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      Hearing from God

      Your experience may vary, but among many of the evangelical Christians I know, a new trend has been quietly gaining ground in recent years: feeling bad about the state of one’s “quiet time.” Whether the bad feelings flow from boredom and confusion while doing one’s morning devotions or regret and melancholy after not doing them, guilt over the ubiquitous evangelical practice is palpable. In fact, a quick Google search for “quiet time guilt” yields thousands of hits. Spread across blogs, books, and Reddit threads, stories range from heavy-handed, quiet-time-prescribing youth pastors and autobiographical laments over past failures to keep a routine to accusations that a sort of legalism is ineradicably baked into the very idea of the quiet time. The quiet time even has its own entry on Wikipedia, an entry that conspicuously includes a section labeled “Criticism.” I must confess to occasionally contributing to this sea of devotional discontent, offering smug remarks about the relative historical recency of the quiet time and unceremoniously abandoning more than one Bible-in-a-year reading plan somewhere between Leviticus and Numbers.

      The guilt, the frustration, the confusion—it’s all understandable really. That said, I don’t think it’s wise to suggest from there that the quiet time is inherently and irredeemably problematic. No, the Bible does not command a particular daily devotional routine with a prescribed number of minutes spent and chapters read. No, one should not feel excessive guilt about not necessarily conforming to any given devotional prescription. Yes, one’s capacity to sustain certain spiritual disciplines quite understandably varies based on one’s season and context. And yes, the kingdom of heaven is surely filled with untold numbers of born-again believers who lacked access in this life to either personal copies of Scripture or the ability to read them. But it’s also true that the Psalter begins with a description of the blessed as those marked by delighting in and constantly meditating on God’s word (Ps. 1:1–2), and this call to love Scripture and to be transformed by constant, lifelong engagement with it is a consistent biblical theme from Genesis to Revelation—one that applies to all believers in every time and place.

      Moreover, for our present purposes, even if we don’t want to use the term quiet time, we must recognize that the basic idea behind it is completely in step with the spirit and practice of historic Reformation piety. As mentioned earlier, John Flavel drew on Proverbs 4:23 to describe the Christian’s spiritual life as a struggle to “keep the heart with God” under all life’s changing circumstances. According to Flavel, “Here lies the very pinch and stress of religion.”1 But if this is such a difficulty, how do we overcome it? How do we keep the heart? Flavel had much to say on this point, but the primary pressing need was, he told believers, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly” (Col. 3:16):

      If you would thus keep your hearts as hath been persuaded, then furnish your hearts richly with the Word of God, which is their best preservative against sin. Keep the Word, and the Word will keep you. . . . It is the slipperiness of our hearts in reference to the Word that causes so many slips in our lives. . . . We never lose our hearts till they have first lost the efficacious and powerful impressions of the Word.2

      In offering this advice, Flavel was marching in time with the rhythms of historic Reformation Christianity and, we should be quick to add, the testimony of Scripture itself. Indeed, it is worth noting that Proverbs 4:23, the verse from which Flavel derives the phrase keeping the heart, is set within a passage that itself directly connects keeping the heart with internalizing divinely inspired words:

      My son, be attentive to my words;

      incline your ear to my sayings.

      Let them not escape from your sight;

      keep them within your heart.

      For they are life to those who find them,

      and healing to all their flesh.

      Keep your heart with all vigilance,

      for from it flow the springs of life. (Prov. 4:20–23)

      In a Reformed context, then, when we talk about spiritual formation, we are always, in one way or another, talking about engaging with God’s word. The reason for this is simple: Scripture is God’s appointed means for communing with his people. And it is through communion with the living God that the people of God are conformed more and more to his likeness. As the Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck (1854–1921) explained, it is in Scripture that “God daily comes to his people. In it he speaks to his people, not from afar but from nearby. . . . Scripture is the ongoing rapport between heaven and earth.”3

      Thus the Bible is not just one tool among many in our spiritual formation tool kit, but rather, whether directly or indirectly, the whole of our spiritual formation flows out from our engagement with it. You read Scripture and hear God’s voice addressed to you. You meditate on Scripture and think about what he has said. Then your prayers, your words back to God, are a response to his prior word to you, and your prayers, in turn, are profoundly shaped in both form and content by the words of Scripture. When you are with other believers, you exhort and encourage and rebuke one another according to Scripture. Likewise, when you examine yourself, you measure your vices and your virtues not according to the cultural standards of the moment but according to the eternal standards set forth in God’s word. When you reflect on your life and the places God has providentially led you, you process and contextualize that journey within the promises and thought world of Scripture. For Reformation-minded Christians, spiritual formation cannot be reduced to Bible reading, but it can also never be separated from it.

      Because spiritual formation in a Protestant context is thus always a word-based affair, there is a sense in which it feels improper to isolate Scripture within a single chapter in a book like this. It is a move that potentially communicates that engaging with God’s word is simply one more strategy, technique, or discipline one might employ as part of one’s larger pursuit of “spirituality.” Sometimes this idea seems to be implied even within ostensibly Protestant literature on spiritual formation. Often such books enumerate various spiritual disciplines and include something like “Bible study” or “Bible reading” as one more item on the list alongside other options. The list from one such book looks like this:

      There are many great spiritual disciplines—the prayer of examen, retreats, spiritual direction, service, fellowship in small groups, worship, giving, Bible study, devotional reading, centering prayer, fasting, Scripture memorization, lectio divina, confession, journaling, intercession, to name a few. They are each wonderful tools and gifts for us in our following of Jesus.4

      The implication here, whether intended by the author or not, is that all the practices listed could be equally useful depending on the season, circumstances, and personality of the individual.

      Now it should be said clearly that in practice the author quoted here and many others who write in a similar way seem to highly prize Scripture, and it strikes me as wholly unlikely that they would ever imagine a Christian walk that did not include regular engagement with God’s word. And yet much discourse on spiritual disciplines and spiritual formation often seems to fall short of making unmistakably clear and explicit what was a definite nonnegotiable for the Reformers and their spiritual heirs: life with God is life with and in his word. Yes, all of life and the diverse range of our human experiences provide opportunities for spiritual growth. But as we discussed in chapter 1, the Christian call to “do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31) and the endless variety of ways that God makes “all things work together for good” (Rom. 8:28) should be understood more broadly as part of our sanctification. Our spiritual formation represents a subcategory within that broader, all-encompassing holistic work of God, and it is confusing to lump potentially anything and everything a believer might experience or engage in under the rubric of spiritual formation. This is because, as the Reformers saw clearly, the Bible itself consistently identifies the word of God as the means we must use if we hope to be spiritually shaped and formed. If I want to be “like a tree planted / by streams of water / that yields its fruit in its season,” then the answer is not to create an individualized pastiche of attractive disciplines from a list limited only by my imagination. Rather, the God-given means at my disposal is clear and is universally applicable: I need to take “delight in the law of the Lord” and meditate on it “day and night” (Ps. 1:2–3).

