
Facing an Unknown Future
They called Rebekah, and said to her, “Will you 
go with this man?” She said, “I will.”

Genesis 24:58

Abraham’s servant has traveled long and far to find just 
the right wife for Isaac, praying that the one God identi-
fied would offer hospitality to him and his camel. When 
Rebekah does just that, he knows she is the one. Howev-
er, God has not spoken directly to Rebekah; she’s received 
no word that she is to marry a man she has never met in a 
land she has never visited. Trusting the wisdom of others 
and her Lord, she agrees to an unknown future.

It is hard to follow God into a new season of life, 
where things don’t seem clear and everything is uncer-
tain. It is even more challenging when the Spirit reveals  
that future to us, not through our own prayers or  
devotions, but through a friend, family member, or even 
a stranger. Rebekah shows us that blessings can follow 
when we take a step of faith and go to the land God will 
show us.

q
God, give us the wisdom to hear your voice through 
others and the strength to follow you into an unknown  
future. In Christ’s name. Amen. 

Chip Hardwick, Evanston, Illinois

Living BraveLy in god’s Presence

scriPture: genesis 24:58–67

Wednesday, July 1, 2020



Facing a New Season of Life
Hear, O daughter, consider and incline your ear; 
 forget your people and your father’s house.

Psalm 45:10

Beaming, they join their beloved at the front of the 
sanctuary. That poignant question comes: “Who pres-
ents this person to be married?” They say, “I do,” and 
hugs and kisses and tears often follow. Whether the wed-
ding happens in 2020 or in a psalm written thousands 
of years ago, the ceremony marks a new beginning. A 
new season of life has begun, one that builds on all the 
seasons that have come before.

These days, marriage counseling does not usually use 
words as harsh as the psalmist’s “forget your people and 
your father’s house.” Yet a couple who does not learn to 
value each other first, even over the families who have 
reared them, will struggle to become as one. Entering a 
new season of life—whether an important relationship 
beginning or ending, a new career or baby, or retire-
ment—requires us to leave something behind. Count-
ing on God’s strength, we can face the new season with 
joy and confidence.

q
Jesus Christ, you are the same yesterday, today, and 
forever. Make your presence known to us in all the 
seasons of life. Amen. 

Chip Hardwick, Evanston, Illinois

Living BraveLy in god’s Presence

scriPture: PsaLm 45:10–17

Thursday, July 2, 2020



Facing Our Sin
I do not understand my own actions. For I do not 
do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.

Romans 7:15

A longtime friend says her favorite Christian doc-
trine is sin, the only core tenet of Christianity that is  
empirically obvious: “You can just look around and see 
it everywhere!”

In this passage from Romans, Paul tells us that sin 
is not just everywhere when we look around; it’s also  
everywhere when we look inside ourselves. We sin when 
we don’t do what we (and God) want us to do, and we 
sin when we do what we (and God) don’t want us to do. 
We sin even when we want to do what God wants.

Like Paul, we give thanks that Jesus Christ saves us 
from this mess. Jesus strengthens our will so that we can 
live more faithfully tomorrow than we do today. Jesus 
forgives us when we fall short yet again. Jesus models 
a life where intention and action both live up to God’s 
standards. Jesus shows grace by loving us into a new way 
of living, one closer to God’s hopes for us. With Paul, we 
let gratitude wash over us: “Thanks be to God through 
Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Rom. 7:25).

q
Loving God, thank you for coming as Jesus, the pio-
neer and perfecter of our faith. Amen.

Chip Hardwick, Evanston, Illinois

Living BraveLy in god’s Presence

scriPture: romans 7:15–25a

Friday, July 3, 2020



Facing Our Burdens
“Come to me, all you that are weary and are car-
rying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.”

Matthew 11:28

One of my favorite friends from church died last Sunday, 
only four weeks after a diagnosis of pancreatic cancer. 
Wondrously, she faced death with the lightness that can 
come only from having placed her burdens onto Christ. 
Funeral planning was filled with both laughter and tears, 
as she told me more quickly which Scriptures she did 
not want than those she wanted, and how we needed to 
sing all the verses of all the hymns, so people could stay 
seated while they sang if they needed to.

Her family followed her lead. Her nurse daugh-
ter navigated the medical issues and held the family  
together. Her husband of sixty-one years offered prayers 
at her side, thanking God for their life together and the 
strength she gave him. Her son-in-law knew a quick 
death was a gift that kept her from suffering too long. 
When she slipped from their arms into Jesus’, I knew 
that he had lessened her burden and prayed that he 
would do the same for each of them.

q
Lord Jesus, help us to trust you with our burdens and 
to face our challenges with lightness. Amen.

