
 

 

 

 

  



Excerpt from Chapter 8 

Changing Our Minds Day by Day 

 

How we spend our days is, of course, 

how we spend our lives. 

Annie Dillard 

 

Getting started 

After a good night’s sleep, and after my cheap alarm clock [rather than my cell phone] has roused 

me from slumber, I’m still not quite ready to face the day. Just as I fell asleep remembering the 

words of Jesus, I wake up with them, too. Most of my life I’ve been able to recite the Lord’s 

Prayer, but only when I began actually praying these words as a real petition to God did I start to 

make some progress in the battle against constant comparison. 

When Jesus’ followers asked him to teach them to pray, his response was to give them a 

model for prayer that begins with addressing God in terms of nearness and love. We may lose 

some of that sense when we recite “Our Father which art in heaven,” as it’s written in the King 

James Version of the Bible. But suggesting that the Father is far away in space and time was not 

Jesus’ intention. Instead, Jesus taught his followers that his Father was also their Father, and that 

their Father’s presence was as near as the surrounding atmosphere. We might do better to 

understand “Our Father which art in heaven” as something like “Loving Father, always right here 

with us.” Jesus is showing his followers that they could approach God on the basis of love and 

confidence—exactly what’s needed to address the insecurity that gives rise to comparison. 

Other words of the Lord’s prayer follow the same sort of pattern. Because the words of 

the 17th century translation are so familiar to us, it’s easy to miss some of their import. I’ve 

learned to pay attention to what these words are really saying to God. In praying the Lord’s 

Prayer, I ask God to provide what I need as I begin the day. In confidence of God’s nearness and 

love, I ask that his rule be completed and his will done in my life—in the way I deal with myself, 

the way I go about the business of my day, the way I interact with others. I ask that God give me 

what I need for the day, trusting that he alone knows what I need and has the power to provide it. 

Understanding that both the people around me and I are weak, I ask for forgiveness for sins and 

remind myself that I must forgive others. And knowing that I am likely to fail when put to the 



test, I ask God to deliver me. Only after I’ve prayed this prayer, actively placing myself into 

God’s loving care, am I ready to start the day. 

When I first began the practice of praying the Lord’s Prayer before rising, I did a pretty 

good job of remembering that God is my father and that I am his beloved child all the way from 

my bed to the bathroom. But as soon as I turned on the lights and faced myself in the mirror, my 

insecurities came flooding back, and I jumped right back on the comparison treadmill. My old 

habit was to stare at myself in the mirror, noting all my imperfections. So I started a new habit of 

smiling at myself in the mirror and saying “God loves you” to myself. It sounds corny, but it 

helps. No matter how I’m feeling about myself, I can’t argue with the truth of that statement, and 

affirming it helps me to accept it. While I’m in the shower, I pray the Lord’s Prayer again, asking 

once more for God to rule in every aspect of my life, including the way I think about myself and 

talk to myself. As I get dressed, I ask for God’s help to be grateful for all the ways he provides 

for me, I ask once again for God’s will to be done in every choice I’ll make during the day.  

 

Ongoing challenges 

The next temptation is to check my phone or open my computer while I’m drinking my coffee 

and eating breakfast, but I’ve found that it’s better for my heart if I start the day with an open 

Bible. For years I approached the Bible only to study it—and don’t get me wrong; I still dearly 

love a good Bible study—but now, first thing in the morning, I like to read the Bible like a 

letter from God. All the different parts of the Bible speak to me of God’s goodness, his love for 

his image-bearers, and his presence with his people. 

One part of the Bible I’ve found especially beneficial for beginning the day is the book of 

Psalms. Comprised of 150 beautiful poems of praise and prayer, the Psalms help me to approach 

God directly. I’m especially helped by the honesty of these prayers. Many contain soaring words 

of praise to God, and some are expressions of thanksgiving or calls for worship, like Psalm 150: 

“Let everything that has breath praise the Lord!” Some are quiet pleas for God’s help: “Create in 

me a clean heart, O God” (Psalm 51). But over a third of them are prayers of lament, expressing 

pain and sorrow, like Psalm 22: “’My God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer, by night, but 

I find no rest” (v. 2). Some are reverent-sounding requests for blessing, while others are rather 

startling pleas for curses on enemies, such as Psalm 17: “Rise up, Lord, confront them, bring 

them down; with your sword rescue me from the wicked” (v. 13). All the psalms remind me of 



God’s power and his trustworthiness. Reading a psalm every morning before I turn to the other 

activities of the day helps to ground me in the goodness of God and remind me to trust him. 

That’s a better accompaniment to morning coffee than email or social media … 

 

Pausing with God 

As the day proceeds, I’m tempted again and again to doubt God’s love for me, to forget that I am 

God’s beloved child, to judge myself harshly, and to compare myself with others. So the practice 

of reading the psalms isn’t just for first thing in the morning. For years I thought that I should 

practice a quiet time each morning so that I could fill up for the day ahead, almost like I would 

fill my car with gas for the day’s travel. But evidently I have too many miles to go or a leaky 

tank, for a morning fill-up was never enough to keep me going. I need a reminder of God’s love 

and care for me several times a day. 

