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How This Study Came About

I conceived of this project in the midst of my own “dark night of the soul.”

After a forty-year career in journalism, I found myself laid off and searching for full-time work in what felt like a dying field, in a brutal economy. Personal and medical crises only compounded the uncertainty. Beneath the practical concerns was a quieter, more unsettling fear: that God was paying no attention to me.

Intellectually, I knew better. I knew the theology. I knew the promises. But knowledge can feel thin when prayer seems to echo back unanswered. There were mornings when speaking to God felt less like communion and more like speaking into drywall.

And when one feels abandoned by God — the very One we are told by the Church, by society, by our closest friends and family is there to protect us, save us, and comfort us — it is a particular kind of helplessness. There is no higher authority to whom one may appeal.

But was I truly abandoned?

History suggests otherwise. Even those we consider giants of the faith endured profound seasons of darkness. Martin Luther wrestled with despair. Mother Teresa wrote candidly of feeling God’s absence for years. The very people we regard as closest to God often walked through valleys that felt empty of Him.

If that is true, then perhaps the experience of distance is not proof of abandonment. Perhaps it is part of the journey itself.

This study began as an attempt to steady my own soul. I gathered reflections from wiser voices across the centuries — not because I possess great spiritual insight, but because I needed it. What follows is as much for me as it is for you.

It is not offered by one who has arrived, but by one still walking.

Greg Richter
February 26, 2026
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Greg Richter has spent 40 years as a journalist, earning multiple awards for writing and editing. He studied Journalism at the University of Alabama at Birmingham and Biblical Studies at Southeastern Bible College.

His previous works include, as author: The Bee Attitudes: And Other Spiritual Lessons From Everyday Life (2018, Pharaoh’s Drawers Media) and Legendary Locals of Cullman County, with Kay Cagle (2014, Arcadia Publishing).

As editor: The Flame of Telbyrin: A Tale of Heroism and Faith by Br. Benedict Dyar, OSB (2018, independently published); The Blind Wanderer’s Alternative Pathways Inn by Wanda Carruthers (2012, eBooksTalkToMe); and the film Becoming Colonel Cullmann, directed by Laura J. Axelrod (2014, Pharaoh’s Drawers Media).
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A Note on Scripture Translations
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Scripture quotations in this study are drawn from two public-domain translations, used as follows:

World English Bible (WEB) — used throughout the study for the majority of passages.

World Messianic Bible (WMB) — used for passages in which the divine name “Yahweh” appears in the original Hebrew, preserving that name in English translation. The one exception is Day 27, where the World English Bible rendering ‘I AM WHO I AM’ is used specifically because that day’s lesson discusses the meaning of the divine name YHWH.

Both translations are in the public domain. The names of Bible books are spelled out in full throughout this study to serve readers of all familiarity with Scripture.
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A Note on Theological Sources
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This study draws on Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, and ecumenical sources, as well as occasional references to secular thinkers and popular culture. References to secular works and research are framed throughout as examples of “common grace” — the theological conviction that God, by his general providence, allows all people to discover truths about the world he made, regardless of their faith. Such references are not presented as equivalent to Scripture or theological authority, but as illustrations and conversation partners. Please note that recommending a specific insight or text is not an across-the-board endorsement of every word that author ever wrote or said.

You don’t have to agree with every source cited to receive wisdom from it. The goal throughout is encounter with the living God.

How to Use This Study

This 30-day journey is written especially for those who believe — or once believed — but feel tired, dry, or distant, and is designed to be accessible from wherever you are — whether you’ve prayed all your life or haven’t opened a Bible in years. It moves progressively, beginning in Week One with an honest acknowledgment that many of us feel far from God, and deepening week by week toward genuine intimacy with him.

Structure of Each Day

Each day includes the following — use as much or as little as serves you:

A SHORT CORE READING — roughly 5–10 minutes. This is the minimum. Even on the hardest days, read at least this.

KEY SCRIPTURE — one or more passages central to the day’s theme.

QUOTES — from theologians, writers, and thinkers across church history and culture.

A DAILY PRACTICE — a simple spiritual exercise to apply the day’s theme.

OPTIONAL DEEPER READING — for those who want to go further.

OPTIONAL ASSIGNMENT — a journaling or practical exercise for those who want to go deeper.

Four Weeks, Four Movements

Week One: AWAKENING (Days 1–7) — For those who feel distant from God. Beginning gently.

Week Two: ENCOUNTER (Days 8–14) — Learning the core practices: prayer, Scripture, gratitude, forgiveness, community.

Week Three: DEEPENING (Days 15–21) — Going beneath the surface. The Cross, Resurrection, Spirit, and the call to love.

Week Four: UNION (Days 22–30) — Abiding in Christ, surrender, and the life that flows from love.

A Few Encouragements

You won’t do this perfectly — and that’s fine. The spiritual life is not a performance review. If you miss a day, start again. If a day doesn’t land, let it go and move on. If you encounter something that surprises, moves, or disturbs you, stay there longer.

Consider keeping a journal alongside this study. The process of writing what you notice — thoughts, questions, moments of unexpected grace — is itself a spiritual practice.

