LENT DEVOTIONS
First United Methodist Church of Hot Springs

A Lenten Journey
Greetings,
As we begin this season of Lent, I want to invite you to go on a journey. We
will be visiting places like Nazareth, the Jordan River, and Jerusalem. We
will travel the back roads of Galilee, Samaria, and Judea. Finally, we will
arrive at a hill called Calvary where a cross stands.
We will not be alone on our journey – we will travel with Jesus. We will hear
him preach and teach. We will watch him perform great miracles. We will
witness stunning success and tragic betrayal.
There will be moments when we shout for joy. But we will also weep as we
witness the cruelty of humanity. We will be humbled by the power of love,
yet be confounded by the callousness of entrenched religion. We will be
encouraged to hope beyond our wildest dreams and have to stand by as
our hope are dashed upon the rocks.
While the journey will not be easy, I want to remind you that Calvary is
not our destination. It is a stop-over along the way. We may find ourselves
wanting to linger at the cross, transfixed by the horror and unable to look
away. But in the end, we must move on.
Will our faith be strong enough to focus forward and see what happens
next? It will require a great trust in God. Come, let us journey together.
Bro. David F. Moseley

Wednesday, March 6
Ash Wednesdsay

Jesus Presents Himself for Baptism
“In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John
in the Jordan.” Mark 1:9-11

Lent is a season of forty days, not counting Sundays, which begins on Ash
Wednesday and ends on the Saturday before Easter. The forty days remind us
of the time Jesus spent in the wilderness, enduring the temptation of Satan and
preparing to begin His ministry.
But before our Lord ventured into the wilderness to be tested, He went and
found John who was preaching repentance and baptizing in the Jordan River.
In publically submitted himself for baptism, Jesus aligned himself with the revival
movement sweeping through Judaism at the time. Thus, Jesus not only embraced
the saving work of God, but also the community of repentant seekers.
I want to begin our Lenten journey with a question: “What does it take to develop
a faith that can withstand the Cross?” I think it all begins with an intentional act:
publically identifying with God’s saving work in Jesus Christ and submitting to the
on-going transformative work of the Holy Spirit. Until we stand with and for the
Gospel of Jesus Christ, faith is but an idea. But it will take more than an idea to
arrive at Easter Sunday with our faith intact.
Come with me on a pilgrimage. It starts today, at the Jordan River. Experience
anew the cleansing waters of baptism. Then let us walk together and experience
life with Jesus, His call to faith, and the sacrifice we each must one day make.
Don’t be afraid, for we will all walk the path together.
Loving God, we surrender ourselves to your purpose and will. Hold on to us, for we
are prone to wander. Help us, for Jesus’ sake. Amen!

Thursday, March 7
“And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness.” Mark 1:12
Our journey to the Cross begins with a decision to identify with the Gospel
movement. That can be a joyful and rewarding experience. But what comes
next is quite another matter: learning to live under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
Mark tells us that the Holy Spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness to be tested by
Satan. The Greek word [ekballo/drove] is the same one used to describe how
Jesus made a whip of cord and drove [ekballo] the moneychangers from the
Temple.
Being open to, much less intentionally seeking, the difficult path is a learned
behavior. Most of us choose the easier path - the one of least resistance. But few
useful lessons are thus learned. Strength and endurance lay along the tested
path.
It is a process that we must grow into. Its benefits are not always obvious at the
beginning of the journey. But as faith grows, so does our trust in the Holy Spirit.
Faith enables us to trust God in the midst of life’s chaos. It also believes that God
will take all the brokenness and turn it to our good (see Romans 8:28).
Lord, it can be lonely out here in the wilderness. Our doubts and fears conjure up
all kinds of chaos and woe. Yet, without all the distraction, I find it easier to hear
your voice... feel your presence. Be with me, Lord. There is still so far to go. Amen!

Friday, March 8
Jesus and Satan
“He was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the
wild beasts; and the angels waited on him.” Mark 1:13
I once took a personality test. It told me of my strengths – things I would do well
to lean on. It also told me of my weakness – things I need to work on if I hope to
succeed.
The test also revealed my stress behaviors - the way I act when I am under
negative influences or forces outside my control. I must admit that I didn’t like
what it said. I’m not sure I want to know myself that well. I certainly didn’t want
everyone else know all my faults.
While I don’t like my ‘stress behavior’, I have found it greatly beneficial to know
what’s going on. It helps to know that, when I start getting defensive, I’m not
being attacked; I just need to get quiet, breathe and relax. And when I feel
the urge to find a dark corner and hide, it helps to pray and share my fears with
someone I love.
We all have strengths and weaknesses. We also have times when we can be our
own worst enemy. In those moments, it helps to remember that we are not in this
alone. God’s abiding, loving presence strengthens and consoles us.
Wilderness time helps us clarity not just our hopes and dreams. It also helps us see
our greatest need. As my dad used to say, “It’s hard to fix it if you don’t know
what’s broke.”
Precious Jesus, as we walk the wilderness path, abide with us. Help us not be
afraid to know the truth about ourselves. That way, we will know when to cast
ourselves into your waiting, sustaining arms. Amen!

Saturday, March 9
The Torch is Passed.
John’s Arrest and Jesus’ Proclamation
“Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good
news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has
come near; repent, and believe in the good news.’” Mark 1:14-15
Jesus and John knew each other. After all, John’s mother (Elizabeth) and Jesus’s
mother (Mary) were related (see Luke 1:36.) Each had the hand of God upon
them. Yet they were never rivals.
John had a mission, to prepare the way for the Messiah. He did what God had
gifted him to do. He preached and baptized, establishing a community of
repentant seekers; many who would become followers of Jesus. Jesus also had
a mission. Following His time in the wilderness, he would preach, teach, pray, and
heal. He would also die on a cross.
Each of us has a mission as well. Discovering what that mission entails often
includes a time of wilderness wandering. But at some point, each of us will have
to step forward and engage in our life’s work.
Dreams and fantasy are fun to indulge. But life requires commitment and action.
Stepping forward and saying, “Here I am, send me” (see Isaiah 6), engages our
God-given gifts and puts them to work for the Kingdom of God. After all, we
don’t want all God’s hard work to be a waste.
Ok, God. I know you have your hand upon me. You made me unique for a
purpose. In the moment, empower me and set me on the path. Let it be with me
according to your will. Amen!

Sunday, March 10
1st Sunday in Lent

Establishing a Cloud of Witnesses
Creating Community
“As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother
Andrew casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. And Jesus said to
them, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.” And immediately they
left their nets and followed him. As he went a little farther, he saw James son
of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their boat mending the nets.
Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat
with the hired men, and followed him.” Mark 1:16-20
Hebrews 12:1 says we are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses. Some
witnesses speak to us from far off: Abraham, Moses, David, and Elijah. Others
challenge us to believe in a risen Messiah: Peter, John, Paul, and James.
There are witnesses that are provided for us: parents, neighbors, teachers,
preachers. All are important and have a hand in making us who and what we
are.
But perhaps the most influential witnesses are those we gather to ourselves by
personal choice: a valued friend, inspiring author, tough mentor, the Holy Spirit.
Our witnesses help form and inform us. They have power to guide our steps and
help us see future possibilities. For that reason, we must choose our witnesses
carefully. In a real sense, our life depends on it.
Jesus chose his witnesses carefully. He would not only influence them, but they
would have a profound effect on His life and ministry. A faith that can survive the
Cross is built on a foundation of faithful witnesses.
Mighty God, you know me well. You know I can’t do this alone. I need help.
Surround me with a cloud of witnesses that will help keep me every before you.
Amen!

