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Literary Portals to Prayer Illuminated by The Message

forgiven, grateful

“Hush, my poor dear, and let me talk. You are not able to do 
any thing, but rest, and listen. I knew how many poor souls 
went wrong when the devil tempted them; and I gave all my 
strength to saving those who were going the way I went. I 
had no fear, no shame to overcome, for I was one of them. 
They would listen to me, for I knew what I spoke; they could 
believe in salvation, for I was saved; they did not feel so outcast 
and forlorn when I told them you had taken me into your 
innocent arms, and loved me like a sister. With every one I 
helped my power increased, and I felt as if I had washed away 
a little of my own great sin. O Christie! never think it’s time to 
die till you are called; for the Lord leaves us till we have done 
our work, and never sends more sin and sorrow than we can 
bear and be the better for, if we hold fast by Him.”

So beautiful and brave she looked, so full of strength and 
yet of meek submission was her voice, that Christie’s heart 
was thrilled; for it was plain that Rachel had learned how to 
distil balm from the bitterness of life, and, groping in the mire 
to save lost souls, had found her own salvation there.

work: a story of experience, chapter 7, 
through the mist

forgiven, grateful

Jesus said to him, “Simon, I have something to tell you.”
“Oh? Tell me.”
“Two men were in debt to a banker. One owed five 

hundred silver pieces, the other fifty. Neither of them could 
pay up, and so the banker canceled both debts. Which of the 
two would be more grateful?”

Simon answered, “I suppose the one who was forgiven 
the most.” “That’s right,” said Jesus. Then turning to the 
woman, but speaking to Simon, he said, “Do you see this 
woman? I came to your home; you provided no water for 
my feet, but she rained tears on my feet and dried them 
with her hair. You gave me no greeting, but from the time I 
arrived she hasn’t quit kissing my feet. You provided nothing 
for freshening up, but she has soothed my feet with perfume. 
Impressive, isn’t it? She was forgiven many, many sins, and 
so she is very, very grateful. If the forgiveness is minimal, the 
gratitude is minimal.”

luke 7:41-47

A great grief has taught me more than any minister 
and when feeling most alone 

I find refuge in the Almighty Friend. 

louisa may alcott

When you’re between a rock and a hard place 
it won’t be a dead end 

Because I am God your personal God …

the message



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 Louisa 
May Alcott 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 Louisa May Alcott 
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illuminated by The Message. And look for others in this series, 
including Hans Christian Andersen, Jane Austen, Charles 
Dickens, 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
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introduction

In her time, Louisa May Alcott was not considered religious; 
neither she nor any member of her family had any formal 
affiliation with a church. Critics complained that her 
classic, Little Women, had the March sisters performing a 
melodramatic play on the birthday of Christ. 1 The Ladies 
Repository warned that while Little Women is “Capital…our 
Sabbath Schools will all want it,” 2 but it also added that “it is 
not a Christian book. It is religion without spirituality, and 
salvation without Christ. It is not a good book for the Sunday 
school library.” 3

The irony of that last review was not lost on me. 
Throughout her writing, which Alcott called “moral pap for the 
young,” 4 I continually discover meaningful spiritual nuggets. 
Oftentimes truths are revealed in the clever metaphors she 
used to tickle the imaginations of her young readers. Her 
stories never sought to shield children from real life; poverty, 
illness, death, and the struggle to master one’s moral life were 
common themes. As a result, a special empathy coupled with 
respect existed between Alcott and her juvenile audience. 5 

That relationship, passed down from mothers to daughters 
over the years, has kept several of Louisa May Alcott’s works 
popular with today’s readers.

Spirituality is not limited to her juvenile fiction. 
Pilgrimages are evidenced in some of Alcott’s adult novels. 
Sylvia Yule (Moods) and Christie Devon (Work: A Story of 
Experience) struggle with faith, love, work, marriage, loss, and 
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despair; their life experiences lead them to discover who they 
are and how God figures into their lives. 

