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Introduction 

In this Lenten devotional, you will hear voices from members, family, and friends of Heartland 

Presbyterian Church. Here you will find a small offering for every day of the season (except for 

Sundays). You will find poems, prayers, songs, reflections, and stories that express how we en-

counter Jesus in our everyday life.  

You may be surprised by the variety of these experiences and the many ways people express 

this encounter with Jesus. These honest moments of encounter can be many things: inspiration, 

doubt, struggle, affirmation, etc.  

 

For many of us, the idea of “Encountering Jesus” can make us uncomfortable in part because 

such language is associated with a certain evangelical experience of Jesus that we sometimes find 

incomplete and incoherent.  

With this devotional, we want to suggest that to encounter Jesus is to experience something 

unique and maybe even eccentric about God that is not as fully expressed by other spiritual expe-

riences.  

Here are some characteristics of such an encounter with Jesus as it is described in our Bible 

stories: 

 

1.  It is an encounter with grace, the undeniable giftedness of love received freely and 

with no strings attached. Jesus is the embodiment of grace.  

2. It is more often than not an encounter with another human being. Jesus is present in 

our humanity. 
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3. It is an encounter that upsets our expectations and challenges our assumptions about 

God and how God works in the world. Jesus was and never really is what we expected. 

We encourage you to use this devotional as part of your Lenten journey. You may be inspired by 

what you read, you may be surprised by people’s thoughts, and you may even be challenged by 

their reflections.  

Most of all we hope you find nourishment for your soul as you deepen your relationship to 

the the Love at the center of existence.  
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Monday, March 6 

Don’t Hold Your Breath 

All I need is the air that I breathe  

and to love you.  

– the Hollies 

I encounter Jesus most often currently through my breath. I often forget this lifesource, but he 

steadfastly remains. My breath has been graciously given to me, but he still moves within me 

constantly - without me having to think. 

This breathing Jesus stays close to me, ever present. Although he supports me at all times, 

when I embrace the fullness of this breath consciously, he works with me to give me extra, but 

often needed, energy. Complete exhale clears out the bad, making room for more life-giving air 

to pour in. When I face stressful struggles, inviting him to steadily support me brings me calm.  

My Dad turned 92 years old this month, and lately I saw how this encounter with Jesus gave 

him new life. He is mostly paralyzed from the waist down, and has to push up with his hands and 

arms from his seated scooter chair, lugging limp lower limbs with him as he tries to transfer him-

self to bed or the car. For years he’s feared these struggles, holding his breath at the most difficult 

times, and found himself declining. Recently he learned to exhale completely, steadily drink in as 

much good air as possible, and gradually exhale with pursed lips while exerting while needing 

peak strength. Working in harmony with the breath of life has literally carried him farther -faster 

and easier.  
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Sometimes I, too, notice myself denying my breath by holding it – or my breath being short 

or uneven. When I make my encounter with Jesus intentional, complete and regular, it amazes me 

how much goes well. Problems are prevented, stress is avoided and positive energy abounds.  

Each time I encounter trouble, I always do best when I turn first to encounter Jesus in my 

breath. It’s the first thing I did in this world and the last thing I’ll do before I die.  

So simple, yet so available – let’s make the most of those breaths in between! 

Breathe, breathe in the air;  

don’t be afraid to care!  

– Pink Floyd 

Steve Dressel 
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Tuesday, March 7 

Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, as there 

is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear.  

Ephesians 4:29. 

(Participating in a daily devotional enhances Kim Coulter’s relationship with God and helps her 

encounter Jesus in her every-day life. Here, she has shared how she approaches her daily devo-

tionals and invites us all to join her.) 

 

Every day, before I begin my work I have enjoyed doing a daily devotional for God and my-

self through an online website at http://d365.org/. I’ve done this since 2005 and find it calming 

and reflective. The d365 daily devotional site was launched in response to the attacks of Septem-

ber 11 and is written especially for students. It seeks to provide reflections on themes that impact 

our faith journey, following the rhythms both of our church calendar and daily life as dictated by 

a school calendar and using music is an integral part of the devotional experience. 

Here is a little about each step of my devotion process, as cribbed from d365. Won’t you join 

me? 

Pause 

Pause to begin your devotion, this will help you take time away from your busyness to center and 

listen to what God is saying.  

5 



Listen 

Scripture has so much to say to our lives; our job is to make the space to listen. Read the devo-

tional through a few times as you listen for God’s voice.  

Think 

The devotions are voices that will cause you to think. As you read, be open to new thoughts and 

ideas. Do you agree? Do you disagree? How do these words encourage you or challenge you? 

Pray 

Let your thinking about the text lead you into response through prayer. Remember, prayer is con-

versation, so take the time to talk to God but also to listen for God. 

Go 

Life calls you back. Go -- guided by the Spirit, and never alone.  

Dear God, through this season of Lent, help me to pause, listen, think, and pray, so that 

I may go out into the world, emboldened to reflect Jesus’ love for us in all my interac-

tions. 

Kim Coulter 
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Wednesday, March 8 

Wilderness 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. He 

fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. 

Matthew 4:1-2 

It's difficult to wrap your head around the idea of a good spirit leading a good man into a bad 

place.  

Wilderness is, by definition, unfriendly territory. It's where the wild things are. It's where 

you go to be tempted to give up what you stand for or possibly to lose yourself completely.  

But maybe it is more than that. Maybe it's also a place where you test your limits, challenge 

your hungers, take inventory of your ability to go without? 

This was a big test for Jesus. No reason to believe that there was no way he could fail. But he 

let himself go there anyway.  

