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Genesis 3: 17-19
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In his book Tortured Wonders (2004), Rodney
Clapp recounts a person who chose Ash Wednesday
for her one and only church appearance of the year.
St. Bartholomew's Episcopal Church in New York City
stands at the corner of Park Avenue and 51st Street,
at the epicenter of that island's remarkable concentra-
tion of wealth, power, business, and entertainment.

One Ash Wednesday morning the priests had begun the ritual of smearing ashes on the fore-
heads of worshippers with the solemn words, "dust you are, and to dust you shall return” (Genesis
3:19), when a gorgeous young woman, impeccably dressed, came forward and knelt at the altar. The
young woman was visibly nervous, and as she knelt the priest realized that she wanted to speak. As
he leaned forward to trace an ashen cross on her forehead, she whispered, "Father, | am a model. |
know | only have a few years, then | will be too old for this work. My body is aging, and | can hardly
admit it to myself. | do it once a year at this service. So rub the ashes on. Rub them hard."

Dear Lord, thank you for giving me the gift of life. While | still have life, help me contemplate my mor-
tality. Help me to live more fully in the present moment, and embrace and affirm all that is life-giving.
Instead of living today in ways that death will render meaningless if not tragic, help me alter my course
here and now. Amen.

Dan Clendenin
http://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20090223JJ.shtml
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Christ the Lord is Risen Today!

John 20:1-18

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still
dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that
the stone had been removed from the tomb. So she ran
and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one
whom Jesus loved, and said to them, ‘They have taken
the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they
have laid him.” Then Peter and the other disciple set out
and went towards the tomb. The two were running to-
gether, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached
the tomb first. He bent down to look in and saw the linen
wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. Then Simon
Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He
saw the linen wrappings lying there, and the cloth that
had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen wrap-
pings but rolled up in a place by itself. Then the other
disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed; for as
yet they did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead. Then the
disciples returned to their homes.

But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look
into the tomb; and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus
had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. They said to her,
‘Woman, why are you weeping?’ She said to them, ‘They have taken away my
Lord, and | do not know where they have laid him.” When she had said this, she
turned round and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Je-
sus. Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping? For whom are you look-
ing?’ Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, ‘Sir, if you have carried
him away, tell me where you have laid him, and | will take him away.’ Jesus said to
her, ‘Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew, ‘Rabboni!’ (which means
Teacher). Jesus said to her, ‘Do not hold on to me, because | have not yet as-
cended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, “I am ascending to
my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” * Mary Magdalene went and
announced to the disciples, ‘| have seen the Lord’; and she told them that he had
said these things to her.

Easter worship at Emmanuel

7:00 am Son Rise Worship led by our Youth
10:00 am Traditional Easter Celebration Worship

5 (C

Gen. 2:7b, 15
And the man became a living being. ...[and the] Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden to
till it and to keep it.

When I think of Christian beginnings my starting point is actually the Jewish scriptures: the creation
narrative found in Genesis 2:4ff, the oldest cosmogonic myth in the Bible. As someone interested in
ecology and the human connection to the natural world, | take great comfort in the symbolic notion that
we have been created from the earth itself. Adam is in fact a play on words, for the first man was
formed from adamah, the Hebrew word for the good, dark humus into which God sank his knees when
breathing the breath of life into the human form beneath him. | have always wondered what the effects
might be of ritualizing this narrative in the context of Christian worship. We place so much emphasis on
our “new creation” in the waters of baptism that the “old Adam,” child of the dirt, seems to be washed
away entirely. But Lent is surely Adam's season, for if the truth be told, his weaknesses, his fears, his
very fallible nature, his grubby face, are still very much our own, and they will be until our return to the
earth from which we were made.

For me, Lent is a time for remembering this and even celebrating it. Our Augustinian heritage has
taught us to over-emphasize the radicality of sin in our lives, to such an extent that the black soot we
bear on our foreheads on Ash Wednesday has come to be seen only as a mark of extreme woe and
repentance. Think sack cloth and ash. Think Jeremiah lamenting the destruction of Jerusalem. But
lately | have come to wonder whether Lent might be regarded as a “new beginning”. What | am sug-
gesting is that Lent might become for us a kind of “Christian New Year.” Like the High Holy Days in
Judaism, it could be seen as a period of time in which we are all encouraged to consider not so much
our deplorable sin but simply our vulnerable humanity and our need for connections to the earth, to
God, and to our human community. It could be a time to focus on how our lives are shared with so
many others, and how we often fail to affirm this simple fact in our words and deeds. More importantly,
Lent might become an opportunity to reflect on how each of us lives the life of Adam who, though he
was created from the rich soil of Eden, was nevertheless banished from it... but not from God.

Each year we are encouraged to give up something during this season, and in the past | have done so
faithfully (most of the time). But this time, instead of deprivation | am going to try to think in terms of a
kind of reflective celebration. Like Adam being brought forth from the earth, | want to wear on my fore-
head the ashes of creation. | want to take strange comfort in the fact that from dust | came and to dust
I shall return. | want to look at those who are close to me and remember how much their lives have
enriched my own. | will also remember how my lifestyle choices affect those whom | may never see,
both human and nonhuman.

Robert Frost once wrote, “Earth is the right place for love/ | don’t know where it is likely to go better.”
There is wisdom in this. Our attention and our hope at this time of year cannot be in some heaven
above but must be focused right here on the earth below, where the ashes of creation — the bittersweet
paradox of human existence — are lived out in all their mystery, somewhere between suffering and sal-
vation, just a little east of Eden.

Daniel G. Deffenbaugh
Lord, help me remember that my life is shared with others. Thank you for the enriching presence of

my friends and family. Thank you also for those | may never meet. Thank you for the connectedness
of all creation. Amen

http://www.seedsofshalom.com/search/label/Ash%20W ednesday
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Isaiah 58:6-7
“Is this not the fast that | have chosen:
To loose the bonds of wickedness,
To undo the heavy burdens,
To let the oppressed go free,
And that you break every yoke?
Is it not to share your bread with the hungry,
And that you bring to your house the poor who
are cast out;
When you see the naked, that you cover him,
And not hide yourself from your own flesh?

Recently our Sunday lectionary readings took us through Je-
sus’ Sermon on the Mount, and it was interesting to see the
emphasis Jesus put on fasting (Matthew 6). In the Bible, of-
ten under the heading of acts of righteousness, Jesus talks
about three actions saying, ‘When you give to the poor...,
when you pray..., when you fast...." Fasting has long been
used as a means of removing distractions from communica-
tion with God, but in the modern church we give far more at- -

tention to the acts of giving to the poor and praying. Lent is frequently the exception; this is the season
when we hear most about fasting.

Giving up sweets is about as close as I've come to fasting during Lent, and I'm not sure how much
closer I got to God as a result. | feel called to a more effective kind of fasting.

One list | found on the internet included fasting from using your car; watching TV; shopping at the su-
permarket; going shopping just as a pastime; or any of the habits which lie at the heart of our con-
sumer lifestyle. It also we suggested we could give up a meal on one or more days each week, and
give the money we save to some good cause. We could give up those harmful habits of mind, like
finding fault with others, grumbling, being fearful of strangers and people who aren't like us. . | wonder:
is this the kind of fast Isaiah is talking about?

Isaiah’s fast demonstrates a challenging, risk-taking kind of love. What fast have | chosen?
Carrie Korb
Gracious Lord God, you have called us to a higher purpose. We hear you calling; help us understand

how to answer. May this Lent be a time of real blessing and freedom for us, a time that brings us
nearer to the heart of your love and purpose for our lives. Amen.
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Matthew 27:55-66

Many women were also there,
looking on from a distance; they had
followed Jesus from Galilee and had
provided for him. Among them were
Mary Magdalene, and Mary the
mother of James and Joseph, and
the mother of the sons of Zebedee.

When it was evening, there came
a rich man from Arimathea, named
Joseph, who was also a disciple of
Jesus. He went to Pilate and asked
for the body of Jesus; then Pilate or-
dered it to be given to him. So Jo-
seph took the body and wrapped it in
a clean linen cloth and laid it in his
own new tomb, which he had hewn in
the rock. He then rolled a great stone
to the door of the tomb and went
away. Mary Magdalene and the other
Mary were there, sitting opposite the
tomb.

- ((

The next day, that is, after the
day of Preparation, the chief priests
and the Pharisees gathered before
Pilate and said, ‘Sir, we remember
what that imposter said while he was
still alive, “After three days | will rise
again.” Therefore command that the
tomb be made secure until the third
day; otherwise his disciples may go
and steal him away, and tell the peo-
ple, “He has been raised from the
dead”, and the last deception would
be worse than the first.” Pilate said to
them, "You have a guard of soldiers;
go, make it as secure as you can.’ So
they went with the guard and made
the tomb secure by sealing the stone.

O Sacred Head, now wounded,
with grief and shame weighed down,
now scornfully surrounded
with thorns, thine only crown:
how pale thou art with anguish,
with sore abuse and scorn!
How does that visage languish
which once was bright as morn!

What thou, my Lord, has suffered
was all for sinners' gain;
mine, mine was the transgression,
but thine the deadly pain.

Lo, here | fall, my Savior!

'Tis | deserve thy place;
look on me with thy favor,
vouchsafe to me thy grace.

