangs. But it’s not 
only around us; it’s within us. The Spirit of God is arousing us 
within. We’re also feeling the birth pangs. These sterile and bar-
ren bodies of ours are yearning for full deliverance. That is why 
waiting does not diminish us, any more than waiting diminishes a 
pregnant mother. We are enlarged in the waiting. We, of course, 
don’t see what is enlarging us. But the longer we wait, the larger 
we become, and the more joyful our expectancy.

think
•  Paul speaks here of “birth pangs.” Think about what child-

birth is actually like. How is what’s going on now in the 
world like what a mother goes through when having a baby 
without anesthetic?

•  Is it helpful for you to think of the earth as suffering like a 
woman in labor? Explain.

•  A mother endures the anguish of birthing in hope of a baby 
at the end. Do you hope confidently for a “baby” at the end? 
If so, what’s the baby? If not, what hinders your hope?
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pray
God, these labor pains . . .
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read god has been there

Matthew 27:27-34

The soldiers assigned to the governor took Jesus into the gov-
ernor’s palace and got the entire brigade together for some fun. 
They stripped him and dressed him in a red toga. They plaited 
a crown from branches of a thorn bush and set it on his head. 
They put a stick in his right hand for a scepter. Then they knelt 
before him in mocking reverence: “Bravo, King of the Jews!” they 
said. “Bravo!” Then they spit on him and hit him on the head 
with the stick. When they had had their fun, they took off the 
toga and put his own clothes back on him. Then they proceeded 
out to the crucifixion.

Along the way they came on a man from Cyrene named Simon 
and made him carry Jesus’ cross. Arriving at Golgotha, the place 
they call “Skull Hill,” they offered him a mild painkiller (a mixture 
of wine and myrrh), but when he tasted it he wouldn’t drink it.

From Making Sense Out of Suffering, by Peter Kreeft2

In coming into our world he came also into our suffering. . . . He 
sits beside us in the lowest places of our lives, like water. Are we 
broken? He is broken with us. Are we rejected? Do people despise 
us not for our evil but for our good, or attempted good? He was 
“despised and rejected of men.” Do we weep? Is grief our familiar 
spirit, our horrifyingly familiar ghost? Do we ever say, “Oh, no, not 
again! I can’t take any more!”? . . . Do people misunderstand us, 
turn away from us? They hid their faces from him as from an out-
cast, a leper. Is our love betrayed? Are our tenderest relationships 
broken? He too loved and was betrayed by the ones he loved. “He 
came unto his own and his own received him not.” . . .

Love is why he came. It’s all love. The buzzing flies around 
the cross, the stroke of the Roman hammer as the nails tear into 
his screamingly soft flesh, the infinitely harder stroke of his own 
people’s hammering hatred, hammering at his heart — why? For 

Searching...Purse_FNL.indd   58 10/3/05   3:56:58 PM

From Searching for God in a Bottomless Purse / ISBN 978-1-57683-863-1 
Copyright © 2005 by The Navigators. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, see www.navpress.com.



reallifestuffforwomen

love. God is love, as the sun is fire and light, and he can no 
more stop loving than the sun can stop shining.

Henceforth, when we feel the hammers of life beating on our 
heads or on our hearts, we can know — we must know — that he 
is here with us, taking our blows. 

think
•  Why do you think Jesus refused the painkiller that was 

offered him just before the nails were driven through his 
limbs?

•  Does Jesus’ suffering help you trust God in the midst of suf-
fering? Talk about why it does or doesn’t.

•  Why do you suppose God chose to enter and experience the 
violence and pain of our world rather than just eliminating 
the pain?
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pray
Lord Jesus, your suffering . . .
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read what have i  done to deserve th is?

From the Psychology Today article “The Secrets of Happiness,” by David G. Myers3

Moreover, one of the most provocative yet firmly established  
conclusions of social psychology concerns the potency of “self-
serving bias.” People accept more responsibility for good deeds 
than for bad, for successes than for failures. The question “What 
have I done to deserve this?” is one we ask of our troubles, not 
our successes — those we assume we deserve.

From Soul Survivor, by Philip Yancey4

How could a good God allow such a blemished world to exist? 
[Dr. Paul] Brand had responded to my complaints one by one. 
Disease? Did I know that of the twenty-four thousand species of 
bacteria, all but a few hundred are healthful, not harmful? Plants 
could not produce oxygen, nor could animals digest food with-
out the assistance of bacteria. Indeed, bacteria constitute half of 
all living matter. Most agents of disease, he explained, vary from 
these necessary organisms in only slight mutations.

What about birth defects? He launched into a description of 
the complex biochemistry involved in producing one healthy 
child. The great wonder is not that birth defects occur but that 
millions more do not. Could a mistake-proof world have been 
created so that the human genome with its billions of variables 
would never err in transmission? No scientist could envision such 
an error-free system in our world of fixed physical laws.

think
•  How helpful is it for you to understand the scientific infor-

mation in the second reading? How helpful do you think it 
would be for a woman whose child has an illness or birth 
defect? Explain your thoughts.

•  Why do people blame God for the bad things in life when 
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they don’t thank him for the good things?
•  List ten things for which you are thankful.
•  Does thanking God for good things help you trust him when 

bad things happen? Explain.
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pray
God, I know I should be thankful . . .
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read the taste of ashes

Lamentations 3:1-3,16-33

I’m the man who has seen trouble,
trouble coming from the lash of god’s anger.

He took me by the hand and walked me
into pitch-black darkness.

Yes, he’s given me the back of his hand
over and over and over again. . . .

He ground my face into the gravel.
He pounded me into the mud.

I gave up on life altogether.
I’ve forgotten what the good life is like.

I said to myself, “This is it. I’m finished.
god is a lost cause.”

I’ll never forget the trouble, the utter lostness,
the taste of ashes, the poison I’ve swallowed.

I remember it all — oh, how well I remember — 
the feeling of hitting the bottom.

But there’s one other thing I remember,
and remembering, I keep a grip on hope:

god’s loyal love couldn’t have run out,
his merciful love couldn’t have dried up.

They’re created new every morning.
How great your faithfulness!

I’m sticking with god (I say it over and over).
He’s all I’ve got left.

god proves to be good to the man who passionately waits,
to the woman who diligently seeks.

It’s a good thing to quietly hope,
quietly hope for help from god.
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It’s a good thing when you’re young
to stick it out through the hard times.

When life is heavy and hard to take,
go off by yourself. Enter the silence.

Bow in prayer. Don’t ask questions:
Wait for hope to appear.

Don’t run from trouble. Take it full-face.
The “worst” is never the worst.

Why? Because the Master won’t ever
walk out and fail to return.

