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At a summer picnic, a four-year-old boy solemnly passes a plate
of raw vegetables to his father with the words, “A carrot,

Daddy, given for you.”
I wheel my mother-in-law around the halls of a nursing home.

She does not recognize me this time, and her conversation follows
a logic increasingly difficult to discern. But as we follow the long
hallways around, we sing the first two verses of the hymn “Love
Divine, All Loves Excelling.” She summons the words from a part
of her brain as yet untouched by this ravaging disease, and they
come readily to her lips. The lilting melody of the hymn comforts
us both.

My urban parish hosts its monthly Loaves and Fishes dinner.
From all corners of the city, forty-odd homeless men, women, and
children gather for a meal cooked and served by a team of parish-
ioners. As they sit at linen-covered tables lit by candles, these people
shed the labels they bear on the streets—“welfare queens,” “clients,”
or “urban blight”—and become honored guests.

A woman turns on the evening news to hear of the Columbine
High School shooting. Images of terrified students pouring from
campus buildings flicker across the screen. From the audio feed the
sound of gunfire fills the darkened living room. The woman sinks
leadenly into the couch and makes the sign of the cross.
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2 A WORLD ACCORDING TO GOD

A family picnic, a visit to a nursing home, a soup kitchen, the
evening news: these are snapshots from ordinary life. Each of these
snapshots draws on a core practice in the Christian tradition. Asked
to pass the carrots, a young boy instinctively makes a connection
to another meal closely observed. In a parish hall around candlelit
tables, parishioners look at the same eucharistic meal and see in it a
dimension of radical hospitality. The visit to a relative with
Alzheimer’s becomes the occasion of praise-making. A woman sup-
plies the gesture of redemption a tragedy cries out for. The practices
of discipleship reframe ordinary life.

For centuries Christians have sung hymns, gathered at table, and
offered prayer to God. Practices like prayer, praise, and table 
fellowship are too lively to be locked down in worship services; they
burst out of liturgical boxes. Writer Annie Dillard hints at the
power that practices bear: “I often think of the set pieces of liturgy
as certain words which people have successfully addressed to God
without their getting killed.”1 Dillard’s insight strikes home. These
timeworn and tradition-honored practices of the faith crackle 
with energy.

I want to gather these snapshots into an album with the title “A
World According to God” because I am convinced that these core
practices are neither random acts nor ritual tics. They are more like
eye exercises, designed to correct and strengthen weak vision. Doing
them over time and in community, we learn to see things from a
God’s-eye view. We come to know the world according to God.

This book is for all those disciples who long for a glimpse of
God’s world. It is time to rediscover the power in these core prac-
tices of practicing Christians. Practices of discipleship place our lives
in a new context. What we do in those practices informs what we 
do in the crises great and small that intrude unbidden into daily life.
These core faith practices shape us in ways that directly influence
how we negotiate everyday life. They have everything to do with
the moral life, if we could but pause to make the connections. This
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book offers that pause by addressing three questions at the outset:
Why do practices afford us a glimpse of the world according to God?
What are practices anyway? What do they do to us?

Disciplines of Disciples

The Christian faith is not primarily about doctrines that tell us what
to believe, nor is it about rules that tell us what to do. Certainly,
doctrines and deeds matter, but what matters most is following Jesus.
The Christian faith grows out of an encounter with the risen Lord.

This is very different from religions that organize themselves
around commitment to a cause or belief in a set of abstract ideas.
These religions create adepts or devotees or adherents. In contrast,
Christianity distinctively names its followers “disciples.” Personal
relationship to the risen Christ sustains Christian discipleship. The
faith practices of Christianity develop as disciples seek to stay close
to the One whom they love, the One whom they follow. A psy-
chotherapist would probably regard these faith practices as exercises
in building and sustaining intimacy. Christian disciples thus need
to sustain their intimacy with the risen Christ. And as the disci-
plines of disciples, practices keep us in close proximity to him,
allowing his presence to pattern our lives; they offer ways of acting
out our relationship with Jesus; and they give us a view of the world
from his perspective.

Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time

In his teachings and healings, in his life and death and resurrection,
in his dealings with rich and poor, Jew and Greek, woman and man,
Jesus lived in a world according to God. We can see it still, if we
stop to look. The disciplines of discipleship resurrect the view. Each
of the core faith practices traces its origin back to the life of Jesus.
Disciples do these things because he did them. They pray the way
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4 A WORLD ACCORDING TO GOD

Jesus taught them to pray: “Our Father, who art in heaven.” Jesus
forgave his disciples’ disloyalty, and he asked them to forgive 
others’ failings. He was baptized in the Jordan River, and he 
commissioned the disciples to baptize in his name. He asked the dis-
ciples to break bread and drink wine “in remembrance of me.” The
original disciples passed on the disciplines they had learned from
their Lord. We do these things to remember him. As we remember,
we “meet Jesus again for the first time.”2

For Christians, the question “What would Jesus do?”—abbreviated
on wristbands, T-shirts, and bumper stickers as “WWJD?”—is impor-
tant but not primary. What animates discipleship and directs the way
we live is not so much identifying what Jesus would do as “meeting
him again” in daily life. Christian discipleship follows from encoun-
ters with the risen Lord.

Disciples reencounter Jesus in the practices he left behind: “For
where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among
them” (Matthew 18:20). As we engage in the disciplines that Jesus
himself did, we meet the risen Lord. Practices are places where 
Jesus promises to be. Luke’s Gospel suggests this in its account of a
postresurrection encounter. A stranger joins the disciples on the
road to Emmaus, and he asks them about events that took place in
the city of Jerusalem, specifically the crucifixion of the alleged King
of the Jews. The stranger draws them into conversation about the
scriptures, opening to them fresh interpretations. The disciples
invite the man to dinner, but it is only in the breaking of the bread
that they recognize him as the risen Christ (Luke 24:31). They have
“met Jesus again.” Just as the first disciples reencountered their
beloved Lord at table, so we meet Jesus again whenever we gather
to celebrate the Lord’s meal, whenever we bow our heads in prayer
or lift our voices in song. The risen Lord is present, and we meet
him again for the first time.