Chip Hardwick, Evanston, Illinois

Living BraveLy in god’s Presence

scriPture: matthew 11:16–19, 25–30

independence day (u.s): saTurday, July 4, 2020



Listen!
“Listen! A sower went out to sow.”

Matthew 13:3b

How often do we fail to just listen? A child clamors for 
our attention, but we are on our smartphone, addicted 
to the glowing screen. A relative wants to talk, but we 
are too busy to stay very long. A neighbor has informa-
tion to share, but we walk away. Listening with atten-
tiveness is a rarity these days. And yet, Jesus calls us first 
to listen if we are to really hear, understand, and then 
integrate his Word.

We live in a culture of constant distraction that  
interferes with our ability to hear. If we do not hear, we 
cannot listen, and if we do not listen, we cannot live in 
new ways. I find that parables such as this one, which 
are so familiar, oftentimes get glossed over and fail to 
receive our deep attention. So this week, let us go deep 
into this one parable as a way of meeting Jesus again. As 
you listen attentively to this parable, how can you tune 
in in new ways? How can you open not just your ears 
but your soul, your mind, and your heart to the Spirit?

q
Help me to hear your voice, O God who is always 
speaking. Amen.

Shannan Vance-Ocampo, Albany, New York

seeds and soiL

scriPture: matthew 13:3–4

sunday, July 5, 2020



Unsustainable
“Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns 
grew up and choked them.”

Matthew 13:7

The parable of the Sower is told in agrarian language 
and metaphor to speak to the listeners in the time of  
Jesus. Today, most of us are not farmers, and we are 
cut off from land and soil, the daily rhythms of grow-
ing food from the ground. The portion of the parable 
to focus on for today tells of two places the seeds are  
unsustainable. There is rocky, poor soil that leads to 
lanky, shallow-rooted plants that die when the sun first 
hits them. And there are thorns that choke the plants 
before they can make their way above the soil line.

There is a reason plants create so many seeds: nature 
knows that not every seed will make it. Last season, I 
decided to save seeds from some of the plants I grew in 
my garden, and I was amazed to find out just how many 
seeds come from the head of one flower. The abundance 
shocked and surprised me. I am planning to grow them 
this year, and I wonder how many will make it. Will my 
soil and preparations be enough?

q
Help me to believe in your goodness, O God who is 
always providing abundance. Amen.

Shannan Vance-Ocampo, Albany, New York

seeds and soiL

scriPture: matthew 13:5–7

Monday, July 6, 2020



Fertile
“. . . some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.”

Matthew 13:8b

How do you get good soil for growing? Last year I 
went to a farming conference that spent a lot of time  
focused on soil preparation. The premise is that the earth, 
our soil, is sick from pollution, pesticides, and general  
neglect. If the soil is rebuilt, not only will plants prosper, 
grow, and produce, but also the earth will be healed. I  
oftentimes wonder to myself, “What does it mean that 
we have willingly harmed the earth, the creation?”

Jesus talks about good soil; God provides the good 
creation. Shouldn’t our primary focus be making sure 
soil remains “good” so that people will be fed, abun-
dance will be shared, and the creation can live into its 
purpose of stunning diversity and beauty? How can 
good soil remind us of the intricate bounty that God  
offers everyone and everything? What is the quality of the 
soil around you? Is it healthy? Is it fertile? Is it ready for 
seeds? How can you find the answers to these questions?

q
Help me, O Creating God, to care for the earth and 
its precious soil. Amen.

Shannan Vance-Ocampo, Albany, New York

seeds and soiL

scriPture: matthew 13:8

Tuesday, July 7, 2020



Hear!
“Let anyone with ears listen!”

Matthew 13:9

If we read through Matthew 13 without skipping verses 
10–17, which is what the lectionary this week would 
have us do, we would hear Jesus explain why he uses 
parables to explain God’s Word: it is so that the listen-
ers pay closer attention! Jesus notices that most people 
do not listen fully or see completely. A parable is told 
to create an environment of both listening and seeing. 
It isn’t meant to be easy; it’s meant to be challenging so 
that listeners have to pay more attention. A parable is 
about holy imagination that allows us to tune into what 
the Spirit would have us know. As you go through your 
day today, how can you encounter your experiences like 
a parable—how can you both listen and see? How can 
deeper and even repetitious attentiveness change what 
you see and what you hear? Do you encounter some-
thing new? Does something routine gain greater sig-
nificance? At the end of the day, what did you notice? 
Where did the Spirit show up?

q
Guide me, O God, to listen and to see with new ears 
and new eyes. Amen.

Shannan Vance-Ocampo, Albany, New York

seeds and soiL

scriPture: matthew 13:9, 18

Wednesday, July 8, 2020



Taken
“Yet such a person has no root . . .”