Some of Alcott’s most poignant writing revolves around 
the suffering and death of virtuous people. She processed the 
tragic demise of her younger sister Elizabeth at age twenty-
three into a series of spiritual lessons on how to live and 
die with grace and dignity despite horrific and prolonged 
suffering. Adopting Lizzie as her spiritual guide, 6 Alcott 
shared her lessons most notably through the illness and death 
of Beth March in Little Women and of the virtuous soldier 
John Suhre in Hospital Sketches.

Critics of her day did not understand Alcott’s personal 
brand of spirituality. In her view, churches presented a formal 
religion lacking in life, joy, or substance; God was to be feared 
rather than loved. 7 As a result of her unusual upbringing, 
Louisa May Alcott learned to see God not in the pulpit or the 
congregation but in nature and everyday life as an accessible 
and loving Father and Friend. It was that innate part of her 
being which poured forth from her pen. In Little Women 
Alcott writes, “Many wise and true sermons are preached us 
every day by unconscious ministers in street, school, office, or 
home….” 8

Alcott grew up among some of the most innovative think-
ers of the day. Her father, Amos Bronson Alcott (referred to 
as “Bronson”), was a founding member of the Transcendental-
ist movement that flourished in New England in the 1830’s. 
Fellow Transcendentalists Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry 
David Thoreau were close friends and neighbors for many 
years. Transcendentalism reacted to the then-present state of 

religion, pushing back against cold rationalism and the Calvin-
ist thinking of the intrinsic evil of mankind. People instead 
were considered to be good and could use their intuition to 
experience God through nature and within their own hearts 
and souls. 9

The “church” to Bronson was the home; it was here where 
his children received their training in Christian living. An 
innovative educator, he believed that children were the closest 
to the Divine as they had not yet been corrupted by the world 
and that it was his job to bring forward what was already 
within their hearts and souls. 10 He read the scriptures aloud to 
his daughters and interpreted the meaning for them. A diary 
entry from his eldest daughter, Anna, at age eight describes 
her appreciation for her father’s religious instruction: “I went 
to Mr. Barnard this morning. I wish he would preach about 
something that I could understand as father does when he 
talks with me about being good. After I came home, father 
read about God’s making the World, about Adam and Eve in 
the Garden of Eden, eating the forbidden fruit and being sent 
out of the garden, and about Cain’s slaying his brother Abel. 
Father explained it to me so that I might understand it. He 
wishes me to understand all I read. He talked with us about 
loving one another.” 11

The girls’ mother, Abba. provided practical examples of 
charity by giving to the poor out of the family’s need. Sacred 
music also played a role in their spiritual development, as 
demonstrated by family and friends gathering around the 
piano to sing hymns in many of Alcott’s stories.

Bronson Alcott’s greatest spiritual influence, however, 
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was not the Bible but The Pilgrim’s Progress by John Bunyan. 
Originally published in 1678 and allegorical in nature, it is 
one of the most enduring stories of faith ever written. The 
Pilgrim’s Progress revolves around protagonist Christian and 
his journey from the “City of Destruction” (his home) to the 
“Celestial City” (heaven). His pilgrimage towards perfection 
would at times be harrowing, filled with burdens (most 
especially the weight of his sins), sacrifices, and suffering. 
Through his own perseverance and the help of others, he is 
finally welcomed into the Celestial City. 12

Bunyan’s book was well-known to people of Alcott’s 
time, and the sisters fully embraced the allegory. As girls they 
“played pilgrims,” carrying physical burdens on their backs 
while climbing up and down the attic stairs of their Concord, 
Massachusetts, home; this is referenced in chapter one of 
Little Women. 13 Alcott structured Little Women around The 
Pilgrim’s Progress, as evidenced by the chapter titles: Playing 
Pilgrims, Burdens, Beth Find the Palace Beautiful, Jo Meets 
Apollyon, The Valley of the Shadow, and so forth. Bunyon’s 
classic was used as the spiritual and moral core of the 
book, with each chapter providing lessons for the reader. 14 

In keeping with her Transcendentalist upbringing, common 
moral dilemmas replaced high-minded religious thought. 15 
This successful formula of allegory and morality, blended 
with real life characters and experiences, became the hallmark 
of Alcott’s juvenile fiction.