Monday, March 11
Putting The Message First
Accepting the Call
“He answered, ‘Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim
the message there also.’” Mark 1:35-39
It is a wonderful thing to be loved and appreciated. A pat on the back and an
affirming word are always welcome. Affirmation creates a comfortable place to
live and work.
From the very beginning, Jesus wowed the crowds. He engaged the people
where they were and brought healing into their midst. It would have been easy
to put and bask in the glory of it all.
Yet there was a whole world out there in need of the Good News. After a night of
prayer, the decision was made: it was time to move on. Such a step of faith can
be quite daunting. It is natural to ask, “What if they don’t like me over there?”
In the face of such unanswerable questions, we are tempted to scale back our
ambitions, even doubt our calling. But a calling is never about the one called.
As Abraham learned, God’s servants are blessed to be a blessing (see Genesis
12:3.)
Jesus tells His disciple, “Let’s go on to the neighboring towns... for that is what I
came to do.” And so it is with those who follow Him. As long as we are in this world,
our journey is not over, our calling is not laid down, our mission is not complete.
That’s the beauty of it. The wonder of God is ever-expanding. It goes before us
preparing the way. After all, blessings are meant to be shared. If a blessing is not
shared, it dies – sharing it only multiplies it.
Everlasting God, give me the courage to trust you with tomorrow. Give me the
faith to be a part of your every-expanding glory. Amen!

Tuesday, March 12
Jesus Cleanses a Leper
“Moved with pity, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, and said to
him, ‘I do choose. Be made clean!’” Mark 1:40-45
As I sat at a stoplight in downtown Little Rock, I watched as a car sped through a
red light and slammed into a school bus full of kids. I was a witness to it all.
I some weeks later, I was summoned to court to tell the judge what I had seek. I
was a witness.
While it is true, simply seeing something happen makes you a witness to the event.
But in a biblical sense, one is not really a witness until that person tells others about
what was observed.
In the case of the leper, he was a first hand witness to his own healing at the hands
of Jesus. But it was his bold proclamation that so stirred up the community that
Jesus was had to ‘stay out in the country’ because of the crowds.
If the healed man had said nothing, almost certainly fewer people would have
sought out Jesus. But then, of course, he would not have been a witness.
O God, I have been so blessed with your presence. I have been touched by your
Spirit so many times, it is beyond count. How much different would the world be is
each time, I had just told one person? Give me the spirit of a witness. Amen!

Wednesday, March 13
Breaking the Power of Paralysis
Jesus Heals a Paralytic
“When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘Son, your sins are forgiven’
... But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to
forgive sins’ — He said to the paralytic— ‘I say to you, stand up, take your mat
and go to your home.’ And he stood up, and immediately took the mat and
went out before all of them.” Mark 2:5, 10-12a, Mark 2:1-12
There were two cloud of witnesses present that fateful day in Capernaum. There
were the friends, those who carried the paralyzed man to Jesus. How do I know
they were friends? They were willing to hoist the man up on the roof and lower
him down to Jesus. They were on his side, willing to bear him up in his time of
need. Would the people we’ve surrounded ourselves with be so willing?
The second cloud of witnesses is scribes. First, they are witnesses to the Scriptures.
The people would come to the scribes to see what God’s Word had to say
concerning their life. They were also witnesses to Jesus’ healing of the paralyzed
man.
The friends facilitate healing and restoration. The scribes condemned as
blasphemous the very one that restored wholeness. One witnessed God’s glory.
The other condemned it.
A word to the wise: Be careful whom you include in your cloud of witnesses.
Gracious Redeemer, thank you for your faithful servants that point to your power
and cry, “Holy, Holy Holy!” Forgive me if I let a roof stop me from brings people to
you. Amen!

Thursday, March 14
Community Begins With Hospitality
Jesus Calls Levi
“As [Jesus] was walking along, he saw Levi, son of Alphaeus, sitting at the tax
booth, and he said to him, ‘Follow me.’ And he got up and followed him.”
Mark 2:13-17
The call of Levi contains two quite distinct parts. One tells of Jesus’ invitation for
Levi to leave all and follow Him. The second is Levi’s decision to invite his friends to
dinner to meet Jesus.
Jesus’ invitation would have certainly shocked Levi. No respectable Rabbi would
associate with a tax collector, much less invite him to be one of his closes disciples.
The fact that Levi leaped at the chance would indicate a longing for God in
Levi’s heart.
Then came the dinner invitation. Levi wanted all his friends to meet Jesus, but
would Jesus come? He did, they did, and the party was on. Others also came to
the dinner party - some scribes and pharisees (I question whether they received
an official invitation from Levi?) As you would expect, the uninvited guests found
something to criticize.
Why did Levi invite his tax collector friends to dinner? He could have just quietly
walked away without making a big deal about it. Consider I John 1:4, “We write
these things so that our joy may be complete.” Sharing our new or renewed
personal relationship with God with our cloud of witnesses isn’t an obligation or
condition to discipleship. It is a joyous response to saving grace.
Forgiving God, how many times have we robbed ourselves of joy because we
failed to share it would our friends. Give us strength to complete our joy by happily
sharing it. Amen!

Friday, March 15
The Centrality of Celebration
Jesus questioned about Fasting
“Jesus said to them, “The wedding guests cannot fast while the bridegroom
is with them, can they? As long as they have the bridegroom with them, they
cannot fast.” Mark 2:18-22
Fasting, the willing abstinence from food or drink for a specified period of time, is a
useful practice. Its purpose is to remind us of our need for God. It can also help us
appreciate God’s gift of life. The trouble is, fasting can have the reverse effect, if
it becomes an end rather than a means.
We have to be careful not use fasting as a means of drawing attention to ourselves,
thereby emphasizing our own holiness. Jesus criticized some Pharisees in his day for
doing just that.
Fasting should be a celebration of God that helps us put everything else into
perspective, namely somewhere far behind God.
Unfortunately, following Jesus [i.e., discipleship] is often expressed as things not-todo, things to quit doing, and/or things to start doing. This can have the effect of
taking our eyes off Christ and focusing primarily on ourselves.
Discipleship is much more about trusting God as the one who “fully satisfy your
every need according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus” Phil. 4:19. Fasting is a
worth-while endeavor, as long as it is used as a means of practicing the presence
of God.
Most merciful Savior, forgive me when I turn our relationship into a massive pile of
dos and don’ts that rob me of all the joy of your holy presence. Give me a spirit of
praise that I may sing your name. Amen!

Saturday, March 16
God Has Our Back
The purpose of Sabbath
“Then he said to them, ‘The sabbath was made for humankind, and not
humankind for the sabbath; so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath.’”
Mark 2:23-28
The Sabbath - the practice of setting aside one day out of every seven for the
purpose of practicing the presence of God - is a form of fasting.
The world is an addictive place. We get so attached to our gadgets, our
recreation, the constant stimuli of the media; if we are not careful, we begin to
think it all actually defines our existence.
I John 2:15-16 warns us: “Do not love the world or the things of the world... for the
desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, the pride in riches comes not from the
Father, but from the world.” It can all be very addictive.
The truth is, taking time away from the world is not just an occasional need, it is
a constant necessity. If we go more that seven days without pushing the world
away, we could lose the strength to do so at all.
Jesus says God made the Sabbath for us. We need it because we need God.
Unless we practice the presence of God, we will soon lose a sense of God’s
presence. We need to experience the joy of wasting time with God. Our spiritual
health depends on it.
Creating God, you are my light and my salvation. Intercede on my behalf; send
you Spirit into my day; reach out to me lest I loose myself in my addiction to the
world. Save me, Lord, or I die. Amen!