What language shall | borrow
to thank thee, dearest friend,
for this thy dying sorrow,
thy pity without end?

O make me thine forever;
and should I fainting be,
Lord, let me never, never
outlive my love for thee.

Hans Leo Hassler, 1601
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The Crucifixion

Matthew 27:32-54

As they went out, they came upon a man from Cyrene named Simon; they
compelled this man to carry his cross. And when they came to a place called
Golgotha (which means Place of a Skull), they offered him wine to drink,
mixed with gall; but when he tasted it, he would not drink it. And when they
had crucified him, they divided his clothes among themselves by casting lots;
then they sat down there and kept watch over him. Over his head they put
the charge against him, which read, ‘This is Jesus, the King
of the Jews.’

Then two bandits were crucified with him, one on his

right and one on his left. Those who passed by derided
him, shaking their heads and saying, “You who would de-
stroy the temple and build it in three days, save yourself! If
you are the Son of God, come down from the cross.’ In the
same way the chief priests also, along with the scribes and
elders, were mocking him, saying, ‘He saved others; he
cannot save himself. He is the King of Israel; let him come
down from the cross now, and we will believe in him. He
trusts in God; let God deliver him now, if he wants to; for he
said, “I am God’s Son.” ' The bandits who were crucified
with him also taunted him in the same way.

From noon on, darkness came over the whole land until three in the after-
noon. And about three o’clock Jesus cried with a loud voice, ‘Eli, Eli, lema sa-
bachthani?’ that is, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ When
some of the bystanders heard it, they said, ‘This man is calling for Elijah.” At
once one of them ran and got a sponge, filled it with sour wine, put it on a

stick, and gave it to him to drink. But the others said, ‘Wait, let us see whether

Elijah will come to save him.” Then Jesus cried again with a loud voice and
breathed his last. At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two,

from top to bottom. The earth shook, and the rocks were split. The tombs also

were opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were

raised. After his resurrection they came out of the tombs and entered the holy

city and appeared to many. Now when the centurion and those with him, who
were keeping watch over Jesus, saw the earthquake and what took place,
they were terrified and said, ‘Truly this man was God’s Son!’

5 ( ((

Ephesians 5:2 - And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant
offering and sacrifice to God.

Mediation

And walk in love...... Some days this is easier said than done! When you get married part of
your vows are "in sickness and in health", it can be easier to live the "in health" portion of
your vows than the "in sickness" portion. But it is in the sickness part where the real "and
walk in love" takes place.

Cliff was 73 years old when he passed away. For most of those years he was never really
sick. But the last 10 months of his life the story was different. Cliff had
shoulder surgery in March of 2007. Nancy cared for Cliff, did many things
for Cliff. and | think she loved providing the care as much as he liked re-
ceiving it. Love shines through in the little things we do -- as in helping
Cliff put his coat on to go somewhere. He would let Nancy know how his
coat should be. With a genuine smile on her face, she would fix his coat
as he wanted. The smile would reveal the love she had for him.

Cliff "got pneumonia” in the summer. He couldn't seem to shake it. Nancy

was always there to care for Cliff. Then fall came - Cliff didn't get better. Nancy charted
every visit Cliff had with a doctor, every medicine he was prescribed, and how it reacted on
him. She charted everything that she thought might be of use for the doctors to help them
heal Cliff. A labor of love. If she had to run an errand, she would ask one of their children or
grandchildren if they could sit with him. She felt more comfortable leaving, knowing some-
one who loved ClIiff was with him.

Because of Cliff's sickness he lost much weight. He didn't eat much because his stomach
was upset. Nancy’s face expressed her concern. If he wanted something, eggs and toast,
mac and cheese, tacos from Taco Bell, spaghetti from Fazoli's, she would make it or get it for
him, just so he would eat something.

Cliff was in the hospital a lot during the fall. We would visit every night. How was he doing?
Did the doctors find out anything? What did Cliff eat today? Supper at the hospital had to
be ordered by 6:30pm. It would have been easy to just order something for Cliff. Over the
years Cliff never complained about food Nancy made for him. He was just happy to eat
whatever she set before him. At the hospital, Nancy would sit next to Cliff and ask him what
he wanted to eat. She would go over the menu listing things off for him. Now | know reading
off a menu to someone isn't hard. But when someone doesn't want to eat, and nothing
sounds good, reading a menu can be difficult. Using her voice, she would make the food
sound appealing and appetizing, trying to get Cliff to be interested in eating. Hearing the love
in her voice and seeing it on her face touched my heart everyday. "And walk in love" was
happening every day before the eyes of everyone present. A beautiful sight to see.

Cyndi Huolihan
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Luke 4:1-2

Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, left the Jordan and
was led by the Spirit into the wilderness, where for
forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate
nothing during those days, and at the end of them
he was hungry.

Let's take a look at yesterday’s gospel: the tempta-
tions laid before Jesus in the desert. “Satan” put
before him these three: if you are hungry, change
stones into bread. If you are the son of God, leap
from a tower and rely on angels to rescue you. If
you bow down before me, all the kingdoms of the
world will be yours.

These “temptations” once seemed too archaic for my modern mind, but as I've thought about them
over the years, they have come to represent things all too familiar. Satan’s temptations represent
magic, rescue, fame and power—they beckon me every day of my life. Just around the corner lies
happiness, a new lover will provide lasting bliss, if | had what she has, then | would be...

These are the fantasies, the illusions, that suck out my vitality, that keep me from discovering my own
rich reality. To come to terms with illusion is one of the great jobs of our lives: to discern what is fan-
tasy and what is reality, what is dead and what is alive, what is a narcotic and what is food, what are
stones and what is bread. It is dangerous, wrenching and unavoidable. In the desert, Jesus fought for
his life.

What was asked of Jesus is what is asked of us, that we give up illusion, its false promises and its ad-
dicting inertia, and “come to our senses,” come to living bread.

And, if you think about it, Jesus will accomplish each one of these “temptations,” but by taking a differ-
ent course. He will change stones into bread: a few loaves of bread and five fish will feed five thou-
sand. He will "hurl himself from a tower" and be “caught by angels,” by giving up his life on the cross.
He will be worshipped, by humbling himself as a servant.

If, instead of waiting for stones to be changed to bread, we share the food we have; if, rather than wait-
ing for the fantasy job or lover, we engage the people and work of our lives; if, rather than waiting for
rescue, we lay down our lives for our friends, then we depart the world of deadly illusion for a living
reality in which “every day the real caress,” Anais Nin said, “replaces the ghostly lover.”

by Nora Gallagher

O God, our Guide and Guardian, like Jesus you have led me apart from the busy world this Lent. Help
me resist temptations that suck out my vitality; help me to embrace all that is life giving. Amen.

http://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20070219JJ.shtml
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Maundy Thursday Worship at Emmanuel begins at 6:30

Ecclesiastes 3
There is a time for everything,
and a season for every activity under heaven:
a time to be born and a time to die,
a time to plant and a time to uproot,
a time to kill and a time to heal,
a time to tear down and a time to build,
a time to weep and a time to laugh,
a time to mourn and a time to dance,
a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them,
a time to embrace and a time to refrain,
a time to search and a time to give up,
a time to keep and a time to throw away,
a time to tear and a time to mend,
a time to be silent and a time to speak,
a time to love and a time to hate,
a time for war and a time for peace.

When | came to Emmanuel United Methodist Church, I didn’t know much about the seasons of the
church. 1 got Advent and Lent confused. | thought Epiphany sounded like a good idea. And when |
first heard about the Maundy Thursday service, | thought people were saying, “Monday Thursday.” |
wondered, “So which day do we observe it, on Monday or on Thursday?”

As I've learned about the church calendar and have come to appreciate its many seasons, I've tried to
pass that appreciation on to others, especially to my children. My kids still don’t “get” Lent, but then
I'm still gaining new understandings of this season myself. What they do “get” are the Maundy Thurs-
day and Good Friday services. They get that they are in memory of Jesus’ betrayal and death; they
don't get how Jesus’ friends could fail him and why the day of his death is called “Good”. In fact, they
would rather skip these services all together; it makes them angry and so sad. | try to explain to them
that, without the horrific, sad time of Maundy Thursday and Good Friday, we wouldn't have the won-
drous, joyful time of Easter.

| once heard a pastor preach that he thought of his life as having two cups of tears: one cup to catch
his tears of joy and another to catch his tears of sorrow. His prayer was that both would be filled to
overflowing. Our lives need a balance of all things; without night there would be no glory in the sun-
rise. Without a time of soothing rest, there can be no time of vigorous activity.

Likewise, Lent is a time, with its unique purpose. Itis atime to tear down, a time to search, a time to
be silent. We need this for balance in our lives as disciples.

Wise and Wonderful, All Knowing Lord God, help us to observe Lent. Tear down walls that new friend-
ships can be built. Help us search our hearts that we may find true paths you have for us to follow.
May we be silent that we can hear the words you would have us speak. Fill our cups, Lord. Amen.

Carrie Korb
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John 13.34: | give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as | have loved
you, you also should love one another.

Political and religious divisions were sharp, bitter, and acrimonious. They were so deeply di-
vided, the divisions so deep and so bitter, they couldn’t even talk to one another. Since they
couldn’t or wouldn’t talk to each other the only place to vent their vitriol and attacks was in the
media and that only made matters worse than they already were.

