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SACRED MARGINS

On the Spiritual Life of a Writer

“I will return to this book time and again in the years to come. It reflects a breadth that I admire.”

– JEFF CROSBY, President of the Evangelical Christian Publishers Association and author of The Language of the Soul

“Written with crispness and clarity, Laube has created an outstanding cohesive whole, from someone who has seen a lot of other people’s writings. Very well done. I highly recommend it.”

– RANDY ALCORN, bestselling author

“Every chapter echoes the truths I have long held to be the reason why I write. I wish I’d had this resource when my writing journey began. Many fellow word artists will find their true compass on these pages.”

– ROBIN JONES GUNN, bestselling author

“Steve Laube shares not only his experience as a top literary agent but his insight as a Christian who writes for the glory of God. Every page offers golden truths from the world’s best literature and its wisest authors. He understands what it means to be a writer—its joys, sorrows, agonies, and blessings. Most of all, he understands writing is a sacred craft that requires a holy mindset. This book guides wordsmiths closer to the Word. Sacred Margins belongs not only on the shelf but in the soul of every Christ-follower who dares to put pen to page.”

– BRYAN M. LITFIN, Professor of Bible & Theology, Liberty University

“For most, the art of writing is putting the right—the most readable—words on paper. But for the Christian writer, this gift—this talent—is more than mere nouns and verbs. Adjectives and adverbs. Narrative and dialogue. Sense and setting. When we put pen to paper (or fingertips to keyboard), we connect with the Giver of all Talent. We connect with God Himself, most especially when we recognize something far deeper than pleasing the reading public. We feel a call. We hear the cry of deep calling to deep. No matter the genre, we dig for a way to connect our readers to more than just a concept or a storyline. We strive to unite the reader to the Almighty. Those moments of creating are sacred. Although I’ve known this for years, I have never read anything close to what Steve Laube has presented in Sacred Margins. If you are an underliner of powerfully written lines, sharpen your pencil. After completing this spirit-moving work, you may flip back to find every sentence marked.”

– EVA MARIE EVERSON, CEO of Word Weavers International, and Bestselling Author

“What an absolute treasure this book is. Its pages reflect the depth and breadth of the author’s life, thought, and reading, showing by shining example the truth of his words that writers “engage in a holy rebellion when we choose to write deeply rather than quickly.” This is a book to be read, savored, and re-read regularly by anyone and everyone who hopes to live, think, read—and write—deeply and broadly.”

– BOB HOSTETLER, author of over fifty books, including 100 Prayers for Writers

“Writing can be a lonely and self-absorbing journey. Here is guidance from a fellow pilgrim who has gathered and distilled wisdom from Scripture and from other travelers. Steve Laube presents comfort, encouragement, and inspiration in a little book that is absolutely a blessing. Strongly recommended.”

– KATHY TYERS, award-winning and New York Times bestselling author

“This book is a beautiful reminder that writing is not just a job, but a calling. Each chapter will refresh your soul with gentle reminders of who’s in charge of your words while reigniting your creativity and reminding you why—and for whom—you write. It’s something every writer needs for this rollercoaster journey we find ourselves on. I wish I’d had it twenty years ago.”

– LYNETTE EASON, award-winning, bestselling author

“Sacred Margins is a profound exposition that delves into the very heart and soul of the Christian writer’s walk. I have never felt so seen or understood as an author as I did while reading these pages. I couldn’t stop highlighting nuggets of truth—of which there are many! Rich with Scripture and deep theological reflection, this book is a treasure writers will return to again and again. Every chapter resonated with me on a soul-deep level. More than once, I paused to reread a passage and let its wisdom sink in. Truth is engraved on this book—in every chapter, paragraph, and sentence. Though not a lengthy read, it is a savory one, and I believe Sacred Margins will become a staple on every Christian author’s shelf.”

– SARA ELLA, award-winning author of The Wonderland Trials and Glass Across the Sea

“This book is an invitation to the heart of the writer to venture into the realm of holy impossibilities, the places where God does His greatest work.” With beautiful truth and gentle encouragement, Steve awakens the writer to the sacredness of their call. Every writer needs this book on their shelf! They will find themselves reading it again and again to help them persevere in the holy work or writing.”