Matthew 13:21a

I have a book that I consult for my backyard garden-
ing that has a page in it with illustrations of different 
sorts of root systems. Some are shallow and intercon-
nected, creating their own sort of strength. Others are 
deep, searching for nutrients and water at all depths of 
the soils. Root systems for annual and perennial plants 
are different. There are old trees in my yard that have 
impressive root systems. When I encounter them, they 
always cause me to rethink where I am about to plant 
something. Some plants grow underground for a season 
or two before anything is evident above ground. Roots 
are not one-size-fits-all.

This makes me wonder about this parable as it relates 
to the spiritual roots of people. Oftentimes we get caught 
up by thinking we have to “root” ourselves spiritually in 
the same way those around us do. Maybe each of us has 
different spiritual roots, of different sizes, qualities, and 
needs. Perhaps we need different systems of roots for 
different seasons of life. No matter what, we need roots. 
Because without a root system we are starved and unfed.

q
O Lord, help me to grow strong roots that reach out 
for you. Amen.

Shannan Vance-Ocampo, Albany, New York

seeds and soiL

scriPture: matthew 13:19–21

Thursday, July 9, 2020



Empty
“. . . it yields nothing.”

Matthew 13:22c

Sometimes, nothing grows. Sometimes nothing pros-
pers. This is hard for us to hear in the North American 
cultural context in which growth at all costs is prized. 
As a pastor, I oftentimes hear stories of emptiness. The 
marriage that doesn’t make it. The pregnancy that ends 
in unspeakable loss. The diagnosis that cannot be fixed. 
The relationship that harms rather than heals. Not all 
lack of growth is explainable. Some things just are.

I don’t have good answers for these situations; I am 
not sure anyone does. Platitudes are not helpful. The 
only thing that can heal in these moments is presence 
and care. But what about the times when growth of one 
kind leads to death and destruction of another? I am 
sitting with grief these days about how the harm being 
done to God’s creation is willful and intentional, done 
in the name of economic growth. How are we meant to 
live as people of God when this sort of willful death is 
around us? As we encounter this ecological parable this 
week, what are we called to? What sort of faithful and 
healing “sowing” are we called to pursue?

q
Living Lord, grow in me a new beginning. Amen.

Shannan Vance-Ocampo, Albany, New York

seeds and soiL

scriPture: matthew 13:20–22

Friday, July 10, 2020



Ready
“. . . in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, 
and in another thirty.”

Matthew 13:23b

An abundant harvest is a beautiful thing. But it does not 
happen on its own. It is the result of countless weeks of 
hard work, preparation, and oftentimes, prayer. As this 
week draws to an end, what new ways of hearing this 
parable have come to you? Has the spiritual prepara-
tion been different or new? Did something strike you 
differently? In the past year, my personal spiritual prac-
tice has been to get outside more. Like most people in 
our culture today, I am too often trapped inside. I am 
reminded, as I listen to this parable, that Jesus told it 
while outside. If we are disconnected from the land, 
how much are we disconnected from being able to hear 
and understand the parables of Jesus? The more time I 
spend outside, the more I find that my devotional read-
ing of the Word has changed. The harvest of spiritual 
growth takes time, attention, and sometimes a change 
in scenery. What do you need to do at the end of this 
week so that the harvest is new?

q
God of abundance, help me to change so that I can 
see and hear anew. Amen.

Shannan Vance-Ocampo, Albany, New York

seeds and soiL

scriPture: matthew 13:23

saTurday, July 11, 2020



Harvest
The Son of Man will send out his angels, and 
they will weed out of his kingdom everything that 
causes sin and all who do evil.

Matthew 13:41 (NIV)

In my family, my wife is the gardener. My job is to do 
the heavy lifting and to do what she says is needed to 
care for the garden. Rarely am I asked to weed, because 
she has planned and cultivated the garden to nurture 
butterflies and birds year-round. As I jump in and try 
to be helpful and pull weeds, ninety percent of the time 
I am about to pull out a plant that is growing for the 
upcoming season.

Today’s Gospel reading is one in a long string of par-
ables in Matthew, sandwiched between Jesus’ meeting 
with John the Baptist and John’s demise at the hand of 
the king. The parable reminds us that God is the master 
gardener and, in God’s time, will weed out the garden. 
Our role is not to do the weeding but to allow the seed 
of faith be planted, watered, and cared for so that the 
kingdom of God may grow.

q
Jesus, help us to nurture the garden of faith so that 
a bountiful harvest may be gathered when you come 
again. Amen.