In many ways it sounds a lot like the climate of our day, but it wasn’t and it in't. The year was
1776. The place was London. The adversaries were Augustus Toplady, a staunch Calvinist
and ardent supporter of predestination and John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist move-
ment who believed not in predestination but in free will. It was at the very end of an article
that Toplady wrote attacking Wesley, having exhausted his attack in prose that he switched
to poetry. The poem he wrote from out of his deep seated anger at Wesley and his beliefs
are familiar words to us. In fact they’re on page 361 of our United Methodist Hymnal. They
go like this:

Rock of ages, cleft for me, let me hide myself in thee
Let the water and the blood, from thy riven side which flowed
Be of sin the double cure, save from wrath and make me pure.

As Wesley took in these attacks, as he thought about and prayed about the things which

caused division, he said this, “We may not all believe alike, but we can all love alike.” Yes
indeed, we can love alike and the model for that love for those who call themselves Chris-
tians is Jesus, the one who laid down his life for us.

One of the hallmarks of the Methodist Movement has
been from the very beginning its commitment to social
justice, caring for the poor, feeding the hungry, caring for
the sick, educating the masses, and seeking to change
the systems which oppress. We have and have always
sought to be a church which lives out this commitment to
social justice in the 18", the 19", the 20", and now as we
make our way into the 21% century.

ﬂ

We may not all believe alike, but we can all love alike.
May we this Lenten season, seek to follow Jesus’ new
commandment, to love one another as he first loved us
and he loved all people with utter abandon without regard
to political, religious, national, or economic differences.

Prayer: God of love, your greatest gift to us is love.
May we in the living of our days love as you first loved us.
Amen.

Mark Geisthardt
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Romans 5: 1-5

Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus
Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we
boast in the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, but we also glory in our sufferings, because we
know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope
does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy
Spirit, who has been given to us.

We are people of the word, and of the story. The essence of
healing, perhaps the essence of what we mean by resurrection,
is to take the chaos and trauma of our lives and rewrite them.
When we find a compassionate listener, either in our own hearts
or outside ourselves, in someone else, in therapy, in analysis,
with a priest or a best friend, we have the chance to rework the
material of our lives, to create a “fiction” if you will, meaning, not . § )
a false story, but a narrative with purpose and meaning. | ponder ~ \/\/
the resurrected Jesus, and | think about how out of death new
life was written and revealed.

The promise of the Lenten journey, from Ash Wednesday’s
ashes to Easter’s fire, is that we will find, by entering into the ERERERIN
readings, our own unfolding stories. The goal is to bring their geographies into the self to bend be-
neath them, to allow the soul to find its narrative within them.

| think of God as the ultimate compassionate listener. | can bring all of my chaos and trauma to her or
to him, the ways | whine, complain and duck the truth. Lent is set aside to do just that: bring it all to
consciousness. It's not easy to face our own darkness, our own ashes. We are all going to come up
short. | know | am. As a friend said, when she wanted to take a day off from work: I'm just going to call
in ugly. We're all going to have to call in ugly during Lent, that’s why we’re doing this together.

| once asked a friend of mine who is a therapist how to stop projecting onto others my own fears and
weakness, that is, how to love, and she said: “You must enlarge your capacity to suffer.” The work of
Lent is to rewrite the story by enlarging our capacity to take in the parts that we always want to leave
out: the parts that aren’t so pretty, that make us less heroic but more real. If | had what she has, |
would be? Her. Not me. If | was famous | would be: still me, only famous, with another whole set of
problems. If I had a new lover then | would be? Blissful, for awhile, and then he, too, would probably
neglect to pick up the towels in the bathroom. | make light of it, but we know how much we have to ac-
cept about ourselves, all the hard truths, that will cause us to enlarge our own humanity, and write a
new, and | would say, a better, story.

In Lent, accepting the ashes will enlarge our capacity to suffer. And, of course, with that work will come
an enlarged capacity for joy. That's the fire.

by Nora Gallagher

Divine, compassionate Listener, thank you for allowing me to bring all my chaos to you. Enlarge my
capacity to suffer and in doing expand my ability to love. Enlarge my humanity and help me write a
new and better story. Amen.

http://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20070219JJ.shtml
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1 John 4:16
God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God, and
God abides in him.

Have you ever notice how easily the word love leaves our
lips?

I love that dress...I love that song...l love her hair...I love,
I love, | love. We use the word love to describe things and
people and relationships. It is a noun and a verb. This
allows the word to take on life. I think that is the beauty of
the word when we describe God. “God is love, and he who
abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him” (1
John 4:16).

That is very powerful and sets the foundation for every-
thing we are and everything we can be. Simply put, if we
believe in God and ask him to dwell in us then everything
that leaves us in voice, spirit or action had better be love.
God is love! If it isn’t an act of loving, leaving us, the oppo-
site of that is hate.

| am the mother of 3. My oldest will be 23 in June, then
one 20 in March, and a new 16 year old. | have to confess
there are times that the actions | use to deal with life situa-
tions have not been with a loving attitude at all.

| have been reflecting on that a lot lately while | do my self examination of where | am on my faith jour-
ney. It is so easy to look back and say, “I sure wish | would have done this differently.” But why is it |
get myself in those situations in the first place. | LOVE God... so where am | going wrong?

When | am completely honest with myself it is when | am not trusting and letting God’s voice be my
voice. Do I love much or not much at all?

| learned of the word agape. It is one of the Greek words for love, and it describes what we should all
be seeking in love. Agape love is unique and is distinguished by its nature and character. Agape is
love which is of and from God, whose very nature is love itself. Thomas Jay Oord, a Christian author,
describes it as this "an intentional response to promote well-being when responding to that which has
generated ill-being."

Here is my challenge to myself. | am going stop (verb) and listen (verb) to what the loving God that
lives within me would want me to do (verb) all | have to do is act in response to His Love. | am going
to strive for Agape Love so that | will be promoting well being and lovingly respond to those around
me.

Andrea Willetts

God, I love you. | am so grateful for the agape love you extend to me, and | ask that you help me ex-
tend that love to others. Amen.
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Hebrews 1:14
Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation?

After my separation from Craig, | was living alone for the first time in many years. | was so lonely and
sad, and | fell into a deep depression. | knew God was with me throughout the whole thing but I still
was in a deep depression. Nothing seemed to get through to me. | was able to drag myself to work
and continue meeting my financial obligations but with a sad inner feeling.

A good friend of mine at church started to talk to me about my Craig’s addiction. He knew firsthand
what | was going through and that Craig had to take care of himself and that wasn’t my job. He en-
couraged me to go to meetings to AL anon and to believe in myself. He even made sure | knew that |
was a good wife to Craig and that | can’t blame myself.

It seemed as though this person would materialize no matter where | was or who | was talking to.
Sometimes he would just stand close by and observe, sometimes he would ask me, “How are you do-
ing?” It wasn’t always at church either. We were at an Emmaus gathering, and once again there he
was. At first | thought nothing of it but then it became clear that he was there to watch over me. He
gave me his phone number and told me to call him anytime, day or night. We had many talks about
alcoholism and what it does to family members and what | needed to do to take care of myself. Be-
cause there was nothing | could do to change or help Craig. How very helpless | felt. He knew that
and he was there no matter when or what | needed to talk about. | found it very fascinating that he
wanted to help me and wondered about why he would spend so much time listening to me or just
watching out for me.

| remember praying one night and asking God to help me cope. Suddenly, during my prayer | said to
God, “Oh, you are sneaky!” You sent Kent as an Angel to watch over me, “Didn’t you?” From that
moment on | understood why things were going better for me and why | was able to smile again. God
sent me an Angel. -,

It took me several years to finally have the strength to file for
Divorce. My Angel gave me the strength for that. Without
his guidance and concerned talks and assurance that |
needed to take care of myself, | would not have had the
strength to get through and stand up and say, “I've had
enough.” God sent me an Angel from Heaven because God
knew | needed help.

| was never able to tell Kent how very special he is to me.
He gave me attention and his time when | needed it and
somehow he knew when that was.

Dear Heavenly Father, | thank you for Angels and for believ-
ing me worthy of the attention my Angel gave me. | will
never forget this blessing you bestowed upon me. Amen

Sharon Murray
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Psalm 119: 173-176

Let Your hand become my help,
For | have chosen Your precepts.
I long for Your salvation, O LORD,
And Your law is my delight.
Let my soul live, and it shall praise You;
And let Your judgments help me.
I have gone astray like a lost sheep;
Seek Your servant,
For 1 do not forget Your commandments.

In his book The Ragamuffin Gospel Brennan Manning describes a myth that flourishes
today in our churches, the suggestion that Christian discipleship consists of one rousing vic-
tory after another. This myth has done believers “incalculable harm,” says Manning, because
it misrepresents the way a Christian life is really lived. The myth goes something like this: "On
the journey with Jesus | can expect an irreversible, sinless future. Discipleship will be an un-
tarnished success story; life will be an unbroken upward spiral toward holiness."

Personal experience debunks this myth as patently false, but many Christians still
chase it as their standard, goal or expectation. Thank God for Lent which reminds us that the
road to Easter resurrection zig zags through the
valley of the shadow of death.