– ERICA WIGGENHORN, Bible Teacher and author of An Unexplainable Life

“I found myself nodding and smiling in agreement as I read Sacred Margins. All believers are called to love and obey the Lord, but those who are given the gift of creative expression have a responsibility to use their gift well—despite criticism, persecution, exhaustion, and the occasional dark night of the soul. The words that swirl in our heads: the emotions that rend our hearts must be expressed with care and craft, and Laube understands this. This book, and its accompanying spiritual exercises, are a gift to those who accept the challenge of communicating God’s truth. Not to be missed.”

– ANGELA HUNT, author of over 170 books

“Sacred Margins is a rare and needed book—one that understands writing not merely as a craft, but as a calling. Author Steve Laube has spent a lifetime walking alongside writers and understands both the publishing world and the interior life of a writer. With honesty, biblical grounding, and uncommon gentleness, Steve speaks to the places where writing intersects with doubt, waiting, failure, and hope. He reminds us that the work God calls us to do is inseparable from the work He is doing in us. Sacred Margins is not just a guide to writing with excellence—it is an invitation to write faithfully.”

– EDIE MELSON, Director of the Blue Ridge Mountains Christian Writers Conference
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For Lisa


Who makes every moment sacred

An excellent wife who can find?

She is far more precious than jewels.

The heart of her husband trusts in her,

and he will have no lack of gain.

She does him good, and not harm,

all the days of her life.

She opens her mouth with wisdom,

and the teaching of kindness is on her tongue.

Her children rise up and call her blessed;

her husband also, and he praises her:

Many women have done excellently,

but you surpass them all.

(Proverbs 31:10–12, 26, 28–29)


Foreword


As a lifelong reader and writer, over the years I have compiled a small library of books by gifted creatives on the craft of writing. My favorite books are On Writing by Stephen King, The Artist’s Way by Julia Cameron, and Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott.

With great delight I have discovered a new book on the craft of writing, and after only one read through, it is without question my new favorite: Sacred Margins by Steve Laube, who knows more about the world of books (he has been a bookseller, editor, publisher, and literary agent for over four decades) than anyone I know.

Here’s why I find his new book so very valuable and inspiring.

First, it is focused on writing that comes from a spiritual place and has the specific purpose of glorifying God. And yet it isn’t enough for a writer to simply put a spiritual imprint on a paragraph or chapter or an entire book. The writing must come from an inner wellspring of spiritual vitality based on an understanding of and a deep connection to God Himself. This is where Sacred Margins is so very useful to the spiritual writer. By providing a sound biblical and historical theology, Steve gives the writer a solid foundation for the kind of content that will both appeal to and also challenge the reader to grow in their spiritual life.

Second, the book is honest about the writing process. In a word, writing is hard. That’s why few people who aspire to write ever write anything, let alone get published. They aren’t willing to put in the work and to go through the agony excellent writing requires. Far from discouraging aspiring authors, Steve offers encouragement by taking them on a creative journey that includes lament, self-doubt, darkness, perseverance, and waiting—emotions that must be experienced if the writer is to grow and the writing is to have any value.

Finally, I believe everyone needs these words because they may very well spark a resurgence of quality spiritual writing at a time when people are desperately seeking answers for the tension, violence, and utter hopelessness that consumes their lives. We need writers who can express what we are all feeling and give us the eternal perspective and hope people are looking for, doing it in a way that creatively and compellingly flies in the face of the kind of soundbite, clickbait writing that floods our inboxes and social-media feeds.

I stated that Sacred Margins is a book in the craft of writing. It is certainly that, if by craft we mean the art of writing. But Steve Laube’s beautifully written book is more about the sacred craft of writing. In this sense, it is the responsibility of every aspiring spiritual writer to not just produce quality work, but to also see it as a lifelong calling that will speak truth and life and hope to those who read what they have written.