A Simple Daily Rhythm to Aim For


Morning: Read the day’s lesson (5–10 min). Do the daily practice.

During the day: Carry the day’s key verse or question with you.

Evening: Spend 2 minutes reviewing the day. Give thanks for one thing.


Now — turn the page and begin. God is already here, already turned toward you. The only question is whether you are ready to turn toward him.

WEEK ONE: AWAKENING

DAY 1
The God Who Finds You

You don't have to find God first.

Maybe you picked up this study because you feel like God is far away — or that you’ve drifted, or never really felt close in the first place. Maybe someone gave it to you and you’re skeptical. Wherever you’re starting, you’re welcome here exactly as you are.

Here is the most startling truth of the Bible: God is not waiting for you to find him. He is the one doing the finding.


But while he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and was moved with compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him.

— Luke 15:20 (WEB)


This is Jesus’ parable of the Prodigal Son — one of the most famous stories in human history. A son demands his inheritance early (essentially wishing his father dead), wastes everything, and ends up feeding pigs in a foreign land. He decides to return not out of love but out of desperation. And yet: his father sees him “a great way off.” The father has been watching. He doesn’t wait for his son to reach the door; he runs.

In the ancient Near East, a man of dignity did not run. Running was undignified. The father in this story hitches up his robe and sprints. Theologians like Henri Nouwen spent decades meditating on this image. In his classic book The Return of the Prodigal Son, Nouwen wrote that this story is not primarily about the son at all — it is about the nature of the Father.


“God is always greater than our sins and shortcomings, always ready to bring us back to his love.”

— Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son (1992)


You may have heard of Augustine of Hippo (354–430 AD), one of the most influential thinkers in the history of Christianity. Before he became a church father and theologian, he spent years running — from God, from his faith, into every pleasure the Roman world offered. His mother Monica prayed for him for decades.

When he finally turned to God, he wrote words that have echoed through 1,600 years of Christian history:


“You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.”

— St. Augustine, Confessions (397 AD)


Augustine didn’t arrive at God by having everything together. He arrived exhausted, having tried everything else. If that’s where you are, you’re in good company.

Today’s Practice

Simply sit quietly for five minutes. You don’t have to pray eloquently. You could just say: “God, if you’re there — I’m here.” That’s enough to start.

Quotes to Carry Today


“The very fact that you are reading this could be God drawing you.”

“Our God is a God who runs toward prodigals.”


Optional Deeper Reading

	Luke 15:11–32 — Read the full Prodigal Son parable slowly.

	Augustine, Confessions, Book 1, Chapter 1 (freely available online).

	Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son — Chapter 1.


Optional Assignment


In a journal or on your phone, write one sentence finishing this: “The last time I felt close to God (or something larger than myself) was...”

There’s no wrong answer


DAY 2
The Silence That Isn’t Empty























	Psalm 88 — the darkest psalm; uniquely, it offers no resolution. Sit with it.

	St. John of the Cross, “The Dark Night of the Soul,” Book 1 (short; freely available).

	Brian Kolodiejchuk, Come Be My Light — Introduction and Chapter 1.







DAY 3
What God Is Actually Like



























	1 John 4:7–21 in full.

	C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity — Book 4: "Beyond Personality."

	Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses — on epektasis (excerpts available online).








DAY 4
You Were Made for This

























	Psalms 42 and 43 (they were originally one poem).

	Blaise Pascal, Pensées — Section 425 (the infinite abyss passage).

	The Didache — the full document is very short (about five pages) and available free online.








DAY 5
The Art of Showing Up
























	The Rule of Saint Benedict — Prologue and Chapters 1–4 (short; widely available online).

	Benedicta Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers — a selection of wisdom from the early monks.

	James Clear, Atomic Habits — “How Your Habits Shape Your Identity” (Chapter 2).








DAY 6
The God Who Speaks






















	1 Kings 19 in full — Elijah’s journey from burnout to encounter.

	Guigo II, The Ladder of Monks — full text is short and available online.

	Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book — a modern guide to reading the Bible as encounter.







DAY 7
Rest, Reflect, and Receive


























	Genesis 2:1–3 — the original Sabbath.

	Abraham Heschel, The Sabbath — a Jewish philosopher’s meditation on rest.

	Matthew 11:28–30 — sit with Jesus’s invitation to rest.








WEEK TWO: ENCOUNTER

DAY 8
The Anatomy of Prayer






















	Matthew 6:5–15 — the Lord’s Prayer in context.

	Martin Luther, "A Simple Way to Pray" (1535) — short and wonderful; freely available online.

	Philip Yancey, Prayer: Does It Make Any Difference? — an honest exploration of why prayer sometimes seems to work and sometimes doesn’t.







DAY 9
Reading the Map






















	Mark 1 in full.

	The letter to the Romans, Chapter 8 — one of the most soaring passages in the New Testament.

	N. T. Wright, Simply Good News — a short introduction to what the Bible is actually saying.








DAY 10
The Practice of Gratitude


















	Psalm 100 — a short hymn of thanksgiving, only five verses.

	Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together — "The Day Alone" (Chapter 3).