If he works severely, he also works tenderly.
His stockpiles of loyal love are immense.

He takes no pleasure in making life hard,
in throwing roadblocks in the way.

think
•  Most of the book of Lamentations details tragedy: a city 

destroyed by war, a populace massacred, starving people 
doing appalling things. What’s the good of a poem about that?

•  At the center of the poem are the verses in this reading. What 
enables this brokenhearted poet to hang on to hope?

•  How do you respond to this reading? Do you find any of it 
helpful, or is it just a bunch of pious platitudes?
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pray
Lord, I remember . . .

think (cont inued)
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L i ve
what i  want to d iscuss

What have you discovered this week that you definitely want to 
discuss with your small group? Write that here. Then begin your 
small-group discussion with these thoughts.

so what?
Use the following space to summarize the truths you uncovered 
about suffering, how you feel about those truths, and where 
you need to begin in dealing with your situation. Review your 
“Beginning Place” if you need to remember where you began. 
How does God’s truth affect the next step in your journey?

now what?
What is one practical thing you can do to respond to what you 
discovered? What concrete action can you take? Remember to think 
realistically — an admirable but unreachable goal is as good as no 
goal. Discuss your goal in your small group to further define it.

how?
How can your group — or even one other person — help you follow 
through with the goal you described? What support do you need? How 
will you measure the success of your plan? Write the details here.
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what happened
can god redeem

a reminder:
Before you dive into this study, spend a little time reviewing what you wrote in 
the previous lesson’s “Live” section. How are you doing? Check with your small-
group members and review your progress toward your goals. If necessary, 
adjust your goals and plans, and then recommit to them.

the beginning place
You can think of this as part two of the previous lesson. We started off 
by saying that Romans 8:28 (“Every detail in our lives of love for God 
is worked into something good”) shouldn’t be reduced to a cliché. But 
at some point we have to ask whether God will really do anything 
about our suffering other than sharing it with us. Was the cross simply 
an exercise in empathy — God “feeling our pain” — or was it something 
more? Without minimizing the badness of tragedy, can God use it for 
good? And if so, what is our role in this process?

To begin, make a list of painful experiences in your own life that 
you believe God has redeemed or long for God to redeem or can’t 
imagine God redeeming.

to me?

l e s s o n  5
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read rug burns

From On Broken Legs, by Wendy Murray Zoba1

I did not want to read promises about hope and courage. I felt 
no sense of his presence, and God knows I had no strength. 
Aching, groping, thrashing, stumbling into forward leans, yes. 
Good? Courage? My life contradicted them. I could see nothing 
good, nor could I feel anything like courage. My stomach was 
collapsing in on itself, and I was confused enough already.

I had read that an old monastic was asked once, “What do 
you do in the monastery all day?” He said, “Oh, fall down and 
get back up.” I kept falling down, kept finding my knees to the 
carpet. I fell often and hard until I finally understood that the car-
pet is where God met me, rug burns to the knees. For all God’s 
power and transcendence, the carpet was where he met with me.

think
•  How do you respond to this woman’s description of this stage 

in her life? Does it seem foreign to you?
•  Why would God choose to meet someone on the carpet?
•  How could this be a fruitful stage of a person’s life?

pray
Lord, falling down . . .
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read i f  you loved me, you’d let me get my way

From The God Who Loves You, by Peter Kreeft2

Only love willingly endures suffering. “Better miserable with her 
than happy without her” — those are the words of love. If my suf-
ferings unite me with him — the infinitely lovable one, the very 
source and archetype of all love — if this terrible thing called 
suffering can thus subserve the most wonderful purpose in the 
world, our marriage to God — then I can embrace suffering and 
rejoice in it and triumph in and through it.

My suffering unites me with God partly because it dissolves 
the glue that bonds me to the one thing that keeps me from God: 
my own self-will. This is the “I want what I want when I want it” 
principle that theologians call original sin. Suffering conforms me 
more closely to the likeness of the One who called not his will 
his own but welcomed every opportunity for saying, “not my will 
but thine be done.” Saints embrace suffering for one reason only: 
the love of God. . . .

Sufferings don’t automatically do anyone any good. They 
must be willed, accepted, believed, offered up, and joined to 
Christ’s. Much suffering can be wasted and is. But any suffering 
can do someone good. God would not allow it otherwise.

think
•  Why would love for God make a person willingly endure  

suffering?
•  Where do you see “I want what I want when I want it” at 

work in your life?
•  Suffering comes from not getting what we want or from get-

ting something we very much don’t want. How can someone 
who loves us not give us what we want?

•  It’s impossible to love God enough to willingly endure suffer-
ing unless you’re convinced that God truly and deeply loves 
you. How convinced are you? Why is that?
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think (cont inued)

pray
God, my love for you . . .
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read bit ter and sweet

From A Grace Disguised, by Gerald L. Sittser3

Gerald Sittser lost his mother, his wife, and one child in an 
accident caused by a drunk driver.

The accident itself bewilders me as much today as it did three 
years ago. Much good has come from it, but all the good in the 
world will never make the accident itself good. It remains a hor-
rible, tragic, and evil event to me. A million people could be 
helped as a result of the tragedy, but that would not be enough 
to explain and justify it. The badness of the event and the good-
ness of the results are related, to be sure, but they are not the 
same. The latter is a consequence of the former, but the latter 
does not make the former legitimate or right or good. I do not 
believe that I lost three members of my family in order that I 
might change for the better, raise three healthy children, or write 
a book. I still want them back, and I always will, no matter what 
happens as a result of their deaths.

Yet the grief I feel is sweet as well as bitter. I still have a  
sorrowful soul; yet I wake up every morning joyful, eager for 
what the new day will bring. Never have I felt as much pain as 
I have in the last three years; yet never have I experienced as 
much pleasure in simply being alive and living an ordinary life. 
Never have I felt so broken; yet never have I been so whole. . . .

Above all, I have become aware of the power of God’s 
grace and my need for it. My soul has grown because it has 
been awakened to the goodness and love of God. God has been 
present in my life these past three years, even mysteriously in 
the accident. God will continue to be present to the end of my 
life and through all eternity. God is growing in my soul, making 
it bigger, and filling it with himself. My life is being transformed. 
Though I have endured pain, I believe that the outcome is going 
to be wonderful.
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think
•  Sittser suggests that “all the good in the world will never 

make the accident itself good.” Why do you think that is or 
isn’t important to affirm?

•  Why does Sittser nevertheless talk about the good that has 
come from the evil event?

•  Which is a greater temptation for you: to minimize the evil of 
tragedies, or to resist the good that God can do through them?

pray
Father, I want my soul to grow . . .
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read despai r  in the desert

Genesis 21:9-10,14-19

Sarah forced her slave Hagar to have sex with Sarah’s husband in 
order to bear a son. Then Sarah hated Hagar and her son. Hagar 
endured abuse from Sarah for years.

