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Introduction 

This Children’s Sabbath we celebrate our children and youth. The children and 

youth we meet in the stories of the Bible we also meet every day, especially in 

these days of COVID. Modern day Miriams are still called upon to look after 

younger siblings in challenging times. Our Daniels still find themselves uprooted, 

their lives and education reimagined. Our Davids continue to face formidable giants 

that go by many names. Even so, the resiliency of these faith stories continues to 

inspire children, youth, and families. Come find hope in them as we ask God to 

continue to light the way forward.  

The first half of the meditations are included here. The NRSV is the Biblical 

translation used, unless otherwise indicated. The meditations for Oct. 8 through 

Oct. 21, along with a meditation for Blanket Sunday, will be available on Oct. 7. You 

are invited to light a candle during the prayer which closes each reflection, 

including your own personal prayers. 

 

Day 1  Sept. 24    Gifts to Us 

“Children are a gift from the Lord…”   Proverbs 22:6 

As we begin this season of Lighting a Candle for Children, it may be important to 

start with the obvious that is often not so obvious. Children come to us from God’s 

creative power.  The moment we think “we did this; we created this being,” we 



participate in a kind of hubris. As parents, we participate in these young lives, 

knowing they do not originate with us.  While we seek wisdom from God about how 

to guide our children and youth, no one holds the templates for their destiny. This 

is a great comfort to adults and children. They come as gifts, presented to us by 

God. Each one comes bearing gifts to the world no one else has. If those gifted 

lives are undervalued, circumvented, coopted, or diverted, there is no one to 

replace them. There is no substitute for their unique creation. We must find a way 

for all these gifted lives to grow to fruition. We must work for a community where 

no lives or gifts are lost. If we don’t, then we all lose.  

Prayer: God, we light a candle of gratitude for all the gifts born to us, to our 

community and to all the communities of the world. We are overwhelmed with the 

magnitude of your creative power. 

 

Day 2  Sept. 25   Mysteriously and Wonderfully Made 

“My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place, when I 

was woven together in the depths of the earth. Your eyes saw my unformed body; 

all the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to 

be.” Psalm 139:15-16 

Not only are children gifts, they are gifts we cannot always fathom or comprehend. 

They come shrouded in divine mystery. If we think we know or can know everything 

about these tiny lives, or the people they might grow to be, we are mistaken. God 

sees what we cannot see in each life. If we presume to see the complexity of every 

life, we will be frustrated. Listen to the words of Ps 139. We each were made “in 

the secret place…woven together in the depths of the earth.” God saw each of us 

before anyone else did and will continue to see each of us long after we are able to 

see each other. God sees all our days. God sees who we were designed to become 

even as we are left free to become someone else. This is also shrouded in mystery, 

but what an insight the Psalmist captures. How would many lives be changed if our 

prayers were guided by this marvelous Word? 

Prayer: Lord, today we light a candle of humility. We confess we do not know the 

plans you have for each life, but celebrate each person is “made in the secret 

place.” We ask for the life ordained for each person, “written in your book before 

one of them came to be.” 



 

Day 3  Sept. 26   Taught by God 

“All your children will be taught by the Lord, and great will be their peace.” Isaiah 

54:13 

In the Hebrew Bible, parents are given covenantal responsibility to train, instruct, 

and discipline children. “Train up a child in the way he should go,” the writer of 

Proverbs 22: 6 teaches, “and when he is old, he will not depart from it.” I once had 

a mother respond to this verse by saying “that leaves a lot of time in between! I 

might not see any growth from the seeds I have been planting.” That’s true for all 

our lives. If we saw the growth from all the seeds we have planted, then we are not 

planting enough.  All of us also often forget a simple truth. Parents are also 

children who need to be taught by God. Many parents who had not planned on 

teaching their own children are struggling during this time of COVID. How should 

they teach? What should they teach? As teachers and administrators work round 

the clock to restructure learning opportunities in entirely new formats, many are 

facing their growing edges, as we say. Many feel ill-equipped. The story of a parent 

who spent 8 hours in one day trying to learn enough math to help his child with 

homework resonates with many others. 

When we consider how we share in the spiritual formation of our children or other 

children, several things are key. First, we must become a child taught and formed 

by God before we have any wisdom in training others. Second, the faith we wish to 

impart does not originate with us. It flows from God to and through us. Third, faith 

formation is a communal affair. It happens not just in individuals, but among, with, 

and through community. Patience, justice, compassion, forgiveness, generosity, and 

mercy are all communal virtues to be practiced with others. 