      In this book, then, even as we explore several spiritual disciplines, or “means of grace,” over the ensuing chapters, we want to always keep in mind the way that Scripture informs and undergirds every one of them.5 One way we can mitigate inadvertently suggesting that Bible reading is simply one more potential help along the way is to situate this chapter on Scripture within a larger section we are calling the “Reformation triangle.” At the heart of historic Protestant spiritual formation is a triangulated relationship between Scripture, meditation, and prayer. Taken together, these three can be conceived as a conversation between the believer and God: we hear from God through his word, we reflect on what we’ve heard in meditation, and we then respond to God in prayer. As we touch on here and explore more deeply in subsequent chapters, these three activities were so closely conjoined among early modern Reformed and Puritan authors that they would often be used interchangeably as though they were all actually components of one basic activity. Indeed, in early modern Protestant manuals of piety, one can find these three disciplines treated in varying orders, some starting with prayer as the first duty, others with Scripture reading, still others with meditation. What becomes clear is that the three activities are in some real sense treated as aspects of a single activity: communion with the living God.

      In this chapter, we examine in three major movements the first and foundational piece of the Reformation triangle: hearing from God in Holy Scripture. First, we consider more generally the centrality of the word within a Reformation context, briefly revisiting some of the themes we have already explored in previous chapters. Second, we address concerns that some have expressed about the Reformation’s insistence on placing God’s word at the center of our spiritual formation. These concerns are as old as the Reformation itself but have gained fresh momentum in our contemporary context. Third, we turn our attention to the practicalities of Bible reading for spiritual growth, asking how early modern Protestants might teach and guide us on this crucial point.

      The Centrality of the Word within Reformation Thought

      In describing the religious culture of early modern Scotland, historian Margo Todd concludes that “Protestantism is above all a religion of the book.” As she explains further,

      Particularly in the Calvinist version of the faith, the word—read, preached, sung, remembered and recited back at catechetical exercise or family sermon repetition—became the hallmark of communal worship and individual piety. . . . In principle and in practice, the word defined the culture of Protestantism.6

      Todd is absolutely correct, and for those of us who would follow in the footsteps of the Reformers, ours too must be, in this sense, “a religion of the book.” As noted in the previous chapter, the Reformation more generally reprioritized word over sacrament, shifting the emphasis of religious life away from the priest’s celebration of the Mass and onto the people’s partaking in the ministry of the word. This shift itself was a response to the Bible’s own testimony about what God primarily uses to shape his people. Thus, while the medieval church stressed an ever more elaborate sacramental system, the Bible again and again calls to the faithful in every age, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom” (Col. 3:16). As a result, Reformation ministers understood their calling not in terms of a priestly obligation to re-present the sacrifice of Christ in the Mass and hear confessions but rather in terms of the biblical call to “shepherd the flock of God” (1 Pet. 5:2) through the ministry of the word.

      In the wonderful, representative early Reformation treatise Concerning the True Care of Souls (1538), the Strasbourg pastor Martin Bucer (1491–1551) conceptualized all pastoral ministry in terms of the need to shepherd different types of sheep, each with its own specific needs. So sometimes pastors need to bring lost sheep into the fold, while at other times they need to care for sick and wounded sheep or encourage healthy ones to persevere. But in every case, however varied the task or circumstance, Bucer insisted that the means to be employed was always and ever the same: the ministry of the word. Bucer described it like this:

      Now all this [i.e., all this pastoral work to different kinds of sheep] is to be achieved and attained solely through teaching, exhorting, warning, disciplining, comforting, pardoning, and reconciling to the Lord and his church: in other words the proclaiming of the whole word of God.7

      So all this work, essentially everything the pastor is called to do, is conceptually gathered together by Bucer under this one great heading of word ministry. He categorizes all the various activities that might occupy a pastor’s time under the one great activity of “proclaiming the whole word of God” and claims that a pastor’s work is to be completed “solely” through this means.

      This elevation of the word represented a tremendous shift from a medieval religious culture in which preaching was often infrequent, occasional, and disconnected from the ordinary rhythms of parish ministry.8 Every Reformer understood preaching and Scripture as the means through which God creates and builds his church, giving men and women new spiritual life and forming Christ in them (Gal. 4:19). At an ordination service for new Church of England ministers in 1582, the preacher Simon Harward (fl. 1572–1614) opened up Jesus’s exhortation to “pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest” (Luke 10:2). What, wondered Harward, would it look like to be a true and faithful laborer in the Lord’s harvest field? In developing his answer, he contrasted Reformation ministry with its late medieval Catholic predecessor, explaining that “to be a laborer in the Lord’s Harvest, is not . . . to mumble up Masses, and to offer up sacrifice, for the quick and the dead . . . and remit sins at their own pleasure.” Instead, Harward insisted, “To be a laborer in the Lord’s Harvest, is, to feed the flock of Christ, with the heavenly food of his blessed word, as did the Apostles, Prophets and Evangelists, in the primitive [i.e., early] Church.”9 So for Reformation pastors, the task of building up disciples and shepherding the flock of God was to be accomplished through the means of preaching and teaching God’s word.

      If the above holds true for Reformation ministry on a corporate level, then we would expect to find something similar when we look at Reformation spiritual formation on an individual level. And indeed, as Protestantism developed its distinctively Bible-based approach to personal piety, Bible reading was increasingly placed at the center of the project. Historian Alec Ryrie argues that “it would be hard to exaggerate the weight which Protestants of all stripes put on Bible reading,” an assertion borne out by the Reformers’ intense labors to put Bibles into the hands of every Christian.10 In John Calvin’s Geneva, for example, the registers of the consistory—the administrative body responsible for enforcing church discipline—contain numerous examples of church leaders admonishing church members to abandon Roman Catholic devotional practices (e.g., the use of rosary beads) and to instead purchase Bibles and faithfully read them.11 Likewise, in Reformation Scotland, authorities passed a law in 1579 requiring that all households reaching certain income thresholds purchase a Bible. In some areas, this requirement was extended to anyone who could read, irrespective of annual income.12 Records from kirk sessions—the Scottish equivalent of Calvin’s consistory—show a special interest among pastors in promoting biblical literacy among their people. Again and again, church leaders wanted to know whether their congregants were reading and wrestling with Scripture, frequently identifying “contempt of the word” as “the mother of error and iniquity” and the source of “the universal coldness and decay of zeal in all estates.”13

