Ash Wednesday

Who is My Neighbor

“But I, through the abundance of your steadfast love, will
enter your house, I will bow down toward your holy temple in
awe of you. Lead me, O Lord, in your righteousness because
of my enemies; make your way straight before me.”
Psalm 5:7-8
The Psalms have given me a beautiful structure to convey what
otherwise would be an incoherent pile of letters not sorted.
David’s sense of who he is in God’s presence is a sobering example of how we are to approach God in our prayers: brutal honesty
and deep humility, calls for justice against enemies while pleading for mercy and righteousness, songs of praise in times of loneliness, desperate yet waiting. This balance kept David from making his prayers solely about himself, and reminds me to do the
same.
In this chapter, the Psalmist cries out for God to hear him, followed by some pretty strong descriptions of those who do wrong.
Tucked between such sharp words, David includes these two
verses. He enters God’s house made possible by great love, bows
reverently and asks to be led in righteousness. As I was preparing
to write this, the phrase “Lead me, Lord” really caught my eye.
Am I willing to be led? Am I willing to wait? While part of me
likes to be given a frame to work in or a task to be done, there
lives in me a streak of cynicism, an independent, stubborn fire in
my heart that wants to make the decision myself, and to control
the situation as much as I can. I admit, it doesn’t sound like the
most penitent posture. Psalm 5 shows David’s anger about his
enemies, but also boldly highlights his need to patiently trust in
God’s strength and timing. Again, David’s words offer me a balance. I enter God’s presence because love has opened the door to
me, not because I have broken it down. My response to that love
must be both reverence and honesty, gratitude and supplication,
humility and confidence. As I approach times of prayer this season, I desire this holy balance, and look for a clear, lighted path
before me.
Prayer: Holy God, soften my heart so that I may act each day in
humbleness and walk steadily in your truth. Replace my doubt
and fear with your love and grace, and lead me in your righteousness. Amen.
Chris Fortin

Thursday, February 18
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“When you are disturbed, do not sin;
ponder it on your beds, and be silent.”
Psalm 4:4
Listen! To me, that is the message of this verse. Be silent! Let the
world drop away and listen to what God has to tell us in the
silence of our thoughts… in the conviction of our faith… listen…
After reading this passage just before bedtime, I slipped in between the covers and “pondered’ the words. How often our anger,
our disturbances, our personal, family, work and world problems
slip between the sheets with us. How many nights do we wrestle
with these disturbances and our minds are anything but silent…
do anything but listen? How often do we let thoughts of our problems roam around our minds, searching and grasping for solutions
and in the meantime our problems grow in size until sleep is disrupted and bed becomes a battleground and perhaps the conclusions we reach are not guided by love but resentment and anger.
Do we dare to be silent? Listen? Let God enter and guide our
thoughts? Do our answers come from the jarring ever present
world of the bright screens and noise around us? Or, do they lie
within our grasp in the depth of our faith…in the words of God?
~Selah
Be silent and listen…and sleep.
Prayer: Lord, as we enter the Lenten season with its opportunities for change in our lives, give us the good sense to turn to you
for guidance. As we look for decisions for our and other lives we
impact, give us the insight and the trust in you to be silent and
listen for your word and the wisdom to follow. In Jesus’ name,
Amen
Judy Pasnik

Friday, February 19
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“Let us test and examine our ways, and return to the Lord.”
Lamentations 3:40
The past 12 months have been awfully bad or at least highly disruptive for most of us. The pandemic, economic distress, racial
injustice, rioting, and natural disasters are just some of the events
we have faced.
In the book of Lamentations, the writer (traditionally attributed to
Jeremiah) responds to an even worse time in history for the Israeli
nation following the siege and destruction of Jerusalem by Babylon. Those remaining in Jerusalem faced starvation and those taken to Babylon faced captivity, all because they had turned away
from God.
Yet, the writer optimistically tells us that “the steadfast love of
the Lord never ceases” (Lamentations 3:22) “for the Lord will not
reject forever” (3:31) and “although he causes grief, he will have
compassion according to the abundance of his steadfast
love” (3:32).
In Lamentations 3:40, the writer asks us to “test and examine our
ways”, especially during our time of crisis. Specifically, we need
to evaluate our responses or actions to the adversities we face.
Have they been consistent with the teachings of Jesus, or have we
been neglecting God at a time that we need him the most?
A “return to the Lord” is the answer. Instead of complaining
about the current conditions, we need to identify opportunities to
serve God both locally and beyond, and also trust God to help us
through the difficult times.
Paul summarizes this effectively in 2 Corinthians 13:5, “Examine
yourselves to see whether you are living in the faith. Test yourselves. Do you not realize that Jesus Christ is in you?—unless,
indeed, you fail to meet the test.”
Prayer: O Holy God, we pray for your forgiveness for ignoring
your ways during both the good and bad times. Help us to identify
and understand our shortcomings and remove them from our lifestyle. Also, help us to seek out additional ways to serve you, your
church, and the most needy in our communities.
Don Grossman