Many who read this may feel burned out, over-extended, or overwhelmed. We pray 

God’s power to replenish them. 

Prayer: God, we hold our burned-out candles up to you. The fire comes from you, 

the insight, the spark, the warmth, and the wisdom. Ignite us.  Show us how to 

share our light with others. Teach us as your children so we may model your life 

for all youth. 

 



Day 4  Sept. 27  Family Rivalries 

“As it is written, ‘Jacob I have loved, but I have hated Esau.” Romans 9:13 

When my college students read the stories of the patriarchs and their families, 

they often opened up about their own experiences growing up in challenging 

families. Families who value competition risk creating an atmosphere that 

encourages jealousy and envy. How could Ismael, son of the slave Hagar, hope to 

compete with Isaac, the son of “the promise”? How could Esau compete with Jacob, 

who not only had the favor of his mother but her cunning to advance him above his 

brother? How could any of the 11 sons of Jacob compete with Joseph, the son of 

the favorite wife? The teen coming of age novel, Jacob, Have I Loved, by 

Katherine Patterson, has been popular among young people who grew up under the 

“not as good as” family label. 

There is more to say about Biblical favoritism than we have space for here, 

especially as it relates to the idea of a chosen people and human free will. After 

all, Esau chooses not to desire the inheritance of his family above more mundane 

things. Still, parents cringe at the rampant favoritism in these stories and 

intuitively know how destructive this is, especially in a family where each person 

deserves to be loved.  

Our classroom discussions usually took a turn towards discussing the differences 

among covetousness, envy, and jealousy in general. A whole commandment prohibits 

coveting things and relationships.  The Hebrew word for covet is chamad, to take 

delight in, or lust for. The Greek word for covet is epithumos, to, toward passion. 

What happens when our passion for what another has consumes us? What happens 

when we substitute this passion for the excitement to live our own lives and share 

our own talents with the world? 

 

Some have made this distinction. Jealousy is the fear another will have what you 

have. Envy is the desire to have what another has. Envy derives  

from invidere, “regard maliciously, grudge,” from in- ‘into’ + videre ‘to see.’ The 

origin of the word may give us insight about the way one is healed from envying. At 

its core, envy means “to see into.”  Another will always have more something – 

wealth, success, fame, popularity - but if we really could “see more deeply,” we 

might see the futility of wanting what another has, or is, or can do.  We can waste 

whole lives grieving over the gift or achievement of another and never celebrate 



and develop our own gifts. We cannot live another’s life. To try is to waste the 

opportunity to live our own. Families that are envious teach their children to envy. 

Families that celebrate all their individual gifts teach their children to celebrate 

the unique gifts of others. 

Families today face a host of challenges.  We celebrate the families who open their 

hearts to each other and refrain from pitting one person against another. We 

celebrate the father who said he was not a stepfather; he was a father who raised 

his wives’ two sons with the same love and attention he raised the son born to 

them.  We celebrate the mother who prayed for a deeper love for the children 

from her husband’s first marriage and on the birthday of the oldest child, she 

received that gift of love herself. As the candles were lit, she felt a new light of 

tenderness she had not known. We also prayer for children who never felt “loved as 

much as.” We pray for children who have been ignored, passed over or constantly 

taunted for not being “as good as.” We also pray for systemic racism, and whole 

groups of people who face inequities. There is a difference in an oppressed person 

desiring enough resources to sustain life. This is not the envy we have been 

speaking about. This desire is the longing, not for another’s life, but for what will 

sustain their lives.   

Prayer: Today we light the candle of fairness and equity. In a world which is not 

fair, we pray families will have the wisdom to model their affection not on 

competition or envy or jealousy, but on compassion for all. 

 

Day 5  Sept. 28  Falsely Accused 

 “Potiphar was furious when he heard his wife’s story about how Joseph had treated 

her.  So he took Joseph and threw him into the prison where the king’s prisoners were 

held, and there he remained.  But the LORD was with Joseph in the prison and showed him 

his faithful love. And the LORD made Joseph a favorite with the prison warden.” Genesis 

39:19-21 

A young mother shared with me the story of her son arrested for a crime he did 

not commit. His court appointed attorney, swamped with more cases than he could 

handle, told him the deck was stacked against him and that he should just plead 

guilty to move things along.  He was also told things would be harder on him if he 

didn’t. Without access to more equitable legal advice in a system that did not 



always play as fair with youth of color as with white youth, the family felt 

hopeless. What were they to do? 