      Practically speaking, this Reformed emphasis on personal Bible reading required church leaders to promote literacy among their congregants. Early modern Protestants were, of course, well aware that many in their communities could not read, and it should be underscored that a word-based piety does not necessarily require that capacity. Both hearing the word and reading the word were and remain equally valid ways to encounter and engage with Scripture.14 That said, early modern Reformers also understood that literacy was a great gift, and they sought to spread it as widely as possible. In Scotland, for example, the Reformers mandated a school in every parish, these centers of education being seen as “necessary instruments to come to the true meaning and sense of the will of God revealed in his Word.”15 All across the early modern Reformed world, a push for literacy and personal Bible reading was central to their religious vision. Over and against Roman Catholicism’s teaching that “the reading of the Bible is not necessary for salvation, or even advisable for every one under all circumstances,” Protestants maintained that Scripture was to be the primary means through which Christians—all Christians—were to be spiritually formed and nourished.16 One study of households in the seventeenth-century French village of Metz found that more than two-thirds of Reformed households owned at least one book (usually a Bible), compared with only 21 percent of Catholic households. Research findings like these have led historian Philip Benedict to conclude that across the Reformation world, “many humble church members . . . did acquire acquaintance with Scripture” and that this represented “a new relation with the printed word characterized by the intensive reading and rereading of the Bible.” Moreover, “in this domain, the Reformed differed from their Catholic neighbors.”17

      Another example that can help us appreciate the way Protestant Reformers prioritized individual Bible reading as the centerpiece of their spiritual formation program is the so-called Geneva Bible (1560). Though usually overshadowed by the more famous King James Version (1611), the earlier Geneva Bible represented a major milestone in both English Bible translation and the advancement of a distinctively Protestant approach to spiritual formation. As one scholar notes, “The Geneva Bible transformed the Bible-reading habits of the English and the Scottish” and was a key “means by which non-specialist reading of the Bible became commonplace.”18 The book was the product of English-speaking exiles who had fled the anti-Protestant persecution of Queen Mary I and sought safety in John Calvin’s Geneva. While there, they set to work on a new Bible for an English-speaking audience. The real significance of the Geneva Bible, however, comes not just from its expert translation work but from the way it came loaded with innovative features all aimed at helping everyday people better navigate the sacred text. This, for example, was the first English Bible to use the chapter and verse divisions with which we are all now so familiar. Each chapter begins with a summary statement to guide the reader, marginal notes throughout to help explain the Bible’s “hard places,” and a sort of index at the back. The book also includes illustrations and maps depicting, among other things, the layout of the tabernacle, the priestly garments worn by the Levitical high priest, and the path taken by the Israelites during their forty years of wilderness wanderings. All these helps were included to assist the “simple” or ordinary reader and to keep him or her from becoming “discouraged.”19

      In this sixteenth-century Bible project, we can feel the heartbeat of the Reformation vision for spiritual formation, a vision of every Christian hearing directly from God in his word and being shaped and formed thereby. To that end, the Geneva Bible’s introductory letter to the reader states that the aim of the Christian life is to glorify God and that “this thing is chiefly attained by the knowledge and practice of God’s word.” Scripture is described as “the light to our paths, the key of the kingdom of heaven, our comfort in affliction, our shield and sword against Satan, the school of all wisdom, the glass wherein we behold God’s face, the testimony of his favor, and the only food and nourishment of our souls.” In light of this eloquent testimony to the central and indispensable role of Scripture in the life of the believer, it is not surprising to find the Geneva Bible editors urging Christians, “Willingly receive the word of God, earnestly study it, and in all your life practice it, that you may now appear indeed to be the people of God.”20 That final line captures it perfectly: for the Reformers, the people of God are identified as such and differentiated from the world chiefly by their knowledge of and devotion to the word that God breathed out.

      The connection, then, between this word-based piety and personal spiritual formation is clear: no real spiritual growth is possible apart from engagement with God’s word. But what did this look like in the lives of actual Christian men and women? Consider the following passage taken from a sixteenth-century devotional book, A Chrystal Glasse for Christian Women (1591). Attempting to describe and commend “the godly life” of Katherine Stubbes (1570/71–1590), the book portrays a Christian woman whose walk with God is characterized above all by a lively, continuous, heartfelt engagement with God’s word: “For her whole heart was bent to seeke the Lord, her whole delight was to be conversant in the Scriptures, and to meditate upon them day and night.” Notice how this description equates a heart wholly “bent to seeke the Lord” with a person whose “whole delight was to be conversant in the Scriptures”; the two descriptions are functional equivalents. A Christian seeking God is, by definition, a Christian seeking God’s word. Stubbes was so taken up with Scripture that “you could seldome or never have come into her house, and have found her without a Bible, or some other good booke in her hand.” And even on those occasions “when as she was not reading,” we are told that “she would spend her time in conferring, talking and reasoning with her husband of the Word of God, and of Religion: asking him, what is the sense of this place, and what is the sense of that? How expound you this place, and how expound you that? What observe you of this place, and what observe you of that?”21 For Katherine Stubbes, Scripture was the lifeblood of her Christian faith. Whether she was reading it, meditating on it, or talking about it with another believer, the text was the primary locus of her religious devotion.

      Likewise, preaching in 1662, the Puritan Thomas Brooks (1608–1680) exhorted his congregation to “make Christ and Scripture the only foundation for your souls and faith to build on.”22 Notice the way that “Christ and Scripture” are almost treated as one and the same, that these two things together are “the only foundation for your souls.” Why does he speak this way? The rhetoric reflects a deep sense that Christ is known only in and through the word and that building on him means, functionally, that one builds on the word.

      An Overemphasis on the Word?

      At this point, we must pause to recognize and consider objections raised in response to the historic Protestant emphasis on the centrality of Scripture in spiritual formation.

      Expressed Concerns

      Some have wondered whether all this attention paid to words, to reading, and to the ideas expressed in those words might actually produce a deformed sort of Christianity, an overly cognitive, brittle sort of religiosity that fills the head without ever firing the heart. Perhaps when Puritan authors like Thomas Brooks seem to almost equate Scripture with Christ himself, they have elevated the Bible and a Bible-based piety to a lofty height it was never meant to occupy.

      Such objections to Protestant Christianity were frequently voiced during the Reformation era itself. One striking illustration of this phenomenon comes to us from a French Roman Catholic satire published in 1556. The work depicts a Catholic traveler who, having just returned home after visiting Reformed churches, is retelling all that he saw and heard among the Protestants. What is especially striking in his report is the way he unfavorably likens Protestant worship to going to school. When asked to “tell . . . about the state of their churches, and how they govern themselves within them,” he gives the following description:

      It is just like being inside a school. There are benches everywhere, and a pulpit in the middle for the preacher. . . . The stained glass windows are just about all knocked out, and the plaster dust is up to the ankles. . . . As soon as they enter the church, each one takes care to choose a spot to sit as in a school, and they wait for the preacher to come into the pulpit. . . . And if anyone makes a prayer on entering the church, he is pointed to and scoffed at, and held to be a Papist and idolater. Likewise if he is accused of owning a book of hours or a rosary, or has images in his house, or rests on holidays, he is immediately called before the consistory for punishment.23

      The author describes the Reformed worship service as being more like a classroom lesson than anything that he would ordinarily associate with church. Notice how he highlights both what is happening and what is not happening. First, what is happening is a strong emphasis on the word of God preached, the entire seating arrangement being like a classroom to best facilitate the reading of Scripture and the preacher’s sermon. Second, what is not happening is much of the usual medieval Catholic piety that would have presented alternatives to the word—for example, stained glass windows as a visual alternative to the text of Scripture. The implication is that the Reformed emphasis on the word is both inappropriate (more like a school than a church) and deficient in its capacity to spiritually form and nourish the worshipers (the author notes that anyone actually pursuing spiritual formation through, say, the use of a rosary, is dismissed as an idolater).