Saturday, February 20
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“When I think of your ways,
I turn my feet to your decrees…”
Psalm 119: 59
As we begin the season of Lent we are often challenged to examine our own hearts, to look inward and honestly evaluate the
thoughts and motives of our lives. That is not easy work. It is so
much easier for most of us to complain about the world or find
the faults in others’ lives, because that requires no action on our
part. While the first step in this process might be to name the areas of our lives that are not in keeping with the ways of God, the
next step of actually making changes is much harder. By this
point in the year many of the New Year’s resolutions that we
made only about 6 weeks ago have already been forgotten. We
tend to be creatures of habit and it is very difficult to break away
from the routines and tendencies of our lives. Lent is an invitation
to pause and honestly ask if some of those ingrained habits are
pleasing to God.
Perhaps a good way for us to do this is to take stock of our day at
the end of each evening. The ancient, spiritual discipline of
Examen invites us to reflect on our actions and feelings in a posture of gratitude. We might ask where we saw God at work that
day, how God was able to work through us, where we saw God
present in another? We might also ask where we may have
blocked God’s grace or love from entering in the world, where
our judgement or bias failed to build someone else up, where our
words or actions brought harm rather than good? These are powerful questions to honestly review at the end of each day. And if
we can maintain this practice over a period of time we may find a
pattern developing that allows us to notice both the positive and
negative attitudes of our hearts. This can allow us to work at developing those traits that bring us closer into God’s presence
while helping us to also turn away from those things that are creating a wall between us and God or us and others.
I invite you this Lent to “consider your ways” and ask God to enter your heart and help you turn your steps to his ways.
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Prayer: Gracious God, during this season may we be intentional
and sincere in our desire to follow in your ways. Trusting in your
grace and mercy help us to turn to you through Christ our Lord,
Amen.
Dr. Maureen Paterson

Sunday, February 21
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The Parable of the Good Samaritan
“Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said,
“what must I do to inherit eternal life?” He said to him,
“What is written in the law? What do you read there?” He
answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and
with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” And he
said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and
you will live.”
But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is
my neighbor?” Jesus replied, “A man was going down from
Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who
stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half
dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and
when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. So likewise a
Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on
the other side. But a Samaritan while traveling came near
him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. He went
to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine
on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to
an inn, and took care of him. The next day he took out two
denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of
him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more
you spend.’ Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” He
said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him,
“Go and do likewise.” Luke 10:25-37
This memorable Scripture passage is the one that is the inspiration for our year-long church theme, “Who Is My Neighbor?” It
captures a pivotal moment in the life of a lawyer who is looking
to gain clarity on what he must do to inherit eternal life. There is
back and forth between the man and Jesus, and they come to
agreement that the answer to his question is to love God with all
that he is, and to love his neighbor as he loves himself. But the
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lawyer is still uneasy. The answer provided is not as definitive as
what he is hoping for. I imagine that he is concerned about overdoing his love toward neighbor, loving more generously, extravagantly, or perhaps even more sacrificially than is required. And so
he asks that probing question, who is my neighbor? Who is it
Lord? I don’t want to overdo this. Are you saying I am to love my
enemy? Am I to love those who do harm to others, those who
think or love or live or believe differently than I do? Are you asking me to go that far?
And instead of giving a short and simple answer Jesus tells a story. It’s one of the most well-known stories in all of Scripture,
among Christians and non-Christians alike. The Parable of the
Good Samaritan.
How generously are you willing to love? How far are you willing
to go in the ways that you serve? How much are you willing to
put your own safety and assets at risk in order to love others in
the same way that God loves us?
Prayer: Dear God, teach me anew this day how to love my neighbor. Teach me how to see my neighbor, even my neighbor who is
lost or left-out or vastly different from me. Give me the grace to
love my neighbor with the same extravagance that you love me.
Amen.
Rev. Dennis Jones