One day Sarah saw the son that Hagar the Egyptian had borne 
to Abraham, poking fun at her son Isaac. She told Abraham, “Get 
rid of this slave woman and her son. No child of this slave is 
going to share inheritance with my son Isaac!” . . .

Abraham got up early the next morning, got some food 
together and a canteen of water for Hagar, put them on her back 
and sent her away with the child. She wandered off into the des-
ert of Beersheba. When the water was gone, she left the child 
under a shrub and went off, fifty yards or so. She said, “I can’t 
watch my son die.” As she sat, she broke into sobs.

Meanwhile, God heard the boy crying. The angel of God 
called from Heaven to Hagar, “What’s wrong, Hagar? Don’t be 
afraid. God has heard the boy and knows the fix he’s in. Up 
now; go get the boy. Hold him tight. I’m going to make of him a 
great nation.”

Just then God opened her eyes. She looked. She saw a well 
of water. She went to it and filled her canteen and gave the boy 
a long, cool drink.

think
•  Why might Hagar have found it hard to believe that God 

loved her?
•  Do you think God loved her? What makes you say that?
•  What, if anything, does the story of Hagar and God say about 

your story with God?
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pray
Lord, I’m thirsty . . .

think (cont inued)
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read	 none of th is fazes us

From Revolution of Character, by Dallas Willard4

While some things that happen to us may clearly not be what 
God would wish, he does allow everything — the tragic loss  
of a loved one or of health or opportunity, for example, or a 
grievous wrong done to us by others. We now accept these 
things as within God’s plan for good to those who love him and 
are living in his purposes (see Romans 8:28). Irredeemable harm 
does not befall those who willingly live in the hand of God. 
What an astonishing reality!

Romans 8:26-28

Meanwhile, the moment we get tired in the waiting, God’s Spirit 
is right alongside helping us along. If we don’t know how or 
what to pray, it doesn’t matter. He does our praying in and for 
us, making prayer out of our wordless sighs, our aching groans. 
He knows us far better than we know ourselves, knows our 
pregnant condition, and keeps us present before God. That’s why 
we can be so sure that every detail in our lives of love for God is 
worked into something good. . . .

So, what do you think? With God on our side like this, 
how can we lose? If God didn’t hesitate to put everything on 
the line for us, embracing our condition and exposing himself 
to the worst by sending his own Son, is there anything else he 
wouldn’t gladly and freely do for us? And who would dare tangle 
with God by messing with one of God’s chosen? Who would 
dare even to point a finger? The One who died for us — who 
was raised to life for us! — is in the presence of God at this very 
moment sticking up for us. Do you think anyone is going to be 
able to drive a wedge between us and Christ’s love for us? There 
is no way! Not trouble, not hard times, not hatred, not hunger, 
not homelessness, not bullying threats, not backstabbing, not 
even the worst sins listed in Scripture:
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They kill us in cold blood because they hate you.
We’re sitting ducks; they pick us off one by one.

None of this fazes us because Jesus loves us. I’m absolutely con-
vinced that nothing — nothing living or dead, angelic or demonic, 
today or tomorrow, high or low, thinkable or unthinkable — abso-
lutely nothing can get between us and God’s love because of the 
way that Jesus our Master has embraced us.

think
•  In Romans 8:26-28, what convinces Paul that God loves him 

and is taking care of him despite how much he suffers?
•  How convinced are you that God loves you and is taking care 

of you? Why is that?
•  “Irredeemable harm does not befall those who willingly live 

in the hand of God.” How do you respond to this statement?

pray
Father, your love for me . . .
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L i ve
what i  want to d iscuss

What have you discovered this week that you definitely want to 
discuss with your small group? Write that here. Then begin your 
small-group discussion with these thoughts.

so what?
Use the following space to summarize the truths you uncovered 
about suffering, how you feel about those truths, and where 
you need to begin in dealing with your situation. Review your 
“Beginning Place” if you need to remember where you began. 
How does God’s truth affect the next step in your journey?

now what?
What is one practical thing you can do to respond to what you 
discovered? What concrete action can you take? Remember to think 
realistically — an admirable but unreachable goal is as good as no 
goal. Discuss your goal in your small group to further define it.

how?
How can your group — or even one other person — help you follow 
through with the goal you described? What support do you need? How 
will you measure the success of your plan? Write the details here.
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bounce off
my prayers just

a reminder:
Before you dive into this study, spend a little time reviewing what you wrote in 
the previous lesson’s “Live” section. How are you doing? Check with your small-
group members and review your progress toward your goals. If necessary, 
adjust your goals and plans, and then recommit to them.

the beginning place
When C. S. Lewis was a small boy, his mother got very ill. He thought 
that if he prayed with enough faith, she’d get well. He prayed, trying 
his best to believe God would heal her. She died anyway. He decided 
Christian faith was a crock.

Many of us have heard the gospel stories in which Jesus heals 
people in response to their faith or the faith of their friends or parents, 
and we’ve gotten the message that success in prayer is a matter of 
having enough faith. But we’ve believed really strongly about some 
things and still haven’t gotten what we asked for. What’s the problem 
here? Did we believe the wrong thing, or the wrong way, or the wrong 
amount? Or is God just unreliable?

Start this lesson by describing where you are right now with regard 
to this issue of praying with faith. Do you pray? If so, for what? If not, 
why not? How does faith figure into your prayers, if at all? 

the cei l ing

l e s s o n  6
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read i f  you make enough noise

Luke 11:1-13

One day [Jesus] was praying in a certain place. When he finished, 
one of his disciples said, “Master, teach us to pray just as John 
taught his disciples.”

So he said, “When you pray, say,

Father,
Reveal who you are.
Set the world right.
Keep us alive with three square meals.
Keep us forgiven with you and forgiving others.
Keep us safe from ourselves and the Devil.”

Then he said, “Imagine what would happen if you went to a 
friend in the middle of the night and said, ‘Friend, lend me three 
loaves of bread. An old friend traveling through just showed up, 
and I don’t have a thing on hand.’

“The friend answers from his bed, ‘Don’t bother me. The 
door’s locked; my children are all down for the night; I can’t get 
up to give you anything.’

“But let me tell you, even if he won’t get up because he’s a 
friend, if you stand your ground, knocking and waking all the 
neighbors, he’ll finally get up and get you whatever you need.

“Here’s what I’m saying:

Ask and you’ll get;
Seek and you’ll find;
Knock and the door will open.