Dan Clendenin

Gentle Shepherd, thank you for always finding
me when | am lost. Continue guiding me along
your paths. Teach me that, even when | stray
from being the loving person you would have me
to be, you can always lead me back. Amen

http://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20090302JJ.shtml

5 ((

Matthew 4: 1-3

Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. After fasting forty days
and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the Son of God, tell
these stones to become bread.”

Last year our Boundary Waters canoe camp was cancelled due to a lack of campers. Atfirst |
didn’t mind too much, but as the summer wore on, | realized that | was really missing the annual es-
cape from civilization and retreat into wilderness.

Episcopal priest Rebecca Lyman places this desire for wilderness in contrast with the Biblical
wilderness of Jesus’ 40 days. She suggests that our attraction to wilderness is the desire to heighten
awareness and better understand ourselves through natural beauty in the absence of civilization. She
points out that “the Bible wilderness is not a national park, but a place of isolation and death. Infested
with demons and seemingly without God, this untamed and unknown place was entered only at great
risk. To be in the “wild” is where one can become lost and die. This is the root of our word
“bewildered,” which goes back to the physical and emotional state of being lost.”

Going to the Boundary Waters, we know we are entering the wilderness; we are willingly en-
tering into risk, and so we take precautions. By contrast, the unexpected dangers of day to day living
are often the wilds for which we are least prepared. Lent allows us time to deal with this bewilderment.
We can, like Jesus, deliberately step into the wilds of our own experience and of our civilization in or-
der to expand our capacity to love. As Pastor Lyman puts it, “Faith is about the courage to love when
your heart is broken, the determination to hope when all the news is bad. The true foundation of our
maturing spiritual lives, the true ground of our heartfelt and honest prayers, are the wilderness times
which still live within our souls — where we survived and found unexpected grace.”

Loss: of a job, of a friend, of a child, of a spouse, of security, of health. These are not wilds
that we choose. These are not places we go in search of. They find us. And when they do we may
not be able to conquer, but we can learn. Pastor Lyman puts it so eloquently, “I learned to give thanks
and to find bread even in stones. Scripture spoke for me when | could not speak for myself. This wil-
derness within ultimately sets us free, for here we encounter the mysterious, faithful Holy One. When
our expectations are shattered, we receive
the unexpected. We are bewildered by
grace, and finally find ourselves at
home. Life itself is our wilderness and
our holy habitat, the blooming desert and
the fertile field.”

God of the wilderness, grow my faith.
Give me the courage to love even when
my heart is broken. Teach me to give
thanks even for the hard times. Help me
to recognize your unexpected grace in my
struggles.

Carrie Korb

http://www.journeywithjesus.net/
Essays/20100215JJ.shtml
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John 6:9 "There is a lad here who has five barley
loaves and two fish. But what are they among so
many?"

One of my favorite Sunday School stories is about
the teacher who asked her pupils, "If you could be
anybody in the Bible, who would you like to be?" Af-
ter hearing responses like, "Peter”, and "Mary" and
"Joseph" and "Moses" the teacher turned to one little
boy who was rather quiet during all of this. "And Billy,
who would you like to be?" she asked.

Billy replied, "l would like to be one of the

crowd.” "Which crowd?" the teacher asked, "You
know, the crowd that loafs and fishes," he said.

What a revealing story we have in chapter six of John's Gospel, where John tells of the feeding of five
thousand people. Think of the innocence of a little boy who, in the midst of the panic of "All these peo-
ple, and how shall we feed them?", comes up to Andrew and shyly says, "Well, | have five little barley
loaves and two pickled fish, you can have them." Think of feeding five thousand people, and that's
only counting the men, with five loaves the size of sesame buns and two pieces of pickled herring!

Then John shows us the very typical adult response to the little boy's offer: "What is that among so
many!" After all, we have to be practical here. If we offered such a big crowd such a meager amount,
we would have a food riot on our hands. Better that we offer them nothing than such a pittance.

Then there is the Master's response. He neither chastens Andrew nor belittles the boy. He simply
has the men tell the people to sit down, and then he takes the loaves and fishes from the boy, lifts
them up to the sky and utters the Jewish grace that begins, "Blessed are you, O Lord, who brings forth
bread from the earth..." And the people ate and were filled, and the leftovers filled twelve baskets.

| remember a few weeks ago when Pastor Mark preached a sermon on the theme, "l can't do every-
thing, but | can do something." Sometimes what holds us back from doing our "something" is thinking
that what we have to offer isn't much, isn't even worth considering, in the face of so much need in our
world.

God, grant us the childlike faith of a child who has only a little in his hands to offer, and yet is brave
enough to offer it. Amen
Lynn Kollath
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Isaiah 40:31
...but those who wait on the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings
like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint.

Isaiah 40:31 has always been a source of strength in my life, for as long as | remember. In
our own power we grow tired and give up easily when life brings us challenges, or difficult
times. The secret to overcoming our weakness is in relying on God's grace, which always
provides strength and casts out fear.

This verse was especially meaningful to me during the year my husband Ed suffered from
terminal cancer, involving unrelenting pain and complications with pain medications. We
could never have endured that year of utter weakness and helplessness without faith in the
power of God's love to keep us going; and the final blessing of that promise is the peace that
passes understanding - a resting place in God. Emmanuel - God with us .

Eternal and ever- present
God, Your loving spirit
comes to us in so many
ways, but never in such
abundance as when we are
in desperate need. Help us
in our times of weakness to
turn to you for strength and
courage and trust in your
power to fill us with your
never-failing grace. We pray
in the name of Jesus, whose
life and death revealed your
willingness to be a part of
our lives. Amen

Lorraine Krueger
1921 - 2008
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John 8:11 - “No one, sir,” she said. “Then neither do | condemn you,” Jesus declared. “Go now and
leave your life of sin.”

Meditation: Growing up my dad made my sister and me listen to all kinds of music from classical to
jazz to country to “oldies” and to classic rock. | often protested his lessons on different music styles
and theory but in retrospect | am very thankful that my dad exposed me to music in that way. The best
avenue for getting us to hear something was on road trips. My mom and dad made tapes of all their
records and 45’s. There we all were in the car with nothing better to do than to listen to their music.
On one such occasion my dad insisted that we listen to Godspell. He had a thing for that 70’s style
music, and he was quite proud of the fact that Godspell started as a college performance project at
Carnegie Mellon University while he was a student there. | actually enjoyed the music, and | fell in
love with one song in particular, “By My Side”. Caitlin is thrown down onto the stage and called an
adulteress. Jesus tells the company that the one who is faultless can throw the first stone at her. When
no one condemns her, Jesus tells her that He will not condemn her either, but she must not sin again
(John 8:3-11). She then sings, “By My Side,” asking Jesus to walk with her. As | listened to that song |
became so vividly aware of God’s grace and love for each of us and the truth that Jesus would be on
the journey with me.

In John 8, a woman caught in adultery was thrown down at Jesus’ feet as a trap. What was to be done
with this sinful woman who was caught in her guilt? The Law condemned her. Jesus preached forgive-
ness. How would He respond in a live situation with one guilty and punishable by death? Jesus did not
condone her actions. Jesus did not deny the Law. Jesus did not condemn her. Rather, He pointed out
that all are guilty of falling short of God'’s standards. Then He offered grace for a fresh start. Grace
does not ignore sin, but it grants the opportunity to give life another shot.

Being a visual person, | immediately can picture this act of repentance, taking that sin and putting it in
the fire, knowing that Jesus did not condemn me and then walking away with Jesus by my side.
Maybe that is why the song from Godspell so profoundly touched my heart. It is not just words but a
physical act, an act of leaving the sin behind and walking on a new, brighter path with Jesus, the way,
the truth and the life.

We live in a world filled with condemnation. As in the story of the adulteress woman, there are always
people ready to condemn our actions. How comforting to know that in the midst of all the stone-
throwers stands a man that does not condemn us. In fact, that same man
opened up his arms and died for each of us. Casting Crowns, a popular
Christian band, released a song last year called “East to West”. The chorus
ends with these words.

In the arms of Your mercy | find rest

‘Cause You know just how far the east is from the west

From one scarred hand to the other

Most gracious and loving God, we are so thankful that You do not condemn
us. You hate the sins but love each of us as Your child. Open our hearts that we might truly feel your
love and mercy. Lord, forgive those things we have done that are not pleasing to You. Guide us as
we leave our sins behind and walk with You by our sides. Amen.

Marion Maentz
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Romans 13:9-10

The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery,” “You shall not murder,” “You shall not steal,”
“You shall not covet,” and whatever other command there may be, are summed up in this one com-
mand: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to a neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfill-
ment of the law.

ove much
pen your heart to all
alue others

veryone matters

inister to all
nderstand their needs
alled to be Christ like

ear their voice

Senior High Sunday School

Lord, focus my eyes and clear my mind. Sharpen my ears and strengthen my body. End my busy-
ness and open my heart so that | may love all my neighbors.
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1 Corinthians 9: 7-10

Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard and does not eat its grapes? Who
tends a flock and does not drink the milk? Do | say this merely on human authority? Doesn’t the Law
say the same thing? For it is written in the Law of Moses: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out
the grain.” Is it about oxen that God is concerned? Surely he says this for us, doesn’t he? Yes, this
was written for us, because whoever plows and threshes should be able to do so in the hope of shar-
ing in the harvest.

