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dedicated to

Nicholas Brown, Jr.

“His life was gentle, and the elements 
so mixed in him that nature might stand up  
and say to all the world, ‘This was a man.’ ”

julius caesar, act v, epilogue



a note from the publisher

Prayer is sometimes difficult. Perhaps we need spiritual 
inspiration. Something to reignite our spiritual life. A way to 
initiate a new and fruitful spiritual direction.

Great literature can do these things: inspire, ignite, and 
initiate.

Which is why ACTA Publications is publishing a 
series of “Literary Portals to Prayer.” The idea is simple: Take 
insightful passages from great authors whose work has stood 
the test of time and illuminate each selection with a well-
chosen quotation from the Bible on the same theme.

To do this, we use a relatively new translation by Eugene 
Peterson called The Message: Catholic/Ecumenical Edition. It 
is a fresh, compelling, challenging, and faith-filled translation 
of the Scriptures from ancient languages into contemporary 
American English that sounds as if it was written yesterday. 
The Message may be new to you, or you may already know it 
well, but see if it doesn’t illuminate these writings of William 
Shakespeare in delightful ways.

We publish the books in this series in a size that can 
easily fit in pocket or purse and find a spot on kitchen table, 
bed stand, work bench, study desk, or exercise machine. We 
also publish each title in an enhanced size for both public and 
private use. These books are meant to be used in a variety of 
ways. And we feature a variety of authors so you can find the 
one or ones that can kick-start your prayer life.

So enjoy these portals to prayer by William Shakespeare 
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illuminated by The Message. And look for others in this series, 
including Louisa May Alcott, Hans Christian Andersen, 
Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell, Herman 
Melville, and others. Consider them, if you will, literary lectio 
divina.

Gregory F. Augustine Pierce
President and Publisher

ACTA Publications
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his father’s house

William Shakespeare lived in a time when being a person-of-
faith was not only difficult, it was dangerous. As one “official” 
religion fell out of favor with the State and was replaced by 
another, those caught practicing the “wrong” faith were subject 
to persecution and even death. Though fear was pervasive, it 
could not sever every individual’s connection to their personal 
spirituality. Instead, some people’s faith found expression in 
other forms. In the case of William Shakespeare, I believe, re-
ligion’s loss was Renaissance literature’s gain, and hidden be-
neath a surface of what seem to be purely “secular” plays and 
poetry is a depth of soul that literary-critics have long called 
“genius” but that people of faith would recognize as prayer. 

We have no indisputable proof that Shakespeare was a 
professed member of any religion. The man who once wrote 
“In peace there’s nothing so becomes a man as modest still-
ness and humility,” led, indeed, a peaceful life and was, by all 
accounts, a gentle, humble guy. I think he was too self-effacing 
a writer to ever tip his hand about his own faith. That said, 
there is one key person in his life that many scholars believe 
was a Catholic. And it is someone I believe Shakespeare loved 
very much: his father, John. 

The husband of Mary Shakespeare and father of Wil-
liam made his living in Stratford-upon-Avon as a glover—a 
tough occupation (more akin to being a butcher in a slaugh-
terhouse than a proprietor of a Louis Vuitton boutique). John 
Shakespeare was the town ale-taster, a part-time constable, 
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and a street-wise man who—being illiterate—signed docu-
ments with his mark, the shaky sketch of a metal “compass,” a 
tool used by glovers to score leather. 

Though his son would go on to chronicle the lives great 
men, John Shakespeare was not a great man. He was a failure 
at business, often debt-ridden and, at times, in minor scrapes 
with the law. But he was a good soul, and a warm father, and 
known throughout his town as a “merry-cheeked old man” 
who once said of his son, Will, that they liked “to jest” with 
each other. And, since a parent with a good sense of humor 
is every actor’s first audience, Shakespeare loved him. You can 
see this affection in some characters in his plays. His father is 
there in all those rough-hewn, loveably-flawed tavern-philos-
ophers and enchanting rouges, like Falstaff or Nick Bottom or 
the red-nosed Bardolph or Constable Dogberry. 

In the eighteenth century, long generations after Wil-
liam Shakespeare was buried in the chancery of Holy Trinity 
Church in Stratford, a bricklayer working on a house once 
owned by John Shakespeare discovered an old document, 
tucked away in the rafters behind a wall. It was a spiritual tes-
tament, a personal Profession of Faith that Catholics living in 
those perilous Elizabethan times would share, in secret, with 
their like-minded faithful. For years, this extraordinary find 
was deemed “a fake” by skeptical scholars. (Is there any other 
kind of scholar?!) But faith, as they also say of truth, “will out.” 
And, in the twentieth century, scholars discovered the source 
of the text found in the wall of John Shakespeare’s house. 

The precise wording came from the Italian Cardinal, Car-
lo Borromeo, who historians have connected to Fr. Edmund 



Campion, the famous Jesuit priest and martyr who lived in 
Shakespeare’s time—and who was known to have preached 
Catholicism in the region where John Shakespeare lived. 
Since it would not have been possible for some enterprising 
eighteenth-century bricklayer—even in cahoots with a clever 
forger—to fake the exact wording of a spiritual testament that 
lay undiscovered till centuries later, scholars believe the Strat-
ford document to be true and, thus, that John Shakespeare 
was Catholic. For me, the clincher is the name given to the 
last of John and Mary Shakespeare’s children, a boy born one 
year before Campion was martyred, whom they christened 
“Edmund.” 