In Genesis, Joseph, though favored in his household, appeared powerless when his 

own bitterly jealous brothers ganged up on him. He ends up in the Egyptian 

Potiphar’s household, where, falsely accused by Potiphar’s wife, he lands in prison 

for some time. His ability to dream keeps his hopes alive, and this gift eventually 

allows him to get out of prison and advance within the Egypt government, becoming 

second only to the Pharaoh himself. Not only does Joseph make it out of prison, he 

loses the stigma of being a prisoner, a rare gift in our time. 

As many youths, often youth of color, stay behind bars, some innocent, some issued 

maximum sentencing for minor offences, what will keep their dreams alive? How 

will they hold on to the vision that their lives are not over? The truth is, many of 

them face even more challenges when they get out. They often find it harder to 

find jobs. Ex-prisoners are often required to purchase electronic tagging 

equipment so officials might monitor their whereabouts. Turns out certain 

corporations have huge lucrative contracts on these. Now this may not sound unfair 

to you, but imagine a young man in his joy to go to a family reunion forgets to 

activate the equipment and this offence throws him back in detainment. One 

mother of such a son explained that the fees accrued by this mistake presented 

her with the challenge of choosing between helping free her son or feeding the 

family she had at home. 

Joseph kept dreaming. Will these youth? Who favors them? Joseph held on to the 

visions of hope God had given him.  How can we keep alive the hopes of those who 

feel hopeless? Our own National Benevolent Association offered a very eye-opening 

webinar on the prison industrial complex this past July. If you are interested, 

contact NBAcares.org for information about how to access it. 

Prayer: God, today we light the candle of hope for many young people and their 

families who struggle with the inequity of our legal and judicial system. Give us 

wisdom to work to end the “from school dropout to prison” pipeline. Help us keep 

the dreams of all youth alive, no matter their situation. 

 

 



Day 6  Sept. 29  Children Seeking Asylum 

“When she could hide him no longer she got a papyrus basket for him, and 

plastered it with bitumen and pitch; she put the child in it and placed it among the 

reeds on the bank of the river.” Exodus 2:3 

In recent years, some children and youth have been placed on rafts or boats in the 

hope that they will find safe shores and protection from persecution. Some have 

lost their lives in these desperate attempts by their family to give their offspring 

a life they have never known.  In Exodus, Pharaoh issued a decree for all the 

Hebrew male children to be killed upon birth. Moses was an early asylum seeker in 

the Hebrew Bible placed on a boat of sorts.  

The Pharaoh, of course, wanted the Israelite slaves to bear children that would 

also be enslaved to build up large Egyptian cities until they become numerous 

enough to mount a rebellion.  Anytime those deprived of power rise up in protest to 

demand their freedom, negative terms like “rebelling and rioting” are often used by 

those satisfied with the status quo. When the keepers of power squash slave 

rebellions or civil unrest, more positive terms like “restoring order” or “keeping 

peace” are used.  We remember that Egyptian midwives, tasked with the job of 

killing the newborn males, decided to rebel. They staged their own kind of covert 

protest to protect the Hebrew babies, and in so doing, they subvert the plans of 

their head of state. We celebrate those people who, throughout history and cross 

many cultures, risk being political traitors in the interest of humanitarianism. Can 

you think of modern-day examples of this kind of protest? 

As little Moses was sent floating down the Nile River crossing borders into Egypt; 

fortunately, he was not met with a contingent of pro-Pharaoh supporters tasked 

with the job of sending him back across the border to his home, or of placing him 

in a detainment center. Instead, the daughter of the Pharaoh finds him as she 

bathes as the water’s edge -quite an ironic reversal from what her father 

intended.  

God had a plan for Moses in Egypt, a plan to free many who had been enslaved. 

Thank God, he made it there safely. Today, we celebrate Moses crossing that 

border long ago illegally and being cared for. We agree he was an asylum seeker 

deserving mercy. We pray God will open our hearts to asylum seekers facing similar 

situations in our day. Our own Rev. Sharon Stanley-Rea, head of Disciples Refugee 



and Immigration Ministries, will be glad to add you to her weekly emails- 

(sstanley@dhm.disciples.org). 