[ Tim 2: 1-2

| urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers,
intercession and thanksgiving be made for all
people— for kings and all those in authority, that
we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness
and holiness.

| have observed that Americans are a loving and

caring people. This is especially true of those who

self-identify as Christians and follow the teachings of John Wesley. When disaster strikes anywhere in
the world, we are there, through our many agencies on relief, such as UMCOR and our special gifts.
Last year, when our neighbors in lowa were threatened by the flooding of the Mississippi River, we
were there with buckets and blankets and money. When our neighbors in Haiti suffered a devastating
earthquake, we were there with buckets and blankets and money. When Habitat For Humanity identi-
fies a neighbor in need of a dwelling, we are there with hammers and sweat and money. When a per-
son called the church with notice of eviction needing help to move, we were there with sweat and en-
ergy and understanding, even though we did not know the family needing help. So we who identify as
United Methodists and followers of Christ, who strive to love God and our neighbors as ourselves are a
fundamentally good, loving people.

Clearly when natural disasters or acts of extreme violence occur in our society we are there with our
prayers, our presence, and our resources, but sometimes when the effects of our political decisions
wreak disaster upon our neighbors, we choose sides and think of our self-interest and fail to see or
empathize with those suffering. Sometimes when we take the time to put a face on the people who
are affected we see the problem in a different light. For several weeks now our neighbors across the
state and some in this congregation have been stressed over the events occurring in Madison. Not as
unaffected observers but as public employees —university, secondary and primary teachers at the local
schools and colleges whose livelihoods are threatened by the proposed changes.

Although there may be no simple solutions to the problems in Madison, as compassionate Christians
and good Samaritans we need to consider the hurt of our neighbors and family and friends who may
sit next to us on Sunday morning or Wednesday night. | believe that the place to start solving the
problem is loving our neighbors and praying for a peaceful and just resolution to our political difficul-
ties. Won't you join me in praying each day of this Lenten season for those who serve us and for those
we give the responsibility of governing us. That God's will be done in Madison and around the country,
that we may experience the joy that comes from knowing that we stand with Jesus in defense of justice
for the laborer.

O Lord, please help us as we struggle to live together in peace and harmony. Where there is love —
make it stronger. Give us the ability to put ourselves in the shoes of others that we may through your
grace gain knowledge and understanding. Amen.

Bill Bibson
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| Corinthians 13:13
And now faith, hope and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.

The apostle Paul wrote a lot of letters. Some of which, perhaps much to his surprise had he
known it at the time he was writing them, ended up in the Bible. Of the twenty-seven books
which make up the New Testament, Paul’'s name is attributed to thirteen of those twenty
seven. The apostle Paul wrote a lot of letters and we are given the gift of being able to read
some of them.

One of the things I like about Paul’s letters is that as | read them | see Paul as a friend, as a
colleague, as someone to talk with and argue with. | see him as someone | can be in dia-
logue with. | don’t agree with everything Paul says, and in the same way, I'm sure Paul does-
n't agree with everything | have to say. But as friends and colleagues as we talk, as we dia-
logue we learn from each other and on occasion we are able to touch each other to the core.
That's how | feel about this verse from 1% Corinthians.

Paul wrote this letter to the church in Corinth them because of the way they were treating
each other, and it was anything but Christian. It was a very gifted church, but their gifts were
being misused. Our God-given gifts are to be used to build up the church, are to be used for
the benefit of others, are to be used lovingly and caringly. But the Corinthians were using
their God given gifts selfishly and for personal gain and because they were using them like
this they were tearing the church apart. And in this 13" chapter, in my mind some of the best
stuff Paul ever wrote, Paul tells them to knock it off. Paul tells them that the hallmark of the
Christian life is to do all things out of love. To which | say, Amen!

Yes indeed, faith, hope, and love abide, but the greatest of these is love! May we in our living
seek to do all things out of love.

Prayer: God of love, help me to understand
why | do the things | do and

as | better understand my motivations

may | seek to do all things for love and for you.

Amen

Mark Geisthardt
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John 15:15-17

I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master's business. In-
stead, | have called you friends, for everything that | learned from my Father | have made
known to you. You did not choose me, but | chose you and appointed you to go and bear
fruit—fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. This is
my command: Love each other.

Reading this passage is reassur-
ing to me. As my faith has grown
over the last four years, there are
still many times that | feel unwor-
thy or inadequate of Christ's love.
There are times where | know
what He wants me to do and |
don't do it; times where | know
what He wants me to say and |
don't say it. He knows that we are
going to make mistakes. After all,
we're human. That is why He gave
His life for us. So that, even
though we make mistakes, we can
be forgiven.

He asks us to bear fruit - a fruit

that will last. As we share this fruit

with others something else happens. The fruit has seeds - seeds that ultimately get scattered.
So, not only are we sharing the fruit but we are also planting seeds. Seeds that will, hopefully,
take root and flourish. Flourish and bear more good fruit. You see, we didn't choose God. He
chose us. He chose us before we were born. He chose us to carry out the Golden Rule. Do
onto others as you would have them do onto you. That's the fruit that He wants us to share -
to love each other. We all have different ways of showing this love. But there is a common
denominator to this love. It must be done selflessly. It must be done without expectations.
Through all of Christ's suffering and all of our failures, He still loves us. Don't we owe Him the
same?

Dear Lord, help us to be selfless servants. Help us to see Your face in the people that need

our help and our love. Help us to bear good fruit and to share it with others so that they may
share the same love that You have shown to each of us. In your name we pray. Amen.

Brian Gass
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John 4:16
God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God and God in him.

It never ceases to amaze me how the smallest thing can catch my eye and often touch my heart. Several
years ago at Christmas Eve worship, a quote tucked on the bottom of the back of the bulletin captured my
attention. | made sure to take my bulletin home to add the quote to others | have collected over the years,
as well as my favorite prayers and my mother’s prayers.

The quote is from Frederick Beuchner. “In Hebrew, peace, shalom, means fullness, means having every-
thing you need to be wholly and happily yourself...for Jesus peace seems to have meant not the absence
of struggle but the presence of love.” | have found great comfort in this quote at various times in my life
since coming across it.

When looking at the Hebrew definition of peace, it seems to mean the having of “things™ a good job,
friends, family, self-esteem-a good life. At first glance, that seems to be what most people want and need
from life. But is that really the way life plays itself out? Do any of us have a life free of some type of strug-
gle? When looking at Jesus’ definition of peace, it seems so appropriate for this uncertain world we find
ourselves living in. At some point we are all facing some type of struggle--big or small. Health issues,
problems with friends, spouses, or children, job concerns, or issues with the world at large.

Itis in these times of struggle that it is important to stop and remember to rest in the presence of God and
his love just as Jesus did. Jesus is the perfect example of living in love and living in God. Just knowing
that God’s presence and love is surrounding me helps to calm my fears that surround my struggle. It
helps to remember that, even though we may be having a difficult time, we are loved by an abundantly
giving God and to not hide our love in the shadow of our

hurt but to open ourselves to giving and receiving love to

find true peace.

Dear Father God,

Thank you for sending your Son as the perfect example of
love. Help me to remember that in good times and times of
struggle you are with me and your love is surrounding me.
Don'’t let me bury my love inside me because of my own
hurt, sadness or uncertainty. My love needs to come out for
your love to come in. Let your love guide me toward
peace, fullness, having all | need to be wholly and happily
myself...toward You. Amen

Janet McKee
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Romans 5:8.
But God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.

Two children were playing in the back yard of their grandmother's farm. Kevin was busy
throwing rocks, to see how far he could pitch them. His little sister Kate was watching. Sud-
denly, one of those rocks hit one of grandmother's geese in the head. The bird fell over, and
the children rushed to see if it could be revived. But it was dead, so they buried it quickly un-
der some leaves and brush, hoping that grandma wouldn't miss

it. Kevin swore Kate to secrecy. ‘

But now little Kate had a weapon to use on her brother. Whenever
grandma asked for a volunteer to help with a chore, she would give
her brother that "better do it, or I'll tell* look, and Kevin would get
busy doing the work. This went on for several days, when Kevin
could take it no longer. Tearfully, he went to his grandmother and
confessed what he'd done. "Can you ever forgive me?," he
sobbed.

His grandmother took him in his arms and said, "l saw everything
that happened that day. | have already forgiven you. | just wanted
to see how long you were going to let your sister keep you a pris-
oner of your own guilt.”

How wonderful that God has already forgiven us in Christ! The only thing holding us back
from the full joy of salvation is our own reluctance to accept our own forgiveness. The cross
is the wonderful proof of God's forgiving love.

God of grace, help us to experience the depth of Your love for us, as we look at the cross and

realize that Christ's sacrifice was for us. Help us to live in the freedom of Your forgive-
ness. Amen

Lynn Kollath
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John 10: 10 The thief does not come except to steal, and to kill, and to destroy. | have come that
they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly.

Basically, the 2009 movie UP is the story of an older man, revisiting a dream from his youth. When he
was younger, he and his wife both dreamed of going to South America on a big adventure. After his
wife dies and life as he has known it changes all around him, he decides to go on that adventure even
though he goes alone. As it turns out, he does not go alone but with an eight-year-old stowaway. As
they explore together, they meet a menagerie of talking dogs, an evil villain, and a really cool bird.