Monday, February 22
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“Each of us must please our neighbor
for the good purpose of building up the neighbor.”
Romans 15:2
I am reflecting on Romans 15:2 four days following the Presidential inauguration. I can’t seem to separate the two.
To me, being a neighbor is a bond, a connection, a caring for,
with respect and generosity: we can and should be good neighbors because, inherently, that is what is right. My family has
elderly neighbors on both sides of our home. We help when we
can from a true willingness to be kind and good-natured, yet we
do this also, with perhaps a subconscious awareness, that we too
may need help again one day.
I am reminded of poet laureate Amanda Gorman’s inspiring
words “We lay down our arms so we can reach out our arms to
one another. We seek harm to none and harmony for all.” Reach
out an arm, help a neighbor, promote peace. Through all of the
divide our country has and is experiencing, I am encouraged by
zooming down to the microcosm: our families and neighbors. We
don’t seem so divided. We don’t seem so broken. Yet on the larger scale, this exists.
I am also reminded of Mother Teresa’s quote, “If you want to
change the world, go home and love your family.” These words
have brought me such comfort in a time when problems seem so
large, so impermeable.
Loving my family is easy. Keeping up with my three young children is exhausting! But loving them is very easy. Shifting our energy inward, towards family, towards neighbors is energy well
spent.
Prayer: Dear God, Guide me. Help me to hold the truths of our
divided nation, but awareness that this doesn’t have to exist on all
levels. Help maintain my focus on my world, my work, my children and husband. Keep my heart light as we continue to navigate uncertainty. Help me tune into the knowing sense you will
continue to walk before me. Amen

Courtney Battista

Tuesday, February 23
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“Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God;
everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.”
1 John 4:7
This passage is a shockingly simple instruction to love. For me,
the most striking feature of the instruction is that it contains no
limitation or restriction on exactly who I am supposed to love. In
a world where there is a great deal of human energy expended to
categorize and label others, leading to judgment, separation and
even hate, this passage draws no lines and leads me to the inescapable conclusion that I am being instructed to love everyone, no
matter who they are or how different they may be from me.
This passage also contains a simple and logical insight. Since
love is from God, then our act of loving others reflects our identity as children of God and reflects our familiarity with God and
God’s love.

Prayer: During this Lenten season, help us to spend some time
asking ourselves if we are drawing any lines that are preventing
us from loving others, and what we are or should be doing to
show love to others that identifies us as children of God. Amen.
Jeff Johnson

Wednesday, February 24
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“You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge
against any of your people,
but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.”
Leviticus 19:18
Leviticus is full of rules: rule after rule after rule after rule. Very
few verses could be carved on a piece of wood or turned into a
painting to hang above a fireplace as a constant reminder of
God’s love. Rather it is filled with instructions for wearing specialized clothing and performing rituals.
However, deep within these rules is the Golden Rule. A phrase
and a line that has carried through a variety of cultures, religions
and generations. “Love your neighbor as yourself.” In loving your
neighbor as yourself one might have to assume that you love
yourself and treat yourself with respect and honor.
Unfortunately, we spend our days finding fault with ourselves,
thinking of things we should have done differently, things we
should have said or decisions we should have made. Loving ourselves can be hard in this world. Right now we are spending a lot
of time with ourselves. While quarantined at home we have more
of an opportunity for self reflection and possibly more opportunities to look in an actual mirror and judge our appearances. Today
we often find fault in ourselves before we find fault in others.
As a teacher and a parent I often hear children insult themselves.
“My picture is terrible.” “Doesn’t my hair look ridiculous today?”
“I totally hate my essay.” Children do this because they feel that
if they deflate themselves first, then it will not hurt as deeply
when someone else insults them. I tell them that when they talk
about themselves in a negative way it is an invitation for others to
do the same. You need to learn how to be your own cheerleader
and walk around proud of your painting, hair and school work.
Prayer: Lord, remind us every day to love ourselves as we love
others.
Amanda J. Hughes