There may be a part of ourselves that we never see until we get led into rough terrain in order 

to find out what we are made of.  

Maybe it's not until we are so empty we can't stand it that we find out what 
we are full of? 

Gracious God, I am afraid of the wilderness, of hunger, of being without the things that I think 

make me who I am. Be with me. Teach me to trust that you are with me no matter how wild it is 

on the outside or how empty it feels on the inside. Amen.  

Scott Whisler 
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Thursday, March 9 

Jesus Words 

Like nearly every college kid, you could say that I’ve “lost Jesus.”  

Tisk-tisk.  

I don’t believe in the institution of organised religion,  

no bible sits next to my copies of Voltaire and Dostoevsky,  

and I’ve certainly spent more time complaining about dorm room toilet paper  

than praying next to my bed.  

However, I’ve never felt closer to what supposedly is probably (maybe yes?) 
the concept of God.  

In my second year at University, across the ocean from home and everything I’ve ever called 

normal, I’m entirely dependent on the warmth of the people surrounding me to feel safe. I sup-

pose someone who’s not me could call it Jesus. I think I’d prefer to call it kindness.  

But whatever it is, the beauty and grace that seems to protect me comes in the form of 

the strange, wonderful people who I walk to class with and make dinner for and steal 

butter from (only sometimes, I swear).  

It’s the surprising loveliness from people who owe nothing to you that makes love seem real.  

It’s the girl who makes you tea at two in the morning when you thought you were the only 

one in the world still awake,  
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it’s the gender non-binary person at a party who finally tells you it’s totally fine to just, like, 

you know, be you and that’s cool yah,  

and it’s the collectedness you didn’t know you had to pull a stranger out from the foggy mess 

of their own mind.  

I guess maybe that’s Jesus-y?  

It’s certainly something.  

I guess what I’m saying is that I don’t think it would be possible  

to laugh yourself to tears without God;  

thank heavens for the people  

who make you do it. 

 

Elsa Klein  
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Friday, March 10 

The tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to 

become loaves of bread.” But he answered, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread 

alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”  

Matthew 4:3-4 

Haiku 

identity crisis 

evokes a defensive response 

integrity gained. 

 

God, in a world where our identity is challenged minute by minute, help us to overcome the dis-

missive forces of distraction. Restore our focus and make us spiritually whole again! Amen. 

Julie Nease 
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Saturday, March 11 

Being Present 

Here’s the deal. The human soul doesn’t want to be advised or fixed or saved. It simply 

wants to be witnessed — to be seen, heard and companioned exactly as it is. When we 

make that kind of deep bow to the soul of a suffering person, our respect reinforces the 

soul’s healing resources, the only resources that can help the sufferer make it through. 

Parker Palmer 

 

I’ve encountered so few people in my life who really understand how to simply be with people 

without trying to fix them. Jesus seemed to understand that. 

I know a man who knows how to do this and it’s almost like magic. It seems so effortless for 

him. Why is it such a hard thing to learn to do? 

I want to fix things. I want to make things better. It’s hard to admit, I guess, that I may be 

powerless to make a situation better, that I have nothing to offer more than being with someone 

so that they are not alone. 

When we are in dark times, it seems that what we really need are people who are willing to 

do just that: be present. 

I pray that I learn how to do that better.  

Scott Whisler 
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Monday, March 13 

 

“Hey! Have you ever noticed that door back there?” 

Todd Ferrell 
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Tuesday, March 14 

Simple Presence 

Fear not,  

for I have redeemed you;  

I have called you by name,  

you are mine. 

Isaiah 43:1  

I walked outside today. The sky was a beautiful shade of blue, the clouds floated by, a rabbit 

raced under a bush, the air was crisp. I felt at peace and I knew that you, God, were there walking 

with me. 

Yesterday I called my sister, we talked about her day. She told me about a book she was 

reading. She loves to hear about our children and grandchildren, as I also do enjoy hearing about 

hers. We recalled an old memory that made us laugh. She is a special gift to me and the comfort 

she brings is truly a gift from God. 

Later in the week I listened to a friend share concerns about her future. Her husband has been 

ill and is in a care facility, she lost her only child to cancer and grieves that loss. She feels very 

sad about her difficult life and the situation that she is in. Lord you were there with me as I lis-

tened and wiped away her tears. 

I pick up our Grandchild from school. She tells me all about her day. She’s laughing about 

something funny her friend said and what the teacher did. She’s curious to know what we will eat 

for supper. She sings along to songs on the radio. My heart is filled with joy for the delight that 

this child brings into my life.  
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Oh, yes, God you are there with me. 

Thank you dear Lord for being with me in the simple everyday things of my life, I am so 

grateful to have you walking along with me.  

Amen 

Joyce Hoffman 
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Wednesday, March 15 

Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my 

family, you did it to me.  

Matthew 25:40 

It is true that so many of my encounters with Jesus have been with other people involved. This 

particular encounter involves a unique person.  

While pastor in Avoca the daughter of an Alzheimer’s patient at the nursing home asked if I 

would baptize her mother. I was unsure about what to do but went to the session and they felt we 

should baptize the lady. Since it would be at the nursing home we sent an elder – my wife Thea – 

to represent the congregation in this service. We met with the daughter and her mother in the 

mother’s room. Usually this lady would wander the halls of the nursing home endlessly so I at-

tempted to keep the service brief. We got to the point when I did the actual baptism and all of us 

in the room experienced something that I have never experienced before or since. As I baptized 

the lady her eyes got very clear, she became calm and I know that she knew something special 

was happening. Thea saw the same thing. We have shared the experience at times with others and 

I find it to still be a very moving memory. I know that Jesus was present with all of us but espe-

cially for the lady who didn’t always remember her own daughter. 