Stan Jantz

Global Ambassador, Come and See Foundation

Author and coauthor of more than fifty books


Introduction


A blank page has no margins. The words themselves create artificial boundaries when ink is applied to the page. Typical margins are found on the compass of a page: top, bottom, left, and right. Other margins often are unnoticed. The space between the lines, the space between the individual letters, and the space between the words themselves.1


Writers live in these spaces, shedding light on the margins so that the words themselves are guiding marks. This enables the reader, via the power of the Holy Spirit, to fill the emptiness with meaning. The writer is a vehicle of God to set the marks so that his spirit might work miracles.

For the writer, the goal is not the perfect word or the significant sentence. Instead, it is to be obedient to the words with which they have been entrusted and to glorify God through them.

All around us is a world of turbulence and noise. The cacophony is enough to weaken both our knees and our resolve. But didn’t Jesus still the waters with a word? Could it be that he has given you that word to calm the sea within a reader’s soul? I believe that God’s sovereignty provides the right word at the right time in the right place to the right person. To think otherwise is to surrender the battle to the enemy of light and thereby be overwhelmed by the waves.

The following pages explore various facets of the writing journey, but especially as it relates to the life of the writer’s soul. Spiritual formation isn’t necessarily taught as part of the curriculum in a school’s writing class and, yet, its foundational truths help shape the author’s words as they pour from within. One can be satiated with important doctrines and Bible teaching, but it is the application to the writing life that pleads for contemplation.
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CHAPTER ONE


The Yearn to Write

Why do we feel compelled to write? What is it about arranging words that pesters us? What inner voice beckons us to the blank page, determined to “create something out of nothing”? What hubris would suggest we have anything worthwhile to write?

There are words within gnawing to get out. At first, they quietly move about. Then their rapacious clawing presses upon you. Finally, there is no choice but to accede to their need and the words spill out. Some come in a torrent, others are birthed one at a time.

This yearning can feel like fire in the bones, a kind of holy compulsion. It is to feel haunted by the unwritten. The prophet Jeremiah experienced this with God’s word: “There is in my heart as it were a burning fire shut up in my bones, and I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot” (Jeremiah 20:9). In a similar way, a story or message entrusted to you can burn within until it is released. Isaac Asimov once said, “I write for the same reason I breathe—because if I didn’t, I would die.”1 The summons of an idea may well be the flame of a divine gift that demands attention.


Why Do We Write?

At the most basic level, we write because we must. Writing helps make sense of our world. As Flannery O’Connor said, “I have to write to discover what I am doing.… I don’t know so well what I think until I see what I say; then I have to say it over again.”2


I, too, process my thoughts through writing longhand. The pen becomes a probe, digging into mud, searching for clarity. Scrawled residue becomes a foundation for further contemplation. I stumble across ideas, insights, or questions that rustle the fringes of my mind. Putting them into words is how they can be revealed, first to myself, and then potentially to others.

Writing gives voice to thoughts that will not be quiet. It is bound up with the desire to know: to know truth, to know ourselves, to know others. To see better: to see our world in the light of truth and not to hide behind pious platitudes. While the words may start in our solitary thoughts, they ultimately reach across that abyss of solitude and ask, “Can I make any sense of this?” “This is how I feel; do you feel it too?”

In our restless longings, we grapple with words, images, and meanings. An attempt to fit 5,000 puzzle pieces together without having the puzzle box cover. What begins as a search for answers often ends in deeper understanding or even worship.

This is why we write.

The Blessed Call to Create

In his diaries, Søren Kierkegaard wrote, “Only when I write do I feel well.… I forget life’s vexations, all its suffering, then I am wrapped in thought.… If I stop for a few days, right away I become ill, overwhelmed and troubled; my head feels heavy and burdened. So powerful an urge, so ample, so inexhaustible, one which, having subsisted day after day for five or six years, is still flowing as richly as ever, such an urge, one would think, must also be a vocation from God.”3


The word vocation comes from the Latin vocare, “to call.” Frederick Buechner defined vocation as the place “where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”4 There is a deep gladness that comes when we craft sentences and stories, a sense of alignment with our purpose. Thus, when a writer has that inward drive to put words on paper, it may be the stirring of the Spirit. The very breath of God that gave us life (Genesis 2:7) continues to inspire (“breathe into”) the artist’s creative lungs. This vocation – this calling – implies a caller.