Prayer: God, we light the candle of safety for children who find themselves in 

unsafe places. We pray for families who are willing to take drastic steps to ensure 

the well-being of their children. Many children are separated now from their 

families. We pray for the wisdom to work for their reunification. 

 

Day 7  Sept. 30  Children Caring for Children 

  “His sister stood at a distance, to see what would happen to him.” Exodus 2:4 

A single mother leaves cereal bars, bread, and peanut butter on the counter when she goes 

to work at 6:00 am. Her 8-year-old daughter gives her 4-year-old brother a breakfast bar 

and a bottle to her 9-month-old sister. For lunch, she fixes her brother a peanut butter 

sandwich and gives the baby a bottle also and continues to care for them until her mother 

returns at 4:00 pm from her first job.  Once or twice a week, the 8-year-old puts her baby 

sister in the stroller and walks her 2-year-old brother to a nearby laundromat where she 

washes and dries their clothes. When there is no money, she just tries to wash things in 

the tub and hang them on the line she shares with several neighbors. She also cleans their 

apartment. The unit they live in needs many repairs. The hot water heater is out and there 

are several rotted areas in the floor where outside animals have come in. When the mother 

returns at 4:00, since they have no internet access, she takes her family to a public 

transportation site to wait for the bus – sometimes in inclement weather - and heads for 

the closest McDonalds where she gets a WIFI signal. She pulls out the tablet which 

fortunately her school has provided to help her 8-year-old with homework. They usually 

have thirty minutes for this. If there are tech problems or they don’t finish, that is all the 

time available that day. Then she must take her family back home so she can take public 

transportation back out to her second job.  Every three weeks, she saves for the dollar 

menu and they eat supper at McDonalds. The rest of the time they eat the peanut butter 

sandwiches or other canned food. She is always afraid her assistance with food will be 

held up or cut back.  At home, the 8-year-old is left in charge of the other two until the 

mother gets home at 11 pm. To keep the 8-year-old from having to cook as much at the 

stove, the mother sometimes cooks rice or other things to leave for them. The oldest child 

helps bathe her brother and sister. The children go to bed around 11:30. The mother goes 

to bed around 1 am. It all begins again at 5:00 the next morning. 

The number of children caring for children during COVID has continued to rise. 

Single parent households and households where both parents have several jobs, and 
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barely make enough for food and shelter, often have little left over for childcare. 

Children who should be under the care of an adult often slip through the cracks, 

staying at home to care for younger siblings.  

Little Miriam, Moses’ sister, is our biblical example of children caring for children. 

She is sent with her baby brother down the edge of the tributary of the Nile as he 

floats towards the palace. Without adding too much to the story, let’s imagine that 

journey down marshy, critter-infested waters. And let’s not forget the danger of 

sending him too close to the palace. While it is feasible to believe the princess and 

her maidens would have some privacy, there must have been Egyptian guards 

nearby protecting the premises. We can imagine what might have happened had 

they spotted a young Hebrew baby floating in the water. 

Like Miriam, who not only courageously guides and protects Moses along a 

dangerous journey, but who also uses her cunning to suggest a wetnurse for the 

child, there are many young children all around us who have to grow up sooner than 

they would have. Young children caring for children often must solve problems well 

beyond their years and are tasked with demanding and often dangerous physical 

and emotional challenges. 

In a recent webinar hosted by Rev. Shekinah Hamlin, Minister for Economic Justice 

with the National Office of the UCC, on “Back to School: the Impossible Choice 

and How Your Church can Help” https://youtu.be/1SonJA-TobQ, several 

suggestions were discussed. Rev. Hamlin has joined with our own DWM on several 

projects and programs in the past. 

1. Contact your school superintendent to see how your resources as a local 

congregation might be offered to families in need. 

2. Consider if you might open your facility for small group gatherings to tutor 

or for small group work. 

3. Let people know they are welcomed to use your Wi-Fi in the parking areas or 

inside your facility. 

4. Find out where the drop-off sites are in your area which support children 

and families. 

5. Is there a fund for computer needs for children? Could you contribute? 

6. Could you network with other local congregations to provide resources and 

pastoral support to teachers, staff, and families? 

7. Can you support local literacy councils who are providing a variety of  

different educational services in this time?  

https://youtu.be/1SonJA-TobQ


8. Others: 

 

Prayer: Lord, today we light the candle of collaborative strength. We remember 

those children caring for children and the children they care for. We also 

remember families and children facing many educational challenges during this 

time. Open our hearts to find ways to support them and their families They are 

ours too. 