“Don’t bargain with God. Be direct. Ask for what you need. 
This is not a cat-and-mouse, hide-and-seek game we’re in. If your 
little boy asks for a serving of fish, do you scare him with a live 
snake on his plate? If your little girl asks for an egg, do you trick 
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her with a spider? As bad as you are, you wouldn’t think of such 
a thing — you’re at least decent to your own children. And don’t 
you think the Father who conceived you in love will give the 
Holy Spirit when you ask him?”

think
•  Make a list of all the things in this passage that Jesus encour-

ages his followers to ask for. What do you learn about prayer 
from this list?

•  What ideas about God does Jesus encourage in this passage?
•  Have you ever asked God — or your parents — for an “egg” 

and gotten a “spider”? If so, how has that experience affected 
your capacity to trust God?

•  How would you compare your thoughts and feelings about 
God to the ones Jesus encourages here?

lesson six: my prayers just bounce off the cei l ing     �1

pray
Father, reveal who you are . . .
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read should i  kneel out in the street?

From Peace Like a River, by Leif Enger1

Reuben and his sister, Swede, are driving with their father to find 
their brother (a runaway convict) before the police find and shoot 
him. The police have been trying to tail their car, hoping they will 
lead the police to the runaway brother. Somehow, though, they’ve 
driven all day through town after town and the police haven’t 
spotted them. Their dad is a devout Christian, and until now 
Reuben has been the only person who has noticed that God often 
answers his prayers in amazing ways.

“Reuben,” Swede said — whispering, later, when we’d turned the 
light out and gone quiet in a sudden spell of conscience. “How 
come we even have to worry about buying gas?”

“Because we used the ten gallons already.”
“No. I mean how come we need more?”
The question didn’t make sense; I lay in the dark wind-

bumped trailer trying to figure it out.
“What I mean is,” Swede said, “we had that thing happen 

today.”
“With the police.”
“Yes, that.” See, she didn’t want to use the word. “That was 

impossible, wasn’t it? That they all missed us.”
“Sure.”
“Do you think Dad prayed for that to happen?”
“I don’t know. He didn’t shut his eyes that I noticed.”
“Well, you can’t shut your eyes while you’re driving.” Her 

lecturesome tone was annoying. Before today, what miracles had 
she ever seen?

“Well, maybe you can if you’re praying for a big enough thing. 
If it’s really something gigantic, and you’re driving, maybe God just 
throws in that you don’t get in a crash. Like at the bakery, Mrs. 
Bushka gives you thirteen doughnuts, even though you only ask 
for twelve.”
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“That’s a disrespectful comparison, Reuben.”
“I just meant, if God hears you praying and He looks down 

and notices you’re driving through town with your eyes shut, 
talking to Him, maybe He won’t let you run into anything.” I 
gave this some thought. “Maybe he’d take it as proof you have 
faith. Maybe he’d be more likely to answer your prayer.”

Swede said, “So any time I really want something from God 
I should kneel out in the street and ask Him, so He knows I’m 
serious.”

I hadn’t a reply for that. The good thing about complete 
darkness is you can lie there quietly and let the other person 
rethink the smart-alecky thing they have just said. With any luck 
they’ll begin to regret it, or possibly they’ll believe you have a 
magnificent rejoinder in mind but are just too well-adjusted to 
use it.

“I just thought,” Swede said, “that if Dad could pray and have 
something like that happen, then maybe we wouldn’t have to 
worry about finding a gas station open tomorrow.”

“You want him to pray the tank full?”
“Well — how’s it so different?”

think
•  What’s wrong with praying for a gas tank to be full so you 

don’t have to worry about finding a gas station?
•  Do you think God would view driving with your eyes shut as 

proof of your faith? Explain.
•  What do you think it means to pray with faith in a situation 

like this?
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pray
Lord, what I really want is . . .

think (cont inued)
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read help me with my doubts!

Mark 9:14-27

When [Jesus and three disciples] came back down the moun-
tain to the other disciples, they saw a huge crowd around them, 
and the religion scholars cross-examining them. As soon as the 
people in the crowd saw Jesus, admiring excitement stirred them. 
They ran and greeted him. He asked, “What’s going on? What’s 
all the commotion?”

A man out of the crowd answered, “Teacher, I brought my 
mute son, made speechless by a demon, to you. Whenever it 
seizes him, it throws him to the ground. He foams at the mouth, 
grinds his teeth, and goes stiff as a board. I told your disciples, 
hoping they could deliver him, but they couldn’t.”

Jesus said, “What a generation! No sense of God! How many 
times do I have to go over these things? How much longer do I 
have to put up with this? Bring the boy here.” They brought him. 
When the demon saw Jesus, it threw the boy into a seizure, caus-
ing him to writhe on the ground and foam at the mouth.

He asked the boy’s father, “How long has this been going 
on?”

“Ever since he was a little boy. Many times it pitches him into 
fire or the river to do away with him. If you can do anything, do 
it. Have a heart and help us!”

Jesus said, “If ? There are no ‘ifs’ among believers. Anything 
can happen.”

No sooner were the words out of his mouth than the father 
cried, “Then I believe. Help me with my doubts!”

Seeing that the crowd was forming fast, Jesus gave the vile 
spirit its marching orders: “Dumb and deaf spirit, I command 
you — Out of him, and stay out!” Screaming, and with much 
thrashing about, it left. The boy was pale as a corpse, so people 
started saying, “He’s dead.” But Jesus, taking his hand, raised 
him. The boy stood up.
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think
•  In the third paragraph of the reading, why was Jesus frus-

trated at his disciples? 
•  Was it reasonable for the father to have doubts about Jesus? 

Why or why not?
•  Jesus said, “If ? There are no ‘ifs’ among believers. Anything 

can happen.” Does this mean we should never be unsure 
whether God is willing and able to heal a person whom we 
pray for? Explain.

•  What do you think about “I believe. Help me with my doubts!” 
as a prayer? Is that the kind of faith God responds to?

pray
Jesus, help me . . .
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read what do you want?

Matthew 26:36-46

Then Jesus went with them to a garden called Gethsemane and 
told his disciples, “Stay here while I go over there and pray.” 
Taking along Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he plunged 
into an agonizing sorrow. Then he said, “This sorrow is crushing 
my life out. Stay here and keep vigil with me.”

Going a little ahead, he fell on his face, praying, “My Father, 
if there is any way, get me out of this. But please, not what I 
want. You, what do you want?”

When he came back to his disciples, he found them sound 
asleep. He said to Peter, “Can’t you stick it out with me a single 
hour? Stay alert; be in prayer so you don’t wander into tempta-
tion without even knowing you’re in danger. There is a part of 
you that is eager, ready for anything in God. But there’s another 
part that’s as lazy as an old dog sleeping by the fire.”