Sunday, March 17

2nd Sunday in Lent: The Security of Shalom
Establishing An Anchor
Jesus Stills the Storm
“He woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, ‘Peace! Be still!’ Then
the wind ceased, and there was a dead calm.” Mark 4:35-41
So seldom in our lives are we truly still. Stillness is especially hard during tumultuous
times of stress and grief. Yet in times of chaos, we are most in need of God’s peace
and stillness; ironically, while in chaos, we are least able to seek God, because
our minds will not stop reeling with fear and thoughts. While in chaos, prayer can
become cries of despair, anger, and terror, or periods of paralysis with seemingly
inability to communicate with God. The disciples seemed to be experiencing
these paralyzing emotions at the possibility of their death. Jesus’ comment to the
disciples of “why are you afraid, have you no faith?” seems to give insult to injury.
Just as predictable and common as the rough storms on the Sea of Galilee, so is the
inevitability of our life’s struggles. Maybe we need to prepare for those occurrences
just as Jesus did, by going off to ourselves in a quiet place. It could be that peace
and stillness would be better practiced during calm seas and then called upon
during the rough periods of life. Why not begin to seek stillness and peace during
the everyday of life. Spend five - ten minutes a day in stillness before God, seeking
to let go of the many thoughts that seek to overcome your day. Seek a wholeness
of life that allows you to let go of life’s situations, knowing that God has a much
bigger handle on your life than you do. Maybe if we practice stillness before God
and let go of problems in our day to day of life, it will not be such a significant
hurdle when the storms of life prevail.
God, we thank you that you are always present and that nothing can separate us
from you and your love. We are quiet before you today and we let go of trying to
control the many struggles and life problems that separate us from you and others.
Amen.

Monday, March 18
Dealing With Our Demons
Jesus heals the Demoniac
“When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and bowed down before him; and
he shouted at the top of his voice, ‘What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of
the Most High God? I adjure you by God, do not torment me.’ For he had said
to him, ‘Come out of the man, you unclean spirit!’ Then Jesus asked him, ‘What
is your name?’ He replied, ‘My name is Legion; for we are many.’” Mark 5:1-20
We often keep our demons hidden from ourselves and therefore, we think, from
God. The demons, though they are hidden deep, tend to burst out in life’s stresses
and uncertainties. This man appeared to have a demon that tormented him
and destroyed his life. When the demon spoke to Jesus, it was revealed that
there were many more demons. It is often so with us. We keep so much of our
life hidden, not trusting that God can heal us. And when the demon or shadow
of sin is exposed, it can easily reveal so many more layers of sin and disease.
We are made in the image of God, but we must trust God enough to reveal to
ourselves (for God already knows us) our shadow side or sin that has corrupted
God’s image. The more we get to know ourselves – demons and all – the less likely
we let our demons control how we react when stressed or fearful.
Spend time today seeking to acknowledge your spiritual gifts, and your human
failings (all of which is loved by God). Seek to understand the way you react
when stressed and under attack, then give it to Jesus, allowing his grace to heal
you and restore you to the image of God in your creation.
God, we thank you that you love us, demons and all. We ask for your wisdom
today to see ourselves clearly: both the image of you and our human shadow
side. Restore us to wholeness and create in us clean hearts. Amen.

Tuesday, March 19
Looking to Jesus in the Midst of Chaos
Jesus heals a Woman
“And a large crowd followed him and pressed in on him. Now there was a woman
who had been suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years. She had endured
much under many physicians, and had spent all that she had; and she was no
better, but rather grew worse. She had heard about Jesus, and came up behind
him in the crowd and touched his cloak, for she said, ‘If I but touch his clothes, I
will be made well.’” Mark 5:25-34
If we live for any significant period of time, we will face a life crisis. Many times
there is no reasoning or understanding of why we experience it and trying to make
sense of it is pointless. Ignatius of Loyola lived in the early 1500’s. He fought for
the King and while fighting, experienced an injury to his legs from a cannonball.
During his recovery and in between multiple surgeries on his back, he spent long
periods of time stretched on his back. During this time of incapacitation, he
read from major Christian writers and mystics. He began to utilize his dreams and
scripture readings as opportunities for prayer and meditation. He developed
Spiritual Exercises as a spiritual discernment tool and eventually formed the Jesuit
order. His Spiritual Exercises are still practiced today. What might have been
considered a significant waste of time in his life became an instrumental time
of discernment and peace. The woman with the hemorrhages was desperate
enough to risk touching Jesus. One touch and her act of faith became an
example for us of healing. Healing can be instantaneous, but more likely it
is like Ignatius, a process that is long and experienced flat on our back. The
healing comes when we reach out to Jesus and allow the healing to begin.
Jesus touch of healing may not always be physical, but might instead be spiritual
and emotional. Ignatius limped for the rest of his life, but the time on his back
changed his life and continues to change lives today.
God we pray for our healing. You know our needs and we trust your healing
touch. Give us discerning ears to hear your direction, courage for long
recoveries, and hope in the eternal kingdom. Amen.

Wednesday, March 20
Hope in the Face of Despair
Jesus Restores Life to Jairus’ daughter
“A leaders of the synagogue named Jairus came and, when he saw him, fell at
his feet and begged him repeatedly, ‘My little daughter is at the point of death.
Come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be made well, and live.’ So he
went with him. While he was still speaking, some people came from the leader’s
house to say, ‘Your daughter is dead. Why trouble the teacher any further?’ But
overhearing what they said, Jesus said to the leader of the synagogue, “Do not
fear, only believe.’” Mark 5:21-24, 35-43
Take a moment to consider these words from the United Methodist Book of Worship:
All healing is of God. The Church’s healing ministry in no way detracts from the
gifts God gives through medicine and psychotherapy. It is no substitute for either
medicine or the proper care of one’s health. Rather, it adds to our total resources
for wholeness. Healing is not magic, but underlying it is the great mystery of God’s
love. Those who minister spiritual healing are channels of God’s love (pg. 623)
We often underestimate the power of God’s healing touch or we try to dictate
how God heals. Spend time today being open to the healing touch of Jesus
Christ. You might also seek out those anointing at First Sunday Communion as an
opportunity to have someone pray and anoint you.
God we all stand in need of healing. So often we fail to see your healing touch in our
lives, seeking only the healing that we want. Fill our hearts and minds with your Spirit and
send us out rejoicing with newness of heart and soul. Amen.