 

Day 8  Oct. 1  When Children Speak Up 

“The daughters of Zelophehad are right in what they are saying; you shall indeed 

let them possess an inheritance among their father’s brothers and pass the 

inheritance of their father on to them.” Numbers 27:7 

 

It’s a good thing the daughters of Zelophehad from Numbers did not follow the 

adage that “children are to be seen and not heard. ” Their father Zelophehad died 

without male heirs, and had these young women not spoken up and out, their 

inheritance could easily have passed out of their family to their tribe. 

I know someone who serves as a guardian ad liteum. This is someone who speaks out 

on behalf of those who may not have the knowledge or even opportunity to 

represent themselves legally. Throughout history, people at the margins – people of 

color, children, single parents – have sometimes lost what was theirs because they 

did not know how to go about accessing the information, resources, or personnel 

they needed. 

In a place and time when women usually did not take legal matters in their own 

hands (especially young women), the daughters of Zelophehad spoke up for 

themselves. Their inheritance was at stake. They presented their case and a 

decision was rendered in their favor. Today, we celebrate the intuition, courage, 

and stamina of all who believe they have the power to change their lives and decide 

to stand up for the legacy which is theirs.  We also celebrate those who stand up 

for children legally. What are some ways we can do this? 



Prayer: Lord, today we light the candle of advocacy. We also confess our corporate 

and communal complicity in turning a deaf ear or blind eye when someone different 

from us struggles to keep what is theirs. 

 

Day 9  Oct. 2   Oh, That There Was Such a Heart! 

“Oh, that there was such a heart in them to fear me and keep all my commands 

always, so that it might go well with them and their children forever!” (Deut. 5:29, 

Online Interlinear Hebrew Bible, 

https://www.scripture4all.org/OnlineInterlinear/OTpdf/deu5.pdf 

The NIV uses the word “incline” in this verse “Oh, that their hearts would be 

inclined to fear me and keep all my commands.” The word “incline” has the original 

sense of “bending or bowing toward.” When “hearken” and “incline” are used 

together in the Hebrew Bible, we have the added meaning of “bending” or 

“stretching out the ear toward,” as in Jeremiah 44:5. 

Notice the context of Deut. 5:29. Following the giving of the ten commandments is 

this impassioned desire voiced by God that the hearers would have such a heart 

inclined, stretching toward, bending toward, bowing toward God to keep these 

words of life. More than a mere catalogue of laws is needed. More than adhering to 

certain codes is called for. “Oh, that there are such hearts” bending and 

stretching towards God’s heart. 

In this Children’s Sabbath, we might add,  “Oh, that there are such hearts” to hear 

and see the needs of youth who are struggling, abused, and needy. 

The writer of Ps. 17 asks that God “incline” an ear to our cries. We ask God as well 

to hear our cries for the children of the world. 

Prayer: God, today we light a candle of desire for “such a heart” that bends 

towards you. Oh, that we would have those hearts. Oh, that all your children would 

be loved and safe. Help us make it so. 

 

 



Day 10   Oct. 3  ‘Impressing’ the Children 

“These commandments that I give you today are to be on your hearts. Impress 

them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk 

along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.” Deut. 6:6-7 

I am struck with the great difference in the way we frequently use the word 

“impress” and the sense of the word here in Deut. 6. We often speak about “making 

a good impression.” Our egos long to leave their mark. But what if we subverted 

that? What if the impression we desired above all, for and with our children, was 

the imprint of God’s direction and guidance for their lives? What if? 

We are often lured by a culture that idolizes success and rewards those who are 

upwardly mobile, those who are willing to go to great lengths to “impress” a 

superior who might advance their interests or status. These superficial meanings 

miss the real significance of the word used here.  

Instead, we are to “impress” our children in a completely different way. The 

keeping of God’s commandments “on our hearts” allows us to make an impression, an 

imprint, upon others. At home, along the road, before we go to bed, when we rise, 

may the commandments leave their mark, their shape, upon their lives.  

Prayer:  Lord, today we light a candle of devotion. Keep our focus upon bearing the 

imprint of your life and sharing that imprint with our youth and others. 