At the time of Edmund Shakespeare’s birth in Stratford 
(1580) and Edmund Campion’s notorious martyrdom at Ty-
burn in London (1581), William Shakespeare was around 
sixteen years old. I cannot imagine such a perceptive mind, 
at such an impressionable age, did not sense some of the feel-
ings that may have been going on in the conflicted soul of his 
father. 

If John Shakespeare was a man of faith, he was not a 
brave one; and, whatever he felt about God in his heart, he 
kept the “proof ” of his religion hidden behind a wall. But, 
for all of his flaws, he raised a son who loved him, and who 
learned from his Catholic dad. A son who heard the prayers 
his father dared not speak and found a way to say them for 
him, writing them into his plays and hiding them in the 
rafters of his poetry for us to find.

Ron Marasco
Loyola Marymount University

Los Angeles, California
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Literary Portals to Prayer

a place of safety

God shall be my hope,
My stay, my guide, and lantern to my feet;
And go in peace.…

henry the sixth, part two, ii. iii. 24-26
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Illuminated by The Message

a place of safety

I run to you, God; I run for dear life.
 Don’t let me down!
 Take me seriously this time!
Get down on my level and listen,
 and please—no procrastination!
Your granite cave a hiding place,
 your high cliff aerie a place of safety.

You’re my cave to hide in,
 my cliff to climb.
Be my safe leader,
 be my true mountain guide.
Free me from hidden traps;
 I want to hide in you.
I’ve put my life in your hands.
 You won’t drop me,
 you’ll never let me down.

psalm 31:1-5
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all these miracle-wonders

Who will believe my verse in time to come
If it were filled with your most high deserts?
Though yet Heaven knows it is but as a tomb
Which hides your life, and shows not half your parts.
If I could write the beauty of Your eyes,
And in fresh numbers number all Your graces,
The age to come would say, “This poet lies,
Such Heavenly touches ne’er touched earthly faces.”

sonnet 17, 1-8
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Illuminated by The Message

all these miracle-wonders

“Are you listening? Have you noticed all this?
 Stop in your tracks!
 Take in God’s miracle-wonders!
Do you have any idea how God does it all,
 how he makes bright lightning from dark storms,
How he piles up the cumulus clouds—
 all these miracle-wonders of a perfect Mind?
Why, you don’t even know how to keep cool
 on a sweltering hot day,
So how could you even dream
 of making a dent in that hot-tin-roof sky?

job 37:14-18
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make yourself at home in love

Here the anthem doth commence:
Love and Constancy is dead,
Phoenix and the Turtle fled
In a mutual flame from hence.

So they loved as love in twain
Had the essence but in one,
Two distincts, division none;
Number there in love was slain. 

Hearts remote, yet not asunder;
Distance and no space was seen
’Twixt this Turtle and his queen:
But in them it were a wonder.

So between them love did shine,
That the Turtle saw his right
Flaming in the Phoenix’ sight;
Either was the other’s mine.

the phoenix and turtle, 21-36
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Illuminated by The Message

make yourself at home in love

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

“I’ve told you these things for a purpose: that my joy 
might be your joy, and your joy wholly mature. This is my 
command: Love one another the way I loved you. This is the 
very best way to love. Put your life on the line for your friends. 
You are my friends when you do the things I command you. 
I’m no longer calling you servants because servants don’t 
understand what their master is thinking and planning. No, 
I’ve named you friends because I’ve let you in on everything 
I’ve heard from the Father.

“You didn’t choose me, remember; I chose you, and put 
you in the world to bear fruit, fruit that won’t spoil. As fruit 
bearers, whatever you ask the Father in relation to me, he 
gives you.

“But remember the root command: Love one another.”

john 15:9-17
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the tools of our trade

The poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling,
Doth glance from Heaven to earth, 
From earth to Heaven;
And as imagination bodies forth
The form of things unknown, the poet’s pen
Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing 
A local habitation and a name.
Such tricks hath strong imagination, 
That if it would but apprehend some joy,
It comprehends some bringer of that joy; 
Or in the night, imagining some fear,
How easy is a bush supposed a bear!

a midsummer night’s dream, v. i. 11-22
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Illuminated by The Message

the tools of our trade

The world is unprincipled. It’s dog-eat-dog out there! The 
world doesn’t fight fair. But we don’t live or fight our battles 
that way—never have and never will. The tools of our 
trade aren’t for marketing or manipulation, but they are for 
demolishing that entire massively corrupt culture. We use 
our powerful God-tools for smashing warped philosophies, 
tearing down barriers erected against the truth of God, 
fitting every loose thought and emotion and impulse into the 
structure of life shaped by Christ. Our tools are ready at hand 
for clearing the ground of every obstruction and building lives 
of obedience into maturity.

2 corinthians 10:3-6