Gracious Lord,  

help me to see you  

present in my life  

as well as the lives of those around me.  

Help me to see you in acts of kindness  
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and moments of solitude.  

Amen 

Bob Houser 
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Thursday, March 16 

Priorities 

It is easy to get caught in the game of material wealth.  

It is very human to want more things, more items, more symbols of power and glory.  

It seems we are measured in society by the money we earn or by the possessions we can col-

lect.  

For the ever zealous game players, it is hard to understand that Christians give their money 

to people throughout the world who need help. Giving money and time to church work and mis-

sion is crazy as far as moneyaholics and greedaholics are concerned.  

It is a constant struggle for Christians to keep priorities along the lines of God’s love. When I 

find myself in the struggle, I end up singing one of my favorite hymns, “I’d Rather Have Jesus.”  

Here is the first verse: 

I’d rather have Jesus than silver or gold, 

I’d rather be His than have riches untold, 

I’d rather have Jesus than houses or lands, 

I’d rather be led by his nail-pierced hands, 

Than to be the King of a vast domain, 

Or be held in sin’s dread sway. 

I’d rather have Jesus than anything, 

This world affords today. 

I encounter Jesus in music.  
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When I examine my priorities, I’d rather have Jesus.  

Dick Harken 
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Friday, March 17 

When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you 

love me more than these?” 

“Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.” 

Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” 

He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.” 

The third time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” 

Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?” He said, 

“Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.” 

John 21: 15 – 17 

Jesus gave Peter three chances to redeem himself after he three times denied Jesus following the 

crucifixion.  

In between these three professions of love, Jesus implored Peter to feed his lambs, take care 

of his sheep, and to feed his sheep.  

Jesus wants his love to live on in the hearts and through the good works of his disciples. 

Jesus wants his flock fed and taken care of. 

So when all that’s left of me 

Is love, 

Give me away. 
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 Merritt Malloy, ‘Epitaph’ 

Darla Hollinger 
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Saturday, March 18 

What will matter is the good we did,  

not the good we expected others to do. 

- Elizabeth Lesser - 
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Monday, March 20 

Then he said to them all: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and 

take up their cross daily and follow me. 

Luke 9:23 

The cross. An instrument of torture, created to cause great suffering and an agonizing death. We 

Christians view it as a symbol of victory over death in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. But as you 

can see in the passage above, Jesus says we must take up our cross daily. Jesus chose death on the 

cross to show us how to live! As a follower of Jesus we are called to go through life with our 

arms stretched wide, ready to welcome the other. 

May I always be a mind through which Christ thinks, a heart through which Christ loves, a 

voice through which Christ speaks and a hand through which Christ helps.  

Darla Hollinger 
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Tuesday, March 21 

“We always think there's enough time  

to do things with other people.  

Time to say things to them.  

And then something happens  

and then we stand there holding on  

to words like 'if'.”  

― Fredrik Backman, A Man Called Ove 

One day Jesus was working his way through a big crowd of fans who were trying to get closer, 

pushing and shoving for a closer look at the guy who did the miracles. 

And then he felt something. 

Someone had touched him. 

“Who touched me?” He asked. 

His friends thought he might be confused. 

“Everybody’s touching you. You are surrounded by a crowd,” they told him. 

But then he saw a woman coming to him, trembling and afraid.  

She bent down before him and admitted that she had touched him  

But also she had been sick and now she was healed. 

Jesus thought that was great and told her to go and have a great life. 

There’s a difference between all the pushing and shoving of daily life 

And that light touch that some people offer when what they really need 

Is some help. 
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Perhaps we are called to be on the lookout for the quiet ones,  

The light touchers. 

Scott Whisler 
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Wednesday, March 22 
Mark 6: 39 – 44 

 39 Then Jesus directed them to have all the people sit down in groups on the green 

grass. 40 So they sat down in groups of hundreds and fifties.41 Taking the five loaves and the 

two fish and looking up to heaven, he gave thanks and broke the loaves. Then he gave them to his 

disciples to distribute to the people. He also divided the two fish among them all.42 They all ate 

and were satisfied, 43 and the disciples picked up twelve basketfuls of broken pieces of bread and 

fish. 44 The number of the men who had eaten was five thousand. 

By feeding 5,000 with five loaves and two fish, Jesus was showing us how our smallest ges-

tures have the potential to multiply. We can most easily replicate this act by simply smiling at 

another soul.  

Douglas Abrams writes in ‘The Book of Joy’: “Research has shown that the simple act of 

smiling for as little as twenty seconds can trigger positive emotions, jump-starting joy and happi-

ness. Smiling stimulates the release of neuropeptides that work toward fighting off stress and un-

leashes a feel-good cocktail of the neurotransmitters serotonin, dopamine, and endorphins. Sero-

tonin acts as a natural antidepressant, dopamine stimulates the reward centers of the brain, and 

endorphins are natural painkillers. Smiling also seems to reward the brains of those who see us 

smiling -- making them feel better, too. Smiling is contagious, stimulating unconscious smiling in 

others, which in turn spreads the positive effects.”  

So go ahead and smile. I will count to twenty – 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 

16, 17, 18, 19, 20 :o) 

Great job! Now you’re ready – go smile at the first person you see and the next and the 

next…. 

Darla Hollinger 
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Thursday, March 23 

a Christian because of Jesus 

I used to be a Christian by default.  

I grew up in a family of Presbyterians, and was baptized as an infant at my family's church.  