Blogger Jean Wise watched the movie with her husband and
had this to say about the rich “love lessons” in UP:

Treasures can be found in even the oddest of relation-
ships. Everyone has a story and we can learn and grow
from sharing those stories with our fellow companions on
life’s journey. Makes me wonder who am | missing, ig-
noring, or walking past on my path. Time to pay atten-
tion to those around me.

Often, it is what you don’t do, you look back upon with
regret. My hubby and | made the intentional decision in
our early-married days, not to put off what we truly
wanted as a couple. We have seen too many couples
not make it together to retirement and have their
“someday” plans interrupted by illness or death. We
have no regrets. We took a balloon ride in December -
something from my bucket list and quite an adventure!

Yet even if the biggest dream you have doesn’t ever materialize you can be content, find happi-
ness in everyday love. Ellie, the old man’s wife, loved every day with her hubby and the fun of just
being together. At the end of the movie, the man reads Ellie’s final message to him: “Thanks for
being my great adventure. Now have one yourself.” He realizes that he has been living for a
dream but all the while his wife was living the dream with him. Too often, we live for “someday”
while missing out on life. We fail to enjoy each day’s moments.

This movie reminded me life IS an adventure if we only look “up.” Looking at each day with that
frame of mind excites me to see what extraordinary gems are waiting to be discovered in my ordi-
nary moments.

Jesus came that we might have life more abundantly. Look to the Lord and discover what great ad-
venture awaits you today!

Lord of extravagant love, we can’t even comprehend the abundant life you have planned for us. Help
us to realize your wildest dreams. Amen.

http://www.healthyspirituality.ora/
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Proverbs 10:12 - Hatred stirs up conflict,
but love covers over all wrongs.

One of the things | pack in my Canoe Camp pack every year as | prepare for my annual trip
to the Boundary Waters is an aluminum splitting wedge. It’'s a very useful thing to have in a
place where your cooking fire is your campfire. It's such a useful thing to have because there
are times when the only wood you can find is just too big to burn. But, with a splitting wedge
in hand and a rock or log to hit it with you can take that big piece of wood and make small
pieces which will burn wonderfully. There are times when a wedge is a very handy thing to
have. But that's not always true.

One of the things we hear about now a days is the term “wedge issue.” A wedge issue is a
tool used by those who wish to divide people, a tool which seeks to force people to take sides
on an issue. ltis a tool which declares there are only two ways to look at something, you're
either with me or you're against me, you're either right or you're wrong, and furthermore if
you’re “wrong” the purveyors of wedge issues declares you to be the enemy.

There is a lot of wisdom in the book of Proverbs. Hatred
does indeed stir up conflict, sows seeds of division, seeks
to force people to take sides, breaking relationships in the
process. Love on the other hand, heals relationship, of-
fers forgiveness, and seeks to understand and see things
from other perspectives.

On the topic of wedge issues Christ tells us to love our
enemy, to pray for those who persecute us, to turn the
other cheek, to go the extra mile. Christ tells us to “Love
Much” and especially so those who don’t love us back.

Today, may | seek to love all people, but especially so
those who cause me grief. Today may | live the wisdom
of the proverbs. Today may I live into the love Jesus
speaks of.

God of love, help me to love this day, those people | have
a hard time loving. Amen

Mark Geisthardt
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Psalm 27:1

The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall | fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my
life; of whom shall | be afraid?

For ten years | directed church choirs. One of my all time favorite anthems is based on this
Psalm, “The Lord is My Light.” I think I like it so much because light is such an important part
of my life. One of the things | don't like about winter, besides the cold, is that the days are so
short. When we were in Arizona last month, the sun didn’t set until 5:30, and it was so

nice! Of course, it didn’t rise until 7:30 a.m., but then neither did I...unless | had to!

| remember Lynn saying in one of his sermons one time, that the word “Lent” comes from an
old English word meaning “lengthen”, celebrating that the days are again getting

longer. When my days are dark, | am comforted by the knowledge that God is my light, and

Christ is my salvation. Lent is the season that invites us to walk the dark pathway with Jesus
to the cross, only to find the light of life at the end of the journey. The Lord is our light!

God, let Your light brighten our path, so that we may face even the darkness with courage
and with the joy of knowing that Your light overcomes all things. Amen.

Vida Kollath
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Genesis 3: 17-19

To Adam he said, "Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree
about which | commanded you, 'You must not eat of it,’
"Cursed is the ground because of you;
through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life.
It will produce thorns and thistles for you,
and you will eat the plants of the field.
By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food
until you return to the ground,
since from it you were taken;
for dust you are and to dust you will return.”

My kids don't like housework. I'm not too fond of it myself. Growing up, | wasn’t asked to
help out with much regularity, and now that I've got my own house, I've never really gotten
the hang of washing and cleaning and maintaining. | hope to help my children avoid this
awkwardness, so | disregard all child labor laws and frequently involve my children in chores.
I know that it is good training and that many hands make light work, but sometimes | think |
would forfeit the help for some peace and quiet. The whining and complaining and tears and
protests! One Saturday during a particularly inspired bout of complaints, Coleman began
cursing Eve. He had traced his drudgery back to the garden of Eden and original sin; if Eve
hadn’t tempted Adam with the apple, they wouldn’t have been kicked out of the garden and
made to toil the earth, or the toilet, or the tub, or the tile! They could sit back in their birthday
suits and read Harry Potter in peace!

But dust we are, and to dust we will return; such is the circle of life. Ash Wednesday reminds
us of just that:—our mortality. My thoughts turn to issues of mortality more and more fre-
guently now that we are faced with polar ice caps melting, suburbia spreading, and consum-
erism rising. Sometimes the future looks bleak, but the other day | was reading about the
Adirondack Mountains of New York and | caught a glimmer of hope. The author, Bill McKib-
ben, was describing how this vast wilderness, larger than Yellowstone, Glacier, Yosemite,
Grand Canyon, and Olympic national parks combined, is a mixture of virgin forest and “new”
growth that is only fifty to one hundred years old. He points out that while old growth is a
marvel, new growth should be just as revered because “it testifies both to the beauty of Eden
and the chance of redemption.”

As we are washing and cleaning and maintaining our souls this Lent, remind us Lord that no
matter what bleakness we find, we can receive pardon. Through Your awesome grace may
we see the beauty of Eden and the glory of redemption in our new growth. Amen.

Carrie Korb
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Psalm 91:4

He will cover you with His feathers
And under His wings you will find refuge.

When these little bunnies were about 6
days old they were attacked by a dog
and orphaned. Two out of the litter of
five did not survive, and these three were
not doing very well. Noah is a non-
releasable, one-legged homing pigeon/
rock dove that is in the rehab centre.

Noah kept going over to the bunny cage
and looking in -- even sleeping in front of
the door to the cage. Then, suddenly,
there were only two bunnies in the cage,
but when Noah moved a bit from the
front of the cage to everyone's sur-
prise...there was the tiny bunny...under
Noah ' s wing...sound asleep!

That little bunny rabbit had crawled through the cage, preferring a featherbed, no doubt, to
snuggling up with its littermates! Now, they are all together and the bunnies are doing
GREAT. When the bunnies scoot underneath Noah ' s feathers, he carefully extends his
wings out to surround them and then they snuggle. When one of them moves and they start
sticking out here and there, he gently pushes them back under him with his beak. It is beau-
tiful and amazing to see...

This is what God does with us when we need the warmth and love He offers. He gathers us
under His loving wings to a warm cradle of protection. All we need do in return is give Him
the thanks and praise for being with us.

Warm and loving God, we give thanks for the comfort and shelter of your wings. Help us do
likewise for those around us today and here after. Amen.

Bob and Georganne Lenham of Wild Rose Rescue Ranch in Texas
via Beverly Trombla
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Mark 4:30-32

The kingdom of God is like . . . a mustard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the
ground. Yetwhen planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants.

FROM the rows and rows of
plants in the garden, | carefully
chose tomatoes, cucumbers,
and peppers. To these | added
bright flowering plants. They
were small, but | could imagine
them as they would become -
large plants bearing a good har-
vest of vegetables or flowers to
adorn my garden with color and
fragrance. With good soil, sun-
shine, water and care, they
would grow to full maturity.

Aren't people similar? As ba-
bies we look small; but like the
giant oak tree that springs from
a small seed, we too can grow
to maturity and usefulness. Even some adults don't appear to have much potential at first -
the noisy or nosey neighbor; the rebellious teenager; the Christian who seems different in
looks and actions. But when we accept one another not just as we are now but as we can
become, we can see potential. By giving each other the sunshine of our love and acceptance
and by watering relationships with prayer, we give each other the power to change and grow.

Lord, help us to love one another and to nurture one another's potential. Help us never to
look down on other people because of their age, appearance, social status, or race. Amen.

Mildred K. Butterfield (Oklahoma, U.S.A.)
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John 6:35.

"Jesus said to them, 'l am the bread of
life. The one who comes to me will never
hunger, and the one who believes in me
will never thirst any more.™

This morning | walked into the church office

and was greeted by a plethora (I always

wanted to use that word) of bread. It

seems that Atlanta Bread Co. had such a

surplus of baked goods that there was

more than Andrea could find places for, so

she was offering any who walked in to take

some bread with them. | was given a delicious loaf of whole wheat to take home with me.