To regard writing as a calling is, by definition, then, to acknowledge the existence and sovereignty of a Caller. Acknowledging God as the Caller in the writing life does more than concede God’s existence; it affirms his authority over our work. We believe that our talent and opportunities are not accidental, but part of “good works … prepared beforehand” (Ephesians 2:10). Such a writer can understand the prophet Jeremiah, who was commanded by the Lord to “write in a book all the words that I have spoken to you” (Jeremiah 30:2).

From the earliest pages of Scripture, we learn that our creativity is not a solitary venture but a sacred partnership. In Exodus, the Lord filled Bezalel, the artisan, “with the Spirit of God, with ability and intelligence, with knowledge and all craftsmanship, to devise artistic designs” (Exodus 31:3–4). Thus, when we create, we answer a holy calling prepared first in the mind of God. Our artistic efforts become a joyful act of obedience and fellowship with the Creator.

Andrew Peterson described his creative vocation as “that calling, as I understand it, is to use whatever gifts I’ve been given to tell the truth as beautifully as I can.”5 Note his theological insight. God is true, and God is beautiful. The writer, therefore, will craft words that never stray from truth and that present that truth in beautiful ways. In Peterson’s view, his songwriting and storytelling are not pursuits for personal fame but responses to a call to “adorn the dark” with Christ’s light.


The spiritual call to write is something bestowed by God. However, John Piper is careful to remind us that “a divine calling to write is a calling from God, through God, and for God. Until the writing is for God, it is not a calling from God.”6 In heeding God’s summons to write, the writer labors for God and with God, not merely for personal fulfillment. This means to be careful to differentiate between a personal desire to be a writer and God calling you to write. In the parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14–30), Jesus taught that we are to invest and use the resources our master has given us, not bury them in the ground. This understanding transforms the writing process. The writer is no longer alone at the desk; the One who calls also accompanies and empowers the called. Each sentence is then written in obedience.


To Obey is Sacred

If our love of words and our love of the Word are joined together, we begin to see writing not just as a hobby or profession, but as obedience to the call. Not just a casual impulse but a deep consideration of what this obedience means.

Writing is hard work, often lonely, frequently misunderstood. Much discipline is required: long hours revising drafts, enduring criticism, and perseverance through the dry times of creative drought. The calling becomes a living sacrifice. Etymologically, the English word sacrifice comes from a root meaning “to make sacred.”7 Therefore, writing is a sacred and serious vocation that carries a cross.


We write because God first wrote his Word into our hearts, giving us something to say. We write because we find our true purpose in echoing his creativity. We write with a trembling reverence, knowing that without Christ our words are nothing. We assert, “I am so small and the universe is so big. I have nothing to offer.” Yet the answer comes: Write about that.8


This task is ours: It is to echo Christ’s words, “We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day” (John 9:4). Small seeds, sown faithfully, can bear fruit in ways we may never fully know. When a writer offers their work to God, the impact of that work is in his hands. We might only learn in eternity of the discouraged soul who found hope through a paragraph we wrote or the skeptic who found a glimpse of truth through a story. Knowing this, we write with prayerful expectancy: “Lord, use these loaves and fishes of my words to feed whomever you will.” Even if no one else reads it, God reads it, and your obedience is fulfilled.

People of Words Should be Be People of the Word

Those who traffic in language must be anchored in the divine Word of God. Words hold profound power, for by a word God spoke the world into being and the Son of God came as the incarnate Word (John 1:1, 14). Therefore, anyone whose vocation centers on crafting words must live under the authority of the Word, letting the truth of Scripture saturate every sentence.

Consider this: “Let him who has my word speak my word faithfully. What has straw in common with wheat? declares the Lord” (Jeremiah 23:28). The flimsy “straw” of human eloquence cannot nourish souls. Only the bread of life comes from the solid “wheat” of God’s Word. Christian wordsmiths are called to make the message one of utmost importance. To carry a counterweight to the hollow ideas of our fallen world.

The Bible is not just another reference book. Its words never return empty but accomplish what God purposes (Isaiah 55:11). Randy Alcorn observed, “God never makes such a promise about my words or your words.”9 Recognizing this truth, faithful writers immerse themselves in Scripture, convinced that only by remaining faithful to God’s Word will their work bear fruit.
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