














Friday, March 13

Stressed, But Not Distressed
Luke 10:38-42

Martha, you are worried and distracted about many things.

When I was growing up in the early sixties, I remember seeing an episode
of Walter Cronkite's news magazine, The Twentieth Century. The program
predicted that the labor-saving devices of the future might lead to a "leisure
crisis;" persons would have more free time they could utilize for rest and
recreation. Anyone living in the nineties knows how false these hopeful
prophesies turned out to be. Many of us are constantly on the move. We feel
incomplete and anxious, if we are unable to pick up our e-mail, voice mail,
or fax messages. We seldom do just one thing. We watch TV, listen to music,
talk to friends, and study—all at the same time. We are constantly "catching
up," and protest that we "never have enough time" for church, prayer, sleep,
or quiet time.

This was Martha's problem. She wanted to do the right thing. But, she forgot
what was really important. She was so busy preparing the meal and cleaning
the house that she forgot to attend to Jesus. From her perspective, she had
good reason to criticize Maly. Bug, in her desire to make things just right, she
became angry at her sister and neglectful of her guest.

"You are anxious and distracted about many things." This could easily describe
us. We need to focus on what is really important and, then, weave our many
tasks of the day with moments of prayer and reflection. Stress is a matter of
perception and attitude. We can be stressed, that is, challenged by our many
tasks, without becoming distressed and overwhelmed by the details of our
lives, if we place our lives and tasks in the presence of God.

What are you anxious and distracted about today? Is it really important? In
what ways can you let go of these stresses? "God of peace and activity, calm
our spirits. Show us what is truly important. Give me your peace."
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Saturday and Sunday, March 14 and 15

Transforming Inner Conflict
Romans 7:15-25

1 do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.... Wretched
man that 1 am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God
through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Often our intentions and actions are at war with one another. We may resolve
to study more efficiently, or drink less at parties, or volunteer regularly at a
shelter or soup kitchen. But, when the hour of decision comes, we go out
instead of studying, and forget to wake up for the soup kitchen. In our guilt
and regret, many of us feel that we have failed one more time. Like the demon-
possessed man, we are tossed about by our many desires and intentions and
feel as if we can never live by the commitments we make. We believe that we
just aren't strong enough, disciplined enough, or centered enough. Our sense
of guilt and shame only further disempowers us.

In the New Testament, one of the words for sin means "missing the mark."
Like an archer, we aim for the good but then miss—sometimes by a little,
sometimes by a lot. In our imperfection, we find the mark when we turn
our lives over to God, when we let Christ become the center of our lives,
and when we realize that God accepts us in our imperfections even as God
inspires us toward faithfulness. Rather than sinking in guilt and shame,
prayerfully recognize the many sources of tension in your moral life and
decision making. Observe your temptations and the times you have the most
difficulty living by your resolutions. Resolve to be mindful of your life. Then,
as often as possible, turn to prayer—even a short breath prayer—in times of
tension, weakness, and failure. God is working deep down in our lives for
our transformation and wholeness. "Who will rescue me? Thanks he to God
through Jesus Christ our Lord!"

Where do you most visibly experience the tension between the good you want
to do and the evil you end up doing? How do you feel at such times? How do
you maintain the resolve to do the right thing? Take time to turn your tension
over to God; ask God to be your companion in times of conflict. "God of
conflict and peace, show me the path toward wholeness. Give me strength to
do the right thing; to be your person in the world. Give me your peace."
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Monday, March 16

Ambivalence and Obedience
Luke 5:1-11

r

"Go away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man ".... Then Jesus said to Simon,
‘Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching people. "

Author Annie Dillard asserts that when we go to church, we ought to
wear crash helmets in expectation of an encounter with the living God.
Encountering God can turn our ordinary world upside down and it can also
transform our lives. Confronted by the miraculous catch of fish, Simon Peter
is overwhelmed. "Go away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man." Perhaps,
Simon Peter recognized the infinite distance between the perfection of
the Holy God and his own human fallibility. But, I suspect that he is also
unsettled by what might happen if he truly were to follow Jesus. What would
Jesus ask of him? If he were to follow Jesus, his life would be transformed by

the power of God.

Encountering God is always earthshaking. As the hymn "Amazing Grace"
proclaims, "Tomas grace that taught my heart to fear and grace my fears
relieved." Jesus does not leave Peter alone with his fear and ambivalence. "Do
not be afraid; from now on you will be catching people.” If Peter says "yes"
to Jesus' invitation, God will give him the insight and the power to transform
the world.

Have you ever felt a deep sense of God's presence? What was it like? Have you
ever felt God calling you to a unique and surprising.adventure? What path
is God calling you to 'follow" today? "God of surprising love, give me the
courage to face the adventures of today. Let me place my future as well as all
my doubts and fears in your hands. Give me your peace.”
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Tuesday, March 17

Finding God Amid Tragedy
Psalm 22

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from helping
me, from the words of my groaning. 0 my God, I cry by day; but you do not
answer, and by night but find no rest.

The Bible is not a book for the faint-hearted! Accounts of virtually every
atrocity and tragedy can be found within its pages. The words of Psalm 22,
uttered also by Jesus on the cross, are words of utter loneliness, hopelessness,
and isolation. To be God-forsaken is to find yourself abandoned and with no
support in the type of world envisaged by the existentialist philosophers—a
world that is deaf and indifferent, indeed often" hostile, to human hope and
aspiration, a world without comfort or understanding.