      In our own day, some continue to criticize Protestants for overemphasizing the divine word and the mind to the detriment of the heart and the whole person. Sometimes this comes from Roman Catholic critics. While explaining his move out of evangelicalism into Roman Catholicism, sociologist Christian Smith describes a sense of “dissatisfaction with the heavily cognitive, often rationalist, nature of much of Protestantism.” “Protestantism,” he says, “is a religion of the head” in which “what matters most are holding the right beliefs” and “possessing, professing, and defending the right words.”24 Though technically Smith objects here to an overemphasis on ideas as opposed to an overemphasis on Scripture, it is hard not to connect the two, especially given Protestantism’s historic shift away from a sacrament-centric toward a Scripture-centric piety. This connection becomes especially clear when, in the same section of the book, the antidote Smith offers to an overly cognitive piety is one in which the sacramental life of the church takes center stage:

      Is the heart of Christianity really about believing correct ideas? What about the movement of the body in communal liturgy? . . . What about ingesting the Body and Blood of Christ? What about water and oil and incense and color in abundance as part of worship and spiritual life? . . . Why shouldn’t God’s grace be mediated through a variety of material and bodily sacraments, including anointing of the sick and holy marriage?25

      Such criticism, however, is not limited to Roman Catholic polemicists. Among many evangelicals one can detect a rising tide of skepticism regarding the Reformation’s emphasis on the priority of the word. For example, in his influential book You Are What You Love, James K. A. Smith calls evangelical Christians to reassess “the pedagogies by which we induct young people into the faith.”26 In practice, this means moving away from an emphasis on a historic Reformation word-based piety and toward something that is less “about what we know” and more “about what we love,” an approach to discipleship that is “more tactile than didactic” and based not on a “merely didactic information transfer” but on “a kind of know-how, a knowledge you carry in your bones.”27 The examples Smith provides revolve around substituting the Reformation emphasis on God’s word for various visual and kinesthetic stimuli. He commends, for instance, “a series of tapestries” on display at the Roman Catholic Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels in Los Angeles.28 He also describes the children’s Sunday school area in an Episcopalian church in which “the usual flannelgraphs and Bible memory verse posters are conspicuously absent” and “in their place is something that feels like a worship laboratory of sorts.” One highlight within this “worship laboratory” is an “image of a third-century statue of the Good Shepherd from the catacomb of Domitilla.”29 With reference to this latter example, Smith explicitly contrasts the efficacy of the image with what he depicts as the relative poverty of God’s word:

      It is just the sort of image and metaphor that gets lodged in your unconscious as a child, an imaged truth you then carry with you for the rest of your life—into your teens and eventually into your twenties, when you might drift from the faith . . . making a hundred bad decisions. . . . Now that you’re here, you’re partly angry and partly embarrassed, so you have avoided the church like the plague. . . . But what catches you short on some lonely evening of despair isn’t a doctrine that you remember or all those verses you memorized from the book of Romans. What creeps up on you is the inexplicable emergence of this image of the shepherd from the deep recesses of your imagination’s storehouse.30

      Smith seems to be saying, as he has suggested elsewhere in his writings, that the historic Protestant priority given to knowing God through Scripture is not just incomplete but actually fundamentally misguided; it represents a charge that word-based piety simply cannot form disciples and capture the human heart in the way that images can.31

      Formulating a Response

      What can be said in the face of these serious and troubling claims? At least three lines of response seem appropriate.

      First, as a basic matter of historical inquiry, the suggestion that the word-based piety of the Reformation failed to capture the hearts of ordinary Christians is difficult to sustain. In her study The Culture of Protestantism in Early Modern Scotland, historian Margo Todd has sought to refute the common perception that Reformed Christianity “proved in the long run to be an abstract, intellectual religion of the elite.”32 Drawing on an impressive array of church records, personal journals, sermon manuscripts, and printed devotional texts, Todd concludes that the picture of Calvinist word-centered Christianity as an exclusivist, inapproachably cognitive affair is false: “Where the life of the community could be organized around sermons and Bible-reading, and where the most ordinary could be regularly held to a public recitation of their faith, Calvinism became genuinely a religion of the people.”33

      Likewise, in their introduction to a recent collection of essays titled Puritanism and Emotion, historians Alec Ryrie and Tom Schwanda dismiss “the old stereotype of Puritan emotionlessness” and document how recent scholarship has definitively dethroned “the simplistic opposition between reason and emotion” that was once assumed to be true.34 Along similar lines, Charles Hambrick-Stowe’s study of Puritan spiritual formation in seventeenth-century New England has demonstrated that the “manner of New Englanders’ devotional reading yielded emotional and spiritual fruit.”35 Moreover, moving beyond the Puritans, it is clear that the eighteenth-century revivals of the Great Awakening marked a fresh turn back to the preaching and Bible study so emphasized by the Reformers that helped reignite hearts across the Protestant world.36 So on a fundamental, empirical level, when we ask the question “Is it actually true that in practice the Reformers’ shift away from the sacramental, image-laden religious culture of medieval Catholicism had a deadening effect on the religious affections of laypeople?” the answer from historians working in these fields is a resounding no.