That made me think of Jesus' saying, "I am the bread of life.” What did he mean by that? He made
this statement following a discussion with some Pharisees who were challenging him, saying that he
claimed to be greater than Moses who was able to give the people bread (manna) in the wilder-
ness. So Jesus answered them by saying that whereas Manna could only last for a day, the bread
that he would give the people would last for eternity.

Jesus knew that bread was a daily need for families, a staple in their diets. We know he understood
this as he said in his prayer, "Give us this day our daily bread.” Jesus acknowledged the Father as the
one who provides every need for the day, and taught us that we should trust him to give us everything
that we need.

But in his saying about being the bread of life, he was going much further. In John's Gospel, the word
for "life" has a much broader meaning than just existence for the day. When John used the word "life"
he was gazing far into eternity, knowing that in Jesus we have been given the gift of life that would
never end. In Christ, our lives are safe forever, whether we have enough to eat this day or not.

The question for me is, "How can | share this bread with others?" | know, | could think of a neighbor
who needs that loaf of bread much more than | do, and | could give it to him. And in that moment of
sharing, | could also share with him my faith in the Savior, who came to give the gift of eternal life to all
who would believe in his name.

Heavenly Father, give us this day the bread we need, and teach us to know that our lives are with you
for eternity. Help us to share that bread with a neighbor, a friend, a family member. In Jesus' name
we pray. Amen.

Lynn Kollath
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Galatians 5:22-23

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness
and self-control. Against such things there is no law.

| was at a weekend event recently during which all our meals were served in the same dining hall. As
we gathered for our first meal that weekend, there at the center of the table, was an empty basket.
But then the next time we ate, the basket was still there but added to it was a single fruit and in addi-
tion to the fruit there was also in the basket the word “love.” The next time we ate a second fruit and
another word, “joy” had been added to the basket. And so went our meals. By the end of the week-
end the basket was full of fruit as well as being full of the fruits of the Spirit, little by little, bit by bit, that
basket was filled to overflowing!

It's not surprising to me that Paul, as he writes to the church in Galatia about what he calls “the fruit of
the Spirit” that the first fruit he mentions is “love.” Love is where the Christian faith and life begins.
Love is the foundation upon with the Christian faith and life is built. Love is the mortar that holds the
Christian faith and life together. It was Jesus, drawing on his Jewish roots who told us that the great-
est commandments are all about love, love for God, love for neighbor, and love for self. It was Jesus,
recasting his Jewish roots who told us that we are even supposed to love our enemies...! No, it's not
surprising to me that the first “fruit of the Spirit” is love.

Today, may | think about and give thanks for God’s love for me. Today, may I think about and give
thanks for those who love me. Today, may | think about and reach out to someone who doesn’t. To-
day, may | Love Much!

God of love, today of all days, may | revel

in your love! Amen

Mark Geisthardt
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John 3:16-17 - For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes
in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn
the world, but to save the world through him.

The gospel of John was written during a time of religious division and persecution. As the church was
birthed on Pentecost (Acts 2) those who followed Christ were very much a part of the Jewish faith.
The earliest Christians were Jewish Christians. But that didn’t last. It took just 50 years and a political
crisis to sever those ties. And as the gospel writer John wrote for us his telling of the Jesus story, with
these events of division and persecution swirling all around him, as he recalled the sayings of Jesus
he shared with us these words and teachings that see beyond condemnation, “God did not send his
Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”

This is a passage one | lift up at funeral services as | share with the gathered congregation the good
news of Jesus Christ. The good news in this passage tells us Jesus did not come to condemn the
world, he came to save the world! And as | do this I tell those who have gathered that Jesus did this
by redefining for us what true love is. True love is a love so great that it willingly lays down it’s life for
the sake of others. This true love is best revealed to us, even in the season of Lent, in the stories of
that first Easter morning. Stories which tell us of women searching in a dark garden for death, but who
instead of finding death found life, true life, abundant life, eternal life! A life we are invited into.

Jesus did indeed redefine for us what love
is and as he did in so many other things, as
he did this he raised the bar. While we can
never love just as Jesus did, we can love
like Jesus did. Thanks be to God for the
good news of Jesus Christ!

God of love, you challenge us and encour-
age us and invite us to love as you loved.
May | this day seek to do just that, to love
others as you love me. Amen

Mark Geisthardt
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Jeremiah 20:7-8

O Lord, You have lied to me and | was fooled. You are stronger than |, and have had power
over me. | have been laughed at all day. Everyone makes fun of me. 8 For whenever | speak,
| cry out. | tell of fighters and destroyers. For the Word of the Lord has become a shame and
a cause of laughing at me all day long.

| think it was a particularly low moment during my freshman
year of college. | needed to be studying for my final exams and
writing papers and reworking art projects, but instead | was ful-
filling my work-study duties slinging slop at the school cafeteria.
| was feeling as greasy and tired as the food looked. A fellow
student employee approached me, and | could tell by the sag of
his shoulders and the shuffle of his step that he too was feeling
pretty low. He posed the standard greeting, “Hey, Carrie, how's
it goin?” Rather than respond with the standard, “Fine,” | was
honest with my feelings and told him that things were not good,
not good at all. He was outraged. He shouted, “You can't do
that! You can’t tell someone how terrible you are! We are all
terrible right now; you can't just dump on a person like that!” |
was taken aback, to say the least.

Strange but true, in polite society when someone inquires,
“How are you?” we are expected to answer, “Fine! And you?”
The phrase “How are you?”, despite the question mark, is often
more of a greeting. The one who asks it often does not have
the time, nor sometimes the inclination, to hear an honest re-
sponse.

Lucky for us, God has both the time and the inclination to hear

the full breadth of our emotions. In fact that is exactly the rela-

tionship God yearns for. There are myriad people in the Bible

who rail against God for injustices, who pour out their doubts,

who lament their lot in life. Jeremiah was flogged, put in

stocks, ridiculed, even flung into a cistern for speaking God’s

word to the people, and Jeremiah did not take it in stride. He

yelled at God, “You used me!” In Jeremiah 20:14, he curses

the day he was born, says it would have been better to die in the womb; he says even the messenger
who told his father of his birth should be cursed. Still, God did not turn away from him, and God won't
turn away from us either. Just as was promised to Jeremiah (15: 20), God will always be with us. God
wants to know how it is with our souls, our hearts, our minds. God wants our honesty—its okay to
have a Jeremiah moment.

Ever Present Lord God, You know our thoughts even before we do, yet You want us to come to You
with them anyway. Help us be honest. You love us when we are angry, happy, sad, frightened, and
confused. Hallelujah! Amen.

Carrie Korb
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Isaiah 30:21
And your ears shall hear a word behind you, saying, "this is the way, walk in it," when you turn to the
right or when you turn to the left.

As Rick and | age, many times we hear, "you are just like your.... mother, father, aunt, uncle, sister,
brother. Sometimes it can bring a smile to your face and sometimes not. Rick and | also see some of
these same things in each other. | see many things in Rick that were in his Dad. These bring smiles
to my face.

Cliff was the strong silent type, | believe he heard "this is the way, walk in it," in his ear. His faith was
shown in his actions more than his words. Rick is the same way, and | believe he hears, "this is the
way, walk in it" also.

Cliff and Rick show their love through their actions. Cliff did many things for
people as does Rick. Neither wants or needs recognition. Everything they
do may have been more important to someone else than they realized. Do-
ing good and helping people are what they are about. They don’t complain
about things but accept things that happen and try to make it better. To
make the world a better place, whether it is with their family, in their
neighborhood, or with people they come into contact with. CIliff would do anything for his family. This
is a trait in Rick that I love. Whether it is moving his son to college, standing out in the pouring rain or
cold at lacrosse games, fixing a car after an accident, watching a movie with the boys, taking the boys
hunting with him, helping his Mom, it doesn't matter, just to spend time with his family is important to
him, to do what he can to help them.

Cliff and Rick didn't talk about their love for each other but it was apparent in their actions. They didn't
speak of this until the last months when Cliff was in the hospital. Rick was able to show his love for
Cliff during his visits to the hospital. To watch Cliff and Rick hug and say, "I love you", brought tears
to my eyes.

Many times when a parent passes away, two things can happen. It can either push the family apart or
pull them together. | have seen both sides of this in my life. | am happy to say that being a part of the
pulling together is a gift of love. Rick has been able to show his love for his Dad even after his death.
Rick does the things for his Mom that his Dad would have done whether its stopping by to shovel
snow, to take Christmas decorations down from outside, making sure that she has wood in the house
for the fireplace, or changing a light bulb in a kitchen light. It doesn't matter what it is, he is there for
his Mom, his love for her shines through.

Many times we hear, "you are just like your Father." And when your Father heard "This is the way,
walk in it" it is a nice thing to pass on. CIiff, thank you for living "this is the way, walk in it." It is a great
legacy you have passed to your son. You can be pleased.

Lord, continue to let our ears hear and our eyes see "the way and walk in it." Amen

Cyndi Huolihan
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Mark 12:41- 44

1 Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their
money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. ** But a poor widow came
and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a few cents. *® Calling his disciples to him, Jesus
said, “Truly | tell you, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. ** They all
gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live on.”