Certainly these disciplines of discipleship are not the only places
where Jesus walks in the world today. But if we recognize him in
these practices, we will begin to see him in less obvious, more 
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hidden places. One of my favorite preachers explains this process
of recognition with an irreverent analogy: “To a pickpocket, all the
world’s a pocket!” He asks his listeners to think how sharply focused
a pickpocket’s eyes are on pockets with a slight bulge. The eyes of
disciples, he implies, are focused differently. Practices train them on
the One whom they follow. Having met Jesus again and again, 
disciples gradually discern his presence in all things. In his poem
“As Kingfishers Catch Fire,” nineteenth-century poet Gerard 
Manley Hopkins describes how the world looks to a disciple:

For Christ plays in ten thousand places,
Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his
To the Father through the features of men’s faces.3

Acting Out Our Relationship to Jesus: 
Making His Gestures Our Own

As the vignettes at the beginning of this chapter demonstrate, faith
practices are embodied actions, not abstract concepts. Practices
require bodies, and disciples have them to offer. Jesus cared enough
about bodies to spend much of his earthly ministry healing them
and making them whole. Some of the best “teaching moments” in
the Gospels happen when Jesus and his followers were hungry,
angry, lonely, or falling asleep on their feet. Remember the feedings
of the five thousand (Matthew 14:13–21; Mark 6:30–44; Luke
9:10–17; John 6:1–13), the woman who washed Jesus’ feet with her
tears, anointed them with fine oil, and dried them with her hair
(Luke 7:36–50), or Jesus’ long night of prayer in Gethsemane
(Matthew 26:36–46; Mark 14:32–42; Luke 22:39–46). Bodies mat-
ter in the life of faith, and for that reason practices engage them.

But bodies matter because practices deal with basic human
needs: the need to eat, the need to drink, the need for companion-
ship, the need to listen, the need to mark and be marked as mem-
bers of a particular group, and so on. Addressing these basic human
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6 A WORLD ACCORDING TO GOD

needs, practices use the body to mentor the soul. Practices inscribe
the encounter with Jesus on the body of the disciple. For example,
Jews and Christians have sung or chanted psalms for centuries, often
in an ancient call-and-response pattern. As a child, I was a 
member of the junior choir, and we routinely sang the introit and
gradual, those scraps of psalms woven into the opening of the 
worship service. We were only in grade school, and we struggled
with the strange cadences of old plainsong melodies and with the
lost eloquence of the King James Version of the Bible, but these
fragments of psalms remain with me. Decades later, I can resurrect a
psalm simply by humming one of the plainsong settings. This prac-
tice of singing planted the psalms deep in my body.

Seeing as Jesus Sees

Faith practices also refocus our vision. Christian practices invite us
into the world Jesus traveled and enable us to see it through his
eyes. Several cascading parables in Matthew’s Gospel paint pictures
in words. All begin with the same refrain: “The kingdom of heaven
is like a mustard seed. The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure 
hidden in a field. The kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in
search of fine pearls. The kingdom of heaven is like a net thrown
into the sea” (Matthew 13:31–50). The people who listened 
to these parables knew a world of fields and seeds and fishing 
nets. They did not know God’s kingdom, but fortified with these
vivid images, they could begin to imagine it. In the word pictures,
Jesus invited his disciples to connect the ordinary with the extra-
ordinary, the known with the unknown, the visible with the invis-
ible. The kingdom of heaven filtered down into their everyday lives,
and Jesus’ followers gradually gained a new way of looking at the
world around them. The practice of reading and meditating on 
this string of parables helps us begin to see things as Jesus does; they
offer a God’s-eye view.
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God-Shaped and God-Shaping Activities

Faith practices are the disciplines of discipleship. We may at times
do them by rote or routine, but they orient us to the journey of dis-
cipleship. We do not make the journey alone: we travel with a
whole company of disciples from around the world and across the
centuries. We do not make the journey without a map: practices ori-
ent us to the One whom we follow. In John’s Gospel, Jesus promised
to send the disciples the Holy Spirit. He did not leave them 
without comfort (John 14:18). Nor did Jesus leave them without
compass. As they did for the first disciples, practices point us to the
person we love and illumine the path we follow. Like the polestar,
they show disciples the direction of “true” north.

Practices are God-shaped and God-shaping activities that form
the way of life called discipleship.4 Faith practices find their roots
in the life of Jesus and their place in the world. For those wishing
to become a part of the way of life called “Christian,” faith practices
describe the way of life that constitutes discipleship. Many Protes-
tant traditions shy away from talk of “spiritual exercises” or 
“disciplines of discipleship.” They fear that this constitutes “works
righteousness,” a code phrase for the idea that disciples must earn
their way into heaven by doing good deeds or becoming saints.
There was no greater enemy of “works righteousness” than Martin
Luther. Yet again and again, Luther counseled his parishioners to
practice their faith. He saw faith practices as “gifts” given by God
to God’s people—and he urged people to receive these gifts with
delight. As God-shaped gifts, faith practices point us to where we
can find the body of Christ in the world today.

Practices are not only God-shaped; they are also God-shaping.
Practices shape us into being certain kinds of people; they confer
identity, identifying us to ourselves and to others. Initiated by these
practices into a certain way of life, we come to identify ourselves as
people who do these kinds of things. For example, a friend is a
writer, and he is a writer because he does the things that writers do.
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