
The Mustard Seed of Faith
Nurturing Growth Through the Parables During Lent 

KNOLLWOOD BAPTIST CHURCH 2020



Original cover art by Robyn Churn



Forty days before Easter (not counting Sundays), we begin 
making our way through a season of self-reflection, repentance, 

and renewal patterned on Jesus’ 40 days in the wilderness. 
 Lent calls us to prepare for the day when our faith commu-
nity proclaims, “Alleluia, Christ is risen!” In this preparation 
lies the potential for transformation. It is gift, rather than burden, 
that six weeks are set aside to get ready to come close to the 
wonderful, astounding mystery of Easter: Jesus Christ (and us 
with him) raised from the dead to new life. 

     This devotional book invites us into a daily 
consideration of the Gospel parables. We can 
learn much from the parables of Jesus about 
the kingdom of heaven and about the One who 
shapes and sustains it. 

 Through these short stories that contain both simple truth 
and riddle, people of faith glimpse what God’s rule—God’s 
way—looks like. In Lent, we re-turn to God’s way and refocus 
our attention and energies on following Jesus. 
 On Sundays, the scripture passages focus on the seven I Am 
statements of Jesus—metaphors that reveal the truth and the 
mysteries of who Jesus is and what it means to follow him.
 May this devotional guide, masterfully compiled and edited 
by Mary Hix and Dorothy Wagener, be your companion 
through these weeks of Lenten preparation. Within its pages, 
we find the rich reflections of our fellow travelers on the journey 
of faith. You may also find it on Knollwood’s website.
 Each meditation, prayer, photograph, and artwork was 
created or curated by a member of the Knollwood community. 
We hope you enjoy learning more about the contributors from 
their brief biographies and benefit from the shared wisdom of 
their contributions.

 
•  Katharine Martin

Interim Faith Formation Minister
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2020 Lenten Guide Contributors
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Gayle Anderson teaches 
chair yoga on Tuesdays 
at 10:45–11:45 a.m. in the 
Wellness and Community 
Center and invites everyone 
to come. No sign-ups, no 
commitments, no charge.

Sandra Boyette has been a 
KBC member for five years. 
She served on the commu-
nications committee for two 
capital campaigns and as a 
member of the WCC Team. 
She retired from Wake Forest 
University after 35 years 
in advancement and is a 
principal in Stepstone Stra-
tegic, a fundraising consult-
ing firm. 

Maurice Briggs, a KBC 
member since 1964, cur-
rently helps with hospital 
visitation, Bolton Buddies, 
and as a Sunday school 
teacher. He and Bettye 
have a blended marriage 
of more than 30 years with 
seven children, 15 grands, 
and three great-grands! For 
more than 50 years he has 
served in a variety of Baptist 
pastoral positions. 

Linda Browne is the chap-
lain at Salemtowne Retire-
ment Community. She and 
Dale have loved being a part 
of the KBC community for 
more than 30 years. She was 
a member of the inaugural 
class at Wake Forest Divin-
ity School (2002) and went 
on to complete a two-year 
Clinical Pastoral Education 
residency.

Cindy Castevens spends her 
time wondering how to raise 

twin teenage boys (!), while 
being a part-time office 
assistant for her husband’s 
business. Her roots are 
Methodist, tinged with a big 
helping of Far East medita-
tive influences, and topped 
with all the wonders of 
being a progressive Bap-
tist. Her main interests are 
environmental causes and 
songwriting of all kinds.

Robyn Churn is wife of Jon 
and mother of Virginia Ann 
(13) and Davis (13). She is 
from Raleigh, moved to Win-
ston-Salem with her family 
in 2011, and joined KBC 
in 2015. Her parents soon 
followed, and all happily call 
Winston-Salem home. Robyn 
enjoys creating colorful art 
in her home studio, reading, 
and spending time with 
family. She created the cover 
art for this Lenten guide. 
 
Dean Clifford is a 78-year-
old wife, mother, grand-
mother, retired educator 
and consultant, and lifelong 
seeker, trying to hear God 
and follow Jesus. Having 
been actively involved in 
congregational life since in-
fancy, Dean continues to be 
intrigued by the mysteries 
of God, faith, and truth.

Courtney Coghill, a talent-
ed photographer, was born 
and raised in North Caro-
lina and is a phlebotomist, 
who has also taught many 
others joining that profes-
sion. She studied religion at 
UNCG and is a member of 
KBC’s Wednesday Women’s 
Bible study group.

Lindley Curtis enjoys 
exploring topics related to 
aging, caregiving, and the 
intersections of ministry 
and social work. She is the 
volunteer and community 
relations coordinator at the 
SECU Family House, and 
she often finds her happy 
places with family and in 
the outdoors.

Evalynn Davis and her hus-
band, Ron, met at Southern 
Seminary 55 years ago. She 
dropped out of seminary 
to teach, spent 39 years as 
an educator, and returned 
to seminary after retire-
ment. She loves facilitating 
Companions in Christ, 
serving on the Senior Adult 
Committee and having 
lunch monthly with a group 
of lovely KBC women. 

Mary Ann Davis is the 
blessed grandmother of five 
girls, ages 5 to 10, and the 
mother of Chrissy and Trey. 
She is a retired educator 
who enjoys volunteering at 
her granddaughters’ school 
and Crisis Control Minis-
try. At KBC, she serves as a 
fifth-grade Sunday school 
teacher and is past chair of 
deacons. She is known for 
sharing her Sweet Mama 
bread and her love of music. 

Karen Dawkins is a mother 
of two and grandmother 
of seven. She and Frank 
moved to Winston-Salem to 
enjoy Wake Forest ball-
games and to find a good 
church. After 37 years as 
a science educator, she is 
grateful that Knollwood has 

provided her an opportuni-
ty to tutor young people in 
science.

Becky Dougherty is retired. 
After careers in broad-
casting and teaching high 
school, she spent 20 years 
directing corporate reloca-
tion for Berkshire Hatha-
way Real Estate. She now 
tutors at Bolton Elementary 
through KBC. She and her 
husband, Ted, have two 
married adult children and 
four grandchildren.

Ted Dougherty is an or-
dained Baptist minister and 
a clinical (Ph.D.) pastoral 
psychotherapist, focusing 
on individual and mari-
tal therapies. He also sees 
missionary and pastoral 
families through a founda-
tion supported by KBC.

Josh Godwin is the KBC 
Minister of Youth and Recre-
ation. Originally from Wade, 
a single-caution-light town in 
Eastern N.C., he is passionate 
about teaching young people 
and helping them recognize 
both the love God has for 
them and the gifts instilled 
in each of them. He lives in 
Clemmons with his wife, 
Alyssa; their son, Maxwell; 
and little dog, Tobi.

Rozanna Vancil Goocey is 
Minister of Music at KBC. 
She loves being mom to 
Samuel (6) and Emma Fran-
ces (5). She and husband 
Joshua have been married 
for 11 years, and were over-
joyed to join the wonderful 
KBC community last June.
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Chrissy Hardy is a lifelong 
member of KBC and is the 
Children’s Ministry Associ-
ate. She loves spending time 
with her family: husband, 
Robert, and two girls, 
Clara (7) and Eloise (4). 
She also enjoys traveling; 
photography; coffee; walks 
with friends; cooking; the 
arts; and watching more TV 
than she ought.

Peggy Haymes is a min-
ister, counselor, writer, 
and the life force behind 
the online resource Heart 
Callings. The author of 
numerous books, she also 
sings in the choir, co-teach-
es the Faith in Action 
Sunday school class, and 
enjoys writing the occasion-
al worship litany. Her real 
claim to fame is serving as 
adoptive family to various 
rescue dogs and cats, who 
are always the very best 
boys and girls.

Laura Hemphill is a native 
of Key Biscayne, Fla. She 
came to Winston-Salem in 
1967 to attend Wake Forest 
University. Graduating in 
1971, she taught French in 
Winston-Salem/Forsyth 
County Schools for 30 years. 
She and her husband, James 
Hemphill, have three children 
and eight grandchildren.

Mary Beth Henderson has 
been a KBC member for 
22 years. She is a second- 
year student at Wake Forest 
School of Divinity, which 
she enjoys. She was married 
to John for 23 years and 
they have one son, Weston. 
She has been at Imprints 

Cares for almost 18 years, 
where she now works part 
time, and has worked with 
families for 28 years.

Mary Hix is delighted to be 
known as Mimi to her first 
grandchild, Ella, and to her 
two granddogs, Winnie and 
Sully. She served as editor 
for the Lenten guide.

Craig Jackson and wife 
Trina joined KBC in 1975 
after college at Wake Forest. 
Craig and Trina have two 
daughters and four grand-
children, who reside in 
Charlotte.

Frank Johnson, whose 
father was a KBC charter 
member, has been at KBC 
since birth. He was an 
active member of the youth 
group and participated in 
plays with Louise Noffsing-
er. He has served as a dea-
con and on various com-
mittees. He is an avid and 
competitive trivia player.

Marissa Joyce is a mother 
of three and part-time 
chocolate seller who has 
been a part of the KBC 
family for about a year. 
When she is not chasing 
her runaway dog or helping 
elementary schoolers with 
homework, she enjoys read-
ing, writing, and making 
things … including trouble. 
 
Joe Long and his wife, 
Diana, have been KBC 
members for about 10 years. 
Joe works for Wells Fargo. 
When not at work, he can 
be found hiking, biking, 
or kayaking. In the last 

few months, he has been 
spending a lot of time with 
grandsons Bodhi and Luke.

Katharine Martin is 
grateful for the opportu-
nity to minister with the 
Knollwood community in 
the areas of faith formation 
and education. She and 
Brent have two daughters, 
Annabel and Rosalie. The 
Martins love their family of 
faith at KBC.

Sylvia Marvelli and her 
husband, Marshall, have 
three adult children and 
a granddaughter, Smith. 
Sylvia is owner/operator 
of Carolina Custom Drap-
eries, providing fabrication 
services for interior design-
ers for 43 years. Sylvia 
also teaches Zentangle® 
classes and Ukrainian egg 
writing.

Kevin Mauney retired from 
his work as a public defend-
er in 2015. He now enjoys 
traveling with Margaret, 
tutoring at Paisley, and un-
dergoing cross-examination 
in KBC’s fifth-grade Sunday 
school class.

Chip Mims was born in 
Raleigh, N.C., but grew 
up in Kingsport, Tenn. 
After graduation from 
Carson-Newman College 
(1962), he and his wife, Peg-
gy, came to Winston-Salem 
so he could attend medical 
school. They never left.

Cathy Morrison enjoys 
time with her family, 
especially her three lively 
granddaughters. She loves 

quilting, traveling, and vol-
unteering at Crisis Control 
Ministry. 

Rebecca Neiberg is wife of 
Adam Neiberg and mother 
of Aaron (11) and Evan (9). 
She co-leads the Barnabas 
Sunday school class, sings 
alto in the Chancel Choir, 
and serves on the Deacon 
Nominating Committee, 
Women’s Retreat Planning 
Committee, and Missions 
Affiliation and Allocation 
Committee (MAAC) as vice 
chair. Her favorite activities 
outside of work are sharing 
a family meal or attending 
her sons’ soccer, baseball, 
and basketball games.

Suzanne Newsome teaches 
the Mary-Martha Class 
and practices dentistry in 
Lewisville.

Shirley Noffsinger enjoys 
classical music and singing 
old hymns. She has been 
a member of KBC since 
1958, participating in and 
upholding the progressive 
unfolding of its purpose 
to welcome and embrace 
humanity ... a challenging 
journey of joy and love.

Lucrecia “Chris” Norman 
has served 20 years at KBC 
as director of the week-
day school. She is also the 
Minister of Senior Adults. 
Chris grew up in the N.C. 
foothills in a small com-
munity, where she met and 
married her high school 
sweetheart, Fred. They have 
two grown children and 
enjoy trips to the beach to 
get away and relax.
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Ted Philpott joined KBC 
in the fall of 1983 when he 
married Anne and moved 
from Lexington. They have 
three children and five grand-
children. Ted is Pastoral As-
sociate for Congregational 
Care and teaches the Agape 
adult Sunday school class.

John Roach is somewhat 
of a musician playing 
bluegrass and rock who 
had a side career of fam-
ily medicine for 35 years. 
(It might have been the 
other way around.) He’s not 
totally sure, but sometimes 
he thinks he has partial an-
swers to deep questions like: 
What key is this song in? 

Bambi Setzer earned a 
degree from Gardner-Webb 
University, where she met 
her husband, Bob. She 
also has a commercial art 
degree, and training in 
freehand illustration and 
portraiture. For more than 
30 years, she has been doing 
portrait commissions and 
has taught drawing classes 
for more than 15 years.

Bob Setzer, Jr., came as 
KBC’s pastor in November 
2011. A native Tar Heel, Bob 
spent the earlier years of his 

ministry in Virginia and 
Georgia. Among the many 
things he and his wife, Bam-
bi, love about Knollwood 
is the opportunity KBC 
offered to “come home.”

Kathy Stillerman, a retired 
middle school principal, has 
taken on a second career as 
a writer, and has published 
three historical novels. She 
and husband Bill joined 
KBC in 1991. They have 
four married sons and nine 
grandchildren, whom they 
love to visit. Kathy volun-
teers for Crisis Control and 
is a member of the Agape 
class and the Wednesday 
Women’s Bible study group.

Lisa Sykes and her husband, 
Dennis, have been KBC 
members for 25 years. Or-
dained as a deacon in 2012, 
she currently sings in the 
Chancel Choir and is active 
in the All God’s Children 
Ministry Team. Teaching 
the middle school youth 
with Dennis each Sunday 
morning is the highlight of 
her week.

G. Andrew Tooze is a hus-
band to Janet and a father to 
Xander and Grace. Current-
ly he is a part-time teacher 

of religion at Forsyth Tech-
nical Community College. 
He has served KBC as a 
deacon, an adult Sunday 
school teacher, and a mem-
ber of the Adult Education, 
Nominating, and Steward-
ship committees. 

Lois Barnes Vinson lives in 
Greensboro with her hus-
band, brother-in-law, cat, 
and dog. She works in the 
library at UNCG and misses 
her Knollwood family, 
wishing everyone the best. 
  
Richard Vinson is married 
to Diane Lipsett. They have 
five sons, three daughters-in-
law, two grandchildren, two 
cats, and one dog. He teaches 
1st- and 2nd-grade Sunday 
school with Beth Fields.

Dorothy Wagener and her 
husband, Ben, joined KBC 
in 2014. A former magazine 
editor for nonprofit orga-
nizations, Dorothy helped 
with KBC visual identity 
development and the new 
website. She did design and 
layout for the Lenten guide.

