
A wonderful fact to reflect upon, 
that every human creature is constituted to be  

that profound secret and mystery to every other. 

charles dickens

God is not a secret to be kept. 
We’re going public with this, as public as a city on a hill.

the message



illuminated by

CHARLES DICKENS

compiled and introduced by

jon m. sweeney

literary portals to prayer™



contents

a note from the publisher / 9

introduction / 11

portals to prayer / 15

seize the day ............................................ 16
frauds! ........................................................ 18
a walk around
 the neighborhood ........................ 20
ask for what you need ......................... 22
a bundle of blessings ........................... 24
the unforced rhythms of grace ...... 26
the trappings of wealth .................... 28
enter the silence .................................. 30
earth new-created ............................... 32
the largest of hearts .......................... 34
forget your troubles ........................... 36
getting ulcers
 from playing at god ...................... 38
free us in our lifetimes ....................... 40
a cat-and-mouse game .......................... 42
no shuffling or
 stumbling around ......................... 44
point them
 in the right direction ................ 46
the lights will turn on ...................... 48
when the eggs hatch ........................... 50
every living thing that moves ......... 52
don’t sell it for love or money ........ 54
encores to the end of time ................ 56
stay in touch with both sides .......... 58
no room in the hostel ......................... 60



full-time employees of evil................ 62
your precarious life ............................. 64
complacently pleased .......................... 66
the good wife .......................................... 68
darkness closing in .............................. 70
the future starts now! ....................... 72
collapsing in our tears ...................... 74
stories, many stories ............................ 76
role-playing before god ...................... 78
sin to the market
 by the truckload ........................... 80
why take a second look our way? .... 82
spit-and-polish veneer ........................ 84
hilarity and joyfulness ...................... 86
at the foot of the cross ..................... 88
“what’s next, papa?” ................................ 90
no more humiliation
 for the humble ............................... 92
work we had better be doing ........... 94
sin versus grace ..................................... 96
honored by everyone in town .......... 98
don’t say what you don’t mean ...... 100
pulling your weight ........................... 102
practicing real love ........................... 104
love extravagantly ............................ 106
nothing but a wisp of fog ................ 108
we’re going public with this........... 110
a pleasant and satisfying sleep ..... 112
a flood of words .................................. 114

scripture index / 117

about jon m. sweeney / 119



dedication

For all who will find their way 
to Summer Street

“No one is useless in this world 
who lightens the burdens of another.” 

our mutual friend



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

Gregory F. Augustine Pierce
President and Publisher

ACTA Publications

regarding spelling, punctuation,  
and capitalization in dickens’ work

In very few instances, we have altered the spelling of a word, 
as for instance “unto” for “untoe” and “to” for “toe” in the 
passage from the sermon of Reverend Chadband. Also, we 
have changed British spellings of words to American versions. 
Punctuation and capitalization we have left alone, unless it 
might confuse the modern reader. Where we start a quote 
in mid-sentence or add a word for clarity, we merely do so, 
rather than distract the reader with ellipses or brackets.
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introduction

I’m sure that someone somewhere has done a search of ev-
ery line ever written by Charles Dickens to discover the most 
common words that he used. And I’ll bet that, after “then,” 
“was,” and “and,” the word “poor” must be among the most fre-
quent throughout his novels and stories. Dickens could be so 
hard on religious people, and he did so precisely because he 
was such a champion of the poor and working classes of his 
mid-nineteenth century England. 

Most religious people will tell you that the great novelist 
was spot on in his skewering. But, as he often explained, it was 
the absence of religion, too easily witnessed by observing the 
lives of religious people, that he was ridiculing, not religion 
itself, which he respected.

That said, Dickens also said some awfully prejudiced 
things about the Catholic Church that mark him, most of all, 
as a man of his era in England. His was a time rife with anti-
Catholic remarks and attitudes, particularly in the decade 
after 1850 when Pope Pius IX re-established ecclesiastical 
hierarchy in England and popular sentiment rallied around 
cries for “No popery!” The average Englishman believed that 
Catholics couldn’t be patriots, since their religious allegiance 
was to Rome and not to the national Church of England. 
With one exception, David Copperfield, Dickens wrote all of 
his greatest novels after 1850. 

He could be satirical, ironic, and skeptical when it came 
to describing faith in his stories. However, Dickens was one 
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of the few great novelists of any era who was thoroughly 
immersed in the Bible, as well as in the Book of Common 
Prayer. Luke chapter ten informs even the part titles of Hard 
Times. The Pickwick Papers and A Tale of Two Cities are essen-
tially fictional searches for decent human beings who might 
resuscitate true Christian faith. Over and over again, Dickens 
uses children and the poor to demonstrate moral and spiri-
tual goodness—just as Jesus did. Even more subtly, Scrooge 
exposes something present in all of our hearts, as does, at the 
other end of the spectrum, the optimistic potential of David 
Copperfield. Both Word and Gospel were at the center of this 
novelist’s work. In fact, at the end of a late preface to The Pick-
wick Papers, he optimistically imagines:

Who knows, but by the time the series reaches its 
conclusion, it may be discovered that there are even 
magistrates in town and country who should be taught to 
shake hands every day with Common-sense and Justice; 
that even Poor Laws may have mercy on the weak, 
the aged, and unfortunate; that Schools, on the broad 
principles of Christianity, are the best adornment for the 
length and breadth of this civilized land; that Prison-
doors should be barred on the outside, no less heavily 
and carefully than they are barred within; and that the 
universal diffusion of common means of decency and 
health is as much the right of the poorest of the poor as it 
is indispensable to the safety of the rich.