 

Day 11  Oct. 4  The children of Cherem 

“Then they devoted to destruction by the edge of the sword all in the city, both 

men and women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and donkeys.” Joshua 6:21 

The book of Joshua recounts the plans for Israel to conquer the land promised to 

them militarily. Cherem/Herem in the Hebrew Bible refers to the practice of 

sacrificing, of dedicating, every conquered place as a burnt offering to God when 

the children of Israel go to inhabit the “promised” land. The word Cherem/Herem 

means “the ban,” that which is taboo. It was taboo to keep anything during these 

conquests for the self.  Everything was to be devoted to God. Theoretically, this 

included all livestock, women, and children.  



If you want to be a holy people, the idea went, you made a burnt offering of all 

those unholy, pagan others and their things to God. Kill them and their gods and 

there won’t be any more idols, right? Wrong. Idolatry is not destroyed by burning 

all the shrines and people who consider those shrines holy. The truth is, this battle 

plan was never fully realized. At the end of the book, all those others have not 

been destroyed.  

Holiness is a business of the heart and if we want to ensure there will never be any 

more idolatry, we must destroy all human life. That is the only guarantee humans 

won’t worship idols. Holiness is not a matter of killing the pagan other; it’s a matter 

of destroying in us whatever it is that makes us think we need to kill them, or 

silence them, or contain them, or shut them up, or control them when they disagree 

with those in power. 

 It would be easy to say Cherem/Herem was some primitive, horrible practice not 

possible in the “civilized” world, but our modern age has seen where real Cherem 

leads. It leads to maniacal genocide. It’s humbling to read through the list of 

genocides recorded by the UN Convention. We know of the Holocaust, and are 

familiar with the genocides in the Ukraine, Cambodia, Bangladesh, Armenia, and 

Rwanda, but there are so many others. Some peoples listed by the UN Convention 

have no known living survivors.  

For the children, for future generations, for the survival of humanity, we must 

root out the seeds of Cherem when we find them.  

Prayer: Today we light the candle of memory for the many who lost their lives in 

genocides, wars, and violence. Lord, come and heal many wounds and heal our 

warring madness. 

 

Day 12  Oct. 5   Sacrificing or Saving the Children 

Then the spirit of the LORD came upon Jephthah, and he passed through Gilead and 

Manasseh. He passed on to Mizpah of Gilead, and from Mizpah of Gilead he passed 

on to the Ammonites. 30And Jephthah made a vow to the LORD, and said, ‘If you will 

give the Ammonites into my hand, 31then whoever comes out of the doors of my 

house to meet me, when I return victorious from the Ammonites, shall be 

the LORD’s, to be offered up by me as a burnt-offering.’”  Judges 11:29-31 



Today, we continue to pray for all the children who have become pawns in war or 

sacrificed needlessly on the altar of the ego. In a recent meditation, we spoke 

about making impressions. Jephthah, the Gileadite, son of a prostitute, was a 

mighty warrior but that made no impression upon Gilead or his family. Gilead’s wife 

bore him sons and when they were grown, they drove Jephthah away, “saying ‘You 

shall not inherit anything in our father’s house; for you are the son of another 

woman.’”  

Sometimes people who have been rejected in such ways will vow to do anything to 

improve their status. When the Ammonites press upon Gilead, the people know they 

need Jephthah, and in his desperation to be somebody, Jephthah makes a rash vow 

that if God will give him success in battle, he will sacrifice the first thing he sees 

upon returning home. If we look back at the story, God never asks for this vow, 

either before the Spirit falls on Jephthah or after. In fact, after the Spirit falls 

upon Jephthah, he marches on, “ through Gilead and Manasseh and on through 

Mizpah of Gilead.” It would seem he is on a roll. It is Jephthah’s own desperate 

attempt to appear to control the narrative that leads to his vow to sacrifice the 

first thing he sees coming home from a victory. 

Some Hebrew scholars believe that a better translation of the story of Jephthah 

indicates he vowed to make a burnt offering to God, and this is what he did, rather 

than offer up his own child. Included in this vow, others believe, was not the 

daughter’s death but the offering of her “perpetual virginity.” In other words, she 

would never marry and have a family. This very well might be the case; it puts 

Jephthah in a much better light and may account for why the writer of Hebrews 11 

praises him for his action. 