Diane West is a retired ed-
ucator who enjoys reading, 
scrapbooking, camping, 
crocheting, and traveling 

anywhere her husband will 
take her. Her five grand-
children are the delight of 
her life as they grow into 
fantastic young people who 
all follow Christ.

Doug West is a retired min-
ister who served churches 
in North Carolina and 
Virginia. He has done two 
intentional interims in the 
High Point area.

David Wilkinson is exec-
utive director/publisher of 
Baptist News Global. He and 
Melanie are parents of two 
adult children and are “Bop” 
and “Mee Mee” to two beau-
tiful granddaughters.
 
Melanie Wilkinson feels 
called to work with spiritual 
formation. She is a spiritual 
director and facilitates small 
groups including Compan-
ions in Christ and Ennea-
gram groups. She and David 
have two adult children and 
two darling grandgirls.

Lauren Winkelman is the 
Music Ministry Associate 
and Organist at KBC and an 
accompanist in the School 
of Music at Wake Forest 
University. She lives in 
Clemmons with her family.



Growing in Fruitfulness
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“But other people are like seeds sown in good soil. 
They hear the message, accept it, and bear fruit: 

some thirty, some sixty, and some one hundred.”
Mark 4:20



Even if what we do for God 
doesn’t seem to make any differ-
ence, we shouldn’t give up. God 
may warm the soil and remove 
the barriers to growth. 
 There is surely more to learn: 
The ancient sages of the faith 
teach us that every moment of 
our lives carries a seed that, if 
we let it, can grow into a newer, 
richer life with God. 
 So sit with this story a bit, 
maybe in a spot where you can 
see something growing. Ask 
God to speak to you through 
these words.

•  Richard Vinson

PRAYER
Lord, may my mind, my will, 
my affections, and my feelings 

be open to you this Lent. Amen.
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In Every Moment a Seed
Mark 4:1–20  •  Ash Wednesday • Wednesday, February 26

This story, found in Mark, 
Matthew, Luke, and the 

Gospel of Thomas, is deceptively 
simple. A guy threw seeds into 
a field; some didn’t grow, and 
those that did, produced grain. 
The end. 
 There’s a follow-up explana-
tion that finds meaning in each 
detail, as if the parable were an 
allegory, but let’s leave that alone 
and just listen to the story. We’re 
supposed to be able to grasp 
something from these few verses, 
but it’s tricky. 
 The sower seems wasteful, 
just scattering seeds here and 
there. The parts we walk on are 
too hard for the seeds to pene-
trate; the soil is too thin over in 
the corner to support the grow-
ing grain; there are weed seeds 
ready to take over as soon as we 

go back in the house (worms, 
too, according to the Gospel of 
Thomas). 
 Maybe this is a “be careful 
where you spend your time” 
story? Or maybe, like we sing 
in church sometimes, it’s a “be 
good soil, ready to receive the 
word of God” story. Or maybe 
it’s a consolation and encourage-
ment for weary disciples: “Don’t 
get discouraged when some of 
your work for God seems to do 
no good.” 
 Stories always can, and often 
do, mean more than one thing. 
Yes, we want to be good soil this 
Lent, allowing God’s word to 
sink deep into us, growing into a 
warmer, closer relationship with 
Jesus. 
 Yes, we could use some 
perspective on our discipleship: 

Photo by Karen D
aw

kins



When Old Containers Won’t Do
Luke 5:36–39  • Thursday, February 27
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Don’t know much about 
history; don’t know much 

about biology. But I do know … 
well, even less about chemistry, 
wine, or wineskins.
 I do know how to look 
things up. A wineskin during 
the time of Jesus was a pouch 
made from animal skin, fash-
ioned as a container for carrying 
wine. As everyone who origi-
nally heard Jesus’ story knew, a 
wineskin eventually dries out, 
losing its flexibility. 
 If new wine is poured into 
a wineskin that is too old, the 
chemicals still being processed 
in the wine’s fermentation will 
burst the skin. And licking wine 
off one’s toes isn’t the best way 
to enjoy the fruit of the vine.
 Jesus uses the metaphor 
of wine and wineskins in his 
response to the criticism leveled 

at his disciples for disrespecting 
the faith. Unlike John’s follow-
ers, the Pharisees point out, 
Jesus’ disciples were eating and 
drinking (maybe even enjoying 
themselves), when they should 
have been soberly praying and 
fasting. Jesus defends the disci-
ples, pointing out that his New 
Day, like a joyful wedding, is a 
time for celebration.
 My tendency is to identify 
with the good guys in Jesus’ 
stories (the disciples in this pas-
sage) and to wag my finger at the 
bad guys (those self-righteous 
Pharisees). But that tendency 
tends to trip me up.
 One way I have come to 
understand this short parable is 
to consider the new wine as an 
image of the Holy Spirit. When 
the new wine of the Spirit pours 
forth, old containers won’t do. 

As Thomas Keating, founder of 
the centering prayer movement, 
points out, “The exuberance of 
the Spirit cannot be contained 
in old structures.” 
 Are there “old structures” in 
American Christianity that need 
to be challenged, reconsidered, 
and perhaps replaced? Are there 
“old wineskins”—including 
some that have served us well 
in the past—that we need to let 
go because they leave us ill-pre-
pared to receive God’s new wine? 
 Maybe an assumption about 
the ways God is at work in the 
world and about those through 
whom God works to redeem the 
world? Perhaps some long-held 
understanding of what Scripture 
“clearly” teaches? 
 Or a preconceived notion 
about people who live, think, 
or believe differently than we 
do? Or a certainty about who is 
saved and who is not, who God 
welcomes and who God punish-
es? Or … (you fill in the blank)?

•  David Wilkinson

PRAYER 
Oh God, forgive us for 

holding tightly to 
old wineskins. Help us 

to welcome gladly 
the new wine of your Spirit, 
even if that means accepting 
new wineskins and new ways 
of seeing and doing. Amen.



Becoming Light-Bearers
Mark 4:21–22  •  Friday, February 28

Photo by Bam
bi Setzer

He said to them, “Is a lamp 
brought in to be put under the 
bushel basket or under the bed, 
and not on the lampstand?” 

Jesus speaks these words to 
his disciples and close fol-

lowers after he tells the parable 
of the sower and the seed to a 
large crowd that gathers to hear 
him. He climbs into a boat and 
teaches them as they listen on 
the shore.  
 The disciples are confused, 
and later they ask him to ex-
plain. He tells them that the 
sower sows the word, or the seed 
of the gospel. The different types 
of soil on which the seed falls 
represent the readiness of those 
who hear the word to receive it. 
 For example, the seed that 
falls on rocky ground flourish-
es briefly but cannot endure 
because it lacks roots. But in op-
timum conditions, the seed falls 
on good soil where those who 
hear are able to accept it and 
bear fruit thirty-, sixty-, even a 
hundred-fold. 
 Jesus then compares the 
word to a lamp put on a stand 
where it can illuminate the 
dark house. Just as the seed of 
the gospel can only grow and 

multiply in optimum soil, the 
lamp can only spread light if it is 
set on top of a stand, rather than 
put under the bed or a bushel 
basket.   
 Jesus suggests how absurd it 
would be for God to disclose the 
word and then to hide it—just 
as absurd as one who lit a lamp 
and then hid it under a bushel. 
For the effect of the light is to 
make things manifest. 
 He explains that his purpose 
for communicating the light to 
the disciples can be illustrated 
by the parable of the everyday 
action of a person lighting up a 
lamp in a room: that is, to give 
light to all those who are in it. 
 Jesus has not communicated 
God’s truth or grace to them for 
their own use alone, but for that 
of others: “For there is nothing 

hidden, except to be disclosed; 
nor is anything secret, except to 
come to light.”
 Thus, the hidden meaning 
of this parable—and I think we 
can assume the other parables 
of Jesus as well—is meant to be 
disclosed, to be brought into 
the light. The disciples are to 
unfold these truths to others as 
Jesus has done for them. They 
and we are called by Jesus to be 
light-bearers. 

•  Kathy Stillerman 

PRAYER
God, help us become not the 
bushel but the candlestick. 

Make us vessels of light 
to spread your word in our 
homes, our communities, 
and to the world. Amen.
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The Best Foundation
Matthew 7:24–29  •  Saturday, February 29
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In Matthew, Jesus concludes 
the Sermon on the Mount—

his most radical, transforma-
tive teachings—with a parable 
contrasting two men building 
their houses. The wise man 
makes sure his house is built on 
solid rock. It is therefore sturdy 
enough to withstand any storm 
or flood. 

Unfortunately, the foolish 
man chooses a poor site, building 
his house on sand. As soon as the 
rain, flood, and winds come, this 
house collapses. As a builder or 
tekton (a craftsman, a mason, or 
a carpenter), Jesus knew from ex-
perience the necessity of a strong 
foundation on solid ground.

On one of our family beach 
trips, we walked to a point 
where an inlet entered the 
Atlantic Ocean. Perched precar-
iously on that point was a house, 
just inches from the water. 

I’m sure when the house was 
built, the site offered beautiful 
views of both ocean and inlet. 
However, erosion had left only a 
shaky ledge of sand between the 
house and disaster. 

Later that month, a violent 
storm hit this coast. On our 
next visit I was sad, but not sur-
prised, to see only bits of wreck-
age in the water where the house 
had been.

The crowd, including his 
disciples, religious leaders, and 
ordinary folk, listened as Jesus 
poured out his radical princi-
ples for living as his followers in 
the real world—principles that 
directly contradict many values 
of our culture. 

I imagine him stopping, 
taking a breath, and looking in-
tently into the faces around him; 
I too feel his searching gaze. 
“Have you really listened? Have 

you heard me and taken these 
words to heart? Now, what are 
you going to do?” 

Even as he began the para-
ble, Jesus said, “Therefore, ev-
eryone who hears these words of 
mine and puts them into practice 
is like the wise man.”

This past fall, those of us in 
the choir sang a spirited anthem 
based on a well-known hymn. 
The words are still ringing in my 
ears: “On Christ the solid rock I 
stand, all other ground is sink-
ing sand.” 

This parable—and the 
song—challenge me: Are the 
teachings of Jesus foundational 
for me? Do I love my enemies; 
forgive those who hurt me or 
disagree with me; give gener-
ously, trusting God’s provision? 
Do I put his words into practice 
every day, while counting on 
grace? 

Only if so will my journey of 
faith be built on a solid, endur-
ing foundation.

•  Dean Clifford

PRAYER
Lord, may your words take up 
residence in my heart, mouth, 
and mind. Grant me the grace 

and courage to translate 
your teachings into 

living action. Amen.
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Growing in Watchfulness
“How happy are those servants whose master 
finds them awake and ready when he returns! 

I tell you, he will take off his coat, 
have them sit down, and will wait on them.”

Luke 12:37



I AM the Bread of Life
John 6:35  •  Sunday, March 1
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A large crowd of 5,000 lis-
tened to Jesus as he taught 

along the Sea of Galilee. They 
had heard about how this man 
healed the sick and they wanted 
to hear more from him. They 
became hungry on their journey, 
and Jesus miraculously fed them 
all with five loaves of bread and 
two fish.
 The next day, this crowd 
tracked him down on the oth-
er side of the sea. They wanted 
more. They were still hungry. 
But Jesus saw right through 
them, and chastised them for 
seeking “food that perishes” 
when what their spirits truly 
needed was “food that endures 

for eternal life.” He told them, 
“The bread of God is that which 
comes down from heaven and 
gives life to the world.”
 There are different kinds 
of hunger. Of course there is a 
physical hunger, when we literal-
ly need bread (or other food) to 
fill a nutritional need. But, like 
the crowd that followed Jesus, 
sometimes it is our spirits that 
are hungry. We have an empty 
place inside that needs to be 
filled, and satisfying that kind of 
need requires something more.
 When Jesus spoke the words 
“I am the bread of life,” he was 
claiming to be the food that our 
spirits need to feel nourished. 

Through Jesus, we can know the 
love of God on the most person-
al level. 
 Jesus always sees us and 
hears us. Jesus knows us deeply 
and accepts us for who we are. 
He never measures us by our 
shortcomings, and we are never 
“less than” in his eyes. 
 And his promises extend be-
yond the life we are living now; 
he promises eternal life in the 
presence of God to those who 
believe in him.

•  Lauren Winkelman

PRAYER
Thank you, Jesus, for being 

the bread of our lives 
and sustaining our spirits 

through times of hunger and 
emptiness. Fill us with your 

goodness, that we may share the 
bounty of “food that endures” 
with those around us. Amen.

Detail from Easter Totem 
Pole in Anchorage, Alaska, 
blending Christian tradition 
and the culture of native 
peoples



Standing Up and Shining Out 
Luke 8:16–17, 11:33  •  Monday, March 2
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I spent my freshman year of 
high school at a traditional, 

all-boys Catholic school.
 My core group of friends was 
three Jewish guys from junior 
high and a Methodist kid we all 
had met at the start of school.
 We studied together, took 
the same classes together, ate 
lunch together, ran laps and 
climbed ropes in gym together, 
and when we had to, went to 
mass together.
 To me, a non-Catholic, the 
mass was a mystery. Although 
I tried, I didn’t learn its pattern 
my freshman year. Neither did 
my friends.
 We were always a step be-
hind. Everyone would be sitting 
down and then without warning 
everyone would stand up. Every- 
one except us. We would still 
be sitting but would jump up as 
quickly as we could. 
 Then after standing, every-
one would suddenly sit down 
again. Or kneel. Or sit, then 
kneel. We would follow a second 
or two behind, always trying to 
catch up. 
 While rushing to catch up, 
we were incredibly aware and 
embarrassed of how we stood 
out, whether for standing up in-
stead of sitting or sitting instead 
of kneeling. 
 As it was, no one expect-
ed three Jews, a Baptist, and a 

Methodist to know what to do 
during a Catholic mass. We were 
not the only non-Catholics in 
the school, so no matter how 
embarrassed we felt by standing 
out, the attention we drew to 
ourselves was inconsequential.
 Sometimes, though, standing 
out is not so inconsequential. 
Sometimes, standing out and 
drawing attention to oneself is 
an essential job.
 Jesus asks us to take on this 
task when he talks about lights, 
lamps, and lampstands. As he 
tells his disciples, a lamp with its 
light only do any good if it is put 
where it can be seen; if it stands 
out from its surroundings.
 Jesus calls his followers—
us—to be the light of the world, 
and like a lamp on a lampstand, 
that light must be raised high 
to be of any benefit. Jesus tells 

us that such a light cannot be 
hidden; it must be seen. It must 
stand out.
 Such light is not always wel-
come. It exposes things that we 
would prefer remain hidden in 
the dark. Yet this same light re-
veals that the seemingly endless 
and impenetrable darkness is 
an illusion that collapses in the 
bright intensity of God’s love for 
us and for the world. 
 This is something worth 
standing out for and drawing 
attention to. 