      Second, it is important to see that in emphasizing a word-based piety and the study of Christian truth, early modern Protestants did not believe themselves to be sidelining or marginalizing emotions. Rather, as we already observed in previous chapters, they believed that the God-ordained means of enflaming the heart for God was to fill the mind with God’s truth. J. I. Packer summarizes the spirituality of John Owen like this:

      God . . . moves us, not by direct action on the affections or will, but by addressing our mind with his word, and so bringing to bear on us the force of truth. Our first task, therefore, if we would serve God, is to learn the contents of “God’s Word written.” Affection may be the helm of the ship, but the mind must steer; and the chart to steer by is God’s revealed truth.37

      And what Packer observes in Owen’s work holds true throughout the Reformed tradition more generally. In her study of John Calvin, historian Elsie McKee concludes that “although Calvin’s theology is regarded as primarily intellectual, he himself put the greater weight on the heart; heart and head must go together but the heart is more important.”38 Drawing on historic Reformed writers such as Jonathan Edwards and Thomas Goodwin (1600–1680) and bringing their perspective to a contemporary evangelical audience, John Piper explains that “the mind serves to know the truth that fuels the fires of the heart.”39 The relationship between mind and heart is thus a circular one, the two mutually reinforcing each other: “Thinking feeds the fire, and the fire fuels more thinking and doing. I love God because I know him. And I want to know him more because I love him.”40

      This perspective clearly informs the devotional writing of early modern Protestants and appears again and again throughout the Reformed tradition. Listen to how Charles Hodge beautifully explained the historic Reformed understanding of the relationship between head and heart in spiritual formation:

      It is most unreasonable to expect to be conformed to the image of God, unless the truth concerning God be made to operate often and continuously upon the mind. How can a heart that is filled with the thoughts and cares of the world, and especially one which is often moved to evil by the thoughts or sight of sin, expect that the affections which answer to the holiness, goodness or greatness of God should gather strength within it? . . . We cannot make progress in holiness unless we devote much time to the reading, and hearing, and meditating upon the word of God, which is the truth whereby we are sanctified. The more this truth is brought before the mind; the more we commune with it, entering into its import, applying it to our own case, . . . the more may we expect to be transformed by the renewing of our mind so as to approve and love whatever is holy, just and good.41

      So while one is surely free to argue that Protestants have been wrong all along to teach that the way to the heart is through the mind, one cannot credibly accuse them of neglecting the importance of the imagination, the emotions, and the heart.

      Third, and perhaps most important from a Christian perspective, if one does wish to refute the Reformation conviction that the way to the heart is through the mind, one must grapple with the fact that the Reformers’ ideas here were derived from and thoroughly rooted in the testimony of Scripture itself. These ministers and theologians were attempting to take the Bible seriously when it taught them that it is the word that is “able to save your souls” (James 1:21), that “man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord” (Deut. 8:3), and that Christ sanctifies his bride “by the washing of water with the word” (Eph. 5:26). The psalmist declares that “the law of the Lord is perfect, / reviving the soul” (Ps. 19:7). The prophet Jeremiah testifies,

      Your words were found, and I ate them,

      and your words became to me a joy

      and the delight of my heart. (Jer. 15:16)

      And the apostle Paul tells Timothy that his main job as a shepherd of the sheep is to “devote [himself] to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching” (1 Tim. 4:13).

      Thus it is only because he first read Jesus’s words in John 17:17—“Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth”—that the Puritan Thomas Watson observed that “the Word is the medium and method of sanctification, and we come to it not only to illuminate but to consecrate us.”42 And so too today when a Catholic critic asks, “Is the heart of Christianity really about believing correct ideas?”43 a Protestant can only reply with Paul’s assertion that “if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Rom. 10:9). If one wishes to overthrow the Reformation emphasis on God’s word standing at the center of a truly Christian approach to spiritual formation, then one needs to do more than simply celebrate the beauty of images and the richness of non-Protestant liturgical traditions. Rather, one must deal with the mountain of scriptural testimony that seems to suggest that a Reformation word-centered piety is actually at root simply biblical piety by another name.

      Practical Matters

      We have now seen that for Reformation-minded Christians, Scripture was not one potential avenue for engaging with God but rather the primary place where God meets with his people, speaks into their hearts, and conforms them to the image of Christ. Such reflections should encourage us to be men and women of the word. As subsequent chapters explore further means of spiritual formation—prayer, self-examination, Christian relationships, and so on—we observe how each of these is controlled by and flows out of our primary engagement with Scripture. But for now, what more can we say about the actual practice of Bible reading? What does it entail? How do we do it? Considering those Reformed Christians who have gone before offers tremendous value here, especially when we notice those places where their emphases and approach seem to differ from our own.

      As considered in the introduction to this book, much of the value in listening to voices from the past flows from the reality that many of the cultural pressures and possibilities that formed and shaped them are rather different from those that are daily forming and shaping you and me. This means that our spiritual predecessors are sometimes attentive to things we take for granted or miss altogether. The result is often that Christians from former eras are strong in areas in which we are characteristically weak. The point is not, then, that whenever we perceive differences between ourselves and people from the past, we should conclude that they are necessarily in the right and we in the wrong. Rather, the point is that when differences show up between us and them, we should pause and ask whether their differing set of priorities might not represent a helpful corrective for us. If a group of seventeenth-century Christians teleported into the twenty-first century, I have no doubt that we, in turn, would also have some things to teach them, but since the arrow of travel only goes in one direction, we must focus our attention on learning from those who went before us.

      Two caveats before we begin. First, note well that no piece of Scripture reading advice or guidance, whether old or new, functions as the all-encompassing magical key to immediately transform your walk as a Christian. Sometimes we fool ourselves into thinking that if I just read one more book or hear one more conference talk, then I will have it figured out. This is not true. This side of glory, we always “see in a mirror dimly” (1 Cor. 13:12), and no piece of spiritual counsel immediately untangles all knots. Second, note that this chapter on Scripture is just the first of three components that constitute what we are calling the “Reformation triangle”—that is, the nexus of Bible reading, meditation, and prayer, which for early modern Protestants fused together to constitute real communion with God. This means that much of the practical wisdom we seek in terms of how to read Scripture with spiritual profit is actually housed in chapters 4 and 5 as we consider meditation and prayer. With those reminders in place, let’s consider three practical exhortations for reading our Bibles well and with a view toward spiritual formation. To read Scripture in step with the historic Reformed tradition, we must read frequently, actively, and expectantly.

      Read Frequently

      After once noting that he had been neglecting “humble, purpose-like reading of the Word,” the Scottish Presbyterian minister Robert Murray M’Cheyne (1813–1843) asked in his diary, “What plant can be unwatered, and not wither?”44 M’Cheyne’s image of a person as a plant in need of watering captures nicely the relationship between Bible reading and spiritual growth, highlighting both the need for regular, frequent application and the slow organic nature of the subsequent effect.

