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dedicated to

my brother Ken 
who taught me everything I know 

about sailing and the sea.

“There is one God that is Lord over the earth, 
and one Captain that is lord over the Pequod. 

—On deck!”

moby dick, chapter 109
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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 Herman 
Melville 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 Herman Melville 
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illuminated by The Message. And look for others in this series, 
including Louisa May Alcott, Jane Austen, Hans Christian 
Andersen Charles Dickens, William Shakespeare, Elizabeth 
Gaskell, and others. Consider them, if you will, literary lectio 
divina.

Gregory F. Augustine Pierce
President and Publisher

ACTA Publications



introduction

Moby Dick was a flop, a commercial disaster. Sales dried up 
after a few thousand copies dribbled off the shelves. There 
was no hype, no buzz, no word-of-mouth to move it along. 
There was nothing. It lingered on life support for a while. 
Then it died a merciful death.

Unlike Melville’s first novel, the South Sea island 
adventure tale Typee (1846), which was a bestseller, and the 
follow-up potboiler Omoo (1847), which also did well, Moby 
Dick (1851) bombed. The critics panned it. “It repels the 
reader,” wrote one. “Ill composed,” said another. The onslaught 
was relentless. Melville lived to see his opus go out of print.

Why is it, then, that Moby Dick has sold millions and is 
now considered one of the greatest novels ever written?

Even though there are arguably more people who haven’t 
read Moby Dick than who have, still everybody knows the 
story, knows who Captain Ahab is; knows about his leg; his 
ship, the Pequod; knows about the White Whale. And like 
The Ten Commandments, even if people haven’t read the book, 
they’ve seen the movie. Accordingly, “Call me Ishmael” may be 
the greatest opening line in all of literature.

One explanation would be that the cultural, economic, 
political, social, and religious changes of the twentieth century 
produced cognitive receptors into which Melville’s religious, or 
perhaps I should say his anti-religious, philosophies nicely fit. 

One summer not too long ago, thanks to the generosity 
of a kind parishioner, I had the pleasure of vacationing on 
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Nantucket. Thinking that a good book would be perfect for 
whiling away the days, I stepped off the cobblestones of Main 
Street into a funky old book store and encountered a used 
paperback of Moby Dick. I had been assigned the volume back 
in high school, and probably scanned the Cliff Notes enough 
to get by. But this would be a first for me; a real adventure in 
reading. 

I picked for my reading place a park bench overlooking 
Nantucket Harbor, the very spot where Melville’s Pequod 
embarked upon its fateful journey under the command 
of Captain Ahab, a Nantucketer himself, and chief mate 
Starbuck, also from the island.

I had no idea that, before this amazing read was over, I 
would have discovered hundreds of biblical allusions in the 
text. As a student and teacher of Scripture, I was delighted.

Like his friend Nathanael Hawthorne’s Scarlet Letter, 
Melville’s Moby Dick presented arguments that challenged 
the contemporary religious status quo. The name of his 
narrator, Ishmael, alerted readers to the first of these many 
covert Bible references. “Ishmael”, of course, was the firstborn 
son of Abraham, introduced in chapter 16 of the Book of 
Genesis. Born of Hagar, the Egyptian slave girl, Ishmael 
was the progenitor of the Arab people. So right away, we’re 
looking at the flipside of the Judeo-Christian story.

In Moby Dick, Ishmael presents himself as a “good 
Presbyterian,” seemingly in the same vein as a reasonably 
moral person who goes to Mass on Christmas and Easter 
would identify himself as a good Catholic. But totally 
unlike churchgoers of the mid-twentieth century, Ishmael is 



remarkably tolerant of his cannibal friend, Queequeg, and of 
Yojo, the little carved idol the pagan harpooner worships. In 
chapter 17, speaking through Ishmael, Melville writes:

We good Presbyterian Christians should be charitable in 
these things, and not fancy ourselves so vastly superior to 
other mortals, pagans and what not, because of their half-
crazy conceits on these subjects. There was Queequeg, now, 
certainly entertaining the most absurd notions about Yojo 
and his Ramadan; — but what of that? Queequeg thought 
he knew what he was about, I suppose; he seemed to be 
content; and there let him rest.

This kind of religious sentiment stirred the hearts 
and souls of reform-minded churchgoers of the twentieth 
century. Plus, Melville’s biblical allusions tended to counter 
the fundamental biblical literalism of the day. 

Melville regarded the religion of his contemporaries, a 
style which we would call “fire and brimstone,” as scare tactics 
designed to hold people in thrall. Seeing the names of the 
dead inscribed on the walls of a Nantucket chapel on the eve 
of his fateful voyage, Ishmael observes, “Faith, like a jackal, 
feeds among the tombs, and even from these dead doubts she 
gathers her most vital hope.”

Born 1819 in New York City to Allan Melvill (Herman 
later added an affectatious “e”) and Maria Gansevoort, Melville 
was afforded the religious influence of his somewhat absent 
Unitarian father and strict Dutch Reformist mother. But like 
the biblical Ishmael who sought his destiny in the wilderness, 
and the literary Ishmael who searched for the meaning of life 
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on the trackless sea, Melville pursued his answers in the world 
of literature and philosophy.