•  G. Andrew Tooze

PRAYER
Light of the World, forgive us 

when we hide the light 
of your love. Help us to shine 
your light as we walk through 

our Lenten journey. Amen.

Photo by D
orothy W

agener



Stacking Sins
Luke 7:41–43  •  Tuesday, March 3
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Here’s the thing about peo-
ple. We love to compare 

ourselves. Who has the better 
outfit, the better job, the better 
Instagram profile? It makes us 
feel better, knowing where we 
stand compared to others. 
 But truly, it’s a completely 
imaginary exercise. For you see, 
we have so much more in com-
mon than what sets us apart. 
  Once I heard an illustration 
about sin that has stuck with 
me. We imagine our sins as 
stacks of coins. A small sin, a 
white lie, or a moment of jealou-
sy, may just be a few coins. A big 
sin, like murder or bank rob-
bery, would be a towering stack 
of coins. 

 We look at our comparative-
ly small stacks and feel justified, 
saintly even. But. God is looking 
at those stacks from above. He 
doesn’t get caught up in com-
parison. What he sees, from 
his perspective, is all the same. 
Each of us has a coin, a sin, that 
separates us from Him. Each of 
us needs redemption. 
 If we are all sinners, set 
apart from God by our actions, 
big or small, then we all require 
the same fix. Grace. Redemp-
tion. A heart that recognizes our 
separation from God and carries 
wondrous gratitude at our resto-
ration. 
 This parable reminds us of 
this fact. Who loves the money-

lender more? The one who real-
izes the magnitude of his debts. 
Yet both were debtors. Both faced 
the same punishment if those 
debts had remained unpaid. 
 Take some time today to re-
flect on your “stack of coins.” It’s 
easy to dismiss our sins as toler-
able, negligible even. Yet, what 
are the inner impulses that lead 
you to toss these pennies into 
the stack? A need for attention? 
A desire to have an easier life? 
A need to be best, to get ahead? 
 Spend some time with the 
Holy Spirit today and ask Her to 
guide you to insight into ways in 
which you are trying to compare 
yourself with others. And then, 
after that, allow God’s grace and 
forgiveness to wash over you. 
You didn’t earn it, but the gift is 
still there. Allow yourself to feel 
fully loved today. 

•  Marissa Joyce

PRAYER
Jesus, forgive me for the times 
when I downplay my debts to 
you. Thank you for the grace 
and sacrifice that allow me to 
stand before you today, fully 

loved and fully redeemed. Help 
me to be a person who extends 

that grace to others. Amen.
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mention of other people who 
might share his bounty during 
his life. Family, friends, em-
ployees, strangers in need, the 
Temple. All forgotten.
 The question at the rich 
fool’s death should have been 
the central question each day of 
his life, as well: Who gets it all?

•  Lisa Sykes

PRAYER
Gracious God, what did others 
find in my wake today? Where 
I was concerned only with my 

own comfort and pleasure, 
forgive me. Help me to be 
generous with the bounty 

of my life. Amen.

It’s a bad idea to dwell on the 
details in a parable, because 

parables are not meant to be 
about the details. Nevertheless, 
I’ve always been intrigued by 
one detail in this parable. Why 
does the rich man tear down 
his old barns to build new ones? 
Why not just build additional 
barns? What did he do with his 
grain while he was waiting for 
the new barns to be built? It all 
seems kind of impractical! 
 I think maybe Jesus’ listen-
ers might have marveled at the 
same thing. What a waste of 
time and effort! Who’s he trying 
to impress? What did he expect 
in the future? 
 The new barns might have 
reminded Jesus’ listeners of 
Joseph advising Pharaoh to 
build grain repositories during 
bumper crop years, in prepara-
tion for famine years to come. 
The rich man should be saving 
in preparation for bad years 
ahead, the crowd thinks. He’s 
not much of a farmer if he 
thinks the good times will keep 
rolling. The common people 
know better than that. Obvious-
ly, the rich man is a fool many 
times over. So that’s the lesson, 
the crowd thinks: Be Prudent.
 But Jesus has a bigger 
punchline coming. “Fool, you 
will die tonight,” God says. 
“Then who will get everything 
you’ve built up for yourself?” 

 Jesus tells the parable in 
response to a man who wants 
Jesus to settle an argument with 
his brother about their father’s 
estate. To my surprise, the par-
able ends with God asking that 
question: Who gets it all when 
the rich guy dies?
 Modern listeners might hear 
this as a cautionary tale about 
the benefits of a good estate 
plan! I don’t think the parable 
is about having a well-written 
will. I do think it’s about my 
legacy—but in the here and now. 
At the end of each day, what do I 
leave behind me, materially and 
spiritually?
 Who gets it all? The para-
ble doesn’t say. In all his good 
fortune, the rich fool makes no 

The Here-and-Now Legacy
Luke 12:16–21  •  Wednesday, March 4
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Watching and Waiting and Wagging
Luke 12:35–40  •  Thursday, March 5
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I love it when Winnie comes to 
visit. She was slow to warm 

up to me, but now we are BFFs. 
I call her Winnie Girl and she 
calls me Mimi. 
 Well, actually, she doesn’t call 
me anything, but the way she 
wags her little nub of a tail and 
her whole backside shows that 
she thinks I’m pretty special.
 Winnie is our daughter’s 
dog and we get regular visita-
tion rights. I spoil her, of course, 
because she shows complete de-
votion in such irresistible ways. 
When I leave the house, she 
watches out the side windows 

by the front door until my car 
vanishes up the hill.
 Then she dutifully lies down 
on the second riser of our stairs. 
Mark says this spot gives her just 
the right vantage spot to wait 
and watch for my return. She 
dozes, it’s true, but at the sound 
of any car on the street, she lifts 
her head to check it out. 
 Is it Mimi? Is she back? Is it 
finally her?
      If someone dares to ap-
proach the door, she barks with 
convincing menace for her little 
17-pound body. When dogs 
pass on the street, she barks and 

growls to let them know 
that she will not tolerate 
trespassers. 
      And when she final-
ly does see my car, oh 
happy day! She squeals 
and runs to the base-
ment door where she 
knows I will enter. Then 
she does her welcome 
dance, jumping and 
squirming and wagging 
as though she has just 
won the doggie lottery.
      She waits expectant-
ly, actively, hopefully 
for me because she 
is completely devot-
ed—and she knows 

that treats are in her future. She 
knows that my return means 
only good things—a visit to the 
doggie park, a nap in my lap, or 
the best of all, cooking scraps.
 I think Jesus today might 
use Winnie in his parable about 
servants waiting and watching 
for their master. 
 Winnie shows me what it 
means to be ready for action. 
She teaches me what true devo-
tion acts like, so different from 
my own passive, forgetful wait-
ing for Jesus’ return. Her trust 
that goodness and blessings will 
be part of my return shows me 
the kind of faith Jesus must hope 
for from me.
 And my immediate and nat-
ural response to Winnie, just like 
the master’s toward his servants 
and just like Jesus’ will be for his 
followers who wait like Winnie, 
is joy and lavish blessings. 

•  Mary Hix

PRAYER
Lord, during this long season 

of Lent, awaken our desire 
to wait expectantly and actively 

for you so that our devotion 
will bring you joy upon your 

return. Amen.



Chapters 11–12 of Luke de-
scribe an unsubtle Savior, 

not a shrinking violet. Invited 
to eat with a Pharisee, Jesus 
spoils the party and berates his 
hypocritical host. To thousands 
in the streets, he’s a rock star, 
whose lyrics are not mellow. 
 Even reassurances to disci-
ples carry a bite. Don’t worry, 
he says. God will feed you, and 
you’ll get treasure in heaven. 
Meanwhile, sell your stuff and 
give to the poor. 
 Jesus did not preach pros-
perity gospel, decorated with 
pastels. He “came to bring fire to 
the earth”—not peace. He tells 
parables, without sugar-coating. 
His Kingdom’s Way is not paint-
ed in shades of gray. The choice 
is black-and-white: Failure to 
repent means death. 
 The fool who selfishly ware-
houses treasure will soon die. A 
servant who ransacks his mas-
ter’s household and beats under-
lings will be cut to pieces. The 
point of that stark workplace 
tale? “From everyone to whom 
much has been given, much will 
be required; and from the one to 
whom much has been entrusted, 
even more will be demanded.” 
 Long before Christ was 
born, his Father entrusted all 
of us with a major bequest. 
Remember? In the beginning, 
much was given to human 
beings. Yahweh assigned our 

species one job: care of Earth. 
After the Father sent his Son, the 
job remained. Nowadays, a teen-
age climate activist eloquently 
reminds us of our common task.
 I wonder: Would we have 
better conserved our planet if 
Genesis spelled out, in black-
and-white, the dire consequenc-
es of global abuse? I don’t know. 
I also don’t know if Genesis mo-
tivates Greta Thunberg, but the 
16-year-old gets it. She brashly 
chastises powerful elders, telling 
them, “Our house is on fire.” To 
critics, she doesn’t seem “nor-
mal.” She declined $52,000 cash 
associated with an environmen-
tal award. 
 It turns out, Greta lacks 
social skills most people take 
for granted. Her diagnoses are 
Asperger’s syndrome, OCD, 
and selective mutism. (I doubt 

that she’s been the “popular” 
kid in school.) She sees things in 
black-and-white, she says, and 
she speaks only when necessary. 
Perhaps her special vision and 
voice are gifts to us all. 
 Wouldn’t the Palestinian 
parable-teller have relished Gre-
ta’s company? If Greta’s family 
invited him over for dinner, I 
believe he’d be polite. He would 
find no Pharisees in that house.

•  Kevin Mauney

PRAYER
Stern and Loving Savior, 

help me practice the 
sacrifices that your 

Kingdom’s Way demands. 
When I am tempted to live in 

comfort and denial, remind me 
that you require much. Amen.

Our Common Task
Luke 12:42–48  •  Friday, March 6
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Nurturing a Fruitful Life
Luke 13:6–9  •  Saturday, March 7
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I was 9 years old when my aunt 
and uncle from the big city of 

Chicago came to visit us at our 
home in rural South Carolina. 
My father was the owner of a 
fledgling small business and 
often worked long hours, while 
my mother stayed home to care 
for my three siblings and me.  
 Money was often tight and 
our home was far from luxu-
rious, yet we were happy and 
curious about our rarely seen 
extended family. My uncle, 
probably wearing a Chicago 
Bears sweatshirt, was talking 
about attending games and 
mentioned that they were sea-

son ticket holders, leading one 
of us to ask how much season 
tickets cost. 
 My uncle dismissively re-
plied, “More than you will ever 
be able to afford.” He seemed 
to perceive us to be children 
with no potential for change or 
growth from our meager sur-
roundings.
 In this parable, the vineyard 
owner observes a fig tree that 
is not yielding fruit, and he is 
ready to have it cut down. How-
ever, simple observation is not 
enough for the fig tree to bear 
fruit; knowing how to tend to it 
is critical.  

 The gardener has a keen 
understanding of what a fig tree 
requires and is willing to nur-
ture it. Although my parents 
did not hear my uncle’s biting 
remark, they were our gardeners. 
They took the time to under-
stand our needs as children and 
were dedicated to nurturing and 
encouraging us to be our best. 
 There can be many reasons 
for a person’s determination 
and persistence. No matter one’s 
background, there are hurdles 
to overcome to be successful. 
One of my motivations to stay 
focused in school and become 
self-sufficient was my uncle’s 
lack of confidence in us. 
 Just as the vineyard owner 
did not see or understand the fig 
tree, my uncle did not see or un-
derstand me, my brother, or two 
sisters; he saw only our circum-
stances. I think Jesus was trying 
to tell us that God sees the good 
in you, no matter where you 
stand right now. 
 God’s deep love and under-
standing can enable you to grow 
and reach your potential and 
live a fruitful life. 

•  Rebecca Neiberg

PRAYER
Dear God, let me be 

the gardener who takes the time 
to be compassionate 

and understanding. Amen.
Fig leaf
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“It is like this. A man takes a mustard seed, 
the smallest seed in the world, and plants it in the ground. 

After a while it grows up and becomes the biggest 
of all the plants. It puts out such large branches that the 

birds come and make their nests in its shade.”
Mark 4:31–33



I AM the Light of the World
John 8:12  •  Sunday, March 8
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When Jesus spoke again to 
the people, he said, “I am 

the light of the world. Whoever 
follows me will never walk in 
darkness, but will have the light 
of life.”
 As a child, I was afraid of 
the dark. I would lie awake 
alone in my bed trying to be 
brave when the lights went out, 
but I was terrified. I am better 
with the dark as an adult but I 
confess that I prefer daylight. 
 Our text reminds me that 
if I follow Jesus, I will have the 
light of life.
 We are reminded that light 
is a theme that weaves its way 
through the Bible. It has been 
used as a metaphor for God’s 
presence and guidance, and of 
hope for the people of Israel. 

 At times, light would signify 
a momentous event. At the birth 
of Jesus Christ, a bright star 
shone above Bethlehem where 
the baby Jesus lay in a man-
ger. Furthermore, the starlight 
guided the wise men of the East 
to where Jesus lay. In the near-
by fields where the shepherds 
watched over their sheep at 
night, the glory of God shone 
around them while an angel 
announced the birth of their 
savior.
 Light has also been used 
throughout the ages as today 
to commemorate important 
occasions. People everywhere 
celebrate birthdays with lighted 
candles on a cake. These are 
times often accompanied with 
joy, singing, and dancing.

 In all the occasions where 
light has been used in people’s 
lives, it has become primarily a 
metaphor for hope. Whether at a 
birthday or New Year’s celebra-
tion, a person looks forward to 
a better year. Perhaps, that hope 
is for a year of better health, or 
perhaps the beginning of a new 
life, whatever it may be. 
 Jesus is busy in your daily 
life because he loves you, and 
cares for you as he does all peo-
ple everywhere. He wants you 
and all people to have life and 
have it abundantly. 
 He is the light of the world 
and the light of life. When you 
follow Jesus in this way, you will 
become like him; you will be-
come a light of life for the people 
around you.
 These words help when my 
room or my life is dark. I am 
reminded that I am being held 
in the light and loved. I am re-
minded that I am to be the light 
for others.

•  Lucrecia Norman

PRAYER
All praise and glory 

to you, God, for speaking 
into our darkness and 

bringing forth life. Amen
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Rainbow over the Sea of Galilee



Prayer of Confession Based on 
the Parable of the Wheat and the Tares

Matthew 13:24–30  •  Monday, March 9
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Merciful God, 
You plant each of us like seeds in the same field and together 

we are nourished and nurtured by the sun. We sway in the wind 
and are refreshed by the rain. We are blessed by the knowledge 
that you want us to grow towards what you call us to be.