Those of us who turn to prayer in order to escape the problems of the world
or the complexities of life will find solace in the Psalms. For the psalmist,
no human condition is alien to prayer or to God's concern. Joy and pain,
community and abandonment, are equally valid inspirations to spiritual
transformation. "My God, my God why have you forsaken me?" These are
the words of the brokenhearted, the lonely dying, the bereaved student whose
father died unexpectedly, the clinically depressed, or the sexually abused. The
darkness is overwhelming and no relief is on the horizon. But, in the midst of
despair, the psalmist remembers God. Though there is no certain deliverance
from the pain and isolation, the psalmist recounts where God has been present
in his life. The psalmist affirms, against the evidence of the moment, that God
feels the pain and will respond. As the philosopher Whitehead affirms, "God
is the fellow sufferer who understands.” With God as our companion, there is
light even in our darkness and hope even in our despair. Thanks be to God.

Recall a moment when you felt most God forsaken, alone, and powerless.
How did you find relief? Where did you find resources to endure this time
of brokenness? Did you experience God's presence? "0 God, 0 fellow sufferer
who understands, be with me in my pain and confusion. Remind me that you
are always near. Give me your peace."
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Week Four: The Peaceful Mind

Spiritual discipline for Week Four: Meditation has been found to be a path
that enables us not only to encounter God's presence in our lives, but also
to experience profound emotional and physical well-being. Taking time to
be still awakens us to the "relaxation response,” the antidote to the stressful
fight or flight response many of us live by. In recent years, Christians have
rediscovered contemplative prayer. Roman Catholic spiritual guides, Thomas
Keating and Basil Pennington, have introduced Protestants and Catholics
alike to centering prayer, a form of focused contemplative prayer.

In centering prayer, one spends 15-20 minutes, once or twice each day, in
quiet meditation. The practice involves the following steps:
A moment of silent prayer.
A comfortable position.
Focus on a meaningful prayer word (for example: 'peace,” "love,"
"God," "Christ, "shalom ).
When your mind wanders, bring it back peacefully to your prayer
word without judgment or anxiety.
Conclude with the Lord's Prayer or a prayer of thanksgiving.

If you have questions about "centering prayer, " seek out a spiritual director
or friend in your community or campus.
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Wednesday, March 18

Where is your life being shaken these days? Where have you found God to
be trustworthy in your life or the lives of others? Take a few moments to be
still and place the "shifts" of life in God's hands. "God of refuge and strength,
when the mountains shake and the seas foam, remind me that you are the
solid rock upon which I stand. Quiet my spirit and give me strength for
today."
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Thursday, March 19

Prayerful Decision Making
Luke 6:12-16

Now during those days he went out to the mountain to pray;
and he spent the night in prayer to God.

It may surprise you to realize that Jesus needed to pray. The Gospel writers
note that at times of decision or when he was confronted by controversy
or threat, Jesus returned to the Divine Parent in prayer. Prayer connects us
with a personal and loving God. It also connects us with divine inspiration,
wisdom, and courage. With Jesus as our model, we are called to share our
needs with God and then to listen for God's guidance in moments of insight,
synchonistic encounters, and gentle intuitions. The God who seeks abundant
life for all of us is always providing the answers we need, but seldom are
we listening. Next time, when you must make a decision about a job, a
relationship, or a class, find a "mountaintop” upon which to pray, and then
listen for God's answers to your prayers. This isn't magic, nor does it insure
absolute perfection or success, but it aligns us in an often confusing world
with God's wisdom for our lives.

What decisions lie before you today? Small or large, they are important to
God. Take time to place your decision making in God's hands and then listen
attentively to your thoughts, feelings, and encounters for guidance. "God of
guidance and inspiration, set my feet on the path of righteousness. Quiet my
spirit and give me strength for today."
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Friday, March 20

I Am the Vine and You Are the Branches
John 15:1-11

Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself

unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. I am the

vine you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much
[fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.

Many of us think of God as an external power somewhere beyond the
universe, who intervenes somewhat capriciously and arbitrarily in response
to our pleas for help. In contrast, the biblical tradition proclaims that the
God of the universe is also the deepest wisdom and power within our lives.
While prayer does not insure success or well-being, prayer as connectedness
with God opens us to the power that created the universe and creates it anew
each day.

When we are disconnected from God, our lives are aimless and powerless.
We use only a portion of our wisdom, intelligence, and courage. But, when
we connect with God, a loving power surges through us, giving us abundant
life even in challenging situations. "Burnout” is one of problems that plagues
those who seek to serve the poor and the oppressed. But, when we join with
the divine vine, we experience the power described by the Prophet Isaiah,
"those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength, they shall mount up
with wings like eagles, they shall run and not he weary, they shall walk and
not faint" (Isa. 40:31).

How would you describe your relationship with God? Do you experience God
as an inner power? Where do you need divine power today? "God of power
and wisdom, keep me connected with you. Let me live by your abundance.
Quiet my spirit and give me strength for today."
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Saturday and Sunday, March 21 and 22

God Speaks to Me in Sighs too Deep for Words
Romans 8:26-28

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness, for we do not know how to pray as
we ought, but that very spirit inter-cedes for us with sighs too deep for words.