Because of their parents’ insistence on self-examination 
and introspection, the girls were required to keep journals of 
their moral progress and share what they had written with 

family members. This became a lifelong habit for Alcott, 
giving us a rare look inside the author; we can actually trace 
her life experiences and struggles to characters and stories in 
her books. 

Throughout my life I have been edified and comforted by 
Louisa May Alcott’s brand of personal spirituality; it gives me 
great pleasure now to share these passages with you. Much has 
been written about Alcott as a writer, feminist, and reformer; 
I am hoping this little volume will highlight another equally 
important part of Alcott’s life and writing that is dearly loved 
by children and adults from around the world. Spiritual truth 
is timeless, and a hunger for God has been placed deep within 
us. May these passages and their accompanying verses from 
The Message by Eugene Peterson stimulate your heart and 
mind, turning you ever closer toward your own Heavenly 
Parent, no matter how you imagine or describe that divine 
reality.

I am indebted to members of my blog community (Louisa 
May Alcott Is My Passion) for suggestions of certain passages: 
Nancy Gluck, Gabrielle Donnelly, Erin Blakemore, Julie 
Dunlap, and Emily Demuth Ishida—thank you for your 
contributions, which have enriched this volume.
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stay here and keep vigil

A few minutes later, as I came in again, with fresh rollers, 
I saw John sitting erect, with no one to support him, while 
the surgeon dressed his back. I had never hitherto seen it 
done; for, having simpler wounds to attend to, and knowing 
the fidelity of the attendant, I had left John to him, thinking 
it might be more agreeable and safe; for both strength and 
experience were needed in his case. I had forgotten that the 
strong man might long for the gentle tendance of a woman’s 
hands, the sympathetic magnetism of a woman’s presence, 
as well as the feebler souls about him. The Doctor’s words 
caused me to reproach myself with neglect, not of any real 
duty perhaps, but of those little cares and kindnesses that 
solace homesick spirits, and make the heavy hours pass easier. 
John looked lonely and forsaken just then, as he sat with 
bent head, hands folded on his knee, and no outward sign of 
suffering, till, looking nearer, I saw great tears roll down and 
drop upon the floor. It was a new sight there; for, though I had 
seen many suffer, some swore, some groaned, most endured 
silently, but none wept. Yet it did not seem weak, only very 
touching, and straightway my fear vanished, my heart opened 
wide and took him in, as, gathering the bent head in my arms, 
as freely as if he had been a little child, I said, “Let me help 
you bear it, John.” 

hospital sketches, chapter 4, a night

stay here and keep vigil

Then Jesus went with them to a garden called Gethsemane 
and told his disciples, “Stay here while I go over there and 
pray.” Taking along Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he 
plunged into an agonizing sorrow. Then he said, “This sorrow 
is crushing my life out. Stay here and keep vigil with me.”…

When he came back to his disciples, he found them 
sound asleep. He said to Peter, “Can’t you stick it out with 
me a single hour? Stay alert; be in prayer so you don’t wander 
into temptation without even knowing you’re in danger. 
There is a part of you that is eager, ready for anything in 
God. But there’s another part that’s as lazy as an old dog 
sleeping by the fire.”

matthew 26:36-38, 40-41
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transferred from death to life

So Beth lay down on the sofa, the others returned to their 
work, and the Hummels were forgotten. An hour passed: Amy 
did not come; Meg went to her room to try on a new dress; 
Jo was absorbed in her story, and Hannah was sound asleep 
before the kitchen fire, when Beth quietly put on her hood, 
filled her basket with odds and ends for the poor children, and 
went out into the chilly air, with a heavy head and a grieved 
look in her patient eyes. It was late when she came back…

“Christopher Columbus! What’s the matter?” cried Jo …
“…Oh, Jo, the baby’s dead!”
“What baby?”
“Mrs. Hummel’s; It died in my lap before she got home,” 

cried Beth, with a sob.
“My poor dear, how dreadful for you! I ought to have 

gone,” said Jo, taking her sister in her lap as she sat down in 
her mother’s big chair, with a remorseful face. 