Thursday, February 25
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“Owe no one anything, except to love one another;
for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.”
Romans: 13:8
When I was small, one book that I loved to hear was called, “My
Father Can Fix Anything”. In hindsight, this was not a great piece
of literature, but still a lovely reflection on neighborhood life. In
the story, while his father tries to repair the car in time to go to
Grandma’s for dinner, Charlie visits with his neighbors, who all
seemed to have a calamity at hand. Several clogged drains, broken steps, stopped up vacuum cleaners, and wobbly tricycles later, Father finally gets back to fixing the car, with Charlie’s help.
In the end, the family drives off without any squeaks or rattles
and arrives just in time for dinner.
You might come away from this tale thinking, OK, so that guy
was the Hero who consistently swooped in to save the day, how is
that relevant? From a different perspective, it’s a snapshot of interdependence. In our neighborhood, my dad was the guy who
could fix anything with only a handful of tools; that was his contribution. My mother always opened the door and made room at
the table for anyone who needed a place to be; that was her contribution. By allowing our vulnerability to show, we provide the
opportunity for others to reveal their strengths. Throughout my
life, I’ve been fortunate enough to live in diverse neighborhoods
where people brought different things to the table (sometimes literally - food is a great connector). When each person adds their
strengths to the collective experience without expecting something in return, that is love without owing. Perhaps I seek out
communities that have folks of different ages, family structures,
educational backgrounds, jobs, or cultural heritages, but richness
abounds in any collection of people. If you find yourself in a
place of connectivity, be the steward and support that community. If not, get the ball rolling and accept the challenge of starting a
conversation with a neighbor that you don’t know well.
If the past ten months have taught us anything, it’s that human
beings thrive on the sense of belonging and the joys of community. When connectivity is lacking, it shakes our world. In these fast
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paced times, sometimes it takes a calamity like a hurricane or
pandemic to take a moment to get to know your neighbors. On a
regular basis, I try to keep my door open and my husband Kurt
has his tool box ready. When you build community and foster the
sense of belonging, there is no greater blessing.
Prayer: Dear Lord, help us all to take the opportunity to recognize our neighbors’ diverse gifts and perspectives, and to value
the importance of belonging in each of the communities of which
we are a part. Amen.
Karen Hilde

Friday, February 26
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“If there is among you anyone in need, a member of your
community in any of your towns within the land that
the Lord your God is giving you, do not be hard-hearted
or tight-fisted toward your needy neighbor.
You should rather open your hand, willingly lending enough
to meet the need, whatever it may be.”
Deuteronomy 15:7-8
If you know me at all you’re already aware of my immense love
for Harry Potter and after reading this verse I felt compelled to
start with a quote from the sage wizard of the series, Albus
Dumbledore. In a moment when Harry is doubting his own identity Dumbledore reminds him, “It is our choices that show us
what we truly are far more than our abilities.”
Deuteronomy centers around Moses relating rules to the Israelites
for the establishment of their settlements in Canaan and in this
verse he is charging them to do so by setting a precedent that
those in need will receive help. In this way their actions will ultimately define the character of their communities.
What stood out to me as I studied this scripture, across translations, is the instruction to lend to one’s neighbor whatever they
need. Not what can be spared. Not what they’re done with anyway. Moses is challenging the Israelites to give freely, and give
not only when asked but to meet each need exactly as they encounter it.
Sure, we’re all comfortable breaking out the checkbook for our
local organization’s annual appeal, ordering some delicious Girl
Scout cookies, or donating toys at Christmas, but what would it
look like if you instead served your neighbor by lending them exactly what they’re lacking without solicitation?
We, as Christians, are all charged by God to live our lives in a
way that communicates his love to the world. God gives to each
of us without reservation and we must strive to give to one another in this same way. May we all be inspired to display this radical
level of generosity and similarly foster communities defined by
compassion and service. While they may not make us wizards,
our actions do have the ability to perform a magic all their own.
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Prayer: Dear Lord, help us to open our hearts to allow us to recognize the needs of our neighbors. May we be moved to offer aid
and charity to those around us and allow our actions to speak for
your presence in our lives in the hopes that others will be inspired
to do the same. Amen.
Kate Balboni