Comedienne Lily Tomlin noted that when a person speaks to God, it is called
prayer; but when the same person says God is speaking to them, people call
them crazy! Now, the voice of God suffers from a bad reputation. Whenever
someone tells me God spoke to them, I often wonder about their mental
well-being and often I look for behaviors that will indicate health or disease.
Further, we all have heard cynical and manipulative TV preachers invoking
God's voice as a means of raising money. Still, it is important to listen for the
voice of God. If God is omnipresent, then all. things, as Hildegaard of Bingen
asserts, are "words of God" and every moment is a divine epiphany for those
who listen with humility and patience.

In Romans 8, Paul describes a common experience, "we do not know how to
pray as we ought." This is not just about technique, it is about the content
of our deepest prayers and intentions. There are times when we do not know
what is best for ourselves or others—this surfaces in times of ethical decision
making, relational challenges, and job offers. But, there is a voice that moment
by moment knows what is best for us. The voice of God is constantly nudging
us toward what is best, not only for ourselves but for others. Be still and
listen. Align your heart with God's heart within your life.

Have you ever experienced divine guidance? In what form did it come? Do
you make it a practice to listen for divine insight? God, who speaks to us in
sighs too deep for words, give me the patience and insight to listen to your
still, small voice. Quiet my spirit and give me strength for today."
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Monday, March 23

Taste and See that the lord Is Good
Psalm 34:1-10

O taste and see that the Lord is good: happy are those who take refuge in him.

A Navajo prayer affirms, "with beauty all around me, I walk." The biblical
tradition also proclaims that our world is "good." Although much of our
world has been destroyed by human greed and violence, our world is a place of
beauty. One of the most effective means of saving the earth is the appreciation
of beauty. Authentic Christian spirituality is meant to be "sensational.” For
those who recognize God's handiwork, every moment is a revelation of divine
beauty and every face and landscape points us toward a beauty beyond words.
Today, scientists have discovered that hospitalized persons who have beautiful
vistas from their rooms recover from surgery more quickly and with fewer
complications. We are made for beauty and wonder.

Mother Teresa counseled her followers to "do something beautiful for God."
This is our challenge: to walk in beauty, to see in beauty, to work in beauty,
and to serve in beauty. Let us be sensational Christians, enhancing the beauty
of the earth wherever we go.

What places nurture your spirit? What beauty spots bring wonder and peace
to your soul? Take some time to remember moments of beauty and look for
beauty on your campus, in your community, in your room, and in the faces
of your classmates. "God of beauty, let me walk in beauty and serve in beauty.
Quiet my spirit and give me strength for today."
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Tuesday, March 24

Pray Without Ceasing
1 Thessalonians 5:16-18

Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances;

for this is the will of God in Christ for you.

A bumper sticker I observed recently stated that "God is like Elvis; you see
God everywhere." Our lives are meant to be woven together by our awareness
that in God "we live, and move, and have our being." But, a lively spiritual
life, like a good marriage, is a matter of time and intention. In The Way of a
Pilgrim, an anonymous Russian believer experiences God in every moment
by constantly reciting the Jesus Prayer: "Lord have mercy upon me a sinner."
Centuries earlier, Brother Lawrence in The Practice of the Presence of God
noted that "the time of business does not differ from the time prayer; and in
the noise and the clutter of the kitchen, while several persons are at the same
time calling for different things, I possess as great a tranquility as if I were on
my knees at the Blessed Sacrament.”

In our time, when Brazilian bishop and crusader for the poor, Dom Helder
Camara, was accused of being too busy to be a monk, he asserted "I carry a
monastery inside myself." In my own life, I seek to pray without ceasing in a
number of ways. As I walk to class or enter the university chapel, I take a few
minutes to observe my breaths as I say, "I breathe the Spirit deeply in." When
the phone rings, I say a brief prayer for guidance. Often when I encounter a
friend or a stranger, I pray words I learned from United Methodist spiritual
guide and seminary president, Maxie Dunnam, "I give Christ to and receive
Christ from everyone I meet." When we pray without ceasing, we experience
ourselves always in God's presence and we discover that every place is home.

When do you feel closest to God? How do you remind yourself of God's
presence in your life? "God, within whom we live, and move, and have our
being, give me a heart of prayer. Quiet my spirit and give me strength for
today."
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Week Five: The Gift of New Creation

The Apostle Paul proclaimed "do be not conformed to this world, but be
transformed by the renewing of your minds" (Rom. 12:2). For those who open
themselves to God, every day is a day of healing, creativity, and adventure. We
can let go of the past and awaken to God's future. In the biblical tradition,
this transformation is often referred to as conversion. Conversion is a lifelong
process in which we experience ourselves as constantly redeemed, empowered,
and reborn at the hand of God, for if any person is in Christ, he is a new
creation; if any person is in Christ, she is a new creation.

Spiritual discipline for Week Five: As you observe breath, visualize healing
light of God entering with every breath; visualize stress and anxiety departing
with every exhaling breath. If you are diseased of body, mind, or spirit,
experience this light of God surrounding and bringing wholeness to that part
of your life.
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Wednesday, March 25

You Can Be Born Again
John 3:1-10, 16-17

No one can see the kingdom of God without being born anew.
Nicodemus said to him, "How can anyone be born after having grown old?"

Being "born again" is more than just a formula recited by evangelists and revival
preachers. Many of us know how difficult it is to overcome the burdens of the
past. Many of us feel ourselves to be the victims of our family upbringing and
past behaviors. Over and over again, we pray for deliverance from feelings
of guilt, shame, low self-esteem, and conflict. We want to be born again.
We want to become a new creation. Sometimes we become depressed and
hopeless at our inability to reform our lives or change our past.