When we deprive others of that same opportunity, 
 forgive us.

When we want to uproot those whom we believe do not belong 
in our part of the field, 
 forgive us.

When we label others as good or bad rather than accept them 
for who they are, 
 forgive us.

When we are reluctant to acknowledge that we ourselves are 
a mixture of weeds and wheat,
 forgive us.

When we are afraid to look into the fields of our own lives 
to see what is growing there, 
 forgive us.

O God, you know us inside and out, through and through.
 You search us out and lay your hand upon us.
You know what we are going to say even before we speak.
 So we pray that you will help us to reach out to the 
 uprooted and rejected, 
 the lonely and the outcast,
 and to develop and grow the good in ourselves, in others, 
  and in the world.
This we pray in Jesus’ name.
Amen.

•   The late Rev. Dr. Moira Laidlaw, Uniting Church in Australia

Found at https://re-worship.blogspot.com/2011/07/prayer-of-
confession-matthew-1324-30.html



Digging in the Dirt
Mark 4:26–29  •  Tuesday, March 10
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I have always been interested 
in exploring new informa-

tion, starting new hobbies, and 
exploring ideas. In studying the 
Enneagram, I discovered that 
I am a Type 5, one who seeks 
fact-finding and competence 
in areas of interest. I had ap-
proached spirituality and my 
religious journey with the same 
desire to find the facts and feel 
that I had clear understanding.
 In my religious quest, I read 
book after book, took courses 
in spiritual direction, and wrote 
papers and book reports. I con-
tinued to try to find that elusive 
feeling of competence, even in 
my spiritual journey. I discov-
ered that the more I studied, the 
more questions I had and the 
less I understood. 

 This parable of the growing 
seed gives me a slice of under-
standing. The parable says to me 
that we just need to be content 
with putting in our best efforts 
and then waiting. We don’t have 
to know or explain everything. 
Without understanding we 
grow anyway, and our lives can 
become the “full kernel.” 
 Our reading, study, and 
prayer should continue to be 
helpful for us and hopefully 
others, but God can accomplish 
all of this spiritual growth as we 
wait. We don’t have to have clar-
ity of understanding to mature. 
 The words of the bluegrass 
song “Dig in the Dirt” by the 
Farm Hands say: “You’ve got 
to dig in the dirt … Plant those 
seeds down in the earth. Have a 

little faith and put in the work. 
You’ve got to dig in the dirt.”
 Spiritual masters have taught 
us that we will indeed fail in our 
quest for answers and certitude. 
The better path seems to be 
becoming more at ease with our 
questions and lack of answers. 
 We may then become more 
content with the miraculous 
presence of God in our lives. 
We just need to dig in the dirt 
and plant those spiritual seeds.

•  John Roach

PRAYER
Lord, grant us your 

gentle peace as we grow 
toward spiritual maturity. 
Remind us that you will 

guide our lives to become the 
“full kernel” that will be 

most useful for your kingdom. 
Amen.
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The theme of our 2018 stew-
ardship campaign was 

“The Mustard Seed That Changes 
Everything.” As we reflected on 
this parable, many of us—and 
likely Jesus and his followers—
knew that the mustard seed is 
not the smallest seed; nor is the 
mustard plant the largest of all 
garden plants. Some scholars say 
mustard seeds never were plant-
ed in gardens, and birds never 
nest in mustard plants.
 So why would 
Jesus describe heav-
en this way, telling a 
story that he and his 
listeners knew was 
“fake news”?
 Maybe Jesus told 
this tale to grab our 
attention, as “fake 
news” sometimes 
does. It opens us to 
explore the truth 
about life on earth 
and about heaven. 
Are we the mustard 
seed? The garden? 

The mustard plant? The birds? 
Jesus doesn’t say. 
 Is he telling us that within 
each person is the opportunity 
to grow? Are we the fertile soil 
in the garden that can nourish 
others? Are we the mustard 
plant, offering support and 
shade? Or, are we the birds in 
heaven, resting from the fruits 
of our labors on earth?
 Perhaps Jesus is telling us 
that the Kingdom of Heaven, 

infinite as it is, has a place for 
us if we only have the faith of a 
mustard seed. Can we envision 
our faith growing like a mustard 
seed and becoming a towering 
giant with a huge spread of 
branches, bringing God’s word 
and hope to our community and 
beyond? 
 If each of us is one mustard 
seed, imagine what we can do, 
individually and collectively, to 
advance the Kingdom of God 

here on earth.

•  Gayle 
Anderson

PRAYER
Creator God, we seek 

your guidance 
as we make our way 
through this world, 

looking for 
opportunities 

to grow and demon-
strate our faith. 

Amen.

Towering Giants
Matthew 13:31–32  •  Wednesday, March 11
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A Delicious Aroma
Matthew 13:33  •  Thursday, March 12
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The smell of bread baking in 
the oven permeates my en-

tire house as I write this. In 1982 
a friend gave me a cup of her 
sourdough bread starter, along 
with her recipe. Each batch 
makes four loaves, so that’s 
about 8,000 loaves that I have 
made and mostly given away. 

As I work the starter (my 
yeast) through the flour, I 
imagine women of long ago 
making bread for their fami-
lies and friends. My girls are 
always fascinated by the change 
in the bread as it moves from 
just stirred-up ingredients, to 
the risen dough, and finally to 
baked loaves that taste as good 
as they smell. 

During these years of bak-
ing, I have found deeper mean-
ing in Bible passages about 
yeast and bread. The parable 
of the leaven that Jesus tells in 
Matthew is one of the shortest 
parables: “The kingdom of heav-
en is like yeast that a woman 
took and mixed into about 60 
pounds of flour until it worked 
all through the dough.”

I can’t see my starter once I 
mix the dough, but the fact that 
the bread rises lets me know it’s 
in there. There is an ingredient 
in the dough that makes a dif-
ference.  

The same way within us, 
God touches our hearts and 
changes us. Within us, our faith 

grows, and we become new be-
ings. Within us, there is a desire 
to find ways to spread God’s 
kingdom throughout the world. 

We can share God’s grace 
and love with others. We might 
feel that our efforts are so small 
that we can’t make a difference. 
We might not see that the efforts 
we do make have much impact. 

But just as the yeast helps 
the bread rise, God will use us to 
grow the kingdom, one step, one 
action, one day at a time. And 
the impact, even if we don’t see 
it, can be as satisfying to others 
as the smell and taste of freshly 
baked bread. 

•  Mary Ann Davis

PRAYER
Thank you, Jesus, for 

teaching us about God by using 
ordinary things from our lives. 

We are so grateful for all the 
many blessings you give us, 

including warm bread. Amen.



My parents were always 
young-at-heart grand-

parents to our children. They 
had a knack for gifting them 
with quirky, unexpected 
amusements for Christmas, 
leaving to Santa to provide the 
much-longed for items from the 
toy store. 
 One year, they gave our 
boys, ages 8 and 10, metal de-
tectors, trowels, and mason jars. 
At first the boys were unsure of 
the meaning and use of these 
strange devices, but very soon 
discovered the tremendous plea-
sure of digging up much of the 
vast school property behind our 
house! 
 They never found the jewels 
or pirate’s booty of their imagi-
nations, but there was great joy in 
filling the mason jars with rusty 
pennies, nickels, dimes, and 
quarters. They felt rich. And what 
thrill to suddenly hear the beep-
beep-beep that alerted them that 
hidden treasure was near!
 In the parable we don’t know 
for sure why the man is digging 
in the field. He may be check-
ing out the soil for farming, or 
idly exploring some interesting 
terrain he came across. In any 
event, he digs and finds treasure! 
And then he buries it again! 
 Why? is a good question. He 
is digging on property that isn’t 
his, so perhaps he has a twinge 
of conscience and quickly re-

buries his find. Or quite possibly 
he realizes he needs to hide it 
in order to gain it honestly for 
himself. He leaves the property 
and proceeds with arrangements 
to buy the entire field.
 We as hearers are happy for 
the fortunate man. How is his 
new treasure like the Kingdom of 
God that Jesus proclaims? How is 
the Kingdom of God our greatest 
treasure, our greatest find? 
 We may have spent our 
lives yearning and struggling 
and searching for it, or may-
be we just happened upon its 
life-changing worth, and maybe 
were even led by the quiet beep-
beep-beep of the Spirit. 

 Maybe we then hide it in the 
depths of our heart, where it does 
not rust like old pennies in the 
schoolyard. Maybe we purchase 
it with all our worldly worth and 
deepest affections. Maybe we 
joyfully find it anew every day in 
unplanned-for ways.

•  Laura Hemphill

PRAYER
Gentle Spirit, during 

this holy season of Lent 
especially, help me to value

my truest treasure, 
the Kingdom of God, 

which is forever within. 
Amen.
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The Quiet Beep-Beep-Beep of the Spirit
Matthew 13:44  •  Friday, March 13

Photo by Lindley Curtis

Garden of Gethsemane



Seeking the Kingdom Life
Matthew 13:45–46  •  Saturday, March 14
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This is the second of two 
parables that Jesus told 

about finding great treasures. 
The person in the other parable 
is thought to be a poor man; the 
merchant in this story is thought 
to be a rich man. The stress of 
each story is much the same. 
 Jesus says the Kingdom of 
Heaven is like treasure for which 
one searches. We each search 
for that which is good, but we 
are admonished to seek the 
best. The merchant would sell 
all to obtain the greatest prize, 

a valuable pearl. We are urged 
by this story to understand that 
our God has prepared many 
things for us along our quest. 
He desires for us to find those 
wonderful things. 
 Money, devotion to doing 
good, and upright living are 
all good finds. Our goal in life 
should be our quest for the best 
God has to offer. Our living and 
doing should seek the goals of 
the Kingdom. The merchant was 
willing to sell all in his desire 
for the greatest pearl he had ever 

seen. Nothing was more import-
ant to him. 
 Jesus stresses our need to 
live and strive for the best that 
God has for us. We may many 
times find great things along 
the way, many unexpected great 
things along the way. His chal-
lenge is to never lose sight of the 
best God has designed for us. 
 Along our way, the unex-
pected joy, love, acceptance, 
and kindness help keep us on 
the quest for the ultimate goal 
of living the Kingdom life. The 
Kingdom life is not some far-off 
goal; it is a present gift. Each 
worker found his prize in his 
everyday living. So must we. 

•  Doug West

PRAYER
Gracious God, may we never 

lose sight of our quest. 
Help us each day to live 

a Kingdom life and thereby find 
the riches you have provided 

along the way. Amen.



Growing in Mercy
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“‘You should have had mercy on your fellow servant, 
just as I had mercy on you.’”

Matthew 18:33



I AM the Gate for the Sheep
John 10:7–10  •  Sunday, March 15
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The metaphors Jesus gives us 
in the gospels are plentiful 

and varied. I am the vine. I am 
the bread. I am the good shep-
herd. They all speak to different 
parts of Jesus’ character and 
nature and were metaphors 
that would have been relevant 
to the life and times in which 
Jesus lived. 
 In John 10, Jesus tells the 
people, “I am the gate.” This 
is not one that we think about 
often when running through the 
list of I Am phrases. 
 In those days, shepherds 
would have a place where several 
different groups of sheep could 
be left in a gated area overnight. 
There was a watchman guarding 
this pen with only one entrance 
and exit. That gate was the way 
for the shepherds to get to their 
sheep, and only those who were 

supposed to be there could come 
in and out. 
 The gate is secure and keeps 
the sheep safe. It provides a way 
for the shepherds to have some 
rest. But it doesn’t stay open or 
closed; verse 9 says, “They will 
come in and go out.” The gate 
gives refuge from danger while 
not remaining closed off from 
the good pasture. 
 What in our modern-day 
times might be the same kind 
of metaphor? Our keyless entry 
into our homes or vehicles? The 
passwords or fingerprints that 
let us into our various devices? 
The Nest cameras on our front 
doorsteps? 
 Those don’t quite have the 
same ring to them as “I am the 
gate,” but the sense of safety and 
security that they provide allow 
us to rest and trust and know 

that we will be taken care of; 
that is what Jesus was getting 
at here. 
 This Lenten season as you 
consider ways to draw closer to 
Christ in your spiritual practices, 
reflect on some of the things you 
have in your life that give you a 
sense of peace and security. 
 How can you show the love 
and welcome of Christ to others 
in our community? How can you 
be like Jesus—the kind of gate 
that provides welcome to those 
who need rest and security? 

•  Chrissy Hardy

PRAYER
Dear God, thank you 

for the ways that we experience 
safety and security. We know 
that our ultimate protection 
is in Jesus. Help us to show 

that kind of love and welcome 
to others around us, 

just like Christ. Amen.
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God’s Great Catch-and-Release Program
Matthew 13:47–50  •  Monday, March 16

Photo by Bam
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I have an app on my phone that 
tracks sharks that have been 

caught and tagged with tran-
sponders for research purposes. 
The sharks’ transponders ping 
whenever they surface.  
 The sharks have names and 
bios giving type, length, weight, 
and where and when they were 
tagged. On an interactive map, 
users can click on a shark to 
see its information and track its 
surface pings over time. 
 So when you as an app user 
visit the coast, you can find out if 
Vimy (White Shark, male, 
12 ft. 9 in., 1164 lbs., last pinged 
11/10/2019 near Wilmington, 
NC) or Miss May (White Shark, 
female, 10 ft. 2 in., last pinged 
11/8/2019 near McClellanville, SC) 
might be swimming with you. 
 Like those creatures, we too 
are caught, tagged, and watched 
over by God. The Kingdom is 
like a net—a dragnet with floats 
on the top and weights on the 
bottom. A dragnet that dredges 
from the sea bottom to the sur-
face gathering all in its path. 
 Just as Christ invites us all to 
his table, the Kingdom’s dragnet 
gathers all of creation without 
discrimination. All tagged “Child 
of God” are valued and brooded 
over as if by a parent. None are 
forgotten or lost or missed. “Are 
not five sparrows sold for two 

cents? Yet not one of them is for-
gotten before God.” (Luke 12:16). 
 And with us in the catch are:

One fish
two fish
red fish

blue fish.
Yes. Some are red. And some are 

blue.
Some are old. And some are new.

Some are sad.
And some are glad

And some are very, very bad.
Why are they

sad and glad and bad?
I do not know.

Go ask your dad.
***

We see them come.
We see them go.
Some are fast.

And some are slow.
Some are high.

And some are low.
Not one of them
Is like another.

Don’t ask us why.
Go ask your mother.

—Dr. Seuss

 Whew! Good News—the 
sorting and the counting gets 
left to our heavenly Mother and 
Father and the better angels. All 
we need to know is that God’s 
net envelops all and the invita-
tion to Christ’s table includes all. 