This well known, even famous, story in Mark re-
minds me of a gift that | received many years ago. |
was 18 years old. | had just finished high school
and completed my summer job as a Laboratory
Technician for Olin Chemical Company. | was ex-
cited but cautious about leaving home to go to col-
lege. Instinctively, | knew that | was leaving home
for good. My last day at home seemed to go by
quickly. Finally the time arrived for me to leave. As
| was putting my trunk on the porch to wait for my
ride to the bus station, my grandmother called me
into her bedroom and handed me five carefully
folded one-dollar bills. She told me, "...this is to help
you with college.” She dabbed at her eyes with a
cloth and said, "l wish it was more." | don't remem-
ber exactly what | mumbled but a thanks was in
there somewhere. | was blessed that the Lord let
her live to see me graduate four years later. She
died about a week before Gwen graduated from that
same little college the following year and about two
weeks before we were married.

That five dollars was the last installment on a life of

giving that started with my birth and continues to this

day. | still remember some of the advice she gave

me - unsolicited of course and sometimes to my re-

gret unheeded. But she remained in my corner for

life, as she did for her numerous other grandchildren

and adopted children. Five dollars then was similar

to the two pieces of copper that the woman in the

story put in the collection plate. | am reminded of Shane Stanford's book You Can't Do everything so
Do Something . My Grandmother is a shining example of someone for whom this idea was a motto.
She never failed to offer hospitality to the traveling hobo or the person needing a meal or a place to
sleep. | like many was blessed because she lived and loved completely and unconditionally.

Creator God, please help us remember the little things as we look for love and give love more abun-
dantly.
Bill Gibson
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John 15:13
“Greater love has no man that this, that he lay down his life for his friends.”

| keep extra copies of the book The Case For Christ by Lee Strobel on hand all the time. | do this be-
cause | run into so many of God’s children who do not understand the depth of His love for them. This
apologetics book gives evidence for Christ’s existence. But there is a passage in this book that | use all
the time when teaching about the Passion week.

When talking about the crucifixion (rooted in the word “excuciating”), Strobel interviews Dr. Alexander
Metherell to describe what Christ went through during his agonizing death. When discussing the tor-
ture, blood loss, trauma, and eventual asphyxiation, Strobel comments that Christ went through this
willingly. He asks Metherell “what would have motivated a person to agree to endure this sort of pun-
ishment.” Metherell comments that the typical person wouldn’t have, but that this was Christ’s mission,
our redemption. Metherell pauses here before continuing: “ So when you ask what motivated Him,
well, | suppose the answer can be summed up in one word — and that would be love.”

When others try to tell me there are various ways to the Father, | fall back on this: Why then would
Christ have endured this? There is no reason for it. .There is only one way to the Father and Christ
tells us that Himself in John 14:6: He is the Way, the Truth and Life. He loved us enough to die for us
because there is no other way. Greater love has no man that this...

Father, thank you for Jesus. Please
help your children understand that you
loved them so much you endured the
worst kind of death to give us the great-
est kind of life. In Him, Amen.

Jill Zimanek
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Matthew 25: 37-40

“Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or
thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in,
or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit
you?’

“The King will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers
and sisters of mine, you did for me.’

Maxie Dunnam tells the story
about a little boy in the south
who had no shoes. Winter had
arrived, and one day he was
standing over a grate on a side-
walk to keep his feet warm. A
woman came along, and when
she saw the boy, her heart went
out to him. She couldn’t believe
that he was standing there in
the cold with no shoes and only
a light jacket.

“Where are your shoes, young man?” she asked. He said he didn't have any. So the
woman said to him, “Why don’t you come with me and let's see what we can do about that?”
Then she took him by the hand and led him into a nearby department store. There she
bought him a new pair of shoes.

When they came out of the store, the little boy was so excited that he took off running down
the street to show his family what he had been given. All of a sudden, he came to a halt,
turned around and walked back to the woman. He thanked her, and then he asked, “Ma’am,
could I ask you a question? Are you God’s wife?” The woman smiled and said, “Oh, no, I'm
not God'’s wife, just one of God’s children.” The little boy replied, “I knew it! | knew it! 1 just
knew you were related!”

As Christians, we are all related to Christ. The question is, how much do we look like our
relative when it comes to our love and generosity?

Loving God, help us to live generous lives. May they know we are Christians by our love.
Amen. Lenore Geisthardt
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| Timothy 1:15 - Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus
came into the world to save sinners—of whom | am the worst.

| know that scripture does not rank sin or make breaking one commandment more serious
than another, although the ramifications seem to be more severe as you go down the list.
Certainly the Jewish community of Christ’s time put equal weight on the laws of the time.

I had a Catholic friend in graduate school, Mike, who would often talk about growing up
Catholic in Massachusetts and the pressure he felt each time he had to go to confession as a
young boy. They had been told that no one is perfect and that you should have something to
confess in order to be forgiven for your sins. Sometimes they would make up things to tell
the priest. This confession, however, he did not make up. Apparently his older and stronger
brother had done something to make him so angry that he sneaked into the bathroom and
used his brother’s toothbrush to clean under the toilet bowl and replace it without being seen.
When he confessed this the next week the priest first expression was a smile which he
quickly turned to a very stern look before handing out his penance. He said the look on the
priest’s face was one of both humor and horror at the same time.

The story of forgiveness and GRACE experienced by
the Apostle Paul is in itself an amazing one. Hereis a
man who was guilty by his own admission, of some of
the harshest persecutions of the fledgling Christian
movement but was chosen to be an instrument of
God'’s salvation to ALL, especially the Gentiles. When
Paul tells the young Timothy that “... Christ Jesus
came into the world to save sinners — of whom | am
the worst,” he is literally throwing a life line to Timothy
and to all who follow. The life line says, as Philip
Yancey writes in What's So Amazing About Grace,
that Jesus says to each of us in no uncertain terms
that, “There is nothing you can do to make me love
you more and there is nothing you can do to make me
love you less.” Personally | take great solace in the
understanding expressed in this writing; but still feel
guilt for my sins and pray for forgiveness. Paul's mes-
sage to Timothy was a strong message still relevant today.

Creator God please forgive me, a sinner, for all of my transgressions. Grant us the wisdom
to accept Your Grace and not take it for granted. Bill Gibson
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Matthew 22:37-40 - Jesus said to him, * “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,
and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” This is the greatest and first command-
ment. And a second is like it: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” On these two
commandments hang all the law and the prophets.’

I like simplicity. There is a certain elegance to that which is easy to learn and understand. It
was St. Thomas Aquinas as he pondered God who came to the conclusion that God is
“infinitely simple.” One of my favorite songs speaks of this simplicity. It is a song that was
written in 1848 by Elder Joseph who was part of the Shaker community in Alfred, Maine. The
words for this song, ‘Simple Gifts’ goes like this::

'Tis the gift to be simple, 'tis the gift to be
free,

'Tis the gift to come down where we
ought to be,

And when we find ourselves in the place
just right,

"Twill be in the valley of love and delight.

When true simplicity is gain'd,

To bow and to bend we shan't be
asham'd,

To turn, turn will be our delight,

Till by turning, turning we come round
right.

Jesus is so often elegantly simple. This is especially true in this case. When asked which
commandment, out of the 613 commandments contained in the Jewish scriptures was the
greatest, without even stopping to pause and think about it he lifts up two. The first, Deuter-
onomy 6:5, speaks of our need to love God. The second, Leviticus 19:18, speaks of our
need to love one another. And then as he completes this wonderful elegantly simple teach-
ing he tells the person who asked him the question, “On these two commandments hang all
the law and the prophets.” On these two hang very easy to remember commandments hang
all of the 613 commandments spread out over five books. On these two very easy to remem-
ber commandments hang all the teaching of the prophets spread out over 16 books. On
these two...

May we this Lenten season, if we do nothing else, seek to build up and to grow our love for
God and our love for our neighbor.

God of love, you greatest commandments to us are that we love. Help us to do this. Help us
to love. It's not always easy. Amen

Mark Geisthardt
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Hebrews 13: 1-2
Keep on loving each other as brothers. Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing
some people has entertained angels without knowing.

When I first got sick, | thought, “This is temporary.” My doctors did many things to try and
find out what was wrong. Months of tests, changing medications and diet changes. They
could not zero in on the problem. In the meantime, all | could eat was toast and drink green
tea. | started losing a lot of weight. Which was a good thing but not by starving.

Gwen and Carrie were talking about my absence from Church and wondering what was
wrong. Gwen called, and | told her | was very sick. She talked to me for quite a while, letting
me know that she and several others were thinking about me. | so appreciated that; she will
never know how much that meant to me. She also took me to the hospital for one of my
tests. She took time out of her busy schedule just to see that | got there on time, and she
stayed during my procedure. She also called me several times to keep up with my progress.

There was no test that could have found my disease. Scary as that is, all my tests came out
ok. But, I was very ill and getting weaker by the day. Finally, | was diagnosing as having
IBS. Irritable Bowel Syndrome. A very life threatening and painful disease. Over the past
year and half, I lost 80 pounds. Every week | came to Church, | had people saying, “You look
great! You look like a million dollars.” Although I felt lousy, it was nice to have folks caring
about me.

I never once got mad at God, felt like he let me down, or
blamed him for my illness. My faith in God, kept me go-
ing. The love from all of my Sisters in Christ was all |
needed to keep me going.

Dear Heavenly Father, | so love you and know that you
are by my side during my darkest hours. | thank you for
all of my blessings and mostly for your love and sending
my sisters to my aid when | need it. Amen

Sharon Murray