Being "born again” is not magic. When we turn our lives over to Christ,
our problems do not go away. Life may even become more difficult as we
see the distance between our ethics and God's plan for our life. Yet, being
"born again" and over and over again places our lives and our old behaviors
in God's hands. We realize we do not have 'to be perfect. We realize that our
brokenness does not have to control us. We realize that God loves us and is
at work in our lives even when we fail or succumb to the same old problems.
Being "born again" requires us to turn our lives over to God's Spirit and let
God lead the way. It involves placing the past in God's hands and letting God
carry the burden. It may also involve seeking spiritual direction, psychological
counseling, or appropriate medication. God is at work to bring forth a new
creation within our lives, and wherever healing is present, by whatever means,
God is its source.

Where do you need to be born again? What burdens weigh you down and
diminish your joy day after day? "God of surprising love and new creation, I
place my life in your hands. I open to whatever will bring healing to my life.
Let me be born again!"
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Thursday, March 26

Finding Your True Self
Acts 9:1-9

He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why do
you persecute me?" He asked "who are you, Lord?" The reply came, "I am Jesus,
whom you are persecuting. But get up and enter the city and you will be told
what you are to do."

One day, his neighbor observed the sculptor Michelangelo pushing a heavy
boulder up the hill toward his home. His neighbor was overcome by curiosity
when the sculptor rolled the stone onto his porch and began to chisel it with
his hammer. "What are you doing?" he asked. The sculptor replied, "There's
an angel inside and I'm trying to let it out.”

Saul was certainly a boulder. Motivated by his loyalty to the faith of his birth,
he sought to eliminate the followers of the Risen Jesus. His persecution was
motivated not only by his piety, but by his own perfectionism and guilt.
Although he was running away from Jesus, God saw his true self. God saw
the angelic within him. In a moment of crisis, Saul encountered the Risen
Christ. Though he was blind, he now began to see, for he had discovered his
true self and a new direction for his life. God had found him and bathed him
in revealing light.

What angelic characteristics are waiting to come forth from your life? Are
you open to seeing the angelic in others? What "boulder" needs God's
angelic revealing in your life and the life of another? "God of surprising
transformation, help me see the angelic in myself and others. Let me be an
angel, a messenger of your love. Let me be born again!"
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Friday, March 27

Your Sins Are forgiven, Do Not Sin Again
John 8:1-11

Jesus straightened up and said to her, "Woman, where are they? Has no one
condemned you? Neither do I condemn you. Go your way and do not sin again.’

/

Jesus saved this unnamed woman's life. In her culture, a woman caught in
adultery was subject to the penalty of being stoned to death. In this situation
of violence and persecution, Jesus confronts the accusers and the accused with
the possibility of transformation. He convicts her accusers with the words,
"Let anyone among you who is without sin, be the first to throw a stone at
her." Who is without sin? Who has not violated a trust, looked lustfully upon
another, harbored thoughts of envy or hatred? It is good to be convicted of sin
from time to time. Such conviction of the heart invites us to be humble about
our goodness and challenges us to withdraw any projections of evil we might
have upon others. The sin we see in ourselves we often, after all, condemn in
another.

Jesus also convicts and challenges the woman. We do not know what led to
her adulterous relationship, but Jesus knows she must resolve to live a life of
holiness and commitment, if she is to be transformed. "I do not condemn
you." While many people think of God as a police officer looking for the
slightest mistake, or a hanging judge waiting to punish us for any imperfection,
the God revealed in Jesus Christ is more concerned with abundant life than
counting misdeeds. God seeks to overcome our sin precisely because our sins
and the sins of others against us prevent us from experiencing the abundance,
power, and love God has planned for us.

"Go your way, do not sin again." To forgive is to "let go" of the grievances
we hold against others and our own feelings of shame and guilt. This woman
must look to the future from now on. Her sins are forgiven. She is a new
creation. Abundant life will be hers from now on, if she follows the path of

Christ.

Where do you need forgiveness today? Who needs your forgiveness? Take a
moment to place your own brokenness and sin and the grievances you hold
against others in God's hands. Let God carry the burden. "God of surprising
forgiveness, let me begin again. Take away the burden of my sin. Let me be
born again!"
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Saturday and Sunday, March 28 and 29

The Gift of a New Perspective
Luke 19:1-10

Today salvation has come to this house because he too is a son of Abraham.
For the Son of Man came to seck out and to save the lost.

In the movie Grand Canyon, the protagonist, a hard-working towtruck
driver from the troubled neighborhoods of East Los Angeles, takes his new
friend, a stressed-out yuppie from the affluent suburbs, to the Grand Canyon.
Each year, he journeys to the Grand Canyon. As he surveys its grandeur and
ponders its age and beauty, he gains a new perspective on his life in the city.
The scripture notes that Zacchaeus was a man of small "stature.” This was both
a physical and a spiritual issue. Zacchaeus had sold himself to the oppressor
for power and money. He could not see beyond the "almighty dollar,” until
Jesus invited him to take another look at himself. In that moment, he is
transformed. He lets go of his need to be wealthy and secure, as he embraces a
new perspective on life. But, Zacchaeus is not the only one who needs the gift
of a new perspective. The elders of the city grumble as Jesus prepares to dine
with Zacchaeus, "he has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner." They
could not imagine God's love embracing the sinner, foreigner, or outcast.