We don’t need to sort or count 
or tend the gate. We need only 
to be present. 

•  Craig Jackson

PRAYER
Dear God, thank you for 
continuing to catch and 

release us into the vast wonder 
and freedom of your creation, 
and yet for still gathering us 

into the net of your Kingdom. 
Keep us mindful that our lot is 

ever to be caught, and 
not to tend the net 

or sort the catch. Amen.



With God, Nothing Is Lost
Matthew 18:12–14  •  Tuesday, March 17
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The parable doesn’t say that 
99 sheep have more value 

than one lost sheep, nor does it 
say that one lost sheep is more 
precious than 99 sheep. If we are 
still comparing the two, we may 
be missing the point. 
 This parable is not asking us 
to put a greater-than or a less-
than sign to show the relative 
value of those sheep. One lost 
sheep is as precious as the 99, 
even if it is a lost sheep. With 
God, every sheep counts. …
 [The owner of a flock of 
sheep told me that] sheep, by 
their nature, always want to be 
together. So, if one of the sheep 
has been missing, she would go 
after it because she knows some-
thing wrong happened to that 
sheep. …
 In this conversation, she 
helped me to see that this 
parable is not only about who 

God is and what his Kingdom is 
like, but is also yearning for our 
attention on who we are as the 
flock of sheep that God created 
us to live together and we, by 
our nature, too, are made to stay 
together. …
 In our deepest being, God 
created us to live together, to love 
one another, and to speak out for 
each other when trouble comes. 
In the parable of the lost sheep, 
we are given a beautiful picture 
of how God’s kingdom works. 
 God, our shepherd, loves 
all of us with the same love. He 
finds us in places where we get 
lost. In his Kingdom, everyone 
speaks out for each other even if 
it means putting their own lives 
in danger. That’s what’s happen-
ing here in the parable. 
 The 99 sheep are taking risks 
by being left alone in the wilder-
ness without their shepherd, in 

order to save the one that’s been 
lost. There is a trust that their 
shepherd will bring the lost one 
back to them. This is the way 
that the shepherd and the sheep 
hold their kingdom together. 
 In their kingdom, there is 
unity. No one is lost. With God, 
nothing is lost. Here is an invi-
tation for all of us, the invitation 
to know God’s love, to love one 
another, and to build our society 
upon the trust on this unfailing 
and never-giving-up love of God 
so that we can grow into unity 
with each other and with God.

•  The Rev. Kido Baek, Methodist 
pastor in the United Kingdom

Excerpts from sermon found at 
https://wesleyschapel.org.uk/os/

wp-content/uploads/2017/04/
Sermon-170205.pdf

PRAYER
Loving Shepherd, as the sheep 
of your pasture, help us to love 
those who are lost and to trust 

your loving care for both 
them and us. Amen.



Reflecting on this text helped 
me see again how timeless 

and helpful Jesus’ parables can 
be: inviting, but not demanding; 
suggesting more than prescrib-
ing; pragmatic but not idealistic.
 The invitation of Jesus 
brought to mind the time when 
I, as a young husband and 
father, would come home from 
a full day of work and enter the 
“home-free zone,” only to real-
ize that other important tasks 
were awaiting me. 
 It was most helpful to em-
brace a new reality—that while I 
thought I was finished for the day, 
the valued expectations of our 
children and their mother pre-
sented quite a different picture.
 Adjusting my own expecta-
tions and postponing the need-

ed rest until later in the evening 
was really helpful to everyone.
 As each of us practices 
openness about how being a 
disciple of Jesus redeems us in 
the specific situations of our 
everyday lives, consider these 
challenging thoughts suggested 
by this parable:

•   Being helpful is more endur-
ing when seen as “this is who 
I am,” not just “this is some-
thing I do.”
•   Seeing those you serve as 
“primary consultants” regard-
ing what would be helpful, not 
simply as someone to obey, can 
foster a positive attitude.
•   All true helping has a “mutu-
al” dimension, textured by love 
and respect.

•    Caring well for yourself and 
letting yourself be cared for is 
included in the mandate to love 
and care for others.

 Expectation of immediate 
reward, so embedded in our 
culture, is not the way of Christ, 
who exhorts us instead to live 
out the grace-filled attitude: 
“We are servants and deserve no 
credit; we have only done our 
duty.”

•  Maurice Briggs

PRAYER
Servant of All, show us how 

to practice your servant attitude 
so we might serve others 
out of joy and humility. 

Amen.

The Servant Life
Luke 17:7–10  •  Wednesday, March 18
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Forgive Us Our Debts 
Matthew 18:23–34  •  Thursday, March 19
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Forgiveness is never easy. It 
may be one of the most diffi-

cult tasks we are called to do if we 
are sincere about following Jesus. 
 Forgiveness is about rela-
tionship. The lack of forgiveness 
can destroy a relationship in 
the blink of an eye. For you see, 
forgiveness is about trust, and 
trust is a necessary ingredient in 
any meaningful relationship.
 In Jesus’ parable the king is 
a businessman who has trusted 
one of his servants with a loan. 
He has confidence the servant 
will repay.
 The story unfolds that the 
“trusted” servant has run up 
such a significant debt that he 

can never repay the king. When 
the king confronts the servant, 
the servant admits the crippling 
debt and pleads for mercy—
relying on that trusted relation-
ship to release him from the debt. 
 The king again trusts in the 
relationship and the sincere re-
morse of the servant and cancels 
the debt. Their relationship is 
left intact. Trust remains.
 Upon leaving the king’s 
chamber, the servant sees one of 
his own servants who owes him 
a week’s wages. However, the 
forgiven servant accosts his own 
servant and asks for immediate 
payback. His servant begs his boss 
to give him a little more time. 

 Well, we know what hap-
pens. The forgiven servant has 
no mercy or forgiveness for this 
man. He sentences him to jail 
until his “week’s wages” are 
paid. Now, if you think about 
it, how can the man repay his 
debt if he is in prison? Trust is 
destroyed and the relationship is 
crushed.
 Fellow workers learn of the 
plight of one of their own. They 
also know that their boss has 
just been forgiven a debt of great 
magnitude. They are incensed 
and angry at the unfairness
of it all. 
 A representative of the 
workers goes immediately to the 
king and relates what has just 
happened. The king is beside 
himself. How could this forgiven 
servant, who has been shown 
mercy, fail to follow the king’s 
example and forgive a fellow 
debtor? 
 Following Jesus is hard! 
When we betray trust and fail to 
forgive, mercy and grace are left 
by the roadside. Relationships 
are destroyed.

•  Evalynn Davis

PRAYER
Thank you, God, for your 
unfailing love, grace, and 

forgiveness. Continue to forgive 
our debts as we forgive 

our debtors. Amen.
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The Rest of the Story
Luke 10:30–37  •  Friday, March 20
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Oh, the parable of the Good 
Samaritan! Arguably Jesus’ 

most well-known parable. It 
has crossed cultural lines. It has 
become a catchphrase for folks 
who practice random acts of 
kindness. 
 So much so that “good Sa-
maritan” is actually redundant. 
I mean, is there such a thing as 
a “bad Samaritan”? This story is 
so delicious: short, succinct, yet 
filled with rich characters, vivid 
imagery, and so poignant. 
 I have often thought about 
the two guys who passed by on 
the other side. It’s been pointed 
out by commentators that Jesus 
doesn’t condemn them. Well, he 
probably doesn’t need to. If that 
were an event that happened 
today, they would be vilified 
harshly on social media with 
death threats. They would lose 
their jobs. 
 But, maybe, just perhaps the 
two gentlemen were hurrying 
into town so they could practice 
random acts of kindness there 
… or maybe a family member 
was gravely ill. 
 These were upstanding 
citizens; I doubt they could be 
bad all the time. This just wasn’t 
their finest moment. Not know-

ing their full story, I’ll give them 
the benefit of the doubt.
 Then there’s the Samaritan. 
Today’s social media would get 
him on “The Ellen Show” and 
the morning talk shows. Then 
a day later, we’d find out his 
scandalous, politically incorrect 
background and he would be 
vilified. That image reminds me 
of the cynical phrase, “No good 
deed goes unpunished.”
 I think Jesus must have 
known days like these were 
coming. He asks, “Which of 
these three do you think was a 
neighbor to the man who fell 
into the hands of robbers?” He’s 
being specific to the situation, 

not about the characters’ life 
histories. 
 He just asks who was the 
neighbor in this scene. People, 
situations, and decisions can be 
complex but sometimes they are 
not. Hopefully, we do the right 
thing for the right reasons at any 
unexpected time. 

•  Frank Johnson

PRAYER
Dear God, in this cold, dark 

time of year, let us be neighbors 
to those in need. Help us not 

to judge those who pass 
to the other side, or find 

the flaws in good deeds. Amen.

Desert between the Jordan River 
and Jerusalem



Pray. Then Trust. Then Pray Again. 
Repeat, Repeat, Repeat
Luke 11:5–8  •  Saturday, March 21
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How is your prayer life? Reg-
ular? Frequent? Or are you 

in a state of prayer all the time? 
 Jesus uses quaint humor 
in this parable to precede his 
prayer promises of “Ask, seek, 
and knock” in the next verses of 
this chapter. The parable ex-
presses the difference in “impor-
tunity” (repeated request) and 
the prayer request made with 
“trust.” 
 Many times, we find our-
selves praying the same prayer 
over and over because we do 
not see God’s answer as we wish 
it to be. God is not compared 
to an unwilling neighbor or a 
judge with no mercy, but if we 
persevere with God the way we 
persevere with human 
relationships, then our 
relationship with God 
grows until our trust in 
his leadership strongly 
develops. 
 In high school 
I had a very special 

friend who lived at Knotts Is-
land. I grew up on the mainland 
of Currituck County. The dis-
tance never prevented us from 
being together. 
 Our science teacher asked 
us to watch Sputnik traveling 
through the sky one night. We 
planned a sleepover at my home, 
where we took a quilt to the yard 
and lay back to watch it come 
by. I cannot remember if we saw 
Sputnik, but we ended up sleep-
ing all night outside.
 Next morning, we awoke wet 
from dew. Unfortunately, my 
friend acquired a terrible case of 
asthma which caused her to be 
out of school for two weeks. Nei-
ther of our mothers was happy. 

 Despite these circumstances 
we have remained friends more 
than 60 years. We don’t see each 
other frequently because she 
still lives at Knotts Island and 
I have moved all around the 
state, but we keep in touch and 
if either of us needed something, 
the other would meet the need 
immediately. God, too, is always 
available for us and is ready to 
respond to our needs. 
 God says for us to ask, seek, 
and knock. The struggle in 
prayer is not a struggle with our 
God, but his struggle with us be-
cause he refuses to let us go, even 
when we deserve to be let go. 
 Pray your prayers with trust 
that God will answer in his way 

and his time! 

•  Diane West

PRAYER
Loving God, teach us 
to pray with trust and 
perseverance. Amen.



Growing in Humility
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“For everyone who makes himself great will be humbled, 
and everyone who humbles himself will be made great.”

Luke 14:11



I AM the Good Shepherd
John 10:11–15  •  Sunday, March 22
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Our 21st-century lives are 
driven by success. Much as 

we may try to deny it or ignore 
it for the sake of humility or 
sanity, the trajectory of our lives 
is oriented always to completing 
the next task with a displayable 
degree of excellence. It often 
feels that achievement has re-
placed altruism as the metric for 
measuring goodness.
 That is why we must pause 
and reflect on Jesus’s definition of 
the good shepherd in John 10:11. 
The hired hand Jesus mentions in 
verse 12 can surely do the labor 
satisfactorily, maybe even exem-
plarily, but the flock is only an 
objective to be satisfied and not 
worthy of sacrifice when the wolf 
comes later in that same verse. 
 The hired hand is helpful 
to an extent, but not good. The 
good shepherd is not labeled 

“good” because of the ability to 
complete the tasks of guiding a 
flock, but rather on the willing-
ness to truly care for the sheep, 
even “lay down his life” (verse 15) 
when the moment comes.
 Jesus chooses his words 
carefully here to label the 
“good” shepherd. The word 
translated as good —kalos in the 
Greek —communicates a noble, 
honorable goodness. 
 The good shepherd is good 
not because of the ability to be 
an outstanding shepherd, but 
because of the inward capacity 
for compassion and the outward 
willingness to act accordingly 
for his flock. Goodness here is 
driven not by success but rather 
by selflessness.
 Jesus places this yoke upon 
himself, foreshadowing his com-
ing sacrifice for the sheep in his 

fold. In labeling himself as the 
good shepherd, Jesus is declar-
ing his willingness to love and 
die for humanity. 
 As we continue through 
Lent, this declaration is espe-
cially palpable. We within the 
fold know how the story ends; 
we know what awaits Jesus at 
the end of these 40 days and 
therefore know the fullness of 
Jesus’ goodness.
 We are called to task on our 
own definition of goodness by 
Jesus’ definition of the Good 
Shepherd. During this season 
of repentance, it reminds us to 
reorient our understanding of 
what is good—away from excel-
lence for achievement’s sake and 
toward kindness for the sake of 
serving others. 

•  Josh Godwin

PRAYER
Loving One, help us to 
use your model as the 

Good Shepherd so we might be 
good neighbors and 

fellow pilgrims to those 
journeying alongside us. 

Amen.
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stares and snickers of the other 
guests. Eventually, a few kind 
young women joined him, and 
for once, he was included. 
 Mike and Dennis were in-
vited to sit at the table. As God’s 
people, we are called to humble 
ourselves and seek to live by a 
different social system marked 
by radical inclusion. Let it be so.

•  Cathy Morrison

PRAYER
Loving God, teach us to build 
bigger tables to honor those

who have no expectation 
of a place at the table, 

so that they may see Jesus’ 
radical love in us. Amen.
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Invited to the Big Dance
Luke 14:7–14  •  Monday, March 23

No one expected Dennis and 
Mike to go to the prom. 

Dennis’ mother died when he 
was a toddler, and his father, 
who was illiterate, worked as 
a farmhand at a dairy, where 
Dennis and his brother helped 
as well, arriving at school each 
morning smelling of the cattle 
they tended, often with fresh 
manure on their worn-out shoes. 
 Mike found his father’s 
loaded gun when he was four 
years old and accidently shot 
and killed his two-year-old 
brother. After the accident, he 
was either ignored or verbally 
abused by his parents. Mike and 
Dennis were outcasts at the high 
school. They walked the halls 
with heads down, avoiding eye 
contact, trying to get to their 
next class unnoticed. 
 My colleague, Frances, and I 
had spent many hours in coun-
seling sessions with both of 
these young men. As prom time 
approached their senior year, we 
decided to take Mike and Den-
nis to the prom. 
 We shopped thrift stores 
to put together suitable finery, 
picked them up the night of the 
prom, took them to a friend’s 
home to shower and get ready. 