By eighth grade I had completed Confirmation Class. My decision to join the church, con-

firming my baptismal vows, was not based on a period of deep personal reflection, but rather was 

the logical consequence of going through the class. It was what one did when they got to that 

point. It was not a life-changing event, but one that fit in rather seamlessly with the predominate-

ly Christian, white, upper middle class world that I inhabited.  

What began as an osmotic Christian upbringing would shift dramatically as I began seminary 

studies after college.  

That's when I became a Christian because of Jesus.  

Jesus embodied a way of living and relating to others that I aspire to. He lived as a rare hu-

man being who lived according to his True, Divine Self.  

He saw the True, Divine Self in every person he encountered, and with that acknowledgment 

he healed others. He healed physical ailments, psychological and emotional traumas, and frac-

tured relationships.  

His way of life showed compassion for those who lived without a safety net, and acceptance 

for those who were discriminated against.  

For those caught up in the busyness of their lives, or the politics of the day, or satisfying reli-

gious laws, he offered a different perspective.  
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Jesus was not afraid to call out and challenge those who were not living as their True, Divine 

Selves, but who were caught in games of the ego and often perpetuating injustices against others.  

Jesus was love personified, and shows me the way to be in the world.  

He sees me as my True, Divine Self, and only asks that I do the same for all those I encoun-

ter.  

Why are you a Christian? 

Barb Nish  
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Friday, March 24 

Epitaph 

By Merritt Malloy 

When I die 

Give what’s left of me away 

To children 

And old men that want to die. 

And if you need to cry, 

Cry for your brother 

Walking the street beside you. 

And when you need me, 

Put your arms 

Around anyone 

And give them 

What you need to give to me. 

I want to leave you something, 

Something better 

Than words  

Or sounds. 

Look for me 

In the people I’ve known 

Or loved, 

And if you cannot give me away, 
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At least let me live on in your eyes 

And not on your mind. 

You can love me most 

By letting 

Hands touch hands, 

By letting 

Bodies touch bodies 

And by letting go 

Of children 

That need to be free. 

Love doesn’t die, 

People do. 

So, when all that’s left of me 

 Is love, 

Give me away. 

29 



Saturday, March 25 

A Simple Prayer 

My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going.  

I do not see the road ahead of me.  

I cannot know for certain where it will end.  

Nor do I really know myself,  

and the fact that I think that I am following your will does not mean  

that I am actually doing so.  

But I believe that the desire to please you does in fact please you.  

And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing.  

I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire.  

And I know that if I do this you will lead me  

by the right road, though I may know nothing about it.  

Therefore will I trust you always, though I may seem to be lost  

and in the shadow of death.  

I will not fear, for you are ever with me,  

and you will never leave me to face my perils alone. 

Thomas Merton, Thoughts in Solitude 
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Monday, March 27 

Actions are Evidence 

I am of the growing conviction, I think, that there is too much emphasis  

in reading the gospels and talking about what Jesus said  

at the expense of paying attention  

to what he actually did. 

Jesus did stuff. 

We should do more of what he did. 

Stand up for people and the right to belong,  

to be fed, to be in community. 

Dispute the priority of tradition  

that distorts the truth of God’s rule of love. 

Feel deeply. 

Love deeply. 

Cry. 

Get angry. 

Teach. 

Exhort (challenge). 

Walk around. 

Hide out. 

Honor your mother. 

Heal people. 
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Forgive. 

Forgive. 

Forgive. 

The words can get twisted because we are good at that. 

The actions are tougher to twist.  

The actions stand there like monuments,  

evidence of the heart. 

Scott Whisler 
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Tuesday, March 28 

Abraham Lincoln - Modern thoughts on old conflicts... 

Beginning 

We are not enemies but friends. We must not be enemies… 

The mystic chords of memory will yet swell the chorus of the Union… when touched by the 

betters angels of our hearts. 

Prelude 

And thus having chosen our course, let us renew our trust in God and go forward… 

After 

…and the war came. 

Fondly do we hope and fervently do we pray that this mighty scourge of war may pass away. 

Yet if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and 

fifty years of toil be sunk and that every drop of blood drawn by the lash shall be paid by another 

drawn by the sword…the judgements of the Lord are true and righteous altogether. 

And so 

With malice toward none, with charity toward all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to 

see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care 
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for him who shall have bourne the battle and for his widow and his orphan – to do all which may 

achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves, and will all nations. 

Ranney Ramsey  
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Wednesday, March 29 

Theresa 

It was just an ordinary Tuesday, my day to volunteer at the Calvin Coffee Shop. The usual resi-

dents came in for a cup of coffee, then stayed to visit.  

Theresa came in as she often does. She always looks at the paper while she’s drinking her 

coffee. She was the only one there at this time, so I sat down to visit with her.  

Theresa was interested in all the job cuts that had taken place in Iowa; that was the headline 

story on that particular day. She proceeded to tell me that she had been a social worker for 20 

years.  

I think Theresa is near 90, although she’s never told me her age.  

She said there was one special case that caused her extreme concern. There had been a young 

boy that was disabled; he needed extra assistance but Theresa wasn’t sure he was getting it.  

This case bothered her so much she couldn’t sleep. Then she told me, “I went in the night, 

something I shouldn’t have done” and “I stood outside their home watching to see if someone 

came to help him.”  

She said his Grandma came to be with him. Theresa felt so much better knowing this boy 

was in his Grandma’s care. This boy had been in her heart and on her mind all these years. 

I have always felt a special fondness for Theresa, her sweet smile, her upbeat attitude, and 

her caring spirit. I’m wondering on this ordinary Tuesday if just maybe I’ve had a moment with 

Jesus. 
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Thank you, God, for showing your light through the people that we meet, the stories that 

they tell and the lives that they live.  