Saturday, February 27
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“Bear one another’s burdens, and in this way
you will fulfill the law of Christ.”
Galatians 6:2
In 1969 The Hollies had a worldwide hit with the song “He Ain’t
Heavy, He’s My Brother.” I encourage you to look up the song
and sing along sometime today! The lyrics came to mind as I read
today’s Scripture:
“…So on we go,
His welfare is of my concern
No burden is he to bear
We’ll get there
For I know
He will not encumber me
He ain’t heavy, he’s my brother
If I’m laden at all
I’m laden with sadness
That everyone’s heart
Isn’t filled with gladness
Of love for one another
It’s a long, long road…”
Over the last year we have seen some amazing ways in which we
have been able to carry one another’s burdens—grocery shopping
for elderly neighbors; supporting local businesses; cards and virtual visits to nursing homes and the list goes on.
At the same time as we have witnessed these acts of love we have
also been challenged by the long standing realities of racial inequality, urban poverty, unequal access to healthcare and so many
other human injustices. We have been confronted as Christians by
the command to love one another and work to bring healing to
our communities. It is no easy or simple task. Often we can only
begin with small acts of grace and healing in our own communities, looking out for the welfare of our neighbors, seeking to bring
healing and hope into our broken world. It is work to which we
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are all called. Our engagement in the work of reconciliation is
perhaps the most important work of our day. Sometimes the enormity of the task seems daunting, but we must take heart in knowing that we do not do this work in our own strength, but rather are
guided and led by the hand of God. And there is no better time to
start rebuilding our communities than during this time of Lent
when we prepare to celebrate the joy of Easter in our world—may
we seek to share the power of resurrection by being the hands and
feet of Christ in our world and may we allow God to speak
through our lives and actions.
Prayer: Creator God, we rejoice that you made us to live in communion with you and one another. Help us to bear one another’s
burdens, to be concerned with the welfare of all of your people
and to live into our calling as your disciples each day of our lives,
in Christ’s name we pray. Amen.
Dr. Maureen Paterson

Sunday, February 28
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The Parable of the Barren Fig Tree
“Then he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in
his vineyard; and he came looking for fruit on it and found
none. So he said to the gardener, ‘See here! For three years I
have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find
none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?’ He
replied, ‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around
it and put manure on it. If it bears fruit next year, well and
good; but if not, you can cut it down.’” Luke 13:6-9
We have a beautiful apple tree in our backyard which faithfully
bears fruit every other season. I know very little about fruit trees
but it appears that is part of the rhythm of its life. One season it
bears delicious and life-giving fruit. The next season it does not,
not a single apple, as it instead takes in nutrients from the sun and
the soil and gets ready for the following year and the fruit that is
to come.

In this passage the owner of the vineyard is disappointed and angry that his fig tree is not bearing fruit. He says it is wasting the
soil and that three years have been long enough to give it a chance
to show some results for the care and nurture it has received. The
gardener convinces the land owner to give it one more chance,
one more year, to bear fruit. He will even give it an extra measure
of manure as fertilizer if the landowner agrees to his request!
A frequent theme of the ministry of Jesus is our calling as his followers to go and to bear fruit. To let our lives be dedicated to
sharing his love with others. To be people who make a difference,
who bring life and nourishment to others. To be those who don’t
simply sit back and consume and enjoy the ride, but who use their
lives to serve others and be partners with Christ in the building of
God’s kingdom here on earth.
And so I invite you to consider this question: As you look at your
life, are you bearing fruit? Are you using the gifts and the energy
and the years God has given you to make a difference? To bless
others? To be a source of hope? Or does your life reflect something other than that?
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Prayer: Dear God by your strength and guidance help me to bear
fruit for the work of your kingdom. Help me to live in such a way
that I am making a difference, that I am evidence of your great
love, and that I am able to offer nourishment and encouragement
to others. Amen.
Rev. Dennis Jones

Monday, March 1

Who is My Neighbor

“Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore,
love is the fulfilling of the law.”
Romans 13:10
As I look outside and see piles upon piles of snow, I think of my
neighbors. I recently moved during the pandemic and I have hardly met them. Do they have power? Are they living alone? Do they
need to get to a doctor’s appointment? Do they have someone to
plow or shovel? These storms affect us all, we are all in it together. The storms stop us in our tracks and we must wait for them to
pass. During this time, I believe it is natural for us to take a moment and think of our neighbor and how they are managing the
same experience. Love does no harm to a neighbor and I doubt
any of us shoveled our snow onto a neighbor’s property, but how
often is my neighbor struggling with something that I have no
knowledge about? How about the more private, not necessarily
shared experiences that my neighbor may be managing?
When we are stuck inside from the weather or the pandemic, it is
certainly nice to be able to hop on a zoom and see that my loved
ones are safe and comfortable. It is enjoyable to check in with
friends and family through our screens, but I do wonder sometimes, what is behind all of the screens? Who may be lonely and
struggling quietly during this time? To me, doing no harm to a
neighbor also means no one should feel judged and I may need to
choose my words carefully during these simple meetups. I cannot
assume what others may or may not be managing in their own
lives.
While love does no harm to a neighbor, I first must consider if I
am remembering to seek God on a daily basis. I need to reach out
to God before I can truly be open to helping others. Next, how
can I live in a way that others know that I am someone they can
ask for help, that they can trust me with something they want to
share? How do I live to be the face of a loving, helping, approachable God that is there for all of us? Let us be a loving neighbor to
all. It may not be obvious when others are hurting, so let us always be a light to anyone in need.
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Prayer: Dear God, Thank you for being there for me, knowing all
of me, and loving all of me. Please help me reach out to my
neighbors with compassion and understanding. Help me seek you
each day and embrace you in my life so that I can share your love
with others. Guide us to those that need us most and teach us to
accept the help of others as well. In Jesus name, Amen.