“It wasn’t dreadful, Jo, only so sad! I saw in a minute that 
it was sicker, but Lottchen said her mother had gone for a 
doctor, so I took baby and let Lotty rest. It seemed asleep, but 
all of a sudden it gave a little cry and trembled, and then lay 
very still. I tried to warm its feet, and Lotty gave it some milk, 
but it didn’t stir, and I knew it was dead.”

“Don’t cry, dear! What did you do?”
“…it was very sad, and I cried with them…”

little women, chapter 17, little faithful

transferred from death to life

The way we know we’ve been transferred from death to life 
is that we love our brothers and sisters. Anyone who doesn’t 
love is as good as dead….

This is how we’ve come to understand and experience 
love: Christ sacrificed his life for us. This is why we ought to 
live sacrificially for our fellow believers, and not just be out for 
ourselves. If you see some brother or sister in need and have 
the means to do something about it but turn a cold shoulder 
and do nothing, what happens to God’s love? It disappears. 
And you made it disappear.

1 john 3:14, 16-17
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god will never let you down

“Laurie did it all; I only let her go. Mother, if she should die, 
it would be my fault,” and Jo dropped down beside the bed 
in a passion of penitent tears, telling all that had happened, 
bitterly condemning her hardness of heart, and sobbing out 
her gratitude for being spared the heavy punishment which 
might have come upon her.

“It’s my dreadful temper! I try to cure it; I think I have, 
and then it breaks out worse than ever. Oh, mother! what 
shall I do! What shall I do?” cried poor Jo, in despair.

“Watch and pray, dear, never get tired of trying; and 
never think it is impossible to conquer your fault,” said Mrs. 
March, drawing the blowzy head to her shoulder, and kissing 
the wet cheek so tenderly that Jo cried even harder.

“You don’t know; you can’t guess how bad it is! It seems 
as if I could do anything when I’m in a passion; I get so 
savage, I could hurt anyone and enjoy it. I’m afraid I shall do 
something dreadful some day, and spoil my life, and make 
everybody hate me. Oh, mother! help me, do help me!”

“I will, my child; I will. Don’t cry so bitterly, but remember 
this day, and resolve, with all your soul, that you will never 
know another like it. Jo, dear, we all have our temptations, 
some far greater than yours, and it often takes us all our lives 
to conquer them.”

little women, chapter 8, jo meets apollyon

god will never let you down

No test or temptation that comes your way is beyond the 
course of what others have had to face. All you need to 
remember is that God will never let you down; he’ll never let 
you be pushed past your limit; he’ll always be there to help 
you come through it.

1 corinthians 10:13
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forgiven, grateful

“Hush, my poor dear, and let me talk. You are not able to do 
any thing, but rest, and listen. I knew how many poor souls 
went wrong when the devil tempted them; and I gave all my 
strength to saving those who were going the way I went. I 
had no fear, no shame to overcome, for I was one of them. 
They would listen to me, for I knew what I spoke; they could 
believe in salvation, for I was saved; they did not feel so outcast 
and forlorn when I told them you had taken me into your 
innocent arms, and loved me like a sister. With every one I 
helped my power increased, and I felt as if I had washed away 
a little of my own great sin. O Christie! never think it’s time to 
die till you are called; for the Lord leaves us till we have done 
our work, and never sends more sin and sorrow than we can 
bear and be the better for, if we hold fast by Him.”

So beautiful and brave she looked, so full of strength and 
yet of meek submission was her voice, that Christie’s heart 
was thrilled; for it was plain that Rachel had learned how to 
distil balm from the bitterness of life, and, groping in the mire 
to save lost souls, had found her own salvation there.

work: a story of experience, chapter 7, 
through the mist

forgiven, grateful

Jesus said to him, “Simon, I have something to tell you.”
“Oh? Tell me.”
“Two men were in debt to a banker. One owed five 

hundred silver pieces, the other fifty. Neither of them could 
pay up, and so the banker canceled both debts. Which of the 
two would be more grateful?”