In school, it is easy to lose perspective. Sometimes the world shrinks to the
size of the next exam, or paper, or a problem in a relationship. We feel as if
we're trapped in the moment. At such times, we need to ask God to give us a
wider horizon and broader viewpoint of the events of our lives.

Where do you need the gift of a new perspective? In what persons or situations
do you find it difficult to see God's love? "God of new horizons, help us to see
our lives in perspective, free us from the prison of the present moment. Let
me be born again!"
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Monday, March 30

A Change of Identity
Luke 5:27-32

After this he went out and saw a tax collector named Levi, sitting at the tax
booth; and he said to him, *Follow me." And he got up, left everything, and
Jollowed him.

In India, a story is told of a lion who was raised by goats. He ate grass like
a goat, was frightened like a goat, and even bleated like a goat. One day, he
encountered the Great Lion, the king of the jungle. As he cowered in fear, the
Great Lion grabbed him by the nape of his neck, took him to a pool of water,
showed him his reflection, and then commanded him, "Roar, for you are a
lion." Often we forget who we are. We forget that our deepest identity is to
be a child of God. When Jesus shows us our reflection, we begin to recognize
who we are and embrace our true identity.

Levi thought he was just a tax collector, a pawn of the oppressor. Although
he was no doubt well compensated, Levi, like Zacchaeus, did not know who
he really was. Perhaps, he even took on the identity seen by those who hated
him, the identity of a "sinner." But, Jesus called him to a new identity. Jesus
saw the power within him. He saw him as a healer, and a truthteller, and not
a mercenary traitor. In Jesus' eyes, Levi saw the reflection of his true self and
gave up everything from the past to follow him.

What is your true identity? What false identities keep you from knowing who
you really are? "God of new identities and future adventures, call me to my
true self. Let me see myself as you see me. Let me be born again!"
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Tuesday, March 31

Changing the Savior's Mind
Matthew 15:21-28

"Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish."
And her daughter was healed instantly.

Luke's Gospel asserts that Jesus grew in "wisdom and stature and in divine
and human favor" (Lk. 2:52). While it may seem unusual, given typical
understandings of Jesus as perfect and complete in every way, this woman
appears to teach the Savior something new. In desperation, this foreign
woman pleads with Jesus for a healing. At first glance, Jesus' response was
typical of the racist attitudes many of his people often felt toward their pagan
neighbors. Perhaps, Jesus was testing her faith. But, he may not yet have
realized that his mission was global. "It is not fair to take the children's food
and throw it to the dogs." Undeterred, she responds, "Yes, Lord, yet even the
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master's table."

Something remarkable happened in that moment. Jesus embraced the
foreigner's need. He became the healer of all people. God's care is not limited
to the healthy, wealthy, or respectable; God's love doesn't stop at the border;
God's love centers on each one, regardless of where they have come from or
what they have done. As a church father asserts, "God is the circle whose
center is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere."

In your eyes, what types of persons are undeserving of God's healing? Are you
able to welcome even these persons to God's table? "0 God, who is the circle
whose center is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere, let me draw
others into your circle of love. Let me be born again!"
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Week Six: The Transformation of Suffering

Legend has it that the Indian holy man, Gautama Buddha, was inspired to
seek enlightenment when he encountered on successive days a sick man and a
dead man. Then, he realized that the only escape from suffering was spiritual
transformation.

While Christians may not fully follow Buddha's assertion that "life is
suffering," we certainly observe the fact that our culture does everything it
can to avoid suffering. We narcotize ourselves not only with drugs and alcohol
but also with busy-ness and workaholism. We avoid problematic persons
and conflict situations. Perhaps, the avoidance of suffering is grounded in
our unconscious fear that we do not have the resources to creatively face the
challenges of our lives.

While the hospice movement is growing in popularity, many of us still see the
dying process as having little spiritual or communal meaning. In contrast to
the modern denial and avoidance of suffering, the biblical tradition proclaims
that the only way to transform suffering is to go through it, with all your fear
and trembling. Even God takes the suffering of the world into the divine
experience. Jesus faces the suffering of alienation and death so that it may
no longer overwhelm us. Suffering is real and it is painful; but God's love is
stronger than the suffering we face.

Spiritual discipline for Week Six: In your quiet time and throughout the
day, lift up your sufferings to God. Pray for persons experiencing trials and
tribulations. Pray as you read the newspaper, or watch the news, for all in
need of healing from death, injustice, grief or illness.
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Wednesday, April 1

My Grace Is Sufficient for You
2 Corinthians 12:1-10

Three times I appealed to the Lord about this [illness], that it would leave me,
but he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect
in weakness."

Today, we marvel at the wonders of modern medical technology. We also hear
of the equally significant studies on the power of prayer to alleviate symptoms,
cure illnesses, and promote recovery from surgery. While I believe that prayer
makes a difference in health and illness, I am occasionally concerned that
these studies will promote the viewpoint that if we only have more faith,
our physical, emotional, and spiritual problems will be solved. Today, many
persons identify being a Christian with health, wealth, and success. Yet, many
other devout believers experience pain of mind, body, and spirit every day of
their lives. Faith is no escape or magic bullet for them. Such persons are in
search of a gospel for those who will not get well and who must struggle just
to get through the day.