Thursday, March 21
Facing Disappointment
Jesus Rejected at Nazareth
“They said, ‘Where did this man get all this? What is this wisdom that has been
given to him? What deeds of power are being done by his hands! Is not this
the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and
Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?’ And they took offense at him.”
Mark 6:1-6a
Rejection by others is often something that strikes us to our core. Rejection is
particularly hard when it is experienced in family or community, for these are the
ones that are supposed to support us, protect us, and love us. This hometown
rejection of Jesus is particularly an outwardly vocal rejection. The last line of this
scripture is striking “and he could do no deed of power there, except that he laid
his hands on a few sick people and cured them.” When you reject God’s love
and power, you render it powerless in your life. But Jesus has another plan, for
there are others to be sent. He begins to train a group of disciples who can share
God’s love and good news. Some might be rejected, but some might be heard.
Rejection can become so personal that we limit God’s power in our lives, or it
can be an opportunity to look at others who can walk alongside us and who can
succeed in ways that we can’t. Ministry as community might be more important
and significant than our own individual success.
God, we pray today for self-awareness. Give us the courage to examine our
hearts and the wisdom to surround ourselves with those who excel in ways that we
cannot. Give us a discerning spirit that puts your Kingdom ahead of our personal
vanity. Amen.

Friday, March 22
Expanding Our Reach
Jesus sends out Apostles
“Then he went about among the villages teaching. He called the twelve
and began to send them out two by two, and gave them authority over the
unclean spirits. He ordered them to take nothing for their journey except a staff;
no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; but to wear sandals and not to put
on two tunics. He said to them, ‘Wherever you enter a house, stay there until
you leave the place. If any place will not welcome you and they refuse to hear
you, as you leave, shake off the dust that is on your feet as a testimony against
them.’ So they went out and proclaimed that all should repent. They cast out
many demons, and anointed with oil many who were sick and cured them.”
Mark 6:7-13
Jesus sends out disciples to be in ministry, but tells them to go light with what they
carry. By going light, you have to rely on others and their hospitality. When walking
the Camino Santiago, I was encouraged to take very little in my backpack. The
Camino is littered with objects that people found they really didn’t need after
a week of stress on their backs. We are not a culture that trusts that what we
need will be provided and I over packed for sure. But, there was a drug and
grocery store in every town, water was prolific in fountains for pilgrims, and there
were many people anxious to help us find our way back to the Camino after we
were lost. I found it much easier in the end to trust that hospitality was available
if I looked for it. It might be that hospitality is available for you too! Maybe we
should trust that someone else could handle that responsibility and would love
to work with you and lighten your load. There is always the chance that you will
be rejected (see the scripture before!), but don’t take it personally and move on!
There is always another brother or sister willing to walk along side. Maybe they
are looking for you to lighten their load!
God we thank you for community. Let us trust that you provide in community and
give us the eyes/ears and discernment to seek those who can be in partnership.
Amen.

Saturday, March 23
Trusting in God Above All Else
Death of John the Baptist
“‘I want you to give me at once the head of John the Baptist on a platter.’ The
king was deeply grieved; yet out of regard for his oaths and for the guests, he
did not want to refuse her. Immediately the king sent a soldier of the guard with
orders to bring John’s head. He went and beheaded him in the prison, brought
his head on a platter, and gave it to the girl. Then the girl gave it to her mother.
When his disciples heard about it, they came and took his body, and laid it in a
tomb.” Mark 6:14-29
Churches are composed of sinners. The sin of a few, can sometimes cast a wide
net to affect others in a congregation. In Kentucky, I consulted with congregations
in crisis by leading them in an examination of their history and health patterns
throughout the years. Certain individuals would be seen as instigating a current
crisis in the church, but there were often underlying and rarely acknowledged sins
of the congregation that had continued to contribute to the unhealthy patterns
that allowed for these types of crises to thrive. The sin of one was often expanded
and even contributed to by the sins of many. As a congregation, we need the
power of continual connection with God lest our human failings and desire for
power bring harm to others. All are needed for the body of Christ, and when one
sins or destroys another, we all suffer. John Wesley included Christian Community
as a means of grace that keeps us connected to God. Staying connected to
God keeps us connected to each other as the body of Christ.
God, we ask for a loving spirit that guards against a righteous attitude; and for
a courageous heart that guard against a weak spirit. Give us the desire for
community that nurtures us when we are down and holds us accountable when
we stray. May we be community to others and may this connection keep us
connected to you. Amen.

Sunday, March 24
3rd Sunday in Lent
A Really Big Ask
“Late in the day, his disciples came to him and said, ‘This is an isolated place,
and it’s already late in the day. Send them away so that they can go to the
surrounding countryside and villages and buy something to eat for themselves.’
He replied, ‘You give them something to eat.’ But they said to him, ‘Should we go
off and buy bread worth almost eight months’ pay and give it to them to eat?’”
Mark 6:35-37
Thought: 5,000 people and Jesus turns to the disciples and says, “You feed them.”
Can you even imagine the disciples’ internal reaction? We can read what they
said to Jesus, but inside they had to terrified, thinking; “what if he is really serious?”
The thing is, Jesus was completely serious.
Often when trying to follow Jesus, what is asked of us seems impossible. The
problems of the world are so big, so we wonder if we can even make a difference.
Alone, we can’t but with Christ, we’ve got this! The disciples had everything they
needed to feed that crowd. They had 5 loaves of bread and 2 fish. Oh yeah,
they also had Jesus. God gives us everything we need to carry out the work we
are called to, just as long as we remember to include Jesus.
Lord, open my eyes today to the opportunities that You have put before me.
Help me to trust that even when things seem too big, that You provide a way.
Help me to understand that what you ask of me is not my work but Yours done
through my hands. Amen.

Monday, March 25
Drowning
“Evening came and the boat was in the middle of the lake, but he was alone
on the land. He saw his disciples struggling. They were trying to row forward,
but the wind was blowing against them. Very early in the morning, he came to
them, walking on the lake. He intended to pass by them.” Mark 6: 47-48
Thought: I didn’t learn to swim until I was 10 years old. Before that I stayed in the
shallow end of the pool, not daring to enter the deep end. That was until Zane
came to swim at my step-grandmother Mimi’s pool. Zane was the type of kid
that seemed to be able to do anything; he could pitch an unhittable fastball
and hit homeruns it seemed without trying. It seemed like he could do anything.
So when Zane offered to carry me into the deep end on his back, I immediately
took him up on it. This it turned out to be something Zane couldn’t do. The next
thing I knew he had pushed me off his back and I was drowning. That was when
an arm reached out from above and pulled me out. It was Mimi, seeing I was in
trouble she came running out and pulled me to safety.
Jesus, having stayed behind to pray, looked out onto the lake and saw his disciples
struggling. Mark tells us when Christ saw the disciples struggling “he came to
them, walking on the lake.” This is the promise the Christ gives us, that when he
sees us struggling, we won’t be left alone in those struggles but Christ will come to
us. Thanks be to God!
Jesus, the world can seem like a storm at sea. Fear can over take me as I struggle
through the trials of life. Help me to feel Your presence in those times. Reassure
me that You are coming toward me in moments of crisis. Thank you Lord for
being a God who comes to my aid. Amen.

Tuesday, March 26
We Need More Hot Dogs
“The woman was Greek, Syrophoenician by birth. She begged Jesus to throw
the demon out of her daughter. He responded, ‘The children have to be fed
first. It isn’t right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.’ But she
answered, ‘Lord, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.’”
Mark 7:26-28
Thought: Every so often we throw an event at the church, like Trunk or Treat,
where we serve hot dogs. It always seems that no matter how many hot dogs
we make we still run out. Even when we ration the hot dogs, we still never have
enough. It is moments like this that make us feel like we live in a world of scarcity,
instead of abundance.
When it comes to the things that Christ has to offer us, there is always an
abundance. The Syrophoenician woman knew this, whether it is Christ’s grace,
his love, his power or even his healing, there is always enough to go around. The
Kingdom of God is a kingdom of abundance.
God, it just feels like there is never enough. There is not enough time, there is not
enough money at the end of the month, there is not understanding, and there
is not enough compassion. Open my heart and my eyes to the abundance of
Your grace and love. In a world that seems as if there is not enough, remind me
that Your love and grace are boundless. Amen.