Christian D. Boyd, Waukesha, Wisconsin

summer garden

scriPture: matthew 13:24–30, 36–43

sunday, July 12, 2020



Earthy Covenant
“I am with you and will watch over you wherever 
you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I 
will not leave you until I have done what I have 
promised you.”

Genesis 28:15 (NIV)

Every spring my wife and I venture out into our wild 
garden around the house and prepare it for the season of 
growth and hope-filled bounty. As we emerge from our 
winter domicile and walk through the acreage in bare feet, 
we quietly recognize the covenant relationship we have 
with this small place of creation. The covenant is renewed 
as we tend to the soil, the seeds, and the mulch, mak-
ing sure there is fertile ground. From June to August, we 
are more in maintenance mode, and we keep a watchful 
eye out for rebellious weeds. However, we also lead very 
busy lives, and sometimes the garden is forgotten. Then it  
becomes a beautiful garden of thistles and milkweed.

As we read the Scripture for today, Genesis reminds 
us of the promise of God through Christ. Even if we 
forget the garden for a while, God’s covenant of love 
continues. God is always with us

q
Lord, walk among us. Help us to remember that you 
brought us out of death and enabled us to walk with 
our heads held high. Amen.

Christian D. Boyd, Waukesha, Wisconsin

summer garden

scriPture: genesis 28:10–19a

Monday, July 13, 2020



House of God
“How awesome is this place! This is none other 
than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven.”

Genesis 28:17 (NIV)

In seminary I was introduced, through history and the-
ology classes, to the ancient monastic traditions, such 
as those of Augustine of Hippo and Benedict of Nursia. 
Both Augustine and Benedict influenced the reformer 
John Calvin. I also read the Philokalia, which was com-
piled by Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain in the eigh-
teenth century. To this day, it is a major text used for  
understanding our ancient Christian spiritual traditions.

A common thread in all monastic traditions is that 
each monastery lives under a common “rule” or cov-
enant of how everyone is going to live together as they 
work and pray to the glory of God. The rule is always 
rooted in Christ, Scripture, and grace. As the monas-
tic rule is lived out, the monastery seeks to emulate the 
house of God, to serve as a gate of heaven. Today we 
are reminded to follow the rule of Christ, to anoint our 
places of prayer as holy ground, to stay focused on God’s 
mission, and to give glory to God alone.

q
Lord, help us to follow your rule of love in all we do 
so that our lives may be a testimony of your saving 
grace. Amen.

Christian D. Boyd, Waukesha, Wisconsin

summer garden

scriPture: genesis 28:10–19a

Tuesday, July 14, 2020



Light
The night will shine like the day, 
for darkness is as light to you.

Psalm 139:12 (NIV)

A few years ago, I got hooked on Kevin (Probably) Saves 
the World. It was a show based on the Jewish tradition of 
the Lamed Vav Tzadikim, or thirty-six righteous people. In 
every generation, thirty-six righteous people walk with the 
divine presence as they live ordinary lives in prayer and in 
service to their fellow human beings. Also, they are so hum-
ble that they don’t see themselves as one of the thirty-six. It 
is said that one of these thirty-six has always been among 
the miraculous heroes throughout history who have some-
how saved the lives of thousands being persecuted due to 
their faith, ethnicity, gender, skin color, sexuality, etc.

In today’s reading, we are reminded of God’s presence. 
Even in the darkest of situations, God is there. Those who 
follow God are bearers of God’s illuminating presence, 
and like Christ and the thirty-six righteous people, we are 
called to shine brightly and give this light of hope to others 
. . . even if it means we have to give up our life or some-
thing we cherish so that others may live as God desires.

q
Christ of the cross, give us today the wisdom needed 
to be humble in heart and generous with our lives. 
Amen.

Christian D. Boyd, Waukesha, Wisconsin

summer garden

scriPture: PsaLm 139:1–12

Wednesday, July 15, 2020



Attention
Search me, God, and know my heart; 
 test me and know my anxious thoughts.

Psalm 139:23 (NIV)

“Mindfulness” is a current practice being taught in schools, 
universities, and corporations as a way to help people be 
attentive to the present. It also creates a space for people to 
observe their own thoughts and feelings without judging 
them as good or bad. The practice leads to lower anxiety 
as well as the ability to identify and manage emotions that 
are causing problems in relationships. Although this may 
be seen as a “new” concept and an innovative practice, in 
reality, it is an ancient practice found in the monastic tra-
ditions of the world, including among Christians.

The writer of the psalm reminds us that we must pay 
attention, or be mindful, to what we have heard: the 
good news. Our attention must not drift away from 
the center of our faith and practice. The meditation of 
our hearts should always be on Jesus, “who for a little 
while was made lower than the angels, now crowned 
with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, 
so that by the grace of God he might taste death for  
everyone” (Heb. 2:9).

q
God of peace, plant within us your Holy Spirit so we 
may forever be mindful of your presence. Amen.