The Apostle Paul experienced ecstasy and he cured the sick. But, he could
not facilitate the cure of a mysterious illness. hough Paul sought a cure, he
received a healing. He discovered that God was in the pain and that God
would give him the strength to deal with the uncontrollable and inexorable
realities of life. Perhaps, with his own experience in mind, Paul described
a deeper healing, one that transcends even death. Listen to Paul's words of
confidence from Romans 8, "if God is for us, who can be against us?....in
all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us....

nothing will he able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our
Lord."

40



Thursday, April 2

Crucified with Christ
Galatians 2:15-21

1 have been crucified with Christ; and it no longer I who live,
but it is Christ who lives in me.

In his account of the Holocaust, Elie Weisel describes the scene of a young
boy being hung from the gallows. In anguish, one of the elders cries out,
"Where is God?" Another responds, "he is hanging on the gallows." Much
was made thirty years ago about the "death of God" movement. Certain
theologians proclaimed that the distant, all-controlling God was no longer
alive in modern persons' experience. Although their obituary for God was
premature, especially in light of the rise of evangelical and fundamentalist
religion, these theologians rightly affirmed Dietrich Bonhoeffer's assertion
that "only a suffering God can save."

God feels our pain from the inside. Indeed, our pain is God's own pain. As the
philosopher Alfred North Whitehead asserts, "God is the fellow sufferer who
understands.” When "Christ lives in us," we not only feel the power of God
coursing through us; we also become open to the suffering of others. With
God as our guide and companion, we can courageously challenge injustice
and bring beauty and wholeness out of the world's suffering.

Do you experience God in your pain and the pain of others? How can we
best respond to suffering that seems to have no redemptive value? "God, to
whom all hearts are open and all desires known, let us know that you are our
partner in suffering, comfort us, and challenge us. Let me know that you are
always with me."
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Friday, April 3

The Tears of God
John 11:17-44

When Jesus saw her weeping and the others that came with her also weeping, he

was greatly disturbed in spirit and greatly moved. He said, "Where have you laid

him?" They said to him, "Lord come and see. "Jesus began to weep. So the others
said, "See how he loved him."

Traditional theology has often seen God as aloof, transcendent, and all-
powerful. For God to feel compassion for the world or to embrace its suffering
would be to detract from the divine perfection. Like the clinical narcissist of
today's psychology, such a God makes demands and gives direction, but never
listens to the concerns of his children. This is not the God of Jesus Christ. The
God of Jesus Christ is the God of tears and laughter, grief and celebration.
The God of Jesus Christ rejoices in wedding feasts, enjoys a good meal and
joke (often called a parable), and delights in birds, flowers, and children.
Perhaps, the ability to feel pain and joy are interconnected. Neither Jesus nor
the Divine Parent repress any of the deep feelings of life. The reign of God
is built one tear at a time and one laugh at a time. In the words of William
Blake's "On Another's Sorrow," from The Songs of Innocence:

He cloth give his joy to all:

He becomes the infant small;

He becomes a man of woe;

He doth feel the sorrow too....

O! He gives to us his joy

That our grief he may destroy; Till our grief is fled and gone He cloth sit by
us and moan.

When was the last time you cried? Did you feel the nearness of God in your
tears? Do you feel near to others in their tears? "Cry with me, God. Heal me
with your tears. Let me know that you are near. "
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Saturday and Sunday, April 4 and 5

The Servant Leader
John 13:1-20

Jesus got up from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel around
himself. Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet
and to wipe them with the towel that was tied around him....

What does it mean to be a leader? In the eyes of the world, a great country is
one that has the power to dominate the world. A business leader is one whose
company dominates the market and enhances the "bottom line," even if it
means laying off long-term employees. A great political leader is one who
can defeat his adversaries and achieve his agenda by force of will or military
strength. To admit imperfection, to apologize, or even change one's position
is viewed as a sign of weakness and lack of resolve that will be taken advantage
of by one's opponents. The world's images of leadership are grounded in a
coercive, scarcity, and win-lose understanding of reality. Jesus, in contrast,
models another style of leadership. Jesus leads by the Spirit. His desire is
to serve his followers and to enable them to become leaders. The God who
desires abundant life for us is the God who wants all of us to experience
freedom, creativity, and relational power.

As children of God, we are all leaders—we all have a unique place in the body
of Christ—but our goal is to nurture these same unique and unrepeatable
qualities in every other member of the body of Christ. Leadership is known
in the body of Christ, not by isolation or domination, but by partnership
and sharing. We know that we have become leaders in the style of Jesus when
those around us are blessed and prospered by our actions and thoughts. In
God's realm there is no scarcity, there is enough abundance for everyone to
fourish.

Do you see yourself as a spiritual leader? How have you witnessed authentic
spiritual leadership in your life? What models have inspired you? "God of
abundant love, help me to understand the true meaning of leadership. Help
me to live by your abundance. Let me know that you are always near."
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Monday, April 6

Giving All You Have
Luke 21:1-4

Truly, I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all of them; for all of
them have contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put
in all she had ro live on.