Wednesday, March 27
Keep Away
“After leaving the region of Tyre, Jesus went through Sidon toward the Galilee
Sea through the region of the Ten Cities. Some people brought to him a man who
was deaf and could hardly speak, and they begged him to place his hand on
the man for healing. Jesus took him away from the crowd by himself and put his
fingers in the man’s ears. Then he spit and touched the man’s tongue. Looking
into heaven, Jesus sighed deeply and said, ‘Ephphatha,’ which means, ‘Open
up.’ At once, his ears opened, his twisted tongue was released, and he began
to speak clearly.” Mark 7: 31-37
Thought: We have all played the game Keep Away. In the game, the last thing
you want to happen is for the person in the middle to catch the ball. Those on
the outside are constantly throwing the ball to each other, trying to keep it away
from those on the inside. Unfortunately, when it comes to sharing Christ, there is
a sort of reverse keep away going on. Those on the inside will constantly offer
Christ’s love to others on the inside, while keeping it away from those on the
outside.
The ten cities or the Decapolis was a large Gentile settlement just on the other
side of the Sea of Galilee. We find Christ entering into this region offering the
same healing that took place on the other side of the Galilee. This episode is one
of the first signals in Christ’s ministry that his salvation is for everyone, even those
on the outside.
Lord, help me to see who needs Your love today. Help me to share that love with
those on the inside but especially with those on the outside. The love You give is
too big and wonderful to keep to myself. May I be part of building Your kingdom
by sharing Your love today. Amen.

Thursday, March 28
Just Look Around
“The Pharisees showed up and began to argue with Jesus. To test him, they
asked for a sign from heaven. With an impatient sigh, Jesus said, ‘Why does this
generation look for a sign? I assure you that no sign will be given to it.’ Leaving
them, he got back in the boat and crossed to the other side of the lake.”
Mark 8:11-13
Thought: Every Tuesday between the hours of 2 and 4 pm, our church serves the
needy in the Open Arms Food Pantry. What I love most about this ministry is that
volunteers take the time to get to know each of our guests. Volunteers talk with
and pray for every person that comes to the food pantry. When I watch these
relationships being formed I know that God is present and at work. I don’t need
any other signs or proof.
Unfortunately, just like the Pharisees in this passage, we miss the signs of God’s
work already going on around us. Take some time today and pay attention to
everything around you. I can guarantee that if you look then you will see plenty
of signs from God. God doesn’t need to do any more signs because God is
constantly offering signs.
God, make me aware of Your awesome work today. The signs of Your activity
in the world are everywhere. Unfortunately, I sometimes miss those wonders
because life just moves too fast. Allow me time to slow down today to marvel at
Your goodness. Amen.

Friday, March 29
Bread! You’re Talking About Bread?!
“Jesus’ disciples had forgotten to bring any bread, so they had only one loaf
with them in the boat. He gave them strict orders: ‘Watch out and be on your
guard for the yeast of the Pharisees as well as the yeast of Herod.’ The disciples
discussed this among themselves, ‘He said this because we have no bread.’
Jesus knew what they were discussing and said, ‘Why are you talking about the
fact that you don’t have any bread? Don’t you grasp what has happened?
Don’t you understand? Are your hearts so resistant to what God is doing?’”
Mark 8:14-17
Thought: I admit it, more than once my wife has had to stand in front of the TV
to get my full attention. The TV just seems to distract me, sometimes in a good
way and sometimes in a way that causes me to miss important information or
things. Christ was warning his disciples not to get distracted from the things of the
Kingdom the way that the Pharisees and Herod had. The Pharisees had become
distracted by self-righteousness and Herod by political power.
Both self-righteousness and pursuit of power are the opposite of the Kingdom.
This is because both are used to put ourselves above others. Our righteousness
only comes from the grace of Christ and the power of the Kingdom is used to
empower those that have no power. This is the yeast of Christ.
Jesus, help me to focus on Your Kingdom today. It is too easy to get distracted
by the shiny things of this world. Help me to distinguish between what is important
and what is a mere distraction. Let my focus be upon You and Your kingdom.
Amen.

Saturday, March 30
Magic Band-Aids
“Jesus and his disciples came to Bethsaida. Some people brought a blind man
to Jesus and begged him to touch and heal him. Taking the blind man’s hand,
Jesus led him out of the village. After spitting on his eyes and laying his hands on
the man, he asked him, ‘Do you see anything?’ The man looked up and said,
‘I see people. They look like trees, only they are walking around.’ Then Jesus
placed his hands on the man’s eyes again. He looked with his eyes wide open,
his sight was restored, and he could see everything clearly.” Mark 8:22-22
Thought: Whenever my little sister, Natalie, would get hurt she wanted a bandaid. Miraculously, as soon as she got the Band-Aid on she was no longer hurt.
That was unless had a really bad skinned knee or a cut on her finger. When
she would get those kinds of injuries she couldn’t understand why the BandAid didn’t make the pain go away. After all, when she put a Band-Aid on an
ordinary booboo the pain just disappeared. Natalie thought those band-aids
were magical.
We often want the healing that Christ offers to be like magic Band-Aids, immediate.
Unfortunately, many of the wounds and much of our brokenness takes time.
Christ meets us where we are at in life and this more often than not means that
the healing Christ offers is a process. Be patient and let Christ heal you in the
time that our Lord deems right.
Christ, I know You are a God who heals. I need healing but I know that often
healing takes time. Lord, please open my eyes to how You are healing me. Help
me to rejoice that this journey of healing has begun. Lead me along the way
and strengthen me both in spirit and body. Amen.

Sunday, March 31

4th Sunday in Lent: Declaring Faith in God
Sermon: “You Are The Messiah”
Peter’s Profession of Faith
“He asked them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ Peter answered him, ‘You are
the Messiah.’” Mark 8:27-30
Faith is a much-used word. That’s because it has a host of applications. For
example: a journey requires a leap of faith as we step into the unknown. We
also speak of the faith we profess when we embrace a denomination’s tenets of
belief. What we believe becomes our faith.
For others, faith refers to practice. By remaining steadfast to a certain
denomination or ritual, one might say they have faith. Then, of course, some
equate a general belief in the idea of God or the rejection of the idea that
there is no God, as faith. In each case, the word faith is used appropriately.
So what led the Apostle Peter to profess faith in Jesus as the Messiah? I believe
he discovered that in each case, faith, as described above, ultimately proves
empty and powerless.
A faith that can withstand the cross is founded not on tenets, rituals, or ideas.
Saving Faith is based on a personal encounter with Jesus Christ. Such a faith
empowers us to live our life as a response to His love and grace.
Loving Savior, too much of my life is empty and devoid of power. I suffer at the
hands of doubt and fear. I believe you have the Words of Eternal Life. Receive
me and give me life. Amen!