      When we survey early modern Puritan devotional manuals, we find that the exhortation to daily Bible reading was a near-universal norm. The Christian ideal was to “labor for the spirituall foode of the soule, which must be gathered every day out of the Word, as the children of Israel gathered Manna in the Wildernesse.”45 At the funeral of Elizabeth Gouge (1586/87–1625), the preacher praised “her piety, as it was the best of her graces, whereby all the rest were seasoned.” And this life of piety was marked especially by “her set hours every day . . . spent in holy Devotions,” during which, we are told, she “tied herself by a set daily task to read the holy Scriptures, whereby she was able readily to answer any question propounded about the history and doctrine of the Scriptures.”46

      To help cultivate this daily habit, the most frequent suggestion among the Reformed was to be sure to read your Bible in the morning when you awake. “As soon as we open our eyes in the morning,” wrote the Dutch theologian Willem Teellinck, “we should also open our spiritual eyes.”47 The significance of beginning the day with God was pressed with special force, the idea seeming to be that the soul possessed a particular openness in those moments upon waking and that to harness this receptivity for God would help ensure a more God-honoring course in whatever followed throughout the day. Puritan pastor Richard Rogers (ca. 1550–1618) urged his readers, “Awake with God in the morning, and before all things give him your first fruits.”48 This sense of a special spiritual potency upon waking in the morning was well captured by the poet George Herbert (1593–1633):

      I cannot ope mine eyes,

      But thou art ready there to catch

      My morning-soul and sacrifice:

      Then we must needs for that day make a match.49

      While beginning the day with God was the most common prescription, the close of the day before bed was also highlighted as a choice moment for returning to God’s word. It was often observed that “Isaac went out to meditate in the field toward evening” (Gen. 24:63) and that David came before the Lord both evening and morning (Ps. 55:17). In The Practice of Piety (1611), one of the most popular devotional manuals of the seventeenth century, Lewis Bayly directed Christians to read Scripture, pray, and meditate again “at evening, when thou preparest thyself to take thy rest.” For motivation, Bayly urged his readers to “remember that many go to bed, and never rise again till they be wakened and raised up by the fearful sound of the last trumpet; but he that sleepeth and wakeneth with prayer, sleepeth and wakeneth with Christ.”50 By pursuing daily devotion in the morning and often again at night, early modern Protestants bookended the day with God, acknowledging themselves to be made in his image, fallen in Adam, redeemed in Christ, and renewed daily by the Spirit.

      Then, as now, however, such exhortations to daily Bible reading prompted in some a sense that life’s demands were too onerous to accommodate such a time-consuming activity. The Puritan minister Isaac Ambrose (1604–1664), for example, discussed ways that different people in different seasons of life have more or less time for Bible reading, though he insisted that “all must set apart some time for this duty.”51 Likewise, the Puritan pastor Richard Greenham (ca. 1540–1594) acknowledged that questions about the correct amount of time to give to Bible reading do not allow for easy one-size-fits-all answers. Rather, getting it right requires wisdom, and Greenham even went so far as to say that some Christians err in holding themselves to too high a standard in this area: “We must not read always, and do nothing else, as some offending in the one extreme, are after driven by Satan to the other.”52

      In our own day, many of us feel acutely the pressures and busyness of our lives and wonder whether some of this might be a unique product of twenty-first-century cultural conditions. Certainly, this is a central theme in Anne Helen Petersen’s bestselling book Can’t Even: How Millennials Became the Burnout Generation. In a work that clearly struck a nerve with a wide readership, Petersen documents her own sense of exhaustion, fatigue, and the mounting “evidence that something inside me was, well, broken.” Petersen explains:

      My to-do list . . . just kept recycling itself from one week to the next, a neat little stack of shame. None of these tasks was essential, not really. They were just the humdrum maintenance of everyday life. But no matter what I did, I couldn’t bring myself to take the knives to get sharpened, or drop off my favorite boots to get resoled, or complete the paperwork and make the phone call and find the stamp so that my dog could be properly registered. . . . All of these high-effort, low-gratification tasks seemed equally impossible.53

      In Petersen’s analysis, all this “errand paralysis” and the mounting “everyday stresses of ‘adulting’—a word adopted to describe the fear of doing or pride in completing tasks associated with our parents,” stem, at least in large part, from the specific conditions of twenty-first-century life: “Adulting . . . is hard, then, because living in the modern world is somehow both easier than it’s ever been and yet unfathomably complicated.”54

      Surely it is correct that every cultural moment comes with a particular set of stressors, and it is not wrong to observe and map out the topography of anxiety unique to our age. That said, it is also salutary for busy twenty-first-century Christians to note that feeling overwhelmed by life’s demands is the common lot of fallen men and women living in a fallen world. The early modern Puritans felt this just as we did. Lewis Bayly, for instance, anticipated that his readers would chafe at his exhortation to read the Bible daily: “But it may be thou wilt say, that thy business will not permit thee so much time, as to read every morning a chapter.” Both the complaint itself and the weary sense of being overwhelmed that stood behind it could have come from any one of the burned-out millennials interviewed in Petersen’s Can’t Even. Where the Puritans differed from us, then, was not in feeling the stress and pinch of life but in how they responded to it. While we are often quick to feel sorry for ourselves and to rehearse and meditate on our present troubles, the Puritans were quick to push themselves to press on and reprioritize the “light momentary affliction” of this life in view of the “eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison” (2 Cor. 4:17). To this end, listen to what Bayly said to Christians who complained that they were too busy for daily Bible reading:

      Remember that thy life is but short, and that all this business [i.e., the daily business threatening to crowd out one’s Bible reading] is but for the use of this short life; but salvation or damnation is everlasting! Rise up, therefore, every morning by so much time the earlier: defraud thy foggy flesh of so much sleep; but rob not thy soul of her food, nor God of his service; and serve the Almighty duly whilst thou hast time and health.55

      Such bracing rhetoric feels out of step with the kinder, gentler devotional culture of our present moment. Few of our devotional books address their readers with the sort of blunt, confrontational words that were common among the Puritans. When the Scottish minister Samuel Rutherford (1600–1661) wanted to persuade a congregant to “work for [his] soul” and take his spiritual duties more seriously, he prodded him to “think what you would give for an hour, when you shall lie like dead, cold, blackened clay.”56 Contemporary writing on spiritual formation, for better or worse, typically avoids that sort of strong prescription, preferring to emphasize flexibility in one’s routine and to stress empathy and compassion for those feeling pressed and burdened. Much more typical of a twenty-first-century approach is Peter Scazzero’s advice:

      A good rule to follow when dealing with tools and techniques [for spiritual formation] is this: If it helps, do it. If it does not help you, do not do it. . . . If reading the psalms helps you, then great. Do it. If reading the psalms has become routine and dead for you, then don’t. . . . Remember grace, which reminds us there is nothing we can do or not do that would cause God to love us any more than he does right now.57

      Now the point here is not to suggest that Bayly’s stronger exhortation is obviously superior in every way to contemporary devotional writing that avoids this sort of rhetoric. Rather, the point here, as elsewhere in this book, is to note ways that saints from a previous era seem to speak with a different tone and tenor from what we have grown accustomed to. Once we note that difference, we can then ask whether those men and women from an earlier age might not have something to teach us, an emphasis that might correct or challenge us. And on the question whether daily Bible reading is a necessary element of healthy spiritual formation, it seems that the early modern Reformed might offer a corrective word that we do well to hear, even as we might want to round off or soften places where they can seem excessively strident.