	G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy — Chapter 1.








DAY 11
The Strange Power of Forgiveness























	Matthew 18:21–35 — the parable of the unforgiving servant.

	Corrie ten Boom, The Hiding Place — particularly the final chapters.

	Lewis B. Smedes, Forgive and Forget — a classic Christian psychology of forgiveness.








DAY 12
Learning to Love Your Neighbor






















	Luke 10:25–37 — the full Good Samaritan parable.

	James 2:14–26 — faith and works.

	Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium — Sections 186–216 (on the poor and social dimension of faith).







DAY 13
When Faith and Doubt Dance Together























	John 20:24–31 — the Thomas encounter.

	Job 38–42 — God’s answer to Job (one of the most unusual and powerful passages in the Bible).

	Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith — Chapter 1.

	Bono, Surrender: 40 Songs, One Story — the chapter on faith.








DAY 14
Rest, Reflect, and Receive

























	Brother Lawrence, The Practice of the Presence of God — the whole book is fewer than one hundred pages.

	St. Ignatius, Spiritual Exercises — Section on the Daily Examen.

	Isaiah 55 in full — a magnificent poem of invitation.






WEEK THREE: DEEPENING

DAY 15
The Interior Life






















	Galatians 2–3 — Paul’s argument about the transformed life.

	Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ — Book 1 (short chapters; deeply practical).

	Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation — Chapters 1–5.







DAY 16
The Beatitudes: A Happiness Revolution






















	Matthew 5–7 — the Sermon on the Mount in full.

	Pope Francis, Gaudete et Exsultate — Sections 63–94.

	Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy — a full exploration of the Sermon on the Mount in contemporary life.








DAY 17
The Cross and the Cost






















	Luke 23 in full.

	Athanasius, On the Incarnation — Sections 6–10 (short; available free online).

	Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship — Chapters 1 and 2.







DAY 18
The Resurrection and Everything It Changes


















	1 Corinthians 15 — Paul’s full argument for the Resurrection.

	N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope — Chapters 1–4.

	Lee Strobel, The Case for the Resurrection — a journalist’s investigation.








DAY 19
The Holy Spirit: God With Us Now






















	John 14–16 — Jesus’s teaching on the Holy Spirit.

	Acts 2 — Pentecost and the coming of the Spirit.

	Gordon Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of God — a scholarly but accessible study.







DAY 20
The Body of Christ: You Are Not Alone






















	Acts 2:42–47 and 4:32–37 — the early church in action.

	Bonhoeffer, Life Together — full text (about 120 pages; one of the most important books on Christian community).

	1 Corinthians 12–13 — gifts, the body, and the primacy of love.








DAY 21
Rest, Reflect, and Receive
























	Isaiah 40 in full — one of the most magnificent chapters in the Bible.

	Review your journal from the past three weeks.

	Thomas Merton, Thoughts in Solitude — any chapter.








WEEK FOUR: UNION

DAY 22
The God Who Dwells Within
























	John 15:1–17 — ‘Remain in me, and I in you’: the vine and branches.

	2 Peter 1:3–11 — participation in the divine nature.

	Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love — Chapters 27–32.

	The Way of a Pilgrim — a nineteenth-century Russian account of practicing the Jesus Prayer.







DAY 23
Learning to Worship






















	Romans 12 — Paul’s vision of whole-life worship and community.

	Abraham Joshua Heschel, Man Is Not Alone — Chapters 1–3.

	Evelyn Underhill, Worship — a classic study of the theology and practice of worship.








DAY 24
Suffering and the Mystery of God’s Presence



















	Job 38–42 — God’s answer from the whirlwind.

	Psalm 22 — lament that moves to trust.

	Jürgen Moltmann, The Crucified God — Chapter 1.

	C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed — a raw, honest account of suffering and faith.








DAY 25
The Surrendered Life






















	Luke 9:18–27 — the call to take up the cross.

	François Fénelon, The Seeking Heart — any chapter (very short; very practical).

	St. John of the Cross, The Ascent of Mount Carmel — Book 1.








DAY 26
Beauty, Art, and the God Who Creates






















	George Herbert’s poetry collection The Temple — start with "Love (III)" and "The Pulley."

	Makoto Fujimura, Art and Faith — Chapters 1–3.

	Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord — Volume 1, Introduction.








DAY 27
The Eternal Now: Learning to Be Present























	Exodus 3:1–15 — the burning bush encounter.

	Jean-Pierre de Caussade, Abandonment to Divine Providence — Part 1.

	Brother Lawrence, The Practice of the Presence of God — Conversations and Letters.








DAY 28
Love as the Measure of Everything






















	1 Corinthians 13 — the full chapter.

	Pope Benedict XVI, Deus Caritas Est — Part 1 (Sections 1–18; eloquent and accessible).

	C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves — his exploration of storge, philia, eros, and agape.








DAY 29
Living From the Inside Out






















	Philippians 2–4 — Paul’s vision of the sustained spiritual life.

	Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines — Chapters 1–3.

	Marjorie Thompson, Soul Feast — a practical guide to spiritual disciplines.








DAY 30
Into the Deep: You Are Beloved
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