Most notable among the works of Melville’s time was 
that of David Friedrich Strauss, a German theologian of the 
Tübingen School, whose Das Leben Jesu (The Life of Jesus) 
revolutionized the critical study of Scripture. Commenting 
on an 1846 English translation, one critic called it “the most 
pestilential book ever vomited out of the jaws of hell.” Strauss 
dismissed such excoriation as “the offspring of the legitimate 
marriage between theological ignorance and religious 
intolerance, blessed by a sleep-walking philosophy.” 

This kind of thinking, reflected in Moby Dick, was right 
up the alley of twentieth-century reform-minded religionists, 
most notably the Catholic Church. Fueled by the historic 
1943 Pius XII encyclical, Divino afflante Spiritu (Inspired by 
the Holy Spirit), which effectively abandoned Bible literalism 
and embraced critical analysis, Catholic thinkers began to 
seriously question components of religion that relied on literal 
interpretation of the Bible stories. By the 1960s, the Second 
Vatican Council initiated not just a rearrangement of furniture 
in the sanctuary but also a fundamental rearrangement of the 
furniture of religious thought.

Which made Moby Dick a prayer book of religious 
reform and biblical study that endures even into the twenty-
first century.

Rev. Paul Boudreau
Saint Mary Church

Portland, Connecticut
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Literary Portals to Prayer

send me in the right direction

Call me Ishmael.

moby dick, chapter 1
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Illuminated by The Message

send me in the right direction

God, my shepherd!
 I don’t need a thing.
You have bedded me down in lush meadows,
 you find me quiet pools to drink from.
True to your word,
 you let me catch my breath
 and send me in the right direction.

Even when the way goes through
 Death Valley,
I’m not afraid
 when you walk at my side.
Your trusty shepherd’s crook
 makes me feel secure.

You serve me a six-course dinner
 right in front of my enemies.
You revive my drooping head;
 my cup brims with blessing.

Your beauty and love chase after me
 every day of my life.
I’m back home in the house of God
 for the rest of my life.

psalm 23
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Literary Portals to Prayer

the power of salvation

But wherefore it was that after having repeatedly smelt the 
sea as a merchant sailor, I should now take it into my head to 
go on a whaling voyage; this the invisible police officer of the 
Fates, who has the constant surveillance of me, and secretly 
dogs me, and influences me in some unaccountable way—he 
can better answer than any one else. And, doubtless, my going 
on this whaling voyage, formed part of the grand programme 
of Providence that was drawn up a long time ago. 

moby dick, chapter 1
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Illuminated by The Message

the power of salvation

Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel;
 he came and set his people free.
He set the power of salvation in the center of our lives,
 and in the very house of David his servant,
Just as he promised long ago
 through the preaching of his holy prophets:
Deliverance from our enemies
 and every hateful hand;
Mercy to our fathers,
 as he remembers to do what he said he’d do,
What he swore to our father Abraham—
 a clean rescue from the enemy camp,
So we can worship him without a care in the world,
 made holy before him as long as we live.

luke 1:68-75
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Literary Portals to Prayer

take what’s coming to you

Now, that Lazarus should lie stranded there on the curbstone 
before the door of Dives, this is more wonderful than that an 
iceberg should be moored to one of the Moluccas. Yet Dives 
himself, he too lives like a Czar in an ice palace made of frozen 
sighs, and being a president of a temperance society, he only 
drinks the tepid tears of orphans. 

moby dick, chapter 2
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Illuminated by The Message

take what’s coming to you

“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Enter, you who 
are blessed by my Father! Take what’s coming to you in this 
kingdom. It’s been ready for you since the world’s foundation. 
And here’s why:

I was hungry and you fed me,
I was thirsty and you gave me a drink,
I was homeless and you gave me a room,
I was shivering and you gave me clothes,
I was sick and you stopped to visit,
I was in prison and you came to me.’

“Then those ‘sheep’ are going to say, ‘Master, what are 
you talking about? When did we ever see you hungry and 
feed you, thirsty and give you a drink? And when did we ever 
see you sick or in prison and come to you?’ Then the King 
will say, ‘I’m telling the solemn truth: Whenever you did one 
of these things to someone overlooked or ignored, that was 
me—you did it to me.’ ”

matthew 25:34-40
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Literary Portals to Prayer

validate your life

In this world, shipmates, 
sin that pays its way can travel freely, 

and without a passport; 
whereas Virtue, if a pauper, 
is stopped at all frontiers. 

moby dick, chapter 9
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Illuminated by The Message

validate your life

Don’t bother your head with braggarts
 or wish you could succeed like the wicked.
In no time they’ll shrivel like grass clippings
 and wilt like cut flowers in the sun.

Get insurance with God and do a good deed,
 settle down and stick to your last.
Keep company with God,
 get in on the best.

Open up before God, keep nothing back;
 he’ll do whatever needs to be done:
He’ll validate your life in the clear light of day
 and stamp you with approval at high noon.

Quiet down before God,
 be prayerful before him.
Don’t bother with those who climb the ladder,
 who elbow their way to the top.

Bridle your anger, trash your wrath,
 cool your pipes—it only makes things worse.
Before long the crooks will be bankrupt;
 God-investors will soon own the store.

psalm 37:1-9