Monday, April 1
Short-Term Loss for Long-Term Gain
Jesus Foretells His Death, then Rebukes Peter
“Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering,
and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and
after three days rise again. He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside
and began to rebuke him. But turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked
Peter and said, ‘Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on
divine things but on human things.’” Mark 8:31-33
Knowing that Jesus is the Christ and that life revolves around Him is an important
step, but it is not the only step. In fact, trusting Jesus with our life and future leads
to all kinds of difficulties.
Peter, in a moment of devotion, professes faith in Jesus. But as soon as the words
are out of his mouth, Jesus starts talking about His death. Peter quickly rejects the
idea. After all, what good is a dead Messiah?
What Peter was yet to learn was that a life of faith is a life of surrender and sacrifice.
He wanted a Messiah that met his selfish needs. However, he would learn that
surrendering to God means letting God decide what happens next.
Disciples of Jesus are asked to sacrifice their will and embrace God’s Will. But
what if God’s Will includes a Cross?
Dear Lord, I am thrilled to confess you as my Savior. I am not overjoyed to learn
that faith includes suffering and sacrifice. I want to be brave. Please keep me
close, for I can’t do this on my own. Amen!

Tuesday, April 2
Taking Up the Cross
Jesus Defines Discipleship
“Jesus called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, ‘If any want to
become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and
follow me.’” Mark 8:34-38
One of the first things we discover when we declare faith in Jesus is that faith isn’t
a means of escape.
Certainly, deliverance is a part of God’s gift of faith, but deliverance from what?
Jesus came into the world, not to live above it, but to walk with us along the path.
Our hurts became His hurts, our pains His pains.
What we discover, at some point along the way, is that Jesus is no longer walking
our path – we are walking with Him on His path. We begin to experience life with
Him... go through it with Him. Following Jesus means thinking and acting like Him
(Phil. 2:1-8.)
Jesus lived not for Himself, but for others. His disciples will do the same. Because
Jesus died not just for the faithful, but for the whole world, declaring faith in Him
places a Cross squarely in our path.
Master, thank you for loving me enough to bear my cross. Help me to love you
enough to live in the shadow or yours. Amen!

Wednesday, April 3
Seeing a Greater Context
The Mount of Transfiguration
“Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a
high mountain apart, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them.” Mark
9:2-8
I love to climb Pinnacle Mountain in West Little Rock. I enjoy the exercise, but I
love the view more. Arriving at the top, I am always winded and in need of a
rest. But seeing the Arkansas River valley from that height always gives me a new
perspective on the world.
And so it is with the life of a disciple of Jesus Christ. The day-to-day reality of following
Jesus can be rather daunting. Without a greater vision, something powerful that
takes our eyes off this broken world, our self-doubts and fears can cripple our
efforts at faithfulness.
Jesus takes Peter, James and John up the mountain and gives them just that – a
grand vision. The Mount of Transfiguration was a gift from God – a living reminder
of what this is all about. It reminds us that what we see in the here-and-now is but
a pale reflection (I Cor. 13:12) of the glory that awaits us (Rm 8:18.) Without such
a vision, the Cross would defeat the best of us.
Glorious Lord, shine brightly in our life. Only the light of your glory can drive away
the shadows where our demons hide. Amen!

Thursday, April 4
Submitting Human Reason to God’s Reality
Giving God Room
“As they were coming down the mountain, he ordered them to tell no one about
what they had seen, until after the Son of Man had risen from the dead. So they
kept the matter to themselves, questioning what this rising from the dead could
mean.” Mark 9:9-13
In 2001, Carol and I left Grand Avenue UMC and Hot Springs. In 2016, we returned
to serve First UMC. We spend those fifteen years in the Arkansas Delta (Paragould,
Pine Bluff, and West Memphis.) In that time, we learned to enjoy the beauty of a
well-plowed field, a new stand of rice, and the dust cloud surrounding a combine
in the fall.
Have you ever considered the fact that life depends on death? A farmer plants
a seed and from that seed the next generation springs forth. But does the seed
die? Well, yes and no. First, a seed must be alive and vital before it can sprout and
grow. If it is truly dead, it will never produce the next generation of seed.
But, on the other hand, the very nature of the seed is consumed in the process of
sprouting and growing. The seed must surrender all that it is for the sake of the next
generation. So, in that sense, it dies.
Jesus speaks to the disciples about death and resurrection, about giving all that
you are and all that you have for the sake of the next generation. They didn’t yet
understand the power of the Cross – In the hands of Jesus, it’s not an object that
takes life; it’s an object that gives life.
Mighty Savior, I freely admit I don’t understand all that God is doing in my life. Nor
can I see how you will redeem it all. Help me to trust you now and always. Amen!

Friday, April 5
From a Doubter Heart to a Believer’s Faith
Jesus heals the convulsing boy
“And he said... ‘if you are able to do anything, have pity on us and help us.’ Jesus
said to him, ‘If you are able! —All things can be done for the one who believes.’
Immediately the father of the child cried out, ‘I believe; help my unbelief!’”
Mark 9:14-29
Hebrews 11:1 defines faith as “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction
of things not seen.” Another way to say that is the ability to trust God, even when
we can’t see or touch Him.
When Jesus, Peter, James, and John returned from the mountaintop, they found
everyone having a faith crisis. A father wants his son healed but the remaining
disciples seemed powerless to heal. When Jesus said, “You faithless generation,”
who was He talking to... anyone... everyone?
Faith can be based on many things: hopes, dreams, even fear and doubt. Faith
can be an act of confidence or one of desperation. Often, people choose faith
because their current situation is simply unacceptable.
So it was with the father. His love for his son drove him to seek out Jesus. But his love
had not translated into a confident faith. He was still ruled by his doubts and fears.
Jesus tells the father, His disciples, the crowd, and all of us, that what happens
next is, in a real sense, not up to him. It all hinges on the depth of our faith.
Merciful Lord, I believe; help my unbelief. Amen!

Saturday, April 6
The Power of a Child-Like Faith
Jesus embraces the children
“He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, ‘Whoever wants to be first
must be last of all and servant of all.’ Then he took a little child and put it among
them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, ‘Whoever welcomes one such
child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me
but the one who sent me.’” Mark 9:30-37
As the Cross approaches, it is easy to get caught up in the harshness of it all. Jesus
is preaching, teaching, healing, and loving; yet so many seem to be blind to what
God is doing in their midst. It would be so easy to grow frustrated and angry.
So, Jesus takes the time to remind his disciples that happiness is possible right here,
right now. He does this by taking a child in His arms and tells them they need to be
child-like in their faith.
The best example of unreasonable joy and happiness is a child at play. In the midst
of chaos, a child can laugh and leap for joy play. That is the power and necessity
of a child-like faith. Even as the Cross looms, Jesus reminds us all that joy is a gift
from God that sometimes doesn’t make sense.
O Jesus, forgive me when I pay more attention to the evil around me than the One
who is closer to me than my own soul. I love you. Amen!

Sunday, April 7

5th Sunday in Lent: Seizing the Day
Sermon: “Stand and Be Counted”
Jesus enters Jerusalem
“Then those who went ahead and those who followed were shouting, ‘Hosanna!
Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed is the coming
kingdom of our ancestor David! Hosanna in the highest heaven!’”
Mark 11:1-11
Sooner or later, in every walk of faith, the time comes when we are faced with
doing what God has been preparing us for. It usually starts on an optimistic note.
People are glad to see us and are ready to believe the best. It’s fun while it lasts.
Every disciple has an important role to play in God’s salvation drama. It may be
fetching the colt, or providing it. Perhaps it is leading the parade or joining in on a
chorus of ‘Hosanna!’ Disciples are more than spectators - they are key performers.
Whatever our role, it is important to remember, we will not be called to do it in a
vacuum. Faith is not a solitary venture - it is lived out in community. And as each
does their part, God works it all together for good. So when the time comes, we
must not be afraid. Rather, let us take heart and seize the day!
Guiding Spirit, I am ready. Sound the trumpet. Let the call go out. Hosanna! Blessed
is He who comes in the name of the Lord! Amen.