      Read Actively

      When early modern Reformed Christians approached Scripture, their efforts were marked at every turn by a commitment to active reading. By “active” here, I mean an approach to Bible reading that is strategic, intentional, and thoughtfully designed to maximize, at least from a human perspective, one’s time in God’s word. In the opening chapter of their classic mid-twentieth-century guidebook How to Read a Book, Mortimer Adler (1902–2001) and Charles Van Doren (1926–2019) taught that active rather than passive reading is the key to getting the most from our books: “Reading can be more or less active, and . . . the more active the reading the better.”58 Adler and Van Doren were not early modern Puritans, but their active approach to reading aligns well with the advice Puritan pastors regularly gave their congregations about reading their Bibles: a thoughtful, engaged approach to Scripture was far superior to one that was thoughtless and superficial. Our current cultural moment can make quiet concentration and sustained focus feel especially hard to come by. Such cultural conditions, then, give us all the more reason to take a cue from our spiritual predecessors and approach our Bible reading with intention and care.

      Richard Greenham counseled that “we must keep an order in our readings, and not be now in this place, now in another: for order is the best help for memory and understanding.”59 Such an emphasis on order and consistency led Puritan pastors to recommend various Bible reading plans. Differing considerably in the amount of Scripture prescribed and the order in which biblical books were to be approached, Puritan Bible reading plans were really not all that different from the many plans popular among evangelicals today. Some, like Greenham, would simply start reading at the beginning and work their way to the end. A path cut from Genesis straight through to Revelation made the most sense, he reasoned, because “the Holy Ghost in wisdom hath set the best order to his own word.”60 Others drew up programs that would begin with what were considered the more straightforward books—the Gospel narratives, for instance—and build toward those considered more obscure, like the Song of Solomon. One of the most popular approaches, then as now, involved reading the entire Bible over the course of a year with daily readings taken from different genres. Some plans segmented the daily readings to ensure that certain sections—the Levitical ceremonies, for example—would be read less frequently than other sections—say, the Psalms. Indeed, a common feature of Puritan programs was a heavy emphasis on regularly moving through the Psalter. As historian Alec Ryrie notes, “The psalms were seen as a book apart, ‘an Epitome of the whole Bible,’ and they had a central role in expressing and in forming Protestant piety.”61 Amid the diversity of approaches, the constant seemed to be the importance of having some sort of plan in place so that when you opened your Bible, you knew exactly where to go.

      The common counsel regarding the amount of Scripture to read each day stressed quality over quantity. While some did commend extremely large amounts of Bible reading (such as Samuel Fairclough [1594–1677], who allegedly read the entire Bible through four times a year for fifty years!),62 most ministers would have likely agreed with Lewis Bayly’s advice that “one chapter thus read with understanding and meditated upon with application, will better feed and comfort thy soul than five read and run over without marking their scope or sense, or making any use of them to thine ownself.”63 Likewise, Greenham warned, “He that readeth little after a good manner profiteth more than he that readeth much otherwise.”64 Similar advice can be found a century later from the eighteenth-century evangelical Anglican Henry Venn (1725–1797), who urged Bible readers “to read but a small portion at one time.” Why would this be? Venn argued, “It is common for those who have the character of being very devout to set themselves such a quantity, suppose two or three chapters, to read every day; a much larger portion this than they can sufficiently attend to.” Note well, then, that two or three chapters a day—an amount often exceeded in many of our contemporary Bible reading plans—was too much in Venn’s estimate. While he acknowledged that reading less would slow our progress through Scripture, “the singular benefit of such a method will amply reward our pains and prove its preference, . . . and the knowledge of what we gain in this manner will come with a transforming efficacy.”65 This emphasis on slowing down and thoughtfully meditating on Scripture with an eye toward personal application is the focus of our next chapter. But for now, we can simply note that for these older guides, effective, heart-transforming Bible reading was always attentive, active reading.

      Another way that early modern Bible readers took an active approach to Scripture was to read the Bible with pen in hand. Historian Kate Narveson has described the extent to which “godly writing is linked with Scripture reading.” Often this involved collecting and transcribing into a notebook those “texts that addressed issues of personal concern.”66

      This marriage of godly reading and godly writing, along with much else that we’ve been discussing regarding active Bible reading, comes across clearly in the Puritan minister Nicholas Byfield’s (1579–1622) Directions for the Private Reading of Scripture (1618). Byfield noted that many otherwise godly Christians “complain of their not profiting in reading,” and some even “afflict their hearts marvelously with grief and fear, because they cannot read with more comfort and profit.” Byfield concluded that with many of these “the fault is not in their affection to the Word, so much as in their want of direction for their reading.”67 To that end, he offered several helps to guide the godly toward a more profitable, active approach to daily Bible reading.

      Byfield’s system consisted of two main components. First, he recommended a daily reading program for systematically moving through all the Scriptures. Second, he encouraged readers to follow his practice of regularly collecting and writing down those verses and passages that struck him as especially significant. To do this, he kept in his journal several thematically arranged lists of biblical texts. One list contained passages that comforted him, another included passages that convicted him, while still others featured passages that directed him toward godly living and passages that he did not yet fully understand. This practice not only encouraged an especially fruitful, active sort of Bible reading but also positioned Byfield for future blessing when he could return to the texts thus collected:

      Now these places so noted, not only serve for present use, but while I live, in any distress, I may have recourse to these, as so many wells of joy, and if in my grief one, or two, or ten of them did not comfort me: yet a thousand to one some of them will have spirit and life in them to refresh me again in any sorrows: Besides, it marvelously establishes my faith, when I remember, in how many distinct places of Scripture the Lord was pleased to comfort me in particular.68

      Today we might not necessarily want to mimic Byfield’s system exactly (all told, he kept a rather unwieldy thirty-one separate lists of memorable Bible passages). But the active approach to searching the Scriptures and the overarching goal of somehow marking, recording, and returning to those texts that “wonderfully fill [the] heart with secret refreshing, and sensible joy” represent a worthy goal for all of us. For Byfield, the worth of the system was to be measured not by its immediate results but rather, like all that goes into our spiritual formation, by its slowly unfolding impact over time:

      Look not at the profit of this course the first week, or month: but consider, how rich it will make thee at the year’s end. I am persuaded, if thou fear God, thou would not sell thy collections for a great price, after thou hast gathered them, if it were but for the good, they may doe thee in the evil day, when it shall come upon thee.69

      In a day like ours when speed and convenience are prized above most else, the slow, steady, active approach taken by Byfield and other Puritans may require us to recalibrate our spiritual sensibilities, but their consistent testimony to us is that the effort is worth it in the end.