He then left them a second time. Again he prayed, “My 
Father, if there is no other way than this, drinking this cup to the 
dregs, I’m ready. Do it your way.”

When he came back, he again found them sound asleep. 
They simply couldn’t keep their eyes open. This time he let them 
sleep on, and went back a third time to pray, going over the 
same ground one last time.

When he came back the next time, he said, “Are you going 
to sleep on and make a night of it? My time is up, the Son of 
Man is about to be handed over to the hands of sinners. Get up! 
Let’s get going! My betrayer is here.”

think
•  In the previous “Read” section, Jesus said, “If ? There are no 

‘ifs’ among believers.” Yet here he is praying, “My Father, if 
there is any way, get me out of this.” Does Jesus’ “if ” here 
reflect a lack of faith? Explain.
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•  The Father said no to this prayer. He did not provide a way 
forward for Jesus except through torture and death. If the 
Father said no even to Jesus, what does that suggest to you 
about praying with faith?

•  Review these prayers: “But please, not what I want. You, 
what do you want?” and “My Father, if there is no other way 
than this, drinking this cup to the dregs, I’m ready. Do it your 
way.” What do the prayers say about faith?

pray
My Father, your way . . .

Searching...Purse_FNL.indd   88 10/3/05   3:57:01 PM

From Searching for God in a Bottomless Purse / ISBN 978-1-57683-863-1 
Copyright © 2005 by The Navigators. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, see www.navpress.com.



reallifestuffforwomen

read psychologica l  gymnast ics

From Letters to Malcolm, by C. S. Lewis2

We must not encourage in ourselves or others any tendency to 
work up a subjective state which, if we succeeded, we should 
describe as “faith,” with the idea that this will somehow ensure 
the granting of our prayer. We have probably all done this as 
children. But the state of mind which desperate desire work-
ing on a strong imagination can manufacture is not faith in the 
Christian sense. It is a feat of psychological gymnastics.

It is no sin to be a suitor. Our Lord descends into the 
humiliation of being a suitor, of praying on His own behalf, 
in Gethsemane. But when He does so the certitude about His 
Father’s will is apparently withdrawn.

After that it would be no true faith — it would be idle 
presumption — for us, who are habitually suitors and do not 
often rise to the level of servants, to imagine that we shall have 
any assurance which is not an illusion — or correct only by 
accident — about the event of our prayers. Our struggle is — isn’t 
it? — to achieve and retain faith on a lower level. To believe that, 
whether He can grant them or not, God will listen to our prayers, 
will take them into account. Even to go on believing that there is 
a Listener at all. For as the situation grows more and more des-
perate, the grisly fears intrude. Are we only talking to ourselves 
in an empty universe? The silence is often so emphatic. And we 
have prayed so much already.

think
•  How do you respond to the first paragraph in the passage? 

What do you find in it that is helpful or unhelpful?
•  How easy is it for you “to believe that, whether He can grant 

them or not, God will listen to [your] prayers, will take them 
into account”? Why is that?
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•  Do you think that’s enough faith for prayer? Or do you think 
more is required of you? Explain.

pray
God, I believe . . .
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L i ve
what i  want to d iscuss

What have you discovered this week that you definitely want to 
discuss with your small group? Write that here. Then begin your 
small-group discussion with these thoughts.

so what?
Use the following space to summarize the truths you uncovered 
about prayer, how you feel about those truths, and where you need 
to begin in dealing with your situation. Review your “Beginning 
Place” if you need to remember where you began. How does 
God’s truth affect the next step in your journey?

now what?
What is one practical thing you can do to respond to what you 
discovered? What concrete action can you take? Remember to think 
realistically — an admirable but unreachable goal is as good as no 
goal. Discuss your goal in your small group to further define it.

how?
How can your group — or even one other person — help you follow 
through with the goal you described? What support do you need? How 
will you measure the success of your plan? Write the details here.
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3. Gerald L. Sittser, A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1996), pp. 179-180.

4. Dallas Willard, Revolution of Character: Discovering Christ’s Pattern for 
Spiritual Transformation (Colorado Springs, Colo.: NavPress, 2005), p. 122.

lesson 6
1. Leif Enger, Peace Like a River (New York: Grove/Atlantic, 2001), pp. 171-

172.
2. C. S. Lewis, Letters to Malcolm: Chiefly on Prayer (San Diego: Harcourt, 

1964, 1992), pp. 60-61.

lesson 7
1. Ava Chin, “Plugged In,” Los Angeles Times Magazine, February 6, 2005, 

p. 19.
2. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, trans. John W. Doberstein (New York: 

Harper and Row, 1954), pp. 22-23, 26-27.

lesson 8
1. Dallas Willard, Revolution of Character: Discovering Christ’s Pattern for 

Spiritual Transformation (Colorado Springs, Colo.: NavPress, 2005), p. 107.
2. Dallas Willard, p. 76.
3. Donald Miller, Blue Like Jazz: Nonreligious Thoughts on Christian 

Spirituality (Nashville: Nelson, 2003), pp. 99-100.
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much out of
i  don’t  get

church

l e s s o n  7

a reminder:
Before you dive into this study, spend a little time reviewing what you wrote in 
the previous lesson’s “Live” section. How are you doing? Check with your small-
group members and review your progress toward your goals. If necessary, 
adjust your goals and plans, and then recommit to them.

the beginning place
We’re skeptical of institutions these days. The government, the courts, 
the media, corporations and families — we all know how craven and 
even corrupt they can be. At best, they make us feel like tiny circuits 
in huge machines; at worst, they betray us.

Any Christian gathering of more than forty people that has existed 
for more than five years acquires traits of an institution: the church. And 
churches with more than a thousand members, or denominations that 
have been around for more than a century — let’s not think about it.

Begin this session by reflecting on church in general or your 
church in particular. If you like, replace the word church with Christian 
community or fellowship or the believers I hang out with on a regular 
basis. How’s it going? If you don’t have a community you meet with 
regularly, talk about why that is and how it’s working for you.
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read love the v ibe

From the Los Angeles Times Magazine article “Plugged In,” by Ava Chin1

“It’s got a great vibe,” says 26-year-old graphic designer Mike 
Hardy. “Other churches make you feel like a drone. ‘Stand up. Sit 
down. Sing.’ At Kairos I never feel like a puppet. It’s not so old 
school. It’s fun. I look forward to coming each week.”

“It’s a nonconventional church for the unchurched,” says  
25-year-old Kevin Liu, a law student at UCLA who discovered 
Kairos through the Internet.

“Kairos is really fresh and new and not restricted by tradi-
tion,” says Stephen Gordon, a 19-year-old USC freshman with 
choppy blond hair. “It’s been great to meet other people who are 
also on fire for God.”