Christian D. Boyd, Waukesha, Wisconsin

summer garden

scriPture: PsaLm 139:23–24

Thursday, July 16, 2020



Promise
The Spirit you received does not make you slaves, 
so that you live in fear again; rather, the Spirit 
you received brought about your adoption.

Romans 8:15 (NIV)

The word promise is full of expectations. Whenever some-
one promises something to you, are you not filled with an-
ticipation and hope of fulfillment? I think of all the times 
I have made promises, from the very ordinary (I promise 
to do the dishes) to the special (I promise to uphold my 
ordination vows). When we make or receive a promise, we 
are anchoring ourselves to something, to an ideal and hope 
of a future reality becoming incarnate.

In Romans, we are reminded of the promise, or cov-
enant, God has made with us that goes back thousands 
of generations. In God’s promise, we have hope, firm and  
secure. In addition, we have Jesus, our eternal high priest, 
who intercedes on our behalf. We have hope “that the 
creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay 
and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children 
of God” (Rom. 8:21). Where there is hope, there is life.

q
Holy God, as we live in Christ, you are our anchor 
and joy. Because of your promise, we can withstand 
the thorns and storms of life. Amen.

Christian D. Boyd, Waukesha, Wisconsin

summer garden

scriPture: romans 8:12–25

Friday, July 17, 2020



Fruit
We know that the whole creation has been groan-
ing as in the pains of childbirth right up to the 
present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who 
have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly 
as we wait eagerly.

Romans 8:22–23a (NIV)

Years ago, my wife and I attended a retreat at a Benedic-
tine monastery in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains of New 
Mexico. We spent the first day exploring the grounds and 
walking along the Pecos River. As evening fell, we found 
a grove of old trees with small red fruit. We did not know 
what type of trees they were, but the fruit sure looked like 
small apples. I took a risk, picked one of the fruits, bit into 
it, and discovered the best apple I had ever tasted. That 
evening we enjoyed the season’s first fruits while lying  
under a blanket of stars, eager for what the next day held.

The reading from Romans reminds us that God is still 
at work redeeming and creating, and it can be painful 
as God’s promise unfolds. However, we have received 
the first fruits of God’s redemption through Christ: lib-
eration and the fruits of the Spirit to nourish us on the 
pilgrim path (Gal. 5:22–23).

q
Christ of the bountiful tree of life, may we be flowers 
and fruit in your eternal garden. Amen.

Christian D. Boyd, Waukesha, Wisconsin

summer garden

scriPture: romans 8:12–25

saTurday, July 18, 2020



Surprise!
“Did I not serve with you for Rachel? Why then 
have you deceived me?”

Genesis 29:25b

The story of the Hebrew Bible’s holy family, headlined 
by Jacob’s grandparents, Abraham and Sarah, is rooted 
in the culture of the ancient Near East. Much of this 
context is lost on the modern reader, but people of all 
times and places enjoy a good comeuppance story like 
this. Jacob, the trickster, is in turn tricked by his uncle  
Laban. The most manipulative character in all of Scrip-
ture finds himself manipulated, the butt of somebody 
else’s joke. No wonder Jacob was so surprised. He no 
doubt thought he was consummating his marriage to 
Rachel, but the morning light revealed he was lying 
with Leah! I don’t think he saw that one coming.

Life with God is full of surprises: some disturbing and 
some delightful. In the middle of a drought, the God of 
surprises seems determined to rain grace on all humanity: 
the good, the bad, the bright, the dull, even on a world-
class scoundrel like Jacob. There is plenty of divine grace 
and peace saved for you, and perhaps for me as well.

q
God of surprises, you delight us with your grace even 
when we are at our worst. Amen.

Dee Wade, Louisville, Kentucky

god’s FaithFuLness

scriPture: genesis 29:15–28

sunday, July 19, 2020



Eternal Love
For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor 
angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to 
come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any-
thing else in all creation, will be able to separate 
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Romans 8:38–39

In his play Our Town, Thornton Wilder notes a  
divine marker in humanity. Standing in the town cem-
etery of Grover’s Corners, the narrator describes to the 
audience how every human being has something eternal 
inside. Eternity has to do with the Divinity. The most 
basic biblical theology affirms the principle that one is 
either Creator or created. I am satisfied to live on the 
created side of things: mortal, contingent, transitory.

As a pastor for thirty-nine years, I have conducted my 
share of funerals and spoken from a good number of cem-
eteries. When a community of faith is assaulted by death, 
the people gather for consolation. Romans 8 contains 
beautiful words of comfort for our community. Faith fills 
broken places, and hope abounds. Nothing can separate 
us from the eternal love of God. We are given what we do 
not naturally have: life everlasting.

q
Lord, thank you for the eternal gifts you bestow on us 
mortal beings. Amen.