My first memory of such a story of the offering up of a daughter to secure victory 

in battle was not the story from Judges but a story from Greek mythology.  The 

goddess Artemis, known as a huntress, was upset because  King Agamemnon killed a 

deer from her sacred woods and then bragged he was better than Artemis at 

hunting. Agamemnon is advised by a seer to sacrifice his daughter, Iphigenia, to 

the goddess to appease her anger. Two playwrights at the end of the 5th century 

BC include different outcomes. In Aeschylus’ Oresteia, Iphigenia begs her father 

for her life, but he sacrifices her anyway.  A second play by Aeschylus treats the 

vengeance of the mother Clytemnestra who later kills her husband for this brutal 

act. Around 414 BC, the playwright Euripides offers a more merciful ending. Just 

as Agamemnon is about to murder his daughter, Artemis replaces a deer for her. 



Perhaps this will remind some of you of the merciful lamb in the thicket which 

appears as a substitute sacrifice just as Abraham is about to sacrifice Isaac from 

the story in Genesis.  Several have reflected that the God of Israel, unlike the 

Near Eastern God Moloch, does not take pleasure in human sacrifice. 

Today we remember the many children sacrificed on the altars of desperate egos. 

Many wounds have been inflicted upon families by those trying to heal their own 

wounds. Ironically, Jephthah, the same person that became an outcast, is willing to 

cast out his own daughter. Families who have been “thrown under the bus” need 

help so they do not perpetuate the cycle by “throwing their children under the 

bus.” 

Prayer: Today we light the candle of remorse for all the children sacrificed 

through the machinations of war and in the interest of self-importance and self-

aggrandizement. We pray for the wounded who continue to wound.  Lord, have 

mercy. 

 

Day 13   Oct. 6   Come to Us Again 

“Manoah prayed to the Lord, “Please, O Lord, let the man of God you sent us come 

to us again to teach us how to raise the boy who is to be born.  And God listened to 

the voice of Manoah.” Judges 13:8 

Some things appear simple and others appear subtle in this story of Samson’s 

birth. There is the familiar story of barrenness, a reminder that all children are 

God’s gift to us. While we read about, inquire about, or share best practices on how 

to raise children, feed them, stimulate their development or protect them, here is 

what is often overlooked – the simple prayer asking God’s for more wisdom. The 

angel comes to announce the birth and the requirements of the Nazarite vow, but 

Manoah senses he needs more and asks that the angel come again with more 

instructions from God. 

And perhaps there are other prayers to be prayed. Maybe we should pray the Holy 

Spirit will remove our blinders and remind us much wisdom has already been given 

rather than continuing to ask for some new revelation.  Is it possible that Manoah 

does not trust the information he first receives from his wife? Perhaps he doubts 



she has really heard from God. Does he think she dreamed up this business of 

raising a Nazarite child? Does he hope so since this is a rigid expectation placed 

upon parents? After all, the wife also is to practice the restrictive life of the 

Nazarite in the gestation period. 

God does answer Manoah’s prayer, but with an ironic twist – the angel returns to 

the wife when she is sitting alone in the field at a time Manoah was not with her! 

Do we, like Manoah, not trust the wisdom God has already given?  Do we often go 

about acting helpless when there is plenty of spiritual guidance in the stories of 

our faith? What if we reexamined those stories, reclaiming them as our wisdom 

too? 

Prayer: Today, we light the candle of insight. God, continue to come to us with your 

wisdom for all families and continue to speak to us through our rich stories of 

faith. 

 

 
 

 

Day 14  Oct. 7  Learning to Listen Again   

 

“Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the LORD under Eli. The word of 

the LORD was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.” I Samuel 3:1 

 

No one was hearing from God in those days, we are told. Eli’s own family 

appears dysfunctional. Eli appears paralyzed and passive. His sons Hopni and 

Phinehas are desecrating the sacrifices. Does Eli know? What is their 

relationship? Has he given up trying to speak to them?  

 

Many families have given up trying to communicate with each other. But what 

is worse, Eli neither speaks to nor hears from God in our story.  The only 

communication from God comes through the boy Samuel. 

 

During one of our Tuesday night regional Zoom meetings, a therapist shared 

how many families struggle during COVID being in such proximity. Many who 

have ignored each other or lived parallel lives now are under one roof. 



Many are at a greater risk for abuse, but for others, there are also 

opportunities to reconnect, to really talk to God and to each other, and 

really listen. COVID has done great harm. As families are in closer 

proximity, we pray they will create new, healthy bonds. 

 

Prayer: Today, we light the candle of communication. We pray you will heal 

old family wounds. May our hearts and ears be open to hear from God and to 

hear each other. 

 

(The remaining meditations for Oct. 8 through Oct. 21, along with a 

meditation on Blanket Sunday, will be available Oct. 7) 

 

 

 