Monday, April 8
Placing God Above All Else
Jesus Cleanses the Temple
“Then they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive
out those who were selling and those who were buying in the temple, and he
overturned the tables of the moneychangers and the seats of those who sold
doves.” Mark 11:15-19
A preacher once said a zealot is just someone who is more committed than we
are. There’s no doubt Jesus appeared the zealot in the temple that day. He turned
over tables and drove out the merchants. But why?
One answer could be complacency: a feeling of smug or uncritical satisfaction
with oneself or one’s achievements. Another way of saying it is we get so occupied
with ourselves that we forget to be occupied with God.
If we are not careful day-to-day business can so occupy us that we find little
time to practice the presence of God. Soon worship is crowded out, prayer is
eliminated, and stress replaces praise. At that moment, we might discover that
we’re merchants and moneychangers, not disciples at all.
In such a moment, we need someone to shake up our lives and remind us who
and whose we are.
Mighty God! Come to me and do whatever you must do to get my attention.
Draw me to you. I want to be completely yours. Amen!

Tuesday, April 9
Barrenness VS. Fruitfulness
Jesus and the Fig Tree
“Jesus answered them, ‘Have faith in God. Truly I tell you, if you say to this mountain,
‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and if you do not doubt in your heart, but
believe that what you say will come to pass, it will be done for you. As the story
goes, Jesus comes across a fig tree with no figs. He judges it for it barrenness and
the tree withers. When Peter points it out the next day, Jesus tells him is he has
sufficient faith he could accomplish as much.’” Mark 11:12-14, 20-24
So what’s so bad about barrenness? Well, the Gospel of John records Jesus as
saying, “those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit” 15:6. A life devoid
of ‘Kingdom Fruit’ not only calls into question one’s faith, it also casts a shadow
over the power and presence of God in the midst of His people.
But make no mistake - fruitfulness has its demands. For farmers to produce a
bountiful crop, they must do many things right. Likewise, for a life to bear fruit, we
must ‘attend to the ordinances of God’ (to quote John Wesley.) Another way to
say that is ‘practice the presence of God’ (prayer, worship, study, fasting, serving
God, etc.) Barrenness is usually simpler/easier than fruitfulness (which requires a lot
of work.)
Can a word from God cause a barren spirit to wither? Can a word from God
empower faith and transform it into fruitfulness. Absolutely, on both counts.
Abiding Spirit, your gift of life is precious to me. Help me to cultivate it and share it
will those around me, lest I wither and die. Amen!

Wednesday, April 10
Cultivating a Servant’s Heart
Parable of the Wicked Tenants
“‘Have you not read this scripture: ‘The stone that the builders rejected has
become the cornerstone; this was the Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our
eyes’?’” Mark 12:1-12
In the parable of the wicked tenants, Jesus tells the story of servants that seek to
take what is not theirs and make it their own. The parable shocks and offends us.
Or, at least it should.
The life of a servant involves giving one’s best for the good or ‘profit’ of another. A
worker is expected to produce more than he or she will ever receive and do it for
the benefit the owner.
This is also true for the disciple. A disciple receives much from the Lord – love,
power, talent, and abilities – and is expected to give all he/she has in order to
bear fruit in the Kingdom of God. And the harvest is never our own. The harvest
and the glory go to God.
So why would anyone pray for God to give them a servant’s heart? Because it is
God’s greatest gift. A servant’s heart, being emptied of self, is capable of holding
great love and bountiful joy. And because it is continually being emptied, it is
continually being filled anew with the Spirit’s presence.
Master, give me a heart like yours, and a desire to be your servant. Fill me utterly
with your Spirit. Amen!

Thursday, April 11
Being IN the World But Not OF It
Jesus Questioned about Paying Taxes
“Jesus said to them, ‘Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and
to God the things that are God’s.’ And they were utterly amazed at him.”
Mark 12:13-17
Have you ever wondered if Jesus ever got tired of being tested? What was the
purpose of it all? It seems to me some people asked Him where He stood on a
particular issue not to receive guidance but to judge Him. While Jesus was open to
their questions, He had a way of exposing their motivation.
“Is it lawful to pay taxes to a foreign occupying government?” This is a good
question. The military forces of conquering Rome imposed its will upon the Jewish
people, and the taxes paid to Rome helped make it all possible. Jesus answers,
“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s.”
Jesus once said that, as children of God, we should love our enemies, for God
makes it rain on the just and the unjust (Mt. 5:44-45.) As God blesses His people, so,
through His people, God blesses the world.
Our obligation to God does not negate our obligation to the state. Quite the
contrary, because we love God with all our heart/mind/soul, we will love our
neighbor/community/world and thus share the blessing.
Great God, thank you for my many blessings. Help me to see they are not mine;
they are ours. Amen!

Friday, April 12
Redefining Our Reality
Jesus on Resurrection
“Jesus said to them, ‘Is not this the reason you are wrong, that you know neither
the scriptures nor the power of God?... God said to [Moses], ‘I am the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He is God not of the dead,
but of the living; you are quite wrong.’” Mark 12:18-27
Which comes first, Heaven or earth? What is more powerful, Heaven or earth?
Which serves the other, Heaven or earth. Which has the final say, Heaven or earth?
These questions all reflect one concern: Is God reactive or proactive? Does God’s
reality reflect ours or are we a reflection of God’s will and purpose. Who’s in charge
here anyway?
There is an organization called ‘The Flat Earth Society.’ Its members believe the
earth is flat, not round. After all, it looks flat to them, so it must be flat. The Sadducees
of Jesus’ day did not believe in life after death. After all, everyone they knew that
died and were still dead.
Jesus faulted them for knowing “neither the scriptures nor the power of God.”
We believe that everything in Heaven perfectly reflects God’s will and purpose.
Therefore, neither death, nor barrenness, nor broken relationships have the power to
defeat God’s love and reconciliation. That is true, not just in Heaven, but wherever
God reigns. So, the question is, are we willing to let God be God?
O Holy One, save me from myself. And please, save others from me. Amen!

Saturday, April 13
Love: It’s a God Thing
The Greatest Commandment
“When Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, ‘You are not far from
the kingdom of God.’ After that no one dared to ask him any question.”
Mark 12:28-34
In 1966, Simon and Garfunkel released the song, ‘I am a Rock’. It famously states:
“And a rock feels no pain, and an island never cries.” The same thing can’t be said
about love.
Sometimes, Love is just unfair. It requires we turn the other cheek when struck, forgive
our worst enemy, share our resources with those that would exploit our generosity,
and think more of others that we do ourselves.
There is only one person in all of human history that has the right to demand this
of us – Jesus Christ. As disciples of Jesus, we are to follow His example, and that is
exactly what He did. But there’s more to it than that.
I John 4:16 states, “God is love.” John goes on to say, “Those who do not love one
whom them can see, cannot love God whom they have not seen” (4:20.) If I do
not love my neighbor, it not only calls into question my love of God, but that God
is Love!
As a disciple of Jesus, I’m not just invited to love, I’m commanded to. How far are
we from the Kingdom of God?
Blessed Savior, I want desperately to follow you. If my faith is to survive the Cross, I
must love you more than life itself. Help me, Lord. Amen!