Like a number of members, 25-year-old USC graduate  
Robert Schickler grew up in a conservative church with tradi-
tional hymnals. “Kairos is completely different. The evening ser-
vice has a kind of coffee shop, open-mike-night vibe that’s great. 
It’s contemporary worship without sacrificing scripture.”

Eric Blumber, a 26-year-old singer in the band [says,] “We’re 
bringing people closer to God with music. . . . If people are feel-
ing dead, we want to bring them back to life.” 

think
•  What do you look for in a church or Christian community?
•  How do you respond to the things the people at Kairos say 

they like about their church?
•  What is a church’s “vibe”? How important to you is the vibe 

of a faith community? Explain.
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pray
Lord, church makes me feel . . .

think (cont inued)
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read i ’ve been burned

Psalm 55:1-2,4-8,12-18,20-22

Open your ears, God, to my prayer;
don’t pretend you don’t hear me knocking.

Come close and whisper your answer.
I really need you. . . .

My insides are turned inside out;
specters of death have me down.

I shake with fear,
I shudder from head to foot.

“Who will give me wings,” I ask — 
“wings like a dove?”

Get me out of here on dove wings;
I want some peace and quiet.

I want a walk in the country,
I want a cabin in the woods.

I’m desperate for a change
from rage and stormy weather. . . .

This isn’t the neighborhood bully
mocking me — I could take that.

This isn’t a foreign devil spitting
invective — I could tune that out.

It’s you! We grew up together!
You! My best friend!

Those long hours of leisure as we walked
arm in arm, God a third party to our conversation.

Haul my betrayers off alive to hell — let them
experience the horror, let them
feel every desolate detail of a damned life.

I call to God;
god will help me.
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At dusk, dawn, and noon I sigh
deep sighs — he hears, he rescues.

My life is well and whole, secure
in the middle of danger

Even while thousands
are lined up against me. . . .

And this, my best friend, betrayed his best friends;
his life betrayed his word. . . .

His words, which were music to my ears,
turned to daggers in my heart.

Pile your troubles on god’s shoulders — 
he’ll carry your load, he’ll help you out.

He’ll never let good people
topple into ruin. 

think
•  Have you ever been hurt by fellow church members or lead-

ers? If so, how has that affected you? Can you identify with 
anything in this psalm?

•  “Haul my betrayers off alive to hell.” Why would that be in 
the Bible? What do you think about expressing this kind of 
anger to God?

•  What do you think this psalm has to say to people who feel 
the church has let them down?
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think (cont inued)

pray
Open your ears, God . . .
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read thanks for burst ing my bubble

From Life Together, by Dietrich Bonhoeffer2

God has willed that we should seek and find His living Word 
in the witness of a brother, in the mouth of man. Therefore, the 
Christian needs another Christian who speaks God’s Word to 
him. He needs him again and again when he becomes uncertain 
and discouraged, for by himself he cannot help himself without 
belying the truth. He needs his brother man as a bearer and 
proclaimer of the divine word of salvation. He needs his brother 
solely because of Jesus Christ. The Christ in his own heart is 
weaker than the Christ in the word of his brother; his own heart 
is uncertain, his brother’s is sure.

The serious Christian, set down for the first time in a 
Christian community, is likely to bring with him a very definite 
idea of what Christian life together should be and to try to realize 
it. But God’s grace speedily shatters such dreams. Just as surely 
as God desires to lead us to a knowledge of genuine Christian 
fellowship, so surely must we be overwhelmed by a great disil-
lusionment with others, with Christians in general, and, if we are 
fortunate, with ourselves.

By sheer grace, God will not permit us to live even for a 
brief period in a dream world. He does not abandon us to those 
rapturous experiences and lofty moods that come over us like a 
dream. God is not a God of the emotions but the God of truth. 
Only that fellowship which faces such disillusionment, with all 
its unhappy and ugly aspects, begins to be what it should be 
in God’s sight, begins to grasp in faith the promise that is given 
to it. The sooner this shock of disillusionment comes to an indi-
vidual and to a community the better for both.

think
•  What reasons for participating in Christian community does 

Bonhoeffer give?

lesson seven: i  don’t  get much out of church     99

Searching...Purse_FNL.indd   99 10/3/05   3:57:02 PM

From Searching for God in a Bottomless Purse / ISBN 978-1-57683-863-1 
Copyright © 2005 by The Navigators. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, see www.navpress.com.



reallifestuffforwomen

100    searching for god in a bottomless purse

•  What do you think of his claim that it’s God’s grace when our 
dreams about Christian community are shattered?

•  Where are you now in the process of facing and growing 
from disillusionment about Christian community? Where is 
your community in this process?

•  What do you think it’s reasonable to expect from a Christian 
community?

pray
Lord Jesus, my idea of Christian life together . . .
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read	 le t ’s not just ta lk about i t

1 John 3:14-19

The way we know we’ve been transferred from death to life is 
that we love our brothers and sisters. Anyone who doesn’t love is 
as good as dead. Anyone who hates a brother or sister is a mur-
derer, and you know very well that eternal life and murder don’t 
go together.

This is how we’ve come to understand and experience love: 
Christ sacrificed his life for us. This is why we ought to live sacri-
ficially for our fellow believers, and not just be out for ourselves. 
If you see some brother or sister in need and have the means to 
do something about it but turn a cold shoulder and do nothing, 
what happens to God’s love? It disappears. And you made it dis-
appear.

My dear children, let’s not just talk about love; let’s practice 
real love. This is the only way we’ll know we’re living truly, liv-
ing in God’s reality.

1 John 4:19-21

First we were loved, now we love. He loved us first.
If anyone boasts, “I love God,” and goes right on hating his 

brother or sister, thinking nothing of it, he is a liar. If he won’t 
love the person he can see, how can he love the God he can’t 
see? The command we have from Christ is blunt: Loving God 
includes loving people. You’ve got to love both.

think
•  Granted, hating other believers is bad, but what about just 

being indifferent and keeping other believers at arm’s length?
•  What do you think the writer here (John) would say to a per-

son who has been hurt or disappointed by the church?
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•  Why is it often hard for communities of Christians to love one 
another?

•  What are practical ways you can extend love to fellow  
believers?

pray
Father, the people I need to love . . .
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read	 i ’m only a toe

1 Corinthians 12:13-16,20-21,25-27

By means of his one Spirit, we all said good-bye to our partial 
and piecemeal lives. We each used to independently call our 
own shots, but then we entered into a large and integrated life 
in which he has the final say in everything. (This is what we pro-
claimed in word and action when we were baptized.) . . .