Amen 

Joyce Hoffman  
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Thursday, March 30  

Don’t worry, God’s got your back 

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will 

drink, or about your body, what you will wear.  

Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?  

Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and 

yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  

Are you not of more value than they?  

And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life?  

And why do you worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they 

grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not 

clothed like one of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today 

and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you—you of little 

faith?  

Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we drink?’ or 

‘What will we wear?’ For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and indeed 

your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things.  

But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things 

will be given to you as well.  

So do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own.  

Today’s trouble is enough for today. 

Matthew 6:25-34 
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I suspect my own tendency to worry about the future, whether that regards an upcoming test, a 

presentation, a doctor’s appointment, is typical of so many people.  

There were times in the past when I could be paralyzed by such worry.  

Then Jesus spoke to me in this passage from Matthew. It’s one of my favorites in all of the 

Bible.  

So logical, so simple.  

Look around us: God is clearly providing for other living things…surely He will provide for us.  

The passage is also a good reminder for those of us living in the ‘First World’. Those less fortu-

nate than us have more significant things to worry about, and yet so many of them manage to 

trust God to provide what they need.  

Why can’t we? 

Scott Reddig 
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Friday, March 31 

God Hasn’t Changed. 

“There is nothing more we can do; we have exhausted all options.” Those are the words he and 

his family heard from the doctor. Treatment, at least at this location, was done. True, the doctor 

showed sadness in his eyes and compassion in his voice because he cared, he is a professional, a 

specialist, and a kind physician who has treated the man for several years.  

The doctor and the patient, and the patient’s family and friends each shared hope- hope for 

cure, hope for future, hope for more time, hope for research, and hope for positive response to the 

treatment options. The patient and the doctor both remained the most hopeful and optimistic, 

even as some others allowed doubt, worry, or other emotions to creep in. The medical plan eased 

pain, provided some comfort, offered options, garnered research, time and effort, but did not ul-

timately cure the incurable cancer for the man. He was at the end of his treatment course. 

Throughout the man’s adult life, he has held tightly to his faith in God and his belief that 

love in Jesus Christ is a gift. Throughout his living with cancer, he has continued to believe in 

God’s grace and goodness, and to know that Jesus was the embodiment of grace. This man lives 

as an example to me, to his immediate family, his extended family, his friends, his neighbors, his 

co-workers, the young boy he mentors, and to many others that God is loving, God bestows 

blessings to all, and that God offers salvation to sinners. The man is a quiet man of few words, 

but if you listen closely enough and often enough, you hear him speak of God and of his faith. 

You hear him speak of his appreciation for all that God has given him. He quietly, and in his ac-

tions, thanks God regularly for his health (for his health!), for his family, and for his life. He ap-
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preciates the beauty of the world God has made; he ponders the love all around him, and he 

shows that love and appreciation to others. 

This man seems to understand the Grace of God. He “gets it”—that God bestows blessings 

freely and unmerited. God shows kindness in the form of grace, even when we do not deserve it. 

This man lives with hope as an example to others.  

And from his fullness have we all received, grace upon grace. For the law was given 

through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 

John 1:16-17 

However, this time, he could tell, the doctor was sad. The doctor was down. The doctor for the 

first time showed something less than hope. The hopeful and faithful man living with cancer went 

home that night, and began to also feel some doubt, some lack of hope, some despair, some ques-

tion of the strength of his faith and of God’s grace. 

He talked to his family, sharing the news. His son, also a man of very few words, immediate-

ly said, “Dad, God hasn’t changed.” “What?” the man replied. The son continued, “God hasn’t 

changed. So, you shouldn’t change your faith in God, either. God’s grace is still present.”  

This man’s family and friends have shown strength. He has taught us that God’s grace is al-

ways there, whether we deserve it or not, and always there, whether we think we are in or out of 

God’s favor. He has shown each of us that God’s grace is a gift and a love and a kindness. Cancer 

doesn’t take that away. God hasn’t changed, even if we encounter a troubled or a scary path. God 

hasn’t changed even if we begin to doubt that we are worthy of God’s grace. 

Lisa Kilian 
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Saturday, April 1 

Different chapters, same Jesus 

He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to 

do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?  

A number of years ago, when my husband had a number of serious medical issues, he told me 

that this was his favorite Bible verse. He said that he was not afraid to die, but he didn’t like the 

idea of leaving the boys and me. Now he is still with us, for which I am very grateful, but, I 

learned a lot about my faith and my husband’s faith during that very stressful time.  

I learned that there are times to lean on others. I have been known as a “fix it” kind of per-

son. If there is a problem or if someone needs help, I want to fix it. I am happy to be the one to 

offer help, but it’s difficult for me to accept help, even when I need it. While my husband was 

sick, many people came to our aid. There were people who took care of leading worship and 

dealing with church affairs, there were people who took care of my students so I could be at the 

hospital, there were people who sent cards and messages of hope, there were people who brought 

us meals, and there were people who came to stay with my husband so I could go out of town to 

my sister’s funeral.  

I learned how loving and giving people can be. Although I don’t like putting people out, 

there are people who are just like me—people who want to do whatever they can to help.  

Through this ordeal, I learned to see Jesus in many people and in their acts of kindness. 

They offered their support humbly and with love. I see Jesus in these acts of kindness everyday. 

Dear God, thank you for being with us in all the chapters of our lives.  
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And thank you for friendship and family and faith to give us the ability to follow in 

Christ’s way.  