When they emerged from dress-
ing in their “new” clothes with 
huge grins on their faces, Fran-
ces and I wept. In four years, we 
had never seen them so happy. 
 On the way to the prom, 
they were practically giddy, 
imagining what it would be like. 
When we arrived, they were 
dumbstruck by the decorations 
and their beautifully dressed 
classmates. 
 They quickly bypassed the 
tables where classmates were 
gathered and sought a place in 
the back where they could stand 
and watch. But Frances and I 
found a table close to the stage, 
ushered the two of them to seats, 
so they could be a part of the 
festivities rather than observers. 
 Mike was intrigued by all of 
the DJ’s equipment, struck up 
a conversation 
with him during 
breaks, and hung 
out in the magical 
world of elec-
tronics the entire 
evening. Den-
nis, much to our 
surprise, began to 
dance, alone on 
the dance floor, 
unaware of the 

Photo by Courtney Coghill



A Feast for Soul Hunger
Luke 14:16–24  •  Tuesday, March 24
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Come, whatever the shape 
and the name of your hun-

ger. The banquet is set, and here 
is your place. 
 They weren’t hungry enough.
 The first one invited had just 
closed on some real estate and 
he was much more eager to walk 
the new land than to attend the 
banquet. So he said, Thank you, 
but no.
 The second said he was also 
sorry but he had these brand-
new oxen that he’d just bought, 
and he needed to give them 
a test spin. He wasn’t hungry 
enough.
 The last one said that he 
couldn’t show up because he’d 

 During Lent we are called 
to reflect upon our own hunger. 
Most of us are quite good at cov-
ering it up, with food or work or 
a thousand other distractions. 
Lent invites us to stop and clear 
a space so that we can feel the 
hunger in our souls. 
 Is it hunger for grace? For 
acceptance? For meaning? For 
healing? For God? 
 When we know our hunger, 
then we know that nothing is 
more important than show-
ing up. Nothing matters more 
than hearing God’s invitation 
to come and be filled. No Yes is 
more important than this Yes.
 During Lent we also pray 
for the grace to see the hungry 
around us and among us. In that, 
we who are the guests become 
also the servants carrying with 
us God’s great invitation of Love.

•  Peggy Haymes

PRAYER
Gracious God and Host, 
show us those who are 

hungry for bread. Those who 
are hungry for hope. Those 

who are hungry to be included. 
Those who hunger to have 
a voice. Those who need 

your great invitation 
to feast on your Love. 

Amen.

just gotten married. Were cele-
brations still going on? Or was 
he using her as his excuse so 
soon? I would, man, but I just 
got married and you know how 
these women are. …
 Not hungry enough, any of 
them. Not hungry for the food. 
Not hungry for the welcome. Not 
hungry enough for the fine hos-
pitality that made space for them. 
 So the angry host sent his 
servant out to bring in the 
hungry ones: the empty-pocket 
poor, the crippled and blind and 
lame, all of whom didn’t have 
much to recommend them and 
few prospects when it came to 
food. They were hungry, all of 

them. Hungry to 
sit down to a feast 
greater than their 
greatest dreaming. 
They were hungry 
to come in off the 
margins, to find a 
place at the table 
set for them. At 
the table!
      Even as they 
crowded in, there 
was still room 
for more. So the 
master sent out 
his servant again 
and again until 
all the places were 
taken in the great 
banquet hall.

Olive press in Israel
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Give Up Everything? Really??
Luke 14:28–33  •  Wednesday, March 25

In this passage, Jesus coun-
sels those who would be his 

followers to prepare well for 
the life they are choosing. On 
first reading, it doesn’t sound 
as inviting and comforting as a 
message like, “Come unto me ye 
that labor and are heavy-laden, 
and I will give you rest.” 
 He uses the examples of 
projecting building costs before 
beginning construction and 
preparing for battle before going 
to war—not exactly the warm 
words we expect to hear. Then 
he delivers the really alarming 
news: He tells would-be disciples 
to be prepared to give up every-
thing to follow him.
 The questions posed by this 
passage for most of us include, 
“Really, prepare to give up every-
thing? What about my family? 
What about my home? My job? 
How is this responsible advice?” 
 Certainly, members of some 
religious orders take this admo-
nition quite literally, ministering 
to humanity and serving God 
remarkably—think Mother Te-
resa. Most of us, though, freely 
admit, “I’m no Mother Teresa.”
 So what is the “cost” to us of 
discipleship? What should we be 
prepared to give up? And why?
 For me, one answer is to 
identify what comes between 
the desire to follow Jesus and 

actually doing it. We know that 
our possessions (or obsessions 
or addictions) too often possess 
us, distracting and impeding us 
from following Jesus. 
 Maybe the real “cost” is giving 
up our love of and devotion to 
the allures and trappings that 
dominate our culture—material 
possessions, power, money, status, 
even the ever-present cyber world! 
 Maybe Christ’s example 
of planning as if for battle or 
construction reminds us to be 
deliberate and thoughtful about 
this process every day. And 
maybe, if we are mindful about 
giving up our obsession with, 
say, power, it could be replaced 
with compassion. 

 Maybe our pursuit of status 
could be transformed into a 
quest for social justice. May-
be the love of our own money 
could be supplanted by greater 
generosity toward those whose 
needs are heavy.
 Maybe, then, the advice that 
Jesus gives in this passage is not 
so jolting after all, for it enables us 
to share more abundantly his love 
with our neighbors and our world.

•  Sandra Boyette

PRAYER
Help us, God, to recognize 
and remove the obstacles 

we ourselves put on the pathway 
of following Jesus. Amen.

Photo by Bam
bi Setzer



Recalculating. Recalculating. 
Then Recalculating Again

Luke 15:8–10 •  Thursday, March 26
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I have a terrible sense of di-
rection. Presented with the 

choice to go left or right, I in-
variably pick the wrong one and 
end up going in the opposite 
direction for far too long. 
 At minimum, I leave half an 
hour earlier than Google Maps 
recommends. I may just be go-
ing across town, but if I haven’t 
been there at least three times, I 
use my GPS. I avoid highways, 
as it’s difficult to turn around if 
you go the wrong way. I make 
trial runs to new places the 
night before. 
 Basically, I know what it’s 
like to be lost. 
 Soon after we began dating, 
my now-husband and I took a 
trip to D.C. After dinner our 
first night, we attempted to 

get back to our hotel in nearby 
Maryland. As we sped along 
the highway, his phone’s GPS 
recalculated. Then it recalculat-
ed again. Every exit was wrong. 
Every turn-around was wrong. 
The phone signal became inter-
mittent at best. 
 We were very quickly, 
very lost. 
 In the fringes of a big, 
strange city.
 At night. 
 With bad phone signal.
 And my terrible sense of 
direction. 
 We found a parking lot 
at the top of a hill where the 
signal was clear and Gary used 
old-fashioned map-reading 
skills to get us back on track. 
We finally made it to our hotel, 

exhausted, stressed out, just past 
wits’ end, but exultant that our 
trial had ended. 
 It’s a funny anecdote now, 
but neither of us will forget the 
feeling of sheer panic from that 
night nor the relief at the end 
of the journey. Like the para-
ble about the woman finding 
her lost coin, we celebrated our 
finding. As God celebrates those 
who find God.
 Not raised to proselytize, 
I find it a little awkward to talk 
about this parable. But I don’t 
think it means passing out 
tracts or yelling about hell from 
a soapbox to save lost souls. 
Rather, it says that God is ready 
to celebrate you whenever you 
find your way to God; whether 
it’s right on time or after a few 
wrong turns.

•  Lois Barnes Vinson 

PRAYER
Gracious God, thank you 
for waiting for us when 

we are lost and rejoicing for us 
when you lead us home. 

Amen.
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Grace and Mercy, Mercy and Grace
Luke 15:11–32  •  Friday, March 27
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Grace and Mercy, Mercy and Grace
The God of Love so freely lends both mercy and grace.

With open arms, Yahweh greets us.
With an open heart, Yahweh meets us where we are.
Just as the father welcomed his son home.
Grace and Mercy, Mercy and Grace.

Grace and Mercy, Mercy and Grace,
The eternal embrace of the Almighty 
Warms us to our bones.
As the father forgave his son,
God’s forgiveness has already been given. 
Grace and Mercy, Mercy and Grace.

Grace and Mercy, Mercy and Grace,
When the father rejoiced for the return of his little boy,
He wept.
The God of Tears 
Weeps with joy when we accept
Grace and Mercy, Mercy and Grace.

Grace and Mercy, Mercy and Grace,
Is ours to receive and
Ours to give.
It is ours to absorb and
Ours to share.
Grace and Mercy, Mercy and Grace.

Photo by Bam
bi Setzer

PRAYER 
God, breathe not only on us, but 
 through us.
Fill our lungs with the peace that
 comes only from you.
Let that peace seep deep into our
 bones and radiate throughout 
 our lives.
Help us to remember that weariness
 is temporary.
Help us, oh God, to absorb the grace
 you offer so freely.
Push us ... No ... Shove us if necessary,
 to exhale that same sweet honey-  
 soaked breath of grace in the
 direction of others.
May we recognize that you are always
 present in our bodies, minds, 
 and spirits even when we cannot
 feel you.
May you work in and through us so
 others never forget that you
 inhabit all of who we are, for we
 are your children.
Amen. 

•  Mary Beth Henderson



Squeezing the Boss
Luke 16:1–8  •  Saturday, March 28

42                       Growing in Humility                      Knollwood Baptist Church
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The headline for the Galilee 
Gazette was going to read, 

“Business Manager Indicted for 
Financial Misconduct.” 
 Roscoe, who managed the 
accounts for one of Galilee’s 
leading citizens, knew he was 
headed for the walk of shame, 
scooted out of his boss’s house 
with his cloak over his head. But 
he still had the account records, 
so he thought up one more trick: 
He summoned everybody who 
owed his boss money and gave 
them a whopping discount on 
their debts. 

 When the boss found out, he 
commended Roscoe for his clev-
er ploy, just before he showed 
Roscoe the door. Why? 
 Well, Roscoe had just put 
his boss on the spot: Either Mr. 
Boss could go along with the 
plan, losing money but gaining 
a lot of good press for his gen-
erosity, or demand what he was 
owed from those who owed him, 
gaining money, but losing a lot 
of face for being a tightwad and 
for getting fooled so badly.
 In Luke’s world, as in ours, 
the rules were set so that the 

rich would get 
richer off the 
labor of the poor. 
Luke’s Jesus 
didn’t like those 
rules at all. 
       Rich people 
are the bad guys 
when they appear 
in parables, and 
the only wealthy 
person Luke’s 
Jesus commends 
is Zacchaeus, 

who is praised for giving half his 
fortune to the poor and paying 
people he cheated four times 
what he took from them. 
 “Blessed are the poor,” says 
Luke’s Jesus, and “Woe to you 
rich.” In this gospel’s point of 
view, wealthy people must use 
what they have to lift up the 
poor. Roscoe forces Mr. Boss to 
do that, albeit unwillingly, and 
is praised. 
 It isn’t a comfortable or 
comforting story, is it?
 It wasn’t intended to be. It 
was intended to prick the con-
sciences of any of Luke’s readers 
who had more than they needed 
and to make them give to those 
in need. 
 So … did it work? 

•  Richard Vinson

PRAYER
Generous God, may our lives 

be open to your leading, 
and our eyes be open 

to those in need. Amen.
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Growing in Prayer and Persistence
Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to teach them 

that they should always pray 
and never become discouraged.

Luke 18:1



I AM the Way, the Truth, and the Life
John 14:1–6  •  Sunday, March 29
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The Way—The Path one 
chooses to travel through Life
The Truth—Reality, Factual, 

Reliable, Dependable
The Life—Physical, Earthly 

or Eternal Existence

So, where are you going in 
your life?

 What is your plan of action 
to enable you to get there?
 When life’s choices must be 
made, how will you know you 
are making the right ones?
 Several times in my life, I 
have felt lost due to uncontrol-
lable circumstances. The future 
looked so uncertain and fore-
boding. I was forced to make 
choices without the security 
nets that had made my life so 
predictable and so comfortable. 
I asked myself, “Where can I 

find the strength and wisdom to 
choose the right way to take?”
 In John 14:5, Thomas says to 
Jesus, “We have no idea where 
you are going, so how can we 
know the way?” Jesus replies 
with an invitation to Thomas 
and to us, “I am the Way, the 
Truth, and the Life.” 
 The Way of Jesus is his will 
for me. How do I know what 
that is? I have learned that I can-
not demand to know his will for 
me. I must trust him completely 
to lead me on his Way in his 
own good time. I must ask, seek, 
knock, and then trust.
 The Truth is becoming more 
difficult to know in recent years. 
I find that what people say or 
what I read, especially on the 
internet, must be “fact-checked” 
to determine whether it is reli-

able. Jesus tells his disciples and 
us to depend on his words and 
his teachings to guide us down 
the right paths through life. 
We can trust that his words are 
the Truth.
 The Life with Jesus’ pres-
ence and guidance will bring 
us the peace and confidence we 
need in coping with this world’s 
challenging experiences. Placing 
our trust to follow Jesus’ Way 
also assures us of his blessing of 
eternal life. 
 As promised in John 14:3, 
“When everything is ready, I 
will come and get you, so that 
you will always be with me 
where I am.”  

•  Ted Philpott

PRAYER
Thank you, Jesus, 

for your words and example 
that direct us through 

your Way of Truth and 
into everlasting Life. Amen.
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Grand Spiritual Chasms
Luke 16:19–31  •  Monday, March 30
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We visited the Grand Can-
yon a couple of years ago 

and planned to hike to the bot-
tom and back to the top. When 
we got our first glimpse, I was 
gobsmacked. Could we possibly 
tackle this chasm? 
 I was reminded of the Grand 
Canyon in reading this para-
ble. Father Abraham refers to a 
chasm: the one between Lazarus 
and the rich man in the afterlife, 
presumably one in heaven and 
the other in hell. But perhaps 
the chasm also refers to other 
things.
 The chasm between pride 
and humility. The rich man’s 
pride, even in death, keeps him 
from seeing Lazarus as a person. 
He doesn’t say, “Oh, Lazarus, 
I’m sorry I never did anything to 
make your life on earth easier.” 
 He still sees Lazarus as 
subservient  and won’t talk 
directly to him. Instead, he tells 
Abraham to send Lazarus on an 
errand to hell to help him. The 
rich man’s pride created a huge 
chasm that separated him from 
everyday people in life, and it 
continues in death. 
 The chasm between privi-
lege and poverty. The rich man 
was likely born into privilege, 
which may have blinded him to 
and shielded him from the reali-
ties of poverty. Lazarus couldn’t 
pull himself out of his hunger, 
disease, and homelessness. 