That almost sounds like the Sermon on the Mount, or 
Matthew chapter 25, don’t you think?



I hope that these passages from Dickens’ novels and 
stories are portals of prayer for you. I also hope that they make 
you want to go back and rediscover stories and characters that 
you may not have experienced firsthand since childhood or 
school. I find myself returning to Dickens all the time, when 
someone mentions Little Nell or David Copperfield, as if 
they were familiar friends of a recent past.

Jon M. Sweeney
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charles dickens

selections from
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Little Dorrit, 1857

Nicholas Nickleby, 1839
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Oliver Twist, 1839

Our Mutual Friend, 1865

The Pickwick Papers, 1837

A Tale of Two Cities, 1859
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Literary Portals to Prayer

seize the day

“My dear young friend,” said Mr. Micawber, “I am older than 
you; a man of some experience in life, and—and of some 
experience, in short, in difficulties, generally speaking. At 
present, and until something turns up (which I am, I may say, 
hourly expecting), I have nothing to bestow but advice. Still 
my advice is so far worth taking, that—in short, that I have 
never taken it myself, and am the”—here Mr. Micawber, who 
had been beaming and smiling, all over his head and face, up 
to the present moment, checked himself and frowned—“the 
miserable wretch you behold.”

“My dear Micawber!” urged his wife.
“I say,” returned Mr. Micawber, quite forgetting himself, 

and smiling again, “the miserable wretch you behold. My advice 
is, never do tomorrow what you can do today. Procrastination 
is the thief of time. Collar him!”

david copperfield, chapter 12
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Illuminated by The Message

seize the day

Jesus said to another, “Follow me.”
He said, “Certainly, but first excuse me for a couple of 

days, please. I have to make arrangements for my father’s 
funeral.”

Jesus refused. “First things first. Your business is life, not 
death. And life is urgent: Announce God’s kingdom!”

Then another said, “I’m ready to follow you, Master, but 
first excuse me while I get things straightened out at home.”

Jesus said, “No procrastination. No backward looks. 
You can’t put God’s kingdom off till tomorrow. Seize the day.”

luke 9:58-62
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frauds!

“Peace, my friends,” says Chadband, rising and wiping the oily 
exudations from his reverence visage. “Peace be with us!”…. 

Stretching forth his flabby paw, Mr. Chadband lays the 
same on Jo’s arm, and considers where to station him. Jo, very 
doubtful of his reverend friend’s intentions, and not at all 
clear but that something practical and painful is going to be 
done to him, mutters, “You let me alone. I never said nothink 
to you. You let me alone.”

“No, my young friend,” says Chadband, smoothly, “I will 
not let you alone. And why? Because I am a harvest-laborer, 
because I am a toiler and a moiler, because you are delivered 
over unto me, and are become as a precious instrument to 
my hands. My friends, may I so employ this instrument as to 
use it to your advantage, to your profit, to your gain, to your 
welfare, to your enrichment!...” 

“We have here among us, my friends,” says Chadband, 
“a Gentile and a Heathen…. Devoid of parents, devoid of 
relations, devoid of flocks and herds, devoid of gold and silver, 
and of precious stones. Now, my friends, why do I say he is 
devoid of these possessions? Why?...because he is devoid of 
the light that shines in upon some of us.”

bleak house, chapter 25
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Illuminated by The Message

frauds!

Jesus put it right back on them. “Why do you use your rules 
to play fast and loose with God’s commands?... You cancel 
God’s command by your rules. Frauds! Isaiah’s prophecy of 
you hit the bull’s-eye:

These people make a big show of saying the right thing,
 but their heart isn’t in it.
They act like they’re worshiping me,
 but they don’t mean it.
They just use me as a cover
 for teaching whatever suits their fancy.

He then called the crowd together and said, “Listen, and 
take this to heart. It’s not what you swallow that pollutes your 
life, but what you vomit up.”

Later his disciples came and told him, “Did you know 
how upset the Pharisees were when they heard what you 
said?”

matthew 15:3, 6-12
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a walk around the neighborhood

Night is generally my time for walking. In the summer I often 
leave home early in the morning, and roam about fields and 
lanes all day, or even escape for days or weeks together, but 
saving in the country I seldom go out until after dark, though, 
Heaven be thanked, I love its light and feel the cheerfulness it 
sheds upon the earth, as much as any creature living.

I have fallen insensibly into this habit, both because 
it favors my infirmity and because it affords me greater 
opportunity of speculating on the characters and occupations 
of those who fill the streets. The glare and hurry of broad 
noon are not adapted to idle pursuits like mine; a glimpse 
of passing faces caught by the light of a street lamp or a 
shop window is often better for my purpose than their full 
revelation in the daylight.

the old curiosity shop, chapter 1



21

Illuminated by The Message

a walk around the neighborhood

I took another walk around the neighborhood and realized 
that on this earth as it is—

The race is not always to the swift,
Nor the battle to the strong,
Nor satisfaction to the wise,
Nor riches to the smart,
Nor grace to the learned.
Sooner or later bad luck hits us all.

No one can predict misfortune.
Like fish caught in a cruel net or birds in a trap,
So men and women are caught
By accidents evil and sudden.

ecclesiastes 9:11-12