Do you live by abundance or scarcity? While we might not emulate this
woman's generosity and faithfulness, by donating next semester's tuition
to our local church, her action was grounded in the belief that God would
ultimately take care of her. Now, I have to admit that I often live by the
principle of scarcity—I often feel that I do not have enough time, money,
energy, or love to fulfill all my responsibilities as a chaplain, professor, church
member, spouse, parent, homeowner, and publicly concerned individual. I
often feel that I don't have time to reach out to a friend or volunteer at a
shelter or soup kitchen. But, I have found, through a calculus whose operation
has always remained a mystery to me, that when I align myself with God's
will in acts of service and devotion, I always have enough time. I discovered
that what I originally thought of as a sacrifice turned out to be a life-enriching
blessing. While we must use wisdom in our lives of service and sacrifice, we
are also challenged to live by God's bountiful love in a world that lives by
bottom-line, win-lose, scarcity. In the words of the Apostle Paul, "And my
God will fully satisfy every need of yours according to his riches in glory in
Christ Jesus" (Phil. 4:19).

For your reflection today, take time to note your deepest needs. In the context
of your needs, where is God calling you to live by God's abundance in service
to others? Recite whenever you are tempted to live by scarcity, *My God will
supply my needs in Christ Jesus."

"God of abundance, help me to recognize that giving and receiving are one.
Let me be a channel of divine abundance to everyone around me. Let me
know that you are always near:"
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Tuesday, April 7

Your Suffering Will Become Joy
John 16:16-24

You will have pain but your pain will turn into joy. When a woman is in labor,
she has pain, because her hour has come. But, when her child is born, she no
longer remembers the anguish because of the joy of having brought a human

being into the world. So you have pain now; but I will see you again, and your

hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy away from you.

In the midst of suffering, it seems as if the pain will never end. Those who
grieve the loss of a parent or relationship often feel an anguish so deep
that their hearts are breaking. Will life ever return to normal? Will I ever
love again? Will this pain ever end? At such a time, easy answers and glib
platitudes do a disservice both to God and to the one who suffers. While we
do not know the mystery of suffering, persons of faith have learned that the
only way to find healing in suffering is to go through it—to feel the pain and
loneliness, the despair and hopelessness—with the faith that it will eventually
be transformed. Jesus compares the suffering we feel to the pain of childbirth
in an era long before Lamaze techniques and anesthesia. The pain is real,
but something is being born, a new life is on the horizon. If we share our
suffering with God, open to the divine presence in our pain, we will discover
a blessing. Our suffering will become joy—realistic joy—and the means of
service to others.

Have you ever experienced a deep suffering? How did you find relief? Were
you able to find God in your suffering? "God of suffering love, turn my pain
into joy and let my pain become the gift of compassion to others. Let me
know that you are always near!"
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Week Seven: Days of Awe and Wonder

In these final days, we journey with Jesus toward the Cross. In the spirit of the
Passover, where each participant sees herself or himself as contemporary with
those who were delivered from bondage in Egypt, we are called to become
contemporaries with Christ's passion. When we hear the words of the spiritual,
"Were you there, when they crucified my Lord?" the only appropriate answer
is "yes," for "we were there" and we are "there" when we experience the pain
and injustice of our world. But, we are also "there" when we experience the
joy and surprise of resurrection and rebirth from the ashes of death.

Spiritual discipline for Week Seven: Once again, see yourself as part of the
Gospel story. Imagine that you are a participant in those days of awe and
wonder. Which character do you identify with? How would you respond to
the challenge of faithfulness in that time of conflict? (Take time not only to
read the daily lessons, but also the passion story from one of the Gospels and
the resurrection stories from all four Gospels.)

46



Wednesday April 8

That We May Be One
John 17:1-26

Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me,
so0 that they may be one, as we are one.

For a number of years, I have participated in ecumenical and interfaith
programs. We have struggled both on campus and in the community to
honor the uniqueness of each tradition, while proclaiming our ultimate unity
in God's grace. When Christians and Jews, liberals and evangelicals, African
Americans and EuroAmericans, get together, differences in style, emphasis,
belief, and history are obvious, and occasionally divisive, as we seck to affirm
our traditions, even as we grow in partnership with others. Even with our
best intentions, we may feel pain and misunderstandings, as we dialogue with
others.

From my experience, ecumenism does not mean homogeneity or organic
unity, but it does mean support and appreciation. We may agree to disagree,
or choose not to worship together on occasion, out of respect for our diversity.
But still, we are called to transcend our parochialism as we open ourselves to
God's truth, wherever it is found. When differences of history, experience,
and belief become our gifts to one another in the process of spiritual
transformation, we are surely on holy ground.

How do you deal with issues of spiritual diversity? Have you found God's
presence in other religious traditions or other traditions within Christianity?
"God of surprising love, work within our differences to create a tapestry of
beauty, healing, and service. Let your surprising resurrection power burst
forth from our lives."
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Thursday, April 9 - Maundy Thursday

Hot My Will but Thine, 0 God
Luke 22:39-46

Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me;
yet, not my will but yours be done.

Like all of us, Jesus did not want to die. The vision of a lonely, painful death
was as abhorrent to him as it is to ourselves. Yet, at this time of trial, Jesus
sought to align himself with God's will through prayerful attentiveness.

In the course of this study, we have reflected indirectly on the will of God.
I think it is a mistake to identify God's will with a power that coercively
determines each and every thing. I do not believe that God's will is responsible
for AIDS, an unexpected heart attack, the proliferation of cancer cells in the
body of a student or professor, or the evils of injustice. If we look at the Lord's
Prayer as a window for understanding God's will, the words "thy kingdom
come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven," point to the moral agency
of God, that is, God's desire for abundant life in the affairs of persons and
nations, and not to an all-determining power.