Dee Wade, Louisville, Kentucky

god’s FaithFuLness

scriPture: romans 8:26–39

Monday, July 20, 2020



Sighs Too Deep
Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for 
we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that 
very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.

Romans 8:26

My former copastor and I went to see the movie A Beau-
tiful Day in the Neighborhood (2019) starring Tom Hanks 
as Fred Rogers, the great PBS entertainer and Presbyte-
rian minister. We loved the film. The plot of the movie 
centers around the relationship between Mister Rogers 
and a writer for Esquire magazine who was sent to report 
on this world-famous entertainer. The writer, Lloyd, has 
a broken and hostile relationship with his father. They 
seem codependent on the pain they inflict on each other.

When Lloyd’s father becomes terminally ill, father and 
son reconcile. At the end of this scene, Rogers goes to 
the father and whispers in his ear. Afterward, Lloyd asks 
Mister Rogers what he said to his dying father. Rogers 
answers that he asked the father to pray for him, because a 
man so well acquainted with suffering must be very close 
to God. Rogers knew the power of prayer and knew that 
God’s presence goes far beyond words.

q
Dear Jesus, help us to be totally open to your presence 
and guide us to accept all the gifts you bestow on us. 
Amen.

Dee Wade, Louisville, Kentucky

god’s FaithFuLness

scriPture: romans 8:26–39

Tuesday, July 21, 2020



A Priceless Pearl
“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant 
in search of fine pearls; on finding one pearl of 
great value, he went and sold all that he had and 
bought it.”

Matthew 13:45–46

Chapter 13 of Matthew packs in many parables within 
a small space. It offers an explosion of comparisons, 
of earthly scenes pushing heavenly positions. In this 
chapter, there are many parables to explore, and yet my  
favorite is the parable of the pearl merchant and the 
pearl of great value exceeding all the others. This parable 
reveals the divine character of the pearl merchant, whose 
sable purse gathers not lifeless baubles but people: God’s 
people, who are fully alive and heartfully engaged.

This parable points to the gospel itself, showering 
grace on all humanity, planting sprigs of hope to root out  
despair in all its forms. All creation shimmers with the 
glory of God, but the human part of that creation is given 
inestimable value. According to the One who judges the 
good, the bad, and the profane, we are priceless, showered 
in grace to rise and live into God’s new and holy day.

q
Help us, O God, to rise into the sphere of goodness 
you call us to occupy. Help us to become what you see 
in us: priceless, desirable, brave, and true. Amen.

Dee Wade, Louisville, Kentucky

god’s FaithFuLness

scriPture: matthew 13:3–53

Wednesday, July 22, 2020



Older than Dirt
“Therefore every scribe who has been trained 
for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a 
household who brings out of his treasure what is 
new and what is old.”

Matthew 13:52

Often, when scribes are mentioned in the Gospels, it is 
with a negative feeling—especially when associated with 
the Pharisees. Similarly, the words old and new often 
come with value judgments. Sometimes we are trained to 
see Jesus’ disciples as good and the old Jewish establish-
ment as bad. But that doesn’t seem to be the case here.

My wife and I love antique furniture. We like old 
things, tested by time, sturdy forms made in classic 
wood. For us, old is good. But some people prefer new 
furniture made with modern materials.

Perhaps our passage here is purposefully open-ended. 
Matthew, the most Jewish and law-centered of the Gos-
pel writers, appreciates the older, time-honored ways of 
Moses and the prophets. For him, everything old is new 
again, a new creation ready to grow out of the things we 
might call “older than dirt.”

q
Help us find treasure not only in what is new but also 
in the new life that emerges from what is old. Amen.

Dee Wade, Louisville, Kentucky

god’s FaithFuLness

scriPture: matthew 13:31–53

Thursday, July 23, 2020



Faith and Politics
Remember the wonderful works he has done, 
 his miracles, and the judgments he uttered.

Psalm 105:5

Before I entered seminary in New York City, my sum-
mer was playing itself out at Winn’s Store for Men in my 
small Kentucky hometown. The Nixon impeachment 
hearings dominated the news that summer. The Winn 
brothers and their employees were glued to the black and 
white television in the back of the store, taking turns at 
the front door in case a paying customer should walk in.