Amen  

Jan Harken 
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Monday, April 3 

Manna 

I lived in Boston during the 90’s, where homeless and near-homeless people were common-

place.  Every venture outside the walls of my apartment would lead me past people asking for 

cash – at the subway station, on busy intersections, sitting on benches, standing in front of popu-

lar stores, or hawking a homeless newspaper on a corner in Harvard Square.  “Scams” were 

common.  Often in front of my grocery store I would encounter a quasi-professional-looking 

adult holding a set of keys in one hand and dragging a young-ish kid around with the other, 

claiming to have just run out of gas.  Could I help?  Just a couple of bucks?  

My eyes grew accustomed to seeing through these people -- my heart locked tight, reserving 

itself for friends and colleagues, my immediate circle.  My mouth on the ready with “Not today, 

sorry”.  As a vestige of my Christian upbringing, perhaps, I always tried to give a small smile and 

never deny direct eye contact, when that occurred. I acknowledged them as human and wasn’t 

rude – that was my accommodation. 

One evening a fellow law school student and I were walking down Mass Ave in Cambridge, 

heading to meet up with friends for dinner.  A disheveled man approach us, “Could you ladies 

spare some money for food?”, pointing at the pizza place behind him.  I dismissed him with my 

mumbled “Not today”, intent on my conversation.  Marsha, however, stopped and rummaged 

through her purse.  I raised my eyebrows as she handed him $10 – when I did give, I typically 

gave the change in my pocket or maybe a dollar,  if I had one handy.  I had never even contem-

plated handing a homeless person $10.  
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The man saw the bill and burst into tears of relief, gushing that he had not eaten since yester-

day morning and had missed the meal windows at the shelters and really had had no idea what he 

was going to do to get through until breakfast.  Then he invited us to join him for a slice – on 

him, with his miraculous $10 manna from heaven.  

Marsha was a poor grad student like me, certainly not in a position to hand $10 to everyone 

who asked her for money.  I asked her how she had known he was “for real”.  She looked at me, 

somewhat surprised, and said, “I didn’t.  But if a person says they need food, I try to feed them.” 

Dear God, I am embarrassed by how many people I have side-stepped and ignored 

when they were in pain and called out to me.  Strip me of my blinders of privilege and 

ego, and the toxic delusion that somehow I can judge who is worthy of my help and at-

tention.   Help me to share what I have, and to live truly in faith by trusting your assur-

ance that you will provide what I need, day-by-day.  And please, please, open my heart 

and help me rearrange my priorities so that I may accept the invitations that present 

themselves to experience your grace shining through strangers.   

Amen. 

Darca Boom 
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Tuesday, April 4 

Co-Opted Jesus 

When I first heard that our devotional theme was “Encountering Jesus” I instantly bristled.  To 

write about encountering God or God’s Spirit would not have phased me at all, so why was I so 

uncomfortable with the idea of encountering Jesus, specifically?  

In an effort to sort out my feelings, I realized that it is nearly impossible for me to contem-

plate Jesus, the human, without an overlay of gender, racial and national biases that distract me 

and obfuscate God’s message sent to us through Jesus.  Jesus walked the Earth as a man at a time 

well-before women had many (any?) legal rights or social standing.  The images of Jesus that 

have barraged me my whole life depict a Caucasian man with well-coiffed hair and an inexplica-

bly spotless white robe, who is either (a) kneeling to hug children and pet adorable young barn-

yard animals; or (b) dining unhappily with a bunch of other men.  

These images of the “perfect Jesus” get in my way.  They seem to me to be an American, 

white-male fantasy depiction of what God’s grace, power and success looks like.  I cannot relate. 

Now, don’t get me wrong – I hang with rabble-rousing and social justice and counter-

cultural challenges that buck a political power structure.  I dig tolerance of and sacrifice for oth-

ers.  I believe in loving my neighbors – on a global and universal basis.  Of course, these are 

things Jesus had in spades and demonstrated for us over and over as he lived as a child of 

God.  But it is easier for me to contemplate Jesus as God in a human suit, than Jesus as a three-

dimensional human.  (I know it is ridiculous, but the idea springs to my mind of the intergalactic 

bug in an Edgar suit from the movie “Men in Black”, but without being creepy, malevolent or ill-

fitting.)   
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God chose to experience humanity and the human condition through the life of Jesus.  And 

the spirit of God resides in each one of us – encouraging, supporting and grounding each to live 

out God’s vision of love and peace.  

I encounter God’s Spirit in and through so many people – without any thought of the gender, 

skin-color, religion or nationality of the human actor.  Why is it so hard for me to label these in-

teractions as encounters with Jesus, instead?  

Dear God, help me to recognize and chip away at my own cultural and innate biases 

that limit my acceptance of and resonance with Jesus in his human form.  Only by re-

leasing these biases can I more fully learn from your teachings through Jesus the 

Christ.   

Amen. 

Darca Boom 
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Wednesday, April 5 

Small Moments 

I respect Jesus’ actions and his pain.  I am awed by his loyalty and dedication to faith in God.  I 

am humbled by his sacrifice. 

But I don’t really connect much with Jesus as a person.  He is somber and serious.  He is 

over-worked and frustrated. 

Jesus never laughs.  He doesn’t sing or hum or even whistle a traveling tune while he travels 

from town to town.  He doesn’t seem to have any friends.  (The disciples are followers, not 

friends. Did Jesus ever laugh until he cried at an inside joke with a disciple?).  He does not dance 

at weddings.  He turns water into wine, but not to share in the fun of that.  Did his eyes sparkle 

mischievously when he extended 5 fish and 2 loaves into a feast for 5000 fans who wanted to 

party with him? 