Learning about the ancient tradition of fixed-hour prayer was a game-changer for me. The 

church I grew up in eschewed most Christian traditions; generally speaking, if a practice wasn’t 

mentioned in the New Testament, we steered clear of it. And we didn’t use any written 

prayers, ever mindful of Jesus’ exhortation in Matthew 6:7 to avoid “vain repetitions.” But I’ve 

found that following the rhythm of praying written prayers at specific times of day really helps 

me. My mind knows that Jesus loves me and is always with me, but my heart needs regular 

reminders. In addition to my morning experience with the psalms. I’ve found midday and 

evening prayer especially beneficial. My favorite resource for these prayers, mostly taken from 

the Psalms, is The Divine Hours by Phyllis Tickle. The practice of stopping my daily activities 

for a few moments and centering my thoughts on God, remembering his love for me and his 

presence with me, has proved invaluable in overcoming the insecurity that leads to comparison. 

Far from being “vain repetitions,” these prayers are life-giving. 

 

Extended Time Out 

Even with the rhythm of fixed-hour prayer in place, though, some days are so challenging that it 

feels difficult to remember which way is up, much less how much God loves and cares for me. 

On those days it’s easy for me to try to speed up, to work faster and harder, to cram more into my 

schedule. But I’ve learned that what my soul really needs on those days is to slow down, to give 

myself a few moments to catch my breath, and to spend some quality time alone with God. 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0195316932/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=renovare88-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=0195316932&linkId=1593c73f4f3dc50855cbf7b277bd8ad3


I do this best when I can step outside, even if just for a few minutes, and spend some time 

meditating. While long periods of meditation are wonderful. I’ve learned that even small chunks 

of time spent in calm contemplation can be really helpful. Whether I’m thinking about something 

small—maybe a leaf or a bird’s nest—or something enormous like ocean or the mountains, it 

helps me to concentrate on the beauty of God’s creation, where God’s good and perfect will is 

often more clearly on display than in my own life. Jesus himself directed us to look at nature: 

“Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow,” he admonished, “they neither toil nor spin; and 

yet I say to you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. If then God so 

clothes the grass, which today is in the field and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, how much 

more will he clothe you?” (Luke 12:27-28, NKJV) … 

… Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote,  

Earth’s crammed with heaven 

and ev’ry common bush afire with God. 

But only he who sees takes off his shoes— 

the rest sit ‘round it and pluck blackberries.”4 

 

Even a short time of meditation is a way of taking off our shoes, recognizing we’re on 

holy ground. The result of ongoing comparison is that we’re endlessly striving to make ourselves 

better, always wishing we could compare favorably to others. But as Richard Foster puts it, “what 

happens in meditation is that we create the emotional and spiritual space which allows Christ to 

construct an inner sanctuary in the heart,”5 where we’re reminded of God’s unconditional love for 

us. 

 

In the moment of trial 

And so the day goes, with its ups and downs, with its triumphs and trials. Sometimes I’m good at 

remembering my identity as God’s beloved child; other times, I find myself caught up my old 

habit of comparison, and I need a tool to combat it right then, in the moment of trial. The best 

way I’ve found to combat temptation in that instant is to ask for God’s help, to prevail upon his 

strength to accomplish what I’m too weak to accomplish on my own. I’m not surprised that Paul 

exhorted his readers to “pray without ceasing” (I Thessalonians 5:17) and to “continue steadfastly 

in prayer” (Colossians 4:2, ESV). 



One of the ways that Christians over the centuries have heeded the admonishment to pray 

without ceasing is to develop a simple petition that can be uttered in one breath. The best-known 

of these “breath prayers” was adapted from one of Jesus’ parables about prayer, when Jesus 

warned against self-righteousness and praised the sincerity of a tax collector who pleaded, “God, 

have mercy on me, a sinner” (Luke 18:13). The words “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have 

mercy on me, a sinner” are known simply as the “Jesus Prayer.” 

For years, whenever I began to notice that I was comparing myself to someone else, I 

would berate myself. “There you go again,” I often said to myself, feeling helpless to change. 

I’ve learned it’s better to use that sigh of helplessness to fuel a prayer for help. The words need 

not be eloquent or impressive; breath prayers not magic incantations. No, these are prayers to the 

living God, who is able and willing to help us. Hebrews 4:16 reminds us to “approach God’s 

throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our 

time of need.” A breath prayer is one way to do that. 

Depending on what’s going on in my heart when I catch myself thinking or speaking in 

terms of comparison, I’ve discovered that I may need one or more of three different kinds of help 

from God. If I realize that I’m being tempted to forget my security as God’s beloved child, I say 

“Father, ground me in your love.” If I feel that I’ve given in to comparison and then to sin, I pray, 

“Forgive me, Lord, and show me the way.” And if I’ve indulged in comparison to the point of 

envying another person, I’ve learned to thank God for that person’s gifts and to pray for a 

blessing for that person. For instance, if I find myself wishing that I had another person’s 

appearance, possessions, or position, I immediately pray, “Lord, please continue to bless (name) 

and help them use your gifts well.” 

These simple words, uttered in a single breath, halt the habit cycle in that moment by 

replacing words of comparison with words that both offer a plea to God and at the same time 

remind me that I am not alone in my struggle. God is with me and for me, willing to help me 

when I ask. Breath prayers remind me of the truth … 

 

 

Taken from Mythical Me by Richella Parham. Copyright (c) 2019 by Richella Parham. Published by InterVarsity 

Press, Downers Grove, IL. www.ivpress.com. 
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