Simon answered, “I suppose the one who was forgiven 
the most.” “That’s right,” said Jesus. Then turning to the 
woman, but speaking to Simon, he said, “Do you see this 
woman? I came to your home; you provided no water for 
my feet, but she rained tears on my feet and dried them 
with her hair. You gave me no greeting, but from the time I 
arrived she hasn’t quit kissing my feet. You provided nothing 
for freshening up, but she has soothed my feet with perfume. 
Impressive, isn’t it? She was forgiven many, many sins, and 
so she is very, very grateful. If the forgiveness is minimal, the 
gratitude is minimal.”

luke 7:41-47
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a meal from what’s left

One snowy Saturday night, when our wood was very low, a 
poor child came to beg a little, as the baby was sick and the 
father on a spree with all his wages. My mother hesitated 
at first, as we also had a baby. Very cold weather was upon 
us, and a Sunday to be got through before more wood could 
be had. My father said, “Give half our stock, and trust in 
Providence; the weather will moderate, or wood will come.” 
Mother laughed, and answered in her cheery way, “Well, their 
need is greater than ours, and if our half gives out we can 
go to bed and tell stories.” So a generous half went to the 
poor neighbor, and a little later in the eve, while the storm 
still raged and we were about to cover our fire to keep it a 
knock came, and a farmer who usually supplied us appeared, 
saying anxiously, “I started for Boston with a load of wood, 
but it drifts so I want to go home. Wouldn’t you like to have 
me drop the wood here; it would accommodate me, and you 
needn’t hurry about paying for it.” “Yes,” said Father; and as 
the man went off he turned to Mother with a look that much 
impressed us children with his gifts as a seer, “Didn’t I tell you 
wood would come if the weather did not moderate?” Mother’s 
motto was “Hope, and keep busy,” and one of her sayings, 
“Cast your bread upon the waters, and after many days it will 
come back buttered.” 

louisa may alcott: her life, letters, and journals, 
chapter 3, fruitlands

a meal from what’s left

So he got up and went to Zarephath. As he came to the 
entrance of the village he met a woman, a widow, gathering 
firewood. He asked her, “Please, would you bring me a little 
water in a jug? I need a drink.” As she went to get it, he called 
out, “And while you’re at it, would you bring me something 
to eat?”

She said, “I swear, as surely as your God lives, I don’t 
have so much as a biscuit. I have a handful of flour in a jar 
and a little oil in a bottle; you found me scratching together 
just enough firewood to make a last meal for my son and me. 
After we eat it, we’ll die.”

Elijah said to her, “Don’t worry about a thing. Go ahead 
and do what you’ve said. But first make a small biscuit for me 
and bring it back here. Then go ahead and make a meal from 
what’s left for you and your son. This is the word of the God 
of Israel: ‘The jar of flour will not run out and the bottle of 
oil will not become empty before God sends rain on the land 
and ends this drought.’ ”

And she went right off and did it, did just as Elijah 
asked. And it turned out as he said—daily food for her and 
her family. The jar of meal didn’t run out and the bottle of 
oil didn’t become empty: God’s promise fulfilled to the letter, 
exactly as Elijah had delivered it!

1 kings 17:10-14
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i’ll be there with you

The past year has brought us the first death and betrothal,– 
two events that change my life. I can see that these experiences 
have taken a deep hold, and changed or developed me. Lizzie 
helps me spiritually, and a little success makes me more self-
reliant. Now that Mother is too tired to be wearied with my 
moods, I have to manage them alone, and am learning that 
work of head and hand is my salvation when disappointment 
or weariness burden and darken my soul.

In my sorrow I think I instinctively came nearer to God, 
and found comfort in the knowledge that he was sure to help 
when nothing else could.

A great grief has taught me more than any minister, and 
when feeling most alone I find refuge in the Almighty Friend. 
If this is experiencing religion I have done it; but I think it is 
only the lesson one must learn as it comes, and I am glad to 
know it.

louisa may alcott: her life, letters, and journals, 
chapter 5, authorship

i’ll be there with you

“Don’t be afraid, I’ve redeemed you.
 I’ve called your name. You’re mine.
When you’re in over your head, I’ll be there with you.
 When you’re in rough waters, you will not go down.
When you’re between a rock and a hard place,
 it won’t be a dead end—
Because I am God, your personal God.”

isaiah 43:1-3