      Read Expectantly

      Why is our Bible reading cold and lifeless? Perhaps we have too low a view of Scripture. By “too low” in this context, I am not referring to debates about inerrancy. Rather, I mean the “too low” view that can subtly creep into the Bible reading of even those with the highest view of Scripture’s authority and inspiration. It’s the view that has taken hold whenever I come to my Bible without a sense of expectation that herein I am meeting with the one who made me and sustains my every breath. Whatever my theological conviction regarding the nature of the Bible, I experientially fail to read it as that which is “perfect, / reviving the soul” (Ps. 19:7). At root, this attitude reflects a tacit antisupernatural approach to Scripture and naturalistic assumption that the book before me is, in fact, one like any other.

      Here our early modern predecessors offer a powerful remedy for us because, again and again, they approached their Bibles expectantly—that is, they came to the word expecting to hear the voice of the triune God. “To provoke a diligent reading of the Word,” exhorted Thomas Watson, “labor to have a right notion of Scripture.” What is that “right notion” that we must “labor” to lay hold of? We must “read the Word as a book made by God Himself.”70 Likewise, the Dutch theologian Campegius Vitringa reminds us that “he who reads it hears God speaking to him: he converses with God and with Christ Jesus Himself.”71 This is a functionally high view of what Scripture actually is, and apart from it, we fail to engage Scripture as we ought. Isaac Ambrose began his treatment of Bible reading by underscoring this very point, writing that “reading the holy Scriptures . . . is nothing else but a kind of holy conference with God.” By “conference,” he meant something closer to what we mean by “conversation,”72 and so “when we take in hand therefore the Book of Scriptures, we cannot otherwise conceive of our selves [than] as standing in God’s presence, to hear what he will say unto us.”73

      If approaching the Bible is the functional equivalent of approaching God himself to commune with him, then such an exercise never proceeds fruitfully unless it is accompanied by earnest prayer, prayer that the same Spirit who breathed out the words of Scripture will bless the one who reads them. This is why Richard Sibbes urged Bible readers,

      Beg of God to seal to our souls that it is the Word, and that he would sanctify our hearts to be suitable to the Word, and never rest till we can find God by his Spirit seasoning our hearts, so that the relish of our souls may suit to the relish of divine truths, that when we hear them we may relish the truth in them, and may so feel the work of God’s Spirit, that we may be able to say, he is our God. And when we hear of any threatening, we may tremble at it, and any sin discovered, we may hate it. For unless we, by the Spirit of God have something wrought in us suitable to the word, we shall never believe the Word to be the Word. And therefore pray the Lord, by his Spirit to frame our hearts to be suitable to divine truths, and so frame them in our affections that we may find the Word in our joy, in our love, in our patience, and that all may be seasoned with the Word of God.74

      This functionally high view of Scripture and the corresponding expectation that reading our Bible is communion with God returns us to the idea of the Reformation triangle, the mutually reinforcing relationship between Bible reading, meditation, and prayer. While discussing Bible reading, Isaac Ambrose could casually exhort readers to “be frequent and diligent in meditation of the Word,” suggesting that reading and meditation are simply two sides of the same coin. Then, shortly thereafter, he included prayer in the same discussion, observing that “although Prayer and the Reading of the Word be two distinct exercises, yet they mutually help one another, and consequently are fit to be joined together.” Before we begin to read our Bible, Ambrose insisted that we should be “awing the heart with due reverence of God before whom we stand,” a form of meditation. And then, as we are meditating in this way, Ambrose directed us to be “lifting up the heart unto God in prayer, to open our eyes, to enlarge our hearts, to incline our heart to his testimonies.”75 Thus we can see why the three elements—Bible reading, meditation, and prayer—fuse together when we take seriously the idea that the Lord is really present and we are coming to meet with him. In subsequent chapters on meditation and prayer, we explore this conceptual nexus in greater depth, but for now let us simply observe that while in abstraction we may wish to draw a neat line dividing Bible reading, meditation, and prayer, it is not so straightforward experientially, and that this triangle of disciplines makes sense when we take seriously the idea of engaging Scripture as actually engaging God himself.

      Furthermore, the historic Reformed practice of expectant Bible reading led them to approach the practice ready to wrestle and struggle. If reading the Bible is a real communion with the living God, then one should not expect the process to be straightforward, as though we were operating a piece of machinery. Thus, Campegius Vitringa explained how the Holy Spirit works on our hearts as we read Scripture, “stir[ring] up every good affection” and supplying “the prudence and self-control necessary to face the attacks of Satan and the temptations of the world,” and he went on to state emphatically that “these fruits should not be expected from merely opening up and perusing the Bible.” Early modern Reformed authors were clear that the Bible is not a book of spells that can be recited to achieve a desired effect. Indeed, as we have already discussed throughout this book, part of the Protestant agenda was to move the church away from a medieval piety that had for many become cold, mechanical, and perfunctory. Thus, “reading scripture is not just pronouncing words aloud but carefully considering and reflecting on what is said.” For Vitringa, godly readers must “suck the sweetness from the flowers as the bees do.”76

      The crucial elements in moving from a lifeless “pronouncing words aloud” to something more like a bee at work in a blossom are meditation and prayer. These are the subjects of our next two chapters, but for now, we can simply note the degree to which our Reformation authors acknowledged that Bible reading was not magical or mechanical. As central as Scripture is for Reformed spiritual formation, the Bible does not read itself nor dispense blessings on command like a vending machine, and so Christians who would read with profit must apply themselves prayerfully, diligently, and with the help of the Holy Spirit.

      [image: Scene break]

      So where does all this leave us in relation to the classic evangelical “quiet time,” a practice that for many of us comes fraught with experiences of failure, frustration, and guilt? No doubt, such feelings are sincerely held by genuine Christians and are often perfectly understandable. But whatever negative associations might arise in our hearts and minds when we hear the term quiet time, the reality remains that historic Reformation Protestants were simply following the Bible’s own prescriptions when they placed God’s word at the center of spiritual formation. Not only is regular engagement with Scripture the foundational discipline for personal piety, but as we see in subsequent chapters, the Bible also undergirds and informs any other spiritual discipline we might undertake. When we come to the word, we come to commune with the living God, to hear from him, and to be shaped and formed thereby. The Christian life from inception to completion is a Bible-infused life. Early modern Christians understood this, and their lives are examples for us to follow. For their part, they never used the term quiet time, but they nonetheless walked with God by daily leaning on his word.

      One such early modern Christian was the seventeenth-century Puritan Katherine Clarke (1602–1671), about whom it was said that “there was no day that passed over her head (except Sickness, or some other unavoidable necessity hindered) wherein she did not read some portions of the Sacred Scriptures, both in the Old, and New Testament, and of the Psalms.” She read her Bible frequently, but she also read actively and with a great expectation that God would meet her there: “In reading she took special notice of such passages as most concerned herself. . . . And in reading of them she used to transcribe such passages as most warmed her heart.”77

      That description of Katherine Clarke was written by her husband Samuel (1599–1683), who, after her death, discovered in her cabinet a
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