A body isn’t just a single part blown up into something huge. 
It’s all the different-but-similar parts arranged and functioning 
together. If Foot said, “I’m not elegant like Hand, embellished 
with rings; I guess I don’t belong to this body,” would that make 
it so? If Ear said, “I’m not beautiful like Eye, limpid and expres-
sive; I don’t deserve a place on the head,” would you want to 
remove it from the body? . . .

No part is important on its own. Can you imagine Eye telling 
Hand, “Get lost; I don’t need you”? Or, Head telling Foot, “You’re 
fired; your job has been phased out”? . . .

The way God designed our bodies is a model for under-
standing our lives together as a church: every part dependent on 
every other part, the parts we mention and the parts we don’t, 
the parts we see and the parts we don’t. If one part hurts, every 
other part is involved in the hurt, and in the healing. If one part 
flourishes, every other part enters into the exuberance.

You are Christ’s body — that’s who you are! You must never 
forget this. Only as you accept your part of that body does your 
“part” mean anything. 

think
•  What does it mean to say “good-bye to our partial and piece-

meal lives”?
•  What are the pros and cons of doing that?
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•  How can you share in the hurt and healing of believers who 
hurt? How can you share in the exuberance of believers who 
are flourishing?

•  Do you ever feel that you have nothing valuable to contribute 
to a church or that your church doesn’t want what you could 
contribute? If so, what can you do about that?

pray
Christ, my part in your body . . .
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L i ve
what i  want to d iscuss

What have you discovered this week that you definitely want to 
discuss with your small group? Write that here. Then begin your 
small-group discussion with these thoughts.

so what?
Use the following space to summarize the truths you uncovered 
about Christian community, how you feel about those truths, and 
where you need to begin in dealing with your situation. Review 
your “Beginning Place” if you need to remember where you began. 
How does God’s truth affect the next step in your journey?

now what?
What is one practical thing you can do to respond to what you 
discovered? What concrete action can you take? Remember to think 
realistically — an admirable but unreachable goal is as good as no 
goal. Discuss your goal in your small group to further define it.

how?
How can your group — or even one other person — help you follow 
through with the goal you described? What support do you need? How 
will you measure the success of your plan? Write the details here.
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Heart (Colorado Springs, Colo.: NavPress, 2001), p. 146.

lesson 4
1. David B. Hart, “Tremors of Doubt,” Wall Street Journal, December 31, 

2004, www.wsj.com.
2. Peter Kreeft, Making Sense Out of Suffering (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Servant,

1986), pp. 133-134, 136.
3. David G. Myers, “The Secrets of Happiness,” Psychology Today, July 1992.
4. Philip Yancey, Soul Survivor: How My Faith Survived the Church (New 

York: Doubleday, 2001), pp. 68-69.

lesson 5
1. Wendy Murray Zoba, On Broken Legs: A Shattered Life, a Search for 

God, a Miracle That Met Me in a Cave in Assisi (Colorado Springs, Colo.: 
NavPress, 2004), p. 48.

2. Peter Kreeft, The God Who Loves You: “Love Divine, All Loves Excelling”
(Ann Arbor, Mich.: Servant, 1988), p. 167.

3. Gerald L. Sittser, A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1996), pp. 179-180.

4. Dallas Willard, Revolution of Character: Discovering Christ’s Pattern for 
Spiritual Transformation (Colorado Springs, Colo.: NavPress, 2005), p. 122.

lesson 6
1. Leif Enger, Peace Like a River (New York: Grove/Atlantic, 2001), pp. 171-

172.
2. C. S. Lewis, Letters to Malcolm: Chiefly on Prayer (San Diego: Harcourt, 

1964, 1992), pp. 60-61.

lesson 7
1. Ava Chin, “Plugged In,” Los Angeles Times Magazine, February 6, 2005, 

p. 19.
2. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, trans. John W. Doberstein (New York: 

Harper and Row, 1954), pp. 22-23, 26-27.

lesson 8
1. Dallas Willard, Revolution of Character: Discovering Christ’s Pattern for 

Spiritual Transformation (Colorado Springs, Colo.: NavPress, 2005), p. 107.
2. Dallas Willard, p. 76.
3. Donald Miller, Blue Like Jazz: Nonreligious Thoughts on Christian 

Spirituality (Nashville: Nelson, 2003), pp. 99-100.
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fa i th

a reminder:
Before you dive into this study, spend a little time reviewing what you wrote in 
the previous lesson’s “Live” section. How are you doing? Check with your small-
group members and review your progress toward your goals. If necessary, 
adjust your goals and plans, and then recommit to them.

the beginning place
This is the beginning of the end. That is, in this final lesson we’ll take 
a helicopter ride across a wilderness of questions and land on the out-
skirts of the realm of living by faith. We’ll explore what goes on in the 
head of someone who finally says, “Okay, God, I’ll take you for richer, 
for poorer, in sickness, or in health.” We’ll look at how she thinks and 
what she does.

This may seem premature for you. If you are still feeling aban-
doned by God or have barely been introduced, you may not be ready 
to walk down the aisle with him. That’s okay. Consider this a glimpse 
of what married life can be like. You might as well know the worst 
before you sign on.

Begin by finishing this sentence with as much or as little as you 
can:

Faith means . . . 

l e s s o n  8
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read god or santa?

From Revolution of Character, by Dallas Willard1

Faith is confidence grounded in reality. As Hebrews 11:1 says, faith 
is “substance” and “evidence,” or proof (kjv). Faith is not — as some 
contemporary translations have it — subjective, psychological states 
such as “being sure of” or “having a conviction of.”

Rather, faith sees the reality of the invisible. Accordingly, 
Moses “left Egypt, not fearing the wrath of the king” (Hebrews 
11:27). Egypt and its king were in the realm of “the seen.” Moses 
was able to disregard them and stick with his goal because he 
saw the One who is invisible — but no less real for that! “For he 
endured, as seeing Him who is unseen” (verse 27). That is faith 
as the Bible portrays it.

Hebrews 11:1-3,24-28

The fundamental fact of existence is that this trust in God, this 
faith, is the firm foundation under everything that makes life 
worth living. It’s our handle on what we can’t see. The act of 
faith is what distinguished our ancestors, set them above the 
crowd.

By faith, we see the world called into existence by God’s 
word, what we see created by what we don’t see. . . .

By faith, Moses, when grown, refused the privileges of the 
Egyptian royal house. He chose a hard life with God’s people 
rather than an opportunistic soft life of sin with the oppres-
sors. He valued suffering in the Messiah’s camp far greater than 
Egyptian wealth because he was looking ahead, anticipating the 
payoff. By an act of faith, he turned his heel on Egypt, indiffer-
ent to the king’s blind rage. He had his eye on the One no eye 
can see, and kept right on going. By an act of faith, he kept the 
Passover Feast and sprinkled Passover blood on each house so 
that the destroyer of the firstborn wouldn’t touch them. 
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think
•  What did it take for Moses to choose a hard and dangerous 

life over a life of wealth and ease? 
•  “Faith sees the reality of the invisible.” How is that possible? 