 He needed someone to see 
him and to help him, someone 
besides the dogs who licked his 
wounds. As a white American, 
I am just becoming aware of 
my privilege. How does it blind 
and shield me from poverty and 
injustice and racism? 
 The chasm between truth 
and denial. Abraham won’t send 
Lazarus to warn the rich man’s 
brothers. They already have 
the truth, he says, through the 
prophets, but they deny it. Maybe 
this is the biggest chasm of all. 
 It’s the same chasm that I 
experience when I justify poor 
choices: Eating this cheeseburger 
and fries won’t raise my weight 
or cholesterol. Holding onto this 
grudge won’t harm my relation-
ship. Giving sacrificially isn’t 
really part of following Jesus. 

 Chasms can be huge obsta-
cles, but they’re not impossible 
to cross. On our trip to the 
Grand Canyon, we hired a guide 
who knew the way.
 We also have a guide who 
knows the way through all the 
chasms in this parable. Jesus can 
help us bridge the chasms in our 
lives between pride and humil-
ity, privilege and poverty, and 
truth and denial. 

•  Mary Hix

PRAYER
Lord Jesus, guide us 

out of the chasms 
that blind and shield us 

from our own spiritual poverty 
and the needs 

of this world. Amen.



Disruptive Grace
Matthew 20:1–16  •  Tuesday, March 31
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Early in the morning a land-
owner (who seems to repre-

sent God) hires day laborers for 
his vineyard at the going daily 
wage of a denarius. Additional 
workers are hired at midmorn-
ing, noon, midafternoon, and a 
final group with only an hour to 
work in the day. 
 Each later-hired group is 
promised whatever is right for 
wages. When the day is over, the 
one-hour group is paid first and 
at the standard daily wage of a 
denarius—equal to those who 
had labored all day. 
 Later the full-day workers 
receive their promised denarius. 

The full-day workers are of-
fended by the one-hour workers 
receiving the same wage. To be 
honest, when I first read the par-
able, I agreed with the full-day 
workers. This is just not fair. 
 Tradition teaches that the 
parable reveals a gracious God 
who rewards all the workers 
equally through salvation, with 
the Jews being the all-day work-
ers and Gentiles the latecomers. 
 An easy transfer is that those 
toiling in the fields all day may 
represent those who labor dil-
igently in the ministries of the 
church, while the final-hour work-
ers likely slept in a lot of Sundays. 

Perhaps Jesus is 
counseling me 
not to concern 
myself with com-
paring my bless-
ings with my 
fellow journeyers 
in the pews. 
       Later, I 
realized that 
the parable 
may trouble 
us because the 
generosity of 
God does not 
fit within our 
human view of 
fairness. Grace 

will be used for the good of all. 
Working for the good of the 
kingdom, making good use of 
our time, being diligent may be 
of value to ourselves, the church, 
and others. 
 But God will use what be-
longs to God for the good of all 
his children. God’s ability to give 
and care offends all of us who 
assume that if it is good, it must 
be earned. The landowner is not 
looking for help as much as the 
landowner is helping others. 
 Or is this about justice? Who 
waits all day to be to be hired 
but does not find success until 
the end of the day? Perhaps the 
weak, the infirm, the disabled, 
the elderly, those rumored not to 
be good workers, criminals, or 
just those with a bad reputation. 
Other targets of discrimination? 
 Our God shows special gen-
erosity toward the poor and the 
outcast. 

•  Joe Long

PRAYER
Dear God, continue to 

reveal to me that God’s grace 
will continually disrupt 

and challenge my limited 
worldview. Amen.
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God: The Persistent Widow?
Luke 18:2–8  •  Wednesday, April 1

Knollwood Baptist Church   Growing in Prayer and Persistence                           47

Photo by D
orothy W

agener

The parable of the corrupt 
judge and the persistent 

widow has always challenged 
me. When I was younger, I 
thought the parable meant that 
if I were persistent enough, I 
could coerce God into doing 
what I wanted. 
 It didn’t take long for me to 
figure out my hypothesis was 
wrong. The writer of the Gos-
pel of Luke says the purpose of 
the parable is “that they (we) 

should keep on praying and 
never lose heart.” 
 Scholars seem to have 
different opinions, not about 
the meaning of the parable, but 
who the characters represent. If 
we are the persistent widow, is 
God the unjust judge?
 How about God being the 
widow? I can almost see Je-
sus looking up and giving the 
Father a wink as he tells this 
parable. God, like the widow, 

is constantly calling us to do 
justice.
 The passage on this parable 
ends (verse 8) with an enigma: 
“When the Son of Man comes, 
will he find faith on earth?”

•  Chip Mims

PRAYER
Dear God, when Jesus comes, 

let him find us faithful. 
Amen.



Playing Judge
Luke 18:9–14  •  Thursday, April 2
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Mr. Conceit
Look at Mr. Conceit walk-

ing into the temple, all dressed 
up in temple-worthy attire. He is 
ready to be noticed. He slows his 
pace and his eyes dart around 
to select the perfect spot to stop 
and pray.
 He raises his hands dra-
matically toward heaven (his 
robed sleeves make a swishing 
sound) and calls God by name, 
“God, I thank you that I am 
not” (his voice level rises a bit) 
“greedy, dishonest, or unfaithful 
in marriage like other people. I 
am especially glad I am not like 

that tax collector over there. I 
fast two days a week and I tithe” 
(hear his voice rising again?) 
“from my earnings.”
 He makes sure God is in-
formed of all the good he is doing 
(as if God did not already know!) 
and all the bad he isn’t doing. He is 
sure that God is so proud of him.

Mr. Meek
Watch Mr. Meek as he enters 
the temple. He is wearing his 
work clothes because he comes 
straight from the office. He 
stands back a bit because he 
doesn’t feel worthy today.

 He stops over to the side, 
away from others, falls to his 
knees and begins to sob, “God, 
please have pity on me. I am 
such a sinner.” He sits with his 
head lowered, rocking back 
and forth like a baby. Tears run 
down his cheeks. 
 His heart is heavy but he is 
sure that God loves him and will 
forgive him. 

You may have read this parable 
many times. And you probably 
were taught that we should not 
pray like Mr. Conceit, the Phar-
isee, but should pray more like 
Mr. Meek, the Tax Collector.
 As I read and re-read this 
passage, I began to realize that I 
identified with both characters. 
Sometimes I am more like 
Mr. Conceit, and occasionally 
I am more like Mr. Meek. 
 As I considered this, I had 
the shocking realization that 
God loved both men. And that 
God forgave both men.
 And then, an even more 
shocking realization … I was 
playing judge even as I read the 
parable! 

•  Melanie Wilkinson

PRAYER
God, thank you for loving us, 
no matter how we talk to you, 
or if we even talk to you at all. 

Amen.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 K
ar

en
 D

aw
ki

ns



Investing Our Talents: 
Terrifying and Exhilarating

Luke 19:11–27  •  Friday, April 3

Knollwood Baptist Church   Growing in Prayer and Persistence                           49

Photo by M
elanie W

ilkinson

Cone of Safety Time—I’m 
getting vulnerable here. 

 About a year and a half ago, 
I got fired. In a very public and 
painful way. In the middle of 
one of the most vulnerable times 
my family had ever faced. In a 
way that made me question my 
worth, my talents, everything 
about myself that I thought was 
valuable. I honestly wanted to 
find a hole and go live in it. 
 If it weren’t for the support 
of my amazing husband, some 
faithful friends, and this church 
who let a stranger come and cry 
through 11 a.m. worship every 
week for a few months, I probably 
would still be sitting in that hole. 
 This world can be a really 
discouraging place. It often feels 
like, just when you think you 
have things figured out, some-
thing comes and knocks your feet 
out from under you. I don’t know 
about you, but I can identify with 
the servant who hid his master’s 
money to try and keep it safe.
 This parable isn’t about wealth 
management. It’s not about po-
litical instability (although there 
may be some connections to draw 
about our role in our current 
political climate there). 

 It’s about a mentor, invest-
ing in his protégés, believing in 
them, at some risk to himself, and 
allowing them to test their wings. 
 I love the fact that many 
Bibles translate the currency 
given as “talents.” God couldn’t 
be more on the nose. We live 
in this beautiful, awful world, 
where breathtaking moments of 
wonder occur daily, right beside 
crippling scenes of loss. God 
is sovereign. He could just fix 
everything with a word. 
 But he does not. He gives us 
an earthly canvas and each of us 
an investment of talents. He has 
stepped away from the driving 
wheel for a moment 
and given us our op-
portunity to invest. 
 It’s completely 
terrifying. And ex-
hilarating.  
 What are your 
talents? How are you 
seeking to invest 
them to grow and 
multiply God’s king-
dom in this world? 
What are the temp-
tations you face to 
hide them away for 
safekeeping? 

 Spend some time with the 
Holy Spirit today asking these 
questions and listening for loving 
guidance towards wisdom.   

•  Marissa Joyce

PRAYER
Jesus, thank you that 

you know what life here is like. 
The beautiful, the awful. 

The exhilarating and the tragic. 
Thank you for walking through 
each day with us, and guide us 

as we invest our talents 
into this place we call home. 

Amen.



A Tale of Two Sons
Matthew 21:28–32  •  Saturday, April 4
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Two sons respond in two 
different ways to their father’s 

command to go and work in his 
vineyard. The first says No but 
then ends up going. The second 
son says Yes but then doesn’t go.
 I know the second son well 
because I am that son. It’s easy to 
imagine what happened. Maybe 
he gets distracted by some bud-
dies. Why work when you can 
play golf or go to the beach?
  Maybe he intends to go but 
wants to take a little nap first. 
Dad won’t mind. I need to be rest-
ed first, he might rationalize. 
 Maybe he has no intention of 
going but just gives lip service. 

Better to avoid an argument now 
and just apologize later. Maybe as 
he gets ready to go, he reviews his 
father’s expectations. Work, work, 
work. That’s all he ever expects. 
As he nurses his resentment, he 
decides he just won’t go. 
 And the list of excuses goes 
on. But the bottom line is that he 
does not obey. Full stop. His per-
sonal integrity and faithfulness 
are compromised. In the parable’s 
context, Jesus suggests that the 
second son is like the religious 
leaders who talk a good game.
 The first son intrigues me. 
What happens to change his 
mind? He may say No for many 

of the same 
reasons that 
the second son 
doesn’t go. May-
be he wants a 
beach day, some 
time with his 
friends, or just a 
break from the 
vineyard.
       Sometime 
during the 
delay, though, 
he reconsiders. 
Like the prod-
igal son, he 

“comes to himself” in some way. 
Does he suddenly recognize God 
as loving and not demanding? 
Does he become aware of his own 
need for the father’s love or of his 
own stubbornness that rejects the 
father’s request?
 Or is he driven by some 
sense of duty that will not let 
him enjoy time away when his 
father needs him?
 Whatever the reason, he 
regrets his decision, comes to 
himself, and does what the father 
wants. Jesus suggests that this 
son is like the prostitutes and 
tax collectors—who for various 
reasons act on God’s call and 
obey like the children of a loving 
parent should.
 It’s the religious folks who 
would rather argue than act, and 
stall than obey. Religious folks 
just like me.

•  Mary Hix

PRAYER
Loving God, help us to 

come to ourselves as 
your children during this 

Lenten journey, so we might 
obey and please you. Amen.
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Growing in Trustworthiness
“‘Well done, you good and faithful servant!’ 

said his master. ‘You have been faithful in managing 
small amounts, so I will put you in charge of 

large amounts. Come on in and share my happiness!’”
Matthew 25:21



I AM the Vine
John 15  •  Palm Sunday •  Sunday, April 5
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What is the greatest commandment? 
To love, of course. But, how do we 

know how to love? The answer is beautifully 
described through the metaphor of the vine 
and branches in John 15: Listen and live ac-
cording to God’s word, and dwell intimately 
in Christ’s Body, the Church. 
 We tend to make this complicated. We 
can often find excuses to postpone scripture 
reading each morning. It doesn’t take much 
for us to miss fellowship and worship one 
Sunday for work, business, or vacation. Yet, 
one day can easily turn into many Sundays 
missed. We’ve separated ourselves from 
the vinegrower and the vine; therefore, our 
branches are no longer bearing fruit.

 I think Jesus is telling us that if we want to produce 
the kind of love that really strengthens our families, 
our communities, and our world, we have to live lives 
rooted in scripture and in the body of Christ. 
 There is one kind of love that has changed every-
thing, and one kind of love that will continue to trans-
form us: sacrificial love. Sacrifices of time are required 
for us to stay connected to the vine and vinegrower.  
 My very favorite choral anthem is written by En-
glish composer John Ireland and is entitled “Greater 
Love.” The text of this glorious anthem weaves together 
Song of Solomon 8:7 and John 15. When I have lost 
my understanding of love and how to give it to those 
around me, I return to its message of truth:

Many waters cannot quench love,
neither can the floods drown it. Love is strong as death.

Greater love hath no man than this,
that a man lay down his life for his friends. …
I beseech you brethren, by the mercies of God,

that you present your bodies, a living sacrifice, holy,
acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service.

•  Rozanna Vancil Goocey

PRAYER
Loving Savior, forgive us for believing 

we can produce fruit apart from you, the vine. 
Show us again how to abide in your life and love 

as we follow you to the cross. Amen.
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The Minority Report
Luke 20:9–18  •  Monday, April 6
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Arriving in Jerusalem had 
been a blast! The masses of 

people! The adulation! And here 
Jesus was teaching before the 
entranced crowds in the Temple. 
But danger lurked everywhere. 
 The Temple establishment 
confronted Jesus, and the ver-
bal swordplay began. Like the 
witness sitting before the con-
gressional committee in front 
of the cameras, it was a time 
of caution. Stop, think, choose 
one’s words carefully, for the 
consequences may be dire.
 What a great time for a 
story, Jesus must have thought. 
Everybody likes a story. 
 A certain man plants a vine-
yard, leases it to tenants, and de-
parts to a foreign country. After 
all, manual labor in the Middle 
Eastern sun isn’t for everybody. 
 At harvest time, the owner 
sends his slaves after his portion 
of the harvest. Several slaves! 
All of whom are beaten severely 
and thrown out of the vineyard. 
The Wicked Tenants might have 
thought, “We’ll keep the grapes 
and one day own the vineyard 
ourselves.”
 That owner in the faraway 
country realizes his mistake. 
Don’t send slaves, but send his 
son, his beloved son, to straight-
en this mess out. Surely those 
tenants will respect his son. 
 At this point in the story, like 
watching a horror movie, one 

tends to silently scream, “Don’t 
do it!” Sure enough, the Very 
Wicked Tenants throw the son 
out of the vineyard and kill him. 
 With righteous anger, the 
owner returns, destroys those 
tenants, and gives the vineyards 
to others.
 Before we utter a hearty 
“Serves them right!” realize that 
according to Luke, Jesus’s hear-
ers replied, “Heaven forbid!” 
 Those Passover-celebrating, 
first-century Jews understood 
that Jesus was saying that he had 
been sent to the Jews who reject-
ed him, and thus the Good News 
would be given to others—the 
Gentiles. 
 “Heaven forbid!”
 Over my lifetime, we have 
transitioned from a predom-

inantly Christian society, to 
one—if current trends in church 
attendance continue—in which 
we Christians will be a minority, 
perhaps even a detested minori-
ty, based on the “Comment” 
section of the Washington Post. 
 Our time of seismic change 
mirrors that of first-century 
Jews. Being a minority will 
be hard. May we stand shoul-
der-to-shoulder, hold the Bible 
close, and pray.

