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PRAYING THE BOOK OF NUMBERS:  Life with God in the Wilderness
In Jewish usage, the Book of Numbers goes by the name, “In the Wilderness,” taken from the fifth word 
in the Hebrew text.  It is a better name than Numbers, which one suspects has probably kept a lot of people 
from even beginning the book.  “In the Wilderness” also captures the story and its meaning for prayer.  

In his Confessions, St. Augustine wrote, “For it is one thing to see the land of peace from a wooded 
ridge… and another to tread the road that leads to it.”1   God had promised to lead his rescued people 
to a land of freedom, flowing with milk and honey (Ex 3:8).  That sounded wonderful to a slave people 
whose workweek was 24/7, without medical and dental coverage and no hope for retirement.  They 
couldn’t wait to pack their bags and get going to that great place.  But there was just one problem: 
they had to cross a terrible desert to get there, and to trust God to give them everything they needed 
as they traveled.  They would have to become pilgrims.  It is the struggle to be a pilgrim that forms the 
plot line of Numbers, or “In the Wilderness.”

The spiritual life is a marathon, not a sprint; it is a “long obedience in the same direction” (Nietzsche), 
not a weekend getaway.  The gift of freedom and peace is just that; a gift, free, gratis.  But it is not 
cheap.  The saved still need to put one foot in front of the other, day in and day out.  William Carey 
said his great virtue was that he could “plod.”  It is more than a virtue, it is an essential for the journey.  
90% of learning to pray is just showing up, faithfully.  

The journey of prayer is full of surprises and challenges, and God has much to teach us along the way.  
But we won’t learn it unless we come to the “school of prayer” (Andrew Murray).  The graduates will sing,

“Hitherto Thy love has blest me;
Thou hast brought me to this place;
And I know Thy hand will bring me

Safely home by Thy good grace.
Jesus sought me when a stranger,
Wandering from the fold of God;

He, to rescue me from danger,
Bought me with His precious blood.”2

1  Confessions, VII, xxi, quoted by C. S. Lewis, in Surprised by Joy (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1955), p. 230
2  Robert Robinson, “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” The Hymnal for Worship and Celebration (Waco, Texas: Word, Inc., 1986), 2
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MISSIONS
THE SUFFERING CHURCH:
245 million Christians face high levels of 
persecution in 50 countries. “If one part [of the 
Body of Christ] suffers, every part suffers with it.” 
1 Corinthians 12:26

TAJIKISTAN
Restrictions and Raids

In this central Asian country, no religious activities 
beyond state-run and state-controlled institutions 
are allowed. Local authorities and police monitor 
religious meetings, detain believers, raid church 
meetings and confiscate religious materials. Here, 
Christian converts are the main persecution 
targets by the central government and from 
family, friends and community.

By tightening already restrictive laws and strictly 
enforcing them, the government heavily pressures 
all “deviating” groups. Christians are seen as 
extremists for their practice of religion outside of 
state-sanctioned structures, such as the Russian 
Orthodox Church. Since 2015, authorities have 
stepped up pressure, playing out in more raids of 
Christian meetings and more Christians rounded 
up for interrogation. Members of the Protestant 
church are commonly regarded as followers of an 
alien sect with only one goal—to spy and destroy 
the current political system. As a result, Christians 
are seen as threats that need to be controlled or 
eradicated.

How Christians Are Suffering

If Muslim indigenous citizens convert to 

Remember how the Lord your God led you through the wilderness for these forty years, humbling 
you and testing you to prove your character, and to find out whether or not you would obey his 

commands. Yes, he humbled you by letting you go hungry and then feeding you with manna, a food 
previously unknown to you and your ancestors. He did it to teach you that people do not live by 

bread alone; rather, we live by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord. For all these forty 
years your clothes didn’t wear out, and your feet didn’t blister or swell. Think about it: Just as a par-
ent disciplines a child, the Lord your God disciplines you for your own good. Deuteronomy 8:2-5

Blessed are those whose strength is in you, whose hearts are set on pilgrimage. As they pass through 
the Valley of Baka, they make it a place of springs; the autumn rains also cover it with pools. They 

go from strength to strength, till each appears before God in Zion.
Psalm 84:5-7

“And the saved…what happens to them is best described as the opposite of a mirage.  What seemed, 
when they entered it, to be the vale of misery turns out, when they look back, to have been a well; 
and where present experience saw only salty deserts memory truthfully records that the pools were 

full of water”  (C.S. Lewis, The Great Divorce, Chapter 9, p.65)



Christianity, they are likely to experience pressure and occasional physical violence from their families, 
friends and local community to force them to return to their former faith. Some converts are locked 
up by their families for long periods of time and beaten, and may eventually be expelled from their 
communities. Local mullahs also preach against them, adding even more pressure. As a result, converts 
in Tajikistan will do their best to hide their faith, becoming “secret believers.”