I believe that Jesus had options from the very beginning of his life. He could
have succumbed to temptation in the wilderness, and he could have avoided
Calvary. But, to do so would have been to turn his back on God's plan for
his life and for our salvation. We, too, are challenged to say "not my will,
but thine" in situations of conflict and challenge. When we open ourselves
to God's will as it is revealed to us in "sighs too deep for words," we gain
new insight and strength to stand for righteousness and peace. This is not a
counsel to passivity. Indeed, we are to "pray as if everything depends on God,
and act as if everything depends on us." Let us align ourselves in partnership
with the One who knows what is best for ourselves, our loved ones, and the
world.

Where have you experienced God's will in your life? Where have you aligned
yourself with God's will rather than your own egocentric desires? Do you feel
this challenge today? "0 God, let me see your will and then embody it. Let
your surprising resurrection power burst forth from my life."
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Friday, April 10 - Good Friday

Father, forgive them
Luke 23:32-34

Then Jesus said, "Father, forgive them, for they do not know
what they are doing.”

Surely these words are addressed to all of us. There are times we are a mystery
to ourselves. We hurt others and ourselves unintentionally. Like the lost sheep
of Jesus' parable (Lk. 15), we wander off the path, ignorant of how lost we
have become, and the impact of our actions on the lives of others. We are often
a mystery to ourselves. "Why did I do that? What possessed me to say that?
Why was I so thoughtless?" Forgiveness is at the heart of every relationship.
Spouses, parents and children, good friends, must say "I forgive you," and let
go of the past, over and over again.

Now many of us do not believe that God forgives us. We feel as if we have
committed an unpardonable sin. We judge ourselves harshly at the least
mistake. We wonder if anyone can love us, or if our sins will condemn us to
eternal judgment. At such times, we need to hear the word of the gospel, in
that "while we still were sinners, Christ died for us" (Rom. 5:8). We need to
recognize that Jesus' words to the crowd (Luke 23:34) are also addressed to us.
In his moments of deepest depression, Reformer Martin Luther often wrote
on his desk, "I was baptized." These words reminded him that God's grace
was stronger than his sin, and that even in his own feeling of unworthiness, he
was forgiven and welcomed home by the Parent of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Do you feel a sense of unworthiness? Are there parts of your life that feel
unforgiven and lost? Take a few moments to hear Jesus say of you, "Father,
forgive...."

"God of surprising love, help me to receive your forgiveness and then give it
to others. Let your surprising resurrection power burst forth in my life."
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Saturday, April 11 - Holy Saturday

Grief and Healing
John 19:38-42

They took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices in linen cloths,
according to the burial customs of the Jews.

The story is told of a woman who came, bearing the body of her dead infant
son, to the Indian holy man, Gautama Buddha. "Please bring my son back
to life," she begged. "I will," replied Gautama, "but you must bring me a
mustard seed that comes from a household in the neighboring village, a
household where no parent, grandparent, child, or favorite animal has died."
Hours later, the woman returned, having buried her child. She realized the
universality of death and grief.

How lonely that Saturday must have been! Jesus' followers knew they would
never see him again, and like millions of grievers throughout the centuries,
they merely went through the motions of living. As grievers have throughout
the ages, they had nothing but time, memory, and pain to fill that day. We
cannot rejoice in the miracle of Easter without going through the "valley of the
shadow of death." Our salvation comes from facing death in companionship
God, not in avoiding or repressing it. Even the Risen Lord is recognized by
his wounds! And often, so are we. As we face our own deaths, and the deaths
of our loved ones, let us not be afraid, for in the midst of darkness, a light
shines, and the promise of resurrection is with us.

Have you ever experienced the death of a loved one? How did you respond?
Did you find God in the darkness? "God of lonely Saturdays and broken
hearts, give us hope in our dark days. Let your surprising resurrection power
burst forth in our lives."
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Sunday, April 12 - Easter Day

We Are Risen with Christ!
John 20:1-18

1 have seen the Lord!

Easter defies all rational understanding. Even the first followers of Jesus could
not comprehend how it could happen. The Easter accounts conflict with one
another, as if uniformity of witness is not the issue, but wonder of faith.
Mark's Gospel, in its original, gives us only the empty tomb. Matthew raises
the issue of bribery and false testimony on the part of the religious leaders.
Luke describes the doubts of the disciples, who ridiculed the testimony of the
women as "an idle tale."

In John's Gospel, the resurrection is a matter of the personal encounter with
Jesus. Griefstricken at finding no body, Mary Magdalene confronts a gardener,
"If you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will
carry him away." Blinded by her grief, she does not recognize Jesus, until he
simply calls her name, "Mary." In our grief and regret, we are often lost until
someone calls our name, until we feel called and accepted by God. Can you
hear it? Is Jesus calling your name today?

In response to the Risen Lord, Mary wants to hug him, but Jesus bids her, "do
not hold on to me!" Perhaps, this had to do with the nature of his resurrection
body; but, there may be a deeper truth here. Perhaps, Jesus is saying to her
and to us, "do not hold on to your previous understandings of me. Do not
localize me or limit me by creed or belief system or liturgy. From now on,
you can see me everywhere. My spirit will be present whenever persons seek
healing and truth."

We cannot control the resurrection, nor can we fully .understanding the
miracle of Easter. But, when Jesus calls our name, we are born again, we come
to life, and we follow him in the adventure of transformation. Easter becomes
the reality of every day.

Where is the resurrection in your life? Where are you hearing Jesus call you by
name? 'Jesus, let your surprising resurrection power burst forth in my life!"
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