•  Suzanne Newsome

PRAYER
Father, we beg you for 

a double portion of your Spirit, 
running over, never depleted, 
for the times that lie ahead. 

Amen.



Lent’s Spiritual Dress Code
Matthew 22:11–14  •  Tuesday, April 7
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By the time we reached the 
wedding reception tent, the 

temperature had dropped to be-
low 30 degrees. Despite warm air 
being pumped in, it was chilly 
inside. Wedding finery was cov-
ered by blankets and coats. 
 But the cold that November 
evening didn’t dampen the joy 
of our celebrating my daughter 
and son-in-law’s marriage! 
 Not so in today’s parable. 
After some made excuses and 
didn’t attend, the king invited 
anyone and everyone to the 
wedding banquet of his son. 
The king had appropriate robes 
available at the entrance for 
guests to wear. 

 Imagine the scene when one 
man crashed the party, refused 
to put on the wedding robe, and 
was thrown out into a place of 
stern judgment!
 God invites us to a glorious 
wedding banquet, with Jesus as 
the church’s groom. Some turn 
away, and some eagerly say yes 
to the invitation. 
 Lent is a time to consider 
whether we who have said yes 
may have become apathetic or 
complacent to God’s generosity. 
Do we want to be part of God’s 
kingdom on our own terms? 
 When we open an invitation 
to a wedding or party, we often 
see a line that indicates the dress 

code—casual, 
formal, cocktail, 
and so on. To 
show up dressed 
some other way 
is disrespectful. 
      God’s invita-
tion is free, but 
if we respond 
affirmatively, we 
have an obli-
gation to take 
God’s grace 
seriously and 
responsibly. 
We don’t dress 
correctly to earn 
our way into 

God’s kingdom, but as a sign of 
deep gratitude for having been 
welcomed.
 The Lenten journey invites 
us to consider our proper spir-
itual dress. Though we may 
prefer the rags of sin and shame, 
Jesus offers a robe of light and 
holiness, a garment that reveals 
our identity as God’s beloved. 
 In response, we step out of 
the ugly dress of unforgiveness, 
resentment, and selfishness, and 
step into a robe of Jesus’ righ-
teousness. We decorate it with 
prayer, fasting, and generosity. 
 Entrance to the kingdom 
banquet is free, yet we want to 
respond with profound respect 
to the costly way Jesus healed 
our souls. Jesus calls us disciples 
to an abundant life character-
ized by repentance, obedience, 
and grace for all. 
 Let’s take time and attention 
in Lent to put on our baptismal 
garments of light.

•  Linda Browne

PRAYER
Lord, during Lent help us 

to dress in the most fitting way 
possible to enter into the life 

of our Savior and then to enter 
into the joy of his glorious 

resurrection on Easter. Amen.
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Seasons of Change
Luke 21:29–33  •  Wednesday, April 8
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As I begin to write this de-
votional on a late autumn 

day, I look outside my window 
at the beautiful fig tree that my 
late husband, Jack, and I plant-
ed many years ago as a young 
sapling. 
 It is now 12 feet tall with 
sprawling limbs, and its luscious 
purple figs of the season have
been harvested by me, my 
neighbors, and the birds and 
squirrels!
 In our Lenten scriptures, 
Jesus uses the parable of the fig 
tree to help his disciples under-
stand and accept the impending 
change of his ministry.
 Just as the branch of the 
fig tree puts forth her tender 
leaves, we know summer is 
near ... just as seasonal changes 

happen, likewise present situa-
tions change. By these words of 
Jesus, the disciples are assured 
that change is forthcoming and 
urged to be alert and ready. To-
day we have the same challenge.
 Technology and social me-
dia are members of our family! 
We know instantly what is hap-
pening globally. We voice our 
opinions and personal events 
by texting, Facebook, Twitter, 
and e-mail. Echo brings music 
into our homes simply by asking 
Alexa to play our preferred song. 
 Everywhere today is the cen-
ter of the world and everything 
seems to be sacred to someone. 
We are grateful for this aware-
ness and availability.
 May we also be grateful for 
the assurance of Jesus’ challenge 

to us that “in your patience pos-
sess ye your souls.” (Luke 21:19)
 There is an old Cherokee 
saying: “Listen or your tongue 
will make you deaf.” Let us press 
pause occasionally and listen 
to the love of the human spirit. 
May we taste the happiness of 
giving and feel the embrace of 
our world family.

•  Shirley Noffsinger

PRAYER
Oh Holy Spirit, whose breath 

gives light and life to all 
the world, may our ears be alert 
to Thy voice. Grant us courage 

to follow the example 
set by Jesus of kindness and 
compassion for one another. 

Amen.

Denali summer landscape



Always Filling Our Lamps
Matthew 25:1–13  •  Maundy Thursday •  Thursday, April 9
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Jesus told this story to his 
disciples shortly before his 

crucifixion. What if he was 
trying to tell them not about the 
hereafter, but about how to keep 
the kingdom of heaven close at 
heart in the here and now? 
 The parable goes like this: 
The foolish virgins did not have 
extra oil, and the wise virgins 
did not share with them, but 
told them to go and buy their 
own. The foolish virgins were 
late to the party and missed out 
on the celebration.
 I believe we’ve all been the 
foolish virgins. Forgetting to 
long for God. Forgetting to feel 
God’s presence in the midst of 

the mundane. Distracted by 
the fears and attachments that 
can easily send us into a fog of 
forgetfulness.
 A wise yogi named Lahiri 
Mayashaya once said, “If you 
don’t invite God to be your sum-
mer Guest, He won’t come in 
the winter of your life.” Maybe 
the Ten Virgins story is about 
this very idea of devotion in our 
everyday lives so that we’ll feel 
God’s presence in good times 
and bad.
 Devotion to God is some-
thing you have to do on your 
own, which is why the oil could 
not be shared. But even though 
the foolish virgins were locked 

out of the wedding 
banquet, I like to think 
God was right there 
with them, just wait-
ing for them to notice.
       We’ve all been 
the wise virgins, too. 
Looking for God in 
everything we see. Ev-
ery person. Every walk 
in nature. In times 
of joy and in times of 
suffering. Quieting 

our minds, opening our hearts. 
Longing to know God in every 
prayer, every breath. That’s buy-
ing the oil ahead of time.
 It’s not about being perfect. 
Even the wise virgins fell asleep 
and might have missed the party 
altogether, which sometimes 
happens in spite of our best 
intentions. After all, this longing 
to know the depths and heights 
of the great mystery of God is 
a long and winding journey for 
most of us. 
 All of which makes it even 
more important to keep filling 
our lamps every chance we can 
get ... so that maybe our lamps 
will be lit and we can catch a 
glimpse of God’s miraculous 
presence in all things. 

•  Cindy Castevens

PRAYER
God, as we wait for you

and long for your presence, 
keep our hearts open so that 

we might see you in all things 
and find everlasting peace 

that is beyond worldly matters. 
Amen.



“Hide It Under a Bushel … NO”
Matthew 25:14–30  •  Good Friday •  Friday, April 10
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Each of us is responsible for 
the use of our abilities and 

gifts for the betterment of our 
communities and society.
 In its original telling this 
parable is about real money. A 
talent is a large sum of money 
equal to 15 years’ worth of wages 
for a day laborer. But today our 
word “talent” refers to personal 
gifts and attributes.
 In the parable Jesus talks 
about a man entrusting three 
servants with a lot of money. 
The essence of the message is the 
condemnation of the one person 
who squandered his opportunity. 
The master was concerned with 
what the servants did with what 
they had … it was not about who 

made the most money!
 Lessons learned: 
•   Fearful activity vs. active re-
sponsibility (requiring risking).
•   Maximizing our abilities vs. 
laziness (requiring productivity).
•   Reluctance vs. accepting chal-
lenge (requiring determination).
•   Material wealth vs. spiritual 
growth (requiring discernment).
 There is an accountability 
about our gifts and deeds … 
we are to “Sow and Grow” in 
our spiritual pilgrimage. In the 
Kingdom of God there is a law 
of increase. Christian growth is 
dynamic, not stagnant. Re-
member the old saying, “To 
whom much is given, much is 
required.”

 Returning to the meaning of 
the word “talent” in this parable, 
we might reframe (for our day) 
our two-sided spiritual coin as 
being both ability and responsi-
bility.
 One childhood teaching 
might still be appropriate for 
today…. sing the song: “Hide it 
under a bushel…NO!! I’m going 
to let it SHINE!!”

•  Ted and Becky Dougherty

PRAYER
Lord, help us discover 

and use our talents 
for the increase of 

your kingdom. Amen.
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Will the Real Christian Please Stand Up?
Matthew 25:31–46  •  Saturday, April 11
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Recently I listened to a pod-
cast on this question: Do 

you identify as a Christian? The 
hosts and guest all came from 
Christian homes and back-
grounds. All had been or were 
still actively involved in some 
kind of ministry. 
 But the hosts had also expe-
rienced significant crises of faith 
in the past that had caused them 
to disown their Christian faith 
for a time. Through deep strug-
gle, they had come to a different 
understanding of faith. 
 Part of their reluctance to
self-identify as Christian 
stemmed from the various 
litmus tests that groups use to 

decide who is a “true” Christian. 
Does being a Christian mean 
that I have to believe specific 
things? Repeat specific creeds? 
Vote for specific candidates? 
Come down for or against spe-
cific cultural issues?
 At first I found their discus-
sion stimulating. I have struggled 
with feeling outside the larger 
Christian community. How 
can people who call themselves 
Christians believe things that I 
see as absolutely anti-Christian? 
Are they right or am I? Are they 
“real” Christians, or am I?
     As I listened to the pod-
cast, however, I soon found the 
discussion irritating. I felt they 

were splitting hairs. 
If you love Jesus and 
his teachings, then 
follow Jesus and 
practice his teach-
ings! Forget all that 
labeling!
      The parable 
of the sheep and 
the goats, with its 
emphasis on heaven 
and hell and who’s 
in and who’s out, 
is troubling. I used 
to feel good when 
reading this parable 
because I knew I 
was in, safe from the 
fires of hell. 

 Although I’m not doubting 
my salvation, this parable now 
worries me. When was the last 
time I welcomed a stranger? 
Visited someone in prison? 
Took care of a stranger who was 
sick? I have done these things 
for friends and family. But for 
strangers?
 This parable reminds me 
that I am not so different from 
the hosts on the podcast. I waste 
time navel-gazing about who is a 
“true” Christian while the poor, 
hungry, sick, imprisoned, naked, 
and thirsty wait for help. 
 Jesus doesn’t separate the 
sheep from the goats based on 
what they say, believe, or call 
themselves. He identifies his 
followers as the people who took 
care of him, disguised as “the 
least of these.”
 Simple. Because ultimately, 
it’s irrelevant whether I self-iden-
tify as a Christian. The only 
thing that matters is whether 
Jesus identifies me as one of his. 

•  Mary Hix

PRAYER
Merciful One, help me 

to see and care for others, 
especially strangers, as though 

they are members of 
my own family. Amen.

Via Dolorosa in Jerusalem
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Growing in the Resurrection Life
Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. 

Whoever believes in me will live, even though he dies.”
John 11:25



When you live in the future 
With its problems and fears, 
It is hard. I am not there. 
My name is not I WILL BE.

When you live in this moment, 
It is not hard. I am here. 
My name is I AM.”

 However compelling the 
Gospel story of Easter may be, 
that report is from 2,000 years 
ago. But if Jesus is risen, then 
he can be, yearns to be, with us 
now: “I AM the resurrection and 
the life.”
 This Easter, ask the risen 
Lord to meet you the only place 
he can—right here and right now. 

•  Bob Setzer, Jr.

Poem found at http://
applicationofgodsword.blogspot

.com/2011/11/i-am-poem-by-
helen-mallicoat.html

PRAYER
Risen Lord, we rejoice 
that your holy, healing 

presence brings new life 
right here and right now! 

Meet us in the broken, 
dead places where 
we yearn for your 

resurrection power. 
Amen.

I AM the Resurrection and the Life
John 11:25  •  Resurrection Sunday • Sunday, April 12
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On Easter Sunday morning, 
we love to hear and savor 

the story of the empty tomb. In 
all four Gospels, the empty tomb 
is central to the narrative. Were 
it not for the empty tomb, the 
early Christian movement would 
have been crushed the moment 
Jesus’ bloodied, beaten corpse 
was paraded through the streets.
 But with the possible excep-
tion of the beloved disciple (John 
20:8), no one in the Gospels be-
lieves Jesus is risen because of the 
empty tomb. Those first disciples 
were smart enough to know there 
were any number of reasons that 
tomb might be empty. 
 No, it was the appearance of 
the risen Lord that led them to 
realize Jesus had defeated sin 
and death. They didn’t believe 
Jesus was risen because of the 
empty tomb; they believed 
the tomb was empty because 
Jesus was risen.
 Still today, few people be-
come believers because of the 
empty tomb. They become 
believers because they are 
surprised by a holy, healing 
Presence who shows up to 
bring new life when they 
thought all hope was gone. 
As Jesus says to Martha, 
devastated by the death of her 
brother, Lazarus, “I am the 
resurrection and the life.” 
 In other words, Martha’s 
hope for new life, or ours, Ph
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must not be relegated to the dis-
tant future. No, new life breaks 
out now whenever one senses, 
loves, and trusts the unseen but 
ever-present one, Jesus Christ 
our Lord.
 The poet Helen Mallicoat 
wrote:

I was regretting the past 
And fearing the future. 
Suddenly my Lord was speaking:

“My name is I AM.” He paused.  
I waited. He continued,
“When you live in the past 
With its mistakes and regrets, 
It is hard. I am not there, 
My name is not I WAS.
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