It was rough going in 1974, and it is rough going 
today. The worst of such controversies is what they do 
to society, families, friends, and churches. Our divisions 
threaten to drive us apart and shatter our concern for 
the common good. When the people of Israel suffered 
such ills, and the country’s coherence was in danger, 
they reminded themselves of their history and of God’s 
benevolent care by reading Psalm 105, just as people 
in the United States sometimes revisit the Constitution 
or the speeches of Lincoln. Sometimes we need to be 
reminded of who we are as members of the common-
wealth of heaven and citizens of the kingdom of God.

q
Let us never forget the history of your faithfulness, 
Lord. May we tell that story again and again. Amen.

Dee Wade, Louisville, Kentucky

god’s FaithFuLness

scriPture: PsaLm 105:1–11

Friday, July 24, 2020



True Story
“Complete the week of this one, and we will 
give you the other also in return for serving me  
another seven years.” Jacob did so . . . then Laban 
gave him his daughter Rachel as a wife.

Genesis 29:27–28

William Faulkner said he read the Old Testament at least 
once a year because that’s where all the good stories are. 
Indeed, it contains stories of prevarication, incest, mur-
der, betrayal, theft, and more. The Bible does not cover 
up embarrassing moments or scenes of degradation. The 
biblical writers, inspired by the Holy Spirit, wrote with-
out excessive censorship so that the story of the Hebrews, 
Father Abraham, his grandson Jacob, and their families 
would appear as they truly were: thoroughly human.

The writers decided to tell the unvarnished truth and 
let the chips fall where they may. This decision speaks 
volumes about God: God creates imperfect people and 
dwells among them, working through, for, and in spite 
of them in order to exhibit divine mercy and grace in 
their true context. Life with God in the midst of God’s 
people is not always pretty, but it is always real.

q
God, thank you for these stories of flawed, devious, 
selfish people. If you can work through them, you can 
work through us as well. Amen.

Dee Wade, Louisville, Kentucky

god’s FaithFuLness

scriPture: genesis 29:15–28

saTurday, July 25, 2020



Grappling with God
Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with 
him until daybreak.

Genesis 32:24

I had one class of wrestling while in high school. I was 
tall and skinny, and I wrestled a slightly taller and heavier 
classmate. Neither of us pinned the other. After the match, 
I overheard the other wrestler comment to someone about 
me: “He’s strong.” That was news to me! I experienced 
wrestling as a physical and mental give-and-take, combin-
ing resistance, balance, adaptability, and determination.

Genesis says that a man wrestled with Jacob. Some  
interpreters say Jacob wrestled with an angel or with 
God. Maybe Jacob wrestled with all three. Maybe the 
man Jacob wrestled with was himself, or the image of 
God in himself. Maybe he wrestled with his own true 
self, with becoming God’s blessing in the world. Perhaps 
he wrestled with his fears, his prejudices, and his con-
ception of life. Perhaps he wrestled with becoming more 
open to God and more grounded in compassion, hope, 
and courageous love. Perhaps he emerged limping but 
aware of a strength found through grappling with God. 
Sometimes in prayer we wrestle with God, birthing a 
new, God-blessed identity.

q
God, wrestle me from fear to faith. Amen.

Jeff Cook, Winnipeg, Manitoba

wrestLing and dancing with god

scriPture: genesis 32:22–31

sunday, July 26, 2020



Disjointed
He struck him on the hip socket; and Jacob’s hip 
was put out of joint as he wrestled with him.

Genesis 32:25b

Jacob wrestled with God and came away disjointed.  
Encounters with God can do that. Jonah encountered 
God and came away with his contempt of the Ninev-
ites disjointed. Mary of Nazareth encountered God and 
came away with her perception of her pregnancy dis-
jointed. The disciples encountered Jesus and came away 
with their concept of greatness disjointed.

God disrupts our world. God mixes up our pyramids of 
privilege. Jesus said the poor were blessed, the meek would 
inherit the earth, and peacemaking was a God-inherited 
trait. What disjointed blessings—the poor, the last, and 
the insignificant, all featured in God’s highlight reel!

Jacob came away limping from his encounter with 
God. We sometimes emerge from prayer, worship, and 
the study of Scripture feeling as if we are limping. Some 
of our perceptions and unacknowledged biases have been 
shaken. We are trying to climb a winding staircase of  
ever-expanding love. We become aware of our own need 
for healing from attitudes and fears we have held. We dis-
cover that we are all held together in and by God’s love.

q
God, bless our limping faith. Amen.

Jeff Cook, Winnipeg, Manitoba

wrestLing and dancing with god

scriPture: genesis 32:22–31

Monday, July 27, 2020



Identified
“What is your name?”

Genesis 32:27a

Jacob spent the night wrestling. His opponent said 
nothing until daybreak, when he told Jacob to let him 
go. Jacob demanded a blessing from the stranger. Jacob 
knew this was a pivotal moment in his life; he knew this 
night of struggle was significant. The stranger asked for 
Jacob’s name. The blessing given was the blessing of a 
new name. No longer Jacob, but Israel—one who has 
struggled with God and with humans and has prevailed. 
Not the blessing of a happy, stress-free existence, but the 
blessing of identity.