Is it something you’ve experienced?
•  What evidence do you have that God is real and deserves 

your trust?
•  How easy is it for you to trust someone you can’t see (or hear 

or touch)? Why is that?

pray
God, even though I can’t see you . . .
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read i  be l ieve you, but .  .  .

From Revolution of Character, by Dallas Willard2

Concretely, we live in the kingdom of God by intending to obey 
the example and teachings of Jesus. This is the form that trust 
[faith] in him takes. It does not take the form of merely believing 
things about him, however true they may be. Indeed, no one can 
actually believe the truth about him without intending to obey 
him. It is a mental impossibility. To think otherwise is to indulge 
a widespread illusion that now smothers spiritual formation 
among professing Christians.

Gandhi, who had looked closely at Christianity as practiced 
around him in Great Britain, remarked that if only Christians 
would live according to their belief in the teachings of Jesus, 
everyone would become Christian. We know what he meant, and 
he was right in that. But the dismaying truth is that the Christians 
were living according to their “belief ” in the teachings of Jesus. 
They didn’t believe them!

The idea that you can trust Christ for the hereafter but have 
no intention to obey him now is an illusion generated by a wide-
spread unbelieving “Christian culture.” In fact, you can no more 
trust Jesus and not intend to obey him than you can trust your 
doctor and not intend to follow his or her advice. If you don’t 
intend to follow the advice, you simply don’t trust the person.

think
•  “No one can actually believe the truth about him without 

intending to obey him.” How do you respond to this?
•  Does it take more trust in Christ to love your neighbor than it 

does to believe that Christ died for your sins? Explain.
•  What thoughts and feelings come to mind when you think of 

obeying Christ? (For instance, do you picture a heavy burden 
for an already stressed life?)
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think (cont inued)

pray
Jesus, I want to trust you . . .
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read bel ieve = love = obey = know

John 8:31-36

Then Jesus turned to the Jews who had claimed to believe in 
him. “If you stick with this, living out what I tell you, you are my 
disciples for sure. Then you will experience for yourselves the 
truth, and the truth will free you.”

Surprised, they said, “But we’re descendants of Abraham. 
We’ve never been slaves to anyone. How can you say, ‘The truth 
will free you’?”

Jesus said, “I tell you most solemnly that anyone who 
chooses a life of sin is trapped in a dead-end life and is, in fact, 
a slave. A slave is a transient, who can’t come and go at will. The 
Son, though, has an established position, the run of the house. So 
if the Son sets you free, you are free through and through.”

John 14:15-17,21

“If you love me, show it by doing what I’ve told you. I will talk 
to the Father, and he’ll provide you another Friend so that you 
will always have someone with you. This Friend is the Spirit of 
Truth.” . . .

“The person who knows my commandments and keeps 
them, that’s who loves me. And the person who loves me will be 
loved by my Father, and I will love him and make myself plain to 
him.”

John 15:9-14

“I’ve loved you the way my Father has loved me. Make 
yourselves at home in my love. If you keep my commands, 
you’ll remain intimately at home in my love. That’s what I’ve 
done — kept my Father’s commands and made myself at home in 
his love.

“I’ve told you these things for a purpose: that my joy might 
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be your joy, and your joy wholly mature. This is my command: 
Love one another the way I loved you. This is the very best way 
to love. Put your life on the line for your friends. You are my 
friends when you do the things I command you.”

think
•  In John 8:31-36, Jesus says that if we live out what he says 

(obey him), then we’ll experience the truth — the firm reality 
of what we’ve believed. Why would obedience come before 
fully experiencing the truth of our faith?

•  John 15:9-14 boils down obedience to one key thing: loving 
each other sacrificially, drawing strength from the love we 
receive from Christ and the Father. Do you draw strength from 
the love you receive from God? Do you expend strength in 
giving love to others? Describe how this process of receiving 
and giving is or isn’t working in your life.

•  What would it involve for you to make your home in Christ’s 
love? 

•  What would you say to a woman in your group who deep 
down isn’t convinced that Christ loves her?
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pray
Lord, you’ve said I should . . .
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read i t ’s okay

From Blue Like Jazz, by Donald Miller3

“Hello?”
The stars were quiet. The river spoke some other tongue, 

some vernacular for fish.
“I’m sorry, God. I’m sorry I got so confused about You, got 

so fake. I hope it’s not too late anymore. I don’t really know who 
I am, who You are, or what faith looks like. But if You want to 
talk, I’m here now. I could feel You convicting me when I was a 
kid, and I feel like You are trying to get through to me. But I feel 
like You are an alien or something, somebody far away.”

Nothing from the stars. Fish language from the river. But as 
I lay there, talking to God, being real with Him, I began to feel 
a bit of serenity. It felt like I was apologizing to an old friend, 
someone with whom there had been a sort of bitterness, and 
the friend was saying it was okay, that he didn’t think anything 
of it. It felt like I was starting over, or just getting started. That is 
the thing about giving yourself to God. Some people get really 
emotional about it, and some people don’t feel much of anything 
except the peace they have after making an important decision. I 
felt a lot of peace.

think
•  What do you like or not like about this man’s prayer?
•  If you haven’t been taking in God’s love and giving it away as 

well as you think you should, how do you believe God views 
you? Is he angry?

•  Where are you right now with regard to faith or trust in God? 
What do you trust him enough to do? What don’t you trust 
him for?
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pray
Father, I trust . . .

think (cont inued)
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L i ve
This is the end of Searching for God in a Bottomless Purse, but 
it’s not the end of the story for you. Hopefully you’ve discovered 
some truths about yourself and your faith. Take some time now 
to pull the threads together and make a plan for moving forward. 
Depending on your situation, your plan may involve taking action 
in a risk of faith or yielding control to God in an area where you’ve 
been reluctant to trust him. Do you need to focus on coming to 
trust that he really loves you? Pursue him in the midst of suffering, 
or quietly wait for him to find you? Will you concentrate on a new 
attitude in prayer, or practical ways of loving others? These are the 
kinds of questions to pray about as you plan your next steps.

•  What thoughts about faith and love do you definitely want to 
discuss with your small group?

•  You probably can’t give equal attention to all of the issues raised 
in this study. What are the key things God has been trying to say 
to you about one or more of the following?

Faith

God hiding and revealing himself

Suffering
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Prayer

Church

Love

•  How have your practical steps in these areas been going?

•  How will God’s truth influence what you do in the next week, 
next month, and next year?

•  How can your small group help you get there?
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