Sunday, April 14
Palm Sunday

Sermon: “What Would You Have Me Do?”
The Plot to Kill Jesus
“It was two days before the Passover and the festival of Unleavened Bread. The
chief priests and the scribes were looking for a way to arrest Jesus by stealth
and kill him; for they said, ‘Not during the festival, or there may be a riot among
the people.’” Mark 14:1-2
John the Evangelist tells us: “God is light and in Him there is no darkness at all. If
we say that we have fellowship with Him while we are walking in darkness, we lie
and do not do what is true” (I John 1:5-6.) Mark tells us that the chief priest and
scribes were out to kill Jesus. Now I would like to give them the benefit of the
doubt and say they were trying to do what they thought was right. The trouble
with that is, they were doing it by stealth, which is another way of saying ‘under
the cover of darkness’.
Our Scripture text references a moment during Jesus’ last week when the forces
that opposed Him finally got organized enough to present a genuine threat to His
life. The shadow of the Cross now lay directly across His path. Would He back off?
Would He change direction? Would He stay true to His mission? Would He keep
the faith and finish the race (see II Timothy 4:7)?
My friends, how we react to conflict says a lot about our convictions. A deep
faith will walk boldly into the light. A fragile faith might seek to hide away in the
shadows? The Cross will tell us how deep the roots of our faith go. It’s a painful
way to fine out, but a necessary one.
Lord of all, I am scared of the Cross. I cannot do this without you. Give me strength
to walk in the light and hide only in the shadow of your everlasting arms. Amen!

Monday, April 15
Affirmation Amid Conflict
Jesus Anointed at Bethany
“While he was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, as he sat at the table,
a woman came with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard, and she
broke open the jar and poured the ointment on his head.” Mark 14:3-9
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, in his poem “The Rainy Day” states, “Be still, sad
heart! and cease repining; Behind the clouds is the sun still shining; Thy fate is the
common fate of all, Into each life some rain must fall, Some days must be dark
and dreary.” Faith is not a magic spell that chases away all hint of clouds. Faith is
the very power of God that sustains us through the rainy darkness.
The 1927 I. E. Jones gospel hymn affirms, “There is power, power, wonder-working
power in the blood of the Lamb.” Just as certain, there is power in a kind word, a
pat on the back, or a vote of confidence. In Bethany, a woman does just that for
Jesus. Her faithful expression of love is a bold act that declares whose side she is
on. Jesus is her Savior and she wants everyone to know.
When the pressure is on, all of us need our ‘cloud of witnesses’ to step forward and
remind us why that they are with us. We are not alone.
Loving God, as the darkness threatens to close in around us, help me to offer a
word of encouragement to those who shoulder the responsibilities of ministry. Bless
them, I pray. Amen!

Tuesday, April 16
Becoming Comfortable with Evil
Judas Agrees to Betray Jesus
“Then Judas Iscariot, who was one of the twelve, went to the chief priests in
order to betray him to them. When they heard it, they were greatly pleased,
and promised to give him money. So he began to look for an opportunity to
betray him.” Mark 14:10-11
Across the centuries, starting the moment Judas decided to betray Jesus, and
continuing to today, people have tried to explain away the horror of what Judas
did (including, I think, Judas himself.) After all, he was one of the inner circle.
People choose sides for many reasons. Some have a ‘win at all costs’ mentality,
siding with whomever they think comes out on top. Others operate solely on a
‘what’s in it for me’ mentality. In either case, when things start to go wrong, they
have no problem trading loyalties.
As the Cross looms and the pressure mounts, the only thing that can sustain us is a
deeply anchored faith. If we waver under pressure, if we do not hold fast during
our time of trial, we run the risk of failing to see evil for what it truly is… EVIL!
Precious Jesus, help me to know this truth – “That the sufferings of this present time
are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed” (Romans 8:18.) We
believe! Help our unbelief! Amen!

Wednesday, April 17
The Welcoming Table
Jesus Institutes the Eucharist
“‘Truly I tell you, I will never again drink of the fruit of the vine until that day when I
drink it new in the kingdom of God.’” Mark 14:12-31
When times are good and things are going right – when we feel in control and
danger seems only a possibility – we sing “Lord we are able” (see 530, UMH.) But
when the time comes to ‘do the hard thing’ – when we must shoulder the stress of
the unavoidable – we turn to our cloud of witnesses and ask, “Are you with me?”
Jesus gathers to His cloud of witnesses in that upper room. In an act of boundless
love, Jesus gives Himself - His body and His blood. And in that moment, they promise
to stay by His side. It comforts us when those around us promise, “You can count on
us.” Ultimately, however, we must answer for ourselves this question: can I “finish the
race [and] keep the faith” (II Timothy 4:7)?
It is important to note that Jesus’ mission, while perhaps made more difficult, was
not hampered by the disciple’s failure. His faith in them sustained them when their
own faith in Him could not. In the end, the only thing that can destroy community
is giving up. To survive the Cross, we must hold fast to the conviction that our God
never fails. His steadfast love endures forever!
Mighty God, I believe in You. I trust You. Help me to love and trust my cloud of
witnesses. Amen!

Thursday, April 18
Maundy Thursday

Disaster and the Will of God
The Garden of Gethsemane
“And going a little farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayed that, if
it were possible, the hour might pass from him. He said, ‘Abba, Father, for you
all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what
you want.’” Mark 14:32-50
From the time we enter into a relationship with Christ, we begin to hope. We
hope for a new and better life, for peace that passes understanding, and for
strength to overcome. We hope to experience true redemption.
But what if all our hopes and dreams get dashed upon the rocks? What if
everything we’ve worked for is suddenly taken away? At such times, we are in
danger of being set adrift into the chaos, not knowing where we are going or
how we will possibly survive.
Our only alternative is to keep our faith in the one that brought order to the
chaos. The book of Ecclesiastes tells us, “That which is, already has been; that
which is to be, already is” (3:15.) God is not surprised by anything. Everything we
face, we face with a God that has already won the day. Chaos will not win, for
out of it, God will bring our salvation.
It is natural for us to ask, “What has God got planned? What will it cost us, Lord?”
But the real question is, who do we trust more, God or self? For faith, the answer
is always the same: “Not my will, O Lord, but Yours be done.”
Abiding Holy Spirit, even though I trust you with my whole heart, I am still afraid.
Walk with me, please. Amen!

Friday, April 19
Good Friday

Finishing the Race and Keeping the Faith
The Crucifixion of Jesus
“Then Jesus gave a loud cry and breathed his last.” Mark 15:21-41
The time has come. The Cross is here. It stands squarely in our path.
Will we turn and run? Have we developed a faith that is strong enough to step
forward?
The Cross is so big we can’t see around it. We can’t seem to focus on anything but
it.
What’s next - is anything next? Is this the end?
“Father, into Your hands I commend my spirit” (Luke 23:46.) Amen!

Saturday, April 20
The Saturday before Easter
Silence!
Darkness!
What do I do?
What about tomorrow? Will there be a tomorrow?
I have no choice. I will wait and see with the sun brings.