God is all of these things though. Sure, God gets really angry and vengeful sometimes, but 

God encourages singing and dancing and celebration and community.  God laughs and 

breathes.  God delights.  God has nostrils.  God creates and rests.  God sculpts – a hobby!  And 

God is curious – what an interesting and grand experiment is humanity! 

We and the writers of the Bible tend to humanize God, but dehumanize Jesus – other than by 

reference to Jesus’ pain and sacrifice.  

Life is made full by small moments of love, wonder and connection.  I wish the authors of 

the Bible had chosen to include more of Jesus’ small moments.   

For me, anyway, it would make it easier to connect with Jesus today. 
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Thursday, April 6 

I have always struggled with the idea that Jesus would protect me.  I know that for many people, 

that is an important or even central part of their faith, but for me, it just does not fit with my life 

experience or the world around me.   

While I was on a retreat several years ago, I was talking to a monk about this struggle.  He 

said that when he was younger, he used to believe that Jesus was sort of like a divine lifeguard 

that would dive into the deep end of the pool and save him if he started to drown.   

As he got older, he said, he came to believe instead that Jesus would not pull him from the 

water and save him from drowning.  Instead, he believed that Jesus would jump into the pool 

with him, and not leave him, even if it meant sinking to the bottom of the pool and staying 

there.  And he believed that were that to happen, Jesus would continue to be with him on the oth-

er side of death.   

I found this to be oddly comforting, by virtue of its feeling real for me.   

I don’t think Jesus will save me from suffering or death, but I do believe that he will stay 

with me, offering strength and encouragement, even to the end. 

Lisa Streyffeler 
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Friday, April 7 

A Challenge 

My encounter with Jesus has been less spiritual and more moralistic.   

Jesus has taught us that we should be courageous and righteous in our behavior; helping and 

protecting those less fortunate, down trodden, and outcast; standing up to injustice while being 

tolerant and accepting of others.   

Most argue that God’s love is displayed through our actions, yet we fail frequently and con-

tinually on a daily basis to live by the moralistic teaching of Jesus.  Nearly every freedom fighter, 

every terrorist, every rightwing nut job and/or bleeding heart liberal espouses God as their moti-

vation, the director of their actions, executing the lessons taught by Jesus; as do majority of main-

stream centrist believers.  Yet, we in the majority fail to live up to these moralistic teachings, be-

lieving that our donation of toilet paper counts as helping the poor.   

Heartland is hardly infallible of this.  How do we spend our money? How do we use our 

building? There is no soup kitchen, food pantry, or beds for the homeless and displaced. Moralis-

tically this pains me.  

One could argue that the building is where disciples of Jesus are developed and sent out to 

serve. Does participating in worship actually prepare us mentally, physically, emotionally, and 

practically, to serve in our communities beyond expressing a belief in Jesus Christ?  

I know I struggle to do my part and usually fall short, consumed by this thing called life. For 

most of us, myself included, it is easier to write a check once a month believing that our dona-

tions are being used for good, than it is to go engage in and/or leading mission activities in our 

community on a daily or weekly basis.  

49 



Are we truly committed to be followers of Jesus Christ who are genuinely willing to walk in 

Jesus’ footsteps?  Maybe not the dying and resurrection, but welcoming, supporting, and defend-

ing those less fortunate then us?  

Or are we happy pretending to be Christ-like by donating toilet paper? 

Graham Giles 
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Saturday, April 8 

We Pray This Day 

O God , we pray this day: 

For all who have a song they cannot sing, 

For all who have a burden they cannot bear, 

For all who live in chains they cannot break, 

For all who wander homeless and cannot return, 

For those who are sick and for those who tend them, 

For those who wait for loved ones 

And wait in vain, 

For those who live in hunger 

And for those who will not share their bread, 

For those who are misunderstood 

And for those who misunderstand, 

For those who are captives and those that are captors, 

For those whose words of love are locked within their hearts 

And for those who yearn to hear those words. 

Have mercy upon these, O God, 

Have mercy upon us all. 

Ann Weems 
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Monday, April 10 

Lessons 

After the death of my father when I was thirteen,  

I learned these life-long lessons: 

Life is too short to wake up with regrets.  

Love the people who treat you well. Forget about the ones who don't.  

Believe everything happens for a reason.  

If you get a second chance, grab it with both hands.  

If it changes your life, let it.  

Jesus didn't promise life would be easy...He just promised it would be worth it. 

Merrill McNabb 
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Tuesday, April 11 

Amazing Grace 

 

All go unto one place; all are of the dust, and all turn to dust again. 

Ecclesiastes 3:20 

My father had Alzheimer’s disease, and for the last several years of his life my wife and I were 

his guardians, and then caregivers.  

Dad came to live with us when my beloved stepmother was in the last stages of a battle with 

ovarian cancer, when she could no longer deal with Dad’s needs in addition to her own.  

It was an awful and emotional time (my wife’s father was also dying of cancer during that 

time), and after my stepmother’s death my Dad’s ability to function dropped off pretty quickly, as 

we had been told to expect. 

The last two years of Dad’s life were spent in a memory care facility and we visited as much 

as we could. Some of my favorite memories of those last years were when his sense of humor 

came out, or when he remembered one of our names. Even in the last week of his life, he popped 

up with my wife’s name, and commented on her knitting needles. 

In the last weeks, he ate less and less, and we knew his time was soon approaching.  

During his last hours, my siblings gathered around his bed and sat vigil, talking about the 

“old days” and catching up.  

As Dad died, he turned and looked at me, then took his last breath. I’d like to think that was 

his final “I love you, and thank you.”  
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We sat silent for a few moments then called my younger brother in Michigan. We prayed, 

then sang Amazing Grace in four-part harmony with my brother on the phone.  