Jacob is one who struggles, who can’t run away, who 
will be pushed and pulled and will resist and persist . . . 
and still go on. In times of struggle, we can trust God, 
who knows our name and blesses us with identity. We 
are God’s creation, God’s child, God’s beloved. We are 
the ones who can trust that God is present in all our 
struggles. What feels like wrestling may be a holy dance 
of blessing, of being reborn and renamed, and we will 
prevail in the light and love of God’s new day.

q
God, what is my name? Give me the identity you 
have for me. Amen.

Jeff Cook, Winnipeg, Manitoba

wrestLing and dancing with god

scriPture: genesis 32:22–31

Tuesday, July 28, 2020



Keeping Step
My steps have held fast to your paths; 
 my feet have not slipped.

Psalm 17:5

One of cartoonist Bob Thaves’s characters said of Fred 
Astaire, “Sure he was great, but don’t forget that Gin-
ger Rogers did everything he did backwards and in high 
heels.”* Astaire and Rogers mirrored and complemented 
each other’s movements. Dancing is a fruitful metaphor for 
our relationship with God and for the reading of Scripture 
because dancing implies partnership. Psalm 17 is a prayer 
for God’s protection from wicked people. It can be a pasto-
ral psalm for anyone who is experiencing abuse.

However, the psalmist displays a perhaps more-
than-healthy sense of self-esteem, boasting “lips free of  
deceit,” and saying, “you will find no wickedness in me; 
my mouth does not transgress” (vv. 1, 3). The psalm-
ist spoke of faith as the following of a path. We might 
speak of faith as dancing with God: as one dancing in 
the midst of other dancers, responsive to music, not 
impressing but befriending each other in the dance! 
Perhaps God does not protect us from the wicked but 
dances with us in their midst.

q
God, let’s dance! Amen.

Jeff Cook, Winnipeg, Manitoba

* Bob Thaves, Frank and Ernest, comic strip, Newspaper Enterprise 
Association, May 3, 1982.

wrestLing and dancing with god

scriPture: PsaLm 17:1–7, 15

Wednesday July 29, 2020



Growing Pains
I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my 
heart.

Romans 9:2

Faith doesn’t shield us from affliction. Hope can coexist 
with heartache. Love dances with longing. Paul knew 
this as he followed the way of Christ. Paul’s Damas-
cus Road experience of Christ transformed his under-
standing of reality. Paul accepted the calling to nurture 
reconciled communities composed of both Jews and 
Gentiles—people of the Torah and those not of the To-
rah. Paul’s heart was undergoing growing pains, birth 
contractions as his awareness of God expanded into the  
infinite height and depths of God’s grace.

Today, as individuals and as faith communities, we 
continue to experience sorrow and anguish as God 
births us into God’s beloved community, as our faith 
expands into loving everyone regardless of prestige, gen-
der, sexual orientation, age, academic degrees, wealth, 
social status . . . the list is as endless as God’s love. May 
we accept the calling to continue to nurture communi-
ties reconciled in God’s love.

q
God, midwife us as we continue to grow in the spirit 
of Christ. Amen.

Jeff Cook, Winnipeg, Manitoba

wrestLing and dancing with god

scriPture: romans 9:1–5

Thursday, July 30, 2020



Feeding Un-frenzy
“They need not go away; you give them some-
thing to eat.”

Matthew 14:16b

When I am about to preach, I close my eyes during the 
hymn preceding the sermon. I visualize the parable of 
the sower—seeds cast on a variety of soils, yielding vary-
ing results. The parable reminds me that preaching is 
not a solo art. The preacher speaks of the text to people 
coming from varying life experiences and circumstanc-
es that influence how they receive what is offered. The 
preacher’s words engage in a dance with the hearers and 
with the Holy Spirit that already dances in their lives.

The feeding of the five thousand is another version 
of the sower parable. The disciples know they cannot 
feed everyone, so they want to send people away to find 
food. They are frenzied by the idea of feeding so many. 
Jesus tells them to share their food. What happens next 
is a communion of sharing, receiving, and dancing of 
the Holy Spirit. We respond to the hungers of the world 
not by knowing we alone will change the world but by 
trusting that our efforts commune with others’ hungers 
and God’s healing spirit.

q
God, un-frenzy our faith. May we feed and be fed. 
Amen.

Jeff Cook, Winnipeg, Manitoba

wrestLing and dancing with god

scriPture: matthew 14:13–21

Friday July 31, 2020