In those moments as we sang, I felt the love of my father and the love and grace of Jesus 

Christ.  

As we sang, the sorrow temporarily left, and gratefulness took its place. 

Jeff Gumm 
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Wednesday, April 12 

The Truth 

Pilate asked him, "Are you the King of the Jews?" He answered him, "You say so." Then 

the chief priests accused him of many things. Pilate asked him again, "Have you no an-

swer? See how many charges they bring against you." But Jesus made no further reply, 

so that Pilate was amazed.  

Mark 15:2-5 

So Pilate entered his headquarters again and called Jesus and said to him, "Are you 

the King of the Jews?" Jesus answered, "Do you say this of your own accord, or did oth-

ers say it to you about me?" Pilate answered, "Am I a Jew? Your own nation and the 

chief priests have delivered you over to me. What have you done?" Jesus answered, "My 

kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would have 

been fighting, that I might not be delivered over to the Jews. But my kingdom is not from 

the world." Then Pilate said to him, "So you are a king?" Jesus answered, "You say that 

I am a king. For this purpose I was born and for this purpose I have come into the 

world— to bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice." 

Pilate said to him, "What is truth?" 

John 18:33-38 

Jesus did not say that religion was the truth, or that his own teachings were the truth, or that what 

people taught about him was the truth, or that the Bible was the truth, or the church, or any sys-

tem of ethics or theological doctrine.  
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There are individual truths in all of them, we hope and believe, but individual truths were not 

what Pilate was after, or what you and I are after either, unless I miss my guess. Truths about this 

or that are a dime a dozen, including religious truths.  

THE truth is what Pilate is after:  

the truth about who we are and who God is  

if there is a God,  

the truth about life,  

the truth about death,  

the truth about truth itself.  

That is the truth we are all of us after. 

Frederick Buechner, Secrets in the Dark 
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Thursday, April 13 

Dying to Live 

Ted Loder, a retired Methodist pastor, has written a number of books containing what may be 

described as prayer/poems. I have always found Loder’s prayers to be a meaningful expression of 

a deep yearning and desire within myself to be challenged in my encounter with Jesus. Here is a 

portion of a prayer/poem Loder wrote for Lent, taken from a book titled Guerillas of Grace: 

Prayers for the Battle.  

Catch Me in My Scurrying 

Catch me in my anxious scurrying, Lord, 

and hold me in this Lenten season:  

hold my feet to the fire of your grace 

and make me attentive to my mortality 

that I may begin to die now 

 

to those things that keep me 

from living with you 

and with my neighbors on this earth 

to grudges and indifference, 

to certainties that smother possibilities, 

to my fascination with false securities, 

to my addiction to sweatless dreams, 
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to my arrogant insistence on how it has to be; 

to my corrosive fear of dying someday 

which eats away the wonder of living this day, 

and the adventure of losing my life 

in order to find it in you. 

Alex Thornburg 

58 



Friday, April 14 

In the Struggle 

While in seminary in the late 80’s I traveled to Central America on a study tour of the region. We 

went to learn about the church in Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and El Salvador and the challenges for 

the church in these poor, and at the time, war torn countries. I went expecting to learn something 

about faith and discipleship lived out in a different context but had not anticipated that I would 

have a crisis of faith.  

 

As we traveled through each of the countries and heard the stories from those we met, I struggled 

to see God amidst the poverty and violence that was part of the daily existence for these people. 

We heard from mothers who had lost children, husbands who had lost their wives, and children 

who were orphaned because of the inhumanity of war and inequality. I found myself asking 

“Where are you God in this desolate place?” 

 

All of this came to a head when we visited a small non-descript house in San Salvador, the capital 

of El Salvador, that held the offices of a human rights organization. In this house, there were pic-

tures covering the walls of people who had disappeared. People who had likely been taken and 

killed by death squads supported by the government at the time. I was overwhelmed by the imag-

es of so many people – men and women, children and adults. The images pressed in on me of 

such suffering and death. I asked myself, “Where are you God in this place of death and devasta-

tion?” 
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The head of the Human Rights office visited with us and told of his experiences as they tried to 

track and monitor the abuses of the government and the unofficial death squads. He shared the 

reality that he lived under constant threat and had been arrested a number of times and even tor-

tured. I noticed scars on his hands, cigarette burns, that were signs of this torture. He shared that 

he did not expect to live out the year. Again I found myself asking “Where are you God in this 

place of torture and death?” 

 

Finally, I blurted out this question to the head of the office and asked how he could continue to 

do what he did knowing it may cost him his life. He looked at me and said “La Lucha, La Lu-

cha.” The struggle, the struggle.  

 

And in that moment with the light of hope in his eyes and the scars on his hand, I saw Jesus.  

 

And I knew God was there in the midst of that house with those pictures of death and desolation.  

I knew Jesus was there in the struggle to create a more just and peaceful society.  

In that small non-descript house in San Salvador, I encountered Jesus. 

Alex Thornburg 
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Saturday, April 15 

More Like You  

More like you, Jesus, more like you  

Fill my heart with your desire  

To make me more like you  

More like you, Jesus, more like you  

Touch my lips with Holy fire  

And make me more like you  

Lord you are my mercy  

Lord you are my grace  

All my deepest sins  

Have forever been erased  

Draw me in your presence  

Lead me in your ways  

I long to bring you glory  

In righteousness and praise  

Lord you are compassion  

And never ending love  

For you have redeemed me  

By your priceless blood  

Create in me a clean heart  

A spirit that is new  
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The joy of my salvation  

Is only found in you!  

1996 Maranatha Music  

Scott Wesley Brown 
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