Beth Cleary

Tuesday, March 2
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“He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does
the Lord require of you but to do justice,
and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God?”
Micah 6:8
This verse is part of an imaginary conversation between God and
the people of Israel which took place nearly 800 years before the
birth of Christ. They wanted to know if God would be pleased
with them if they made various sacrificial offerings and would
these be enough to save them from their sins; would God then be
pleased with them?
In Verse 8, Micah makes it clear to the people of Israel that these
actions and religious observances were not the answer. It actually
went much deeper: they had to have a change of heart. Nearly 800
years after Micah wrote these words, God sent Jesus to live
among us as the perfect example of how to live our lives.
How different everything might be if people would base their
lives and decisions on these three tenets: to do justice, to love
kindness, and to walk humbly with your God. I don’t believe
that people intentionally hurt others or act in unjust ways. These
are simply behaviors that we fall into as we prioritize what is
best/easiest for ourselves. If, instead, we make a conscious decision to honor what is right and speak up for those who have no
voice; if we give people what they don’t necessarily deserve, but
make allowances and show them mercy; if we live our lives
knowing that God is good and allowing Him to lead us, then, the
world might be a more harmonious place.
Prayer: Loving God, please allow Micah’s words to help break
us out of our apathy about extending justice and kindness to others. Help us live our lives as Micah taught: doing justice, loving
kindness, and walking humbly with you. Amen
Kris and Bill Emmitt
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“And we urge you, beloved, to admonish the idlers, encourage
the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with all of them.
See that none of you repays evil for evil,
but always seek to do good to one another and to all.”
1 Thessalonians 5:14-15
While sitting at my kitchen table I noticed a large bird fly into my
back yard and perch itself on my tree. I immediately stood up to
get a better look as my senses were on full alert. I didn’t recognize the species of bird so I immediately began to google its
breed. No, it’s not an American eagle or a northern owl. So at a
loss I decided to watch, enjoy, admire this visitor. I was careful
not to disturb him as I wanted him to enjoy his stay, even thrive
in my yard. I have plenty space.
The bird made me think of how we treat immigrants in our country. After all they too are unexpected visitors. We are not sure of
who they are or why they “perch” on our land. They make us feel
uncomfortable. Maybe even fearful. Do they speak another language? Will they fly into our space? Will they use up our resources?
This morning the bird was my neighbor. I thanked him for giving
me joy and allowing me to observe his grace. His beauty. His music. His majesty. I never knew what type of bird he was, but it
didn’t matter regardless, he is always welcome. Why? Because he
is one of God’s creatures. Aren’t we all?
Prayer: Loving God, we are all your children created in your image. Born innocent and ready to please. We rely on others to nurture us, shape us, and help us to thrive. This cannot be done by
parents alone. We must rely on neighbors to educate, gather food,
keep us healthy, warm, and safe. This reliance on neighbors only
strengthens as we age. Then one day we too are part of the community of neighbors in a position to contribute, perhaps lead.
God I pray, that during that time of nurturing, your children are
raised with acceptance, empathy, and an open heart. To understand that regardless of where you are born, the color of your
skin, we are all your children. Amen.

Jackie Obregon

Thursday, March 4
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“The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying:
Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments,
show kindness and mercy to one another;
do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor;
and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another.”
Zechariah 7: 8-10
Zechariah listened when the Lord spoke to him. The Lord reminded him of words the prophets had spoken years before to the people of Jerusalem. Back then, the inhabitants of Jerusalem and the
cities around it were enjoying their prosperity. So when the
prophets spoke, the people turned away from their words. They
did not obey. They found it easy to ignore the warnings and so
God’s word was rejected.
So as we listen to God’s word spoken to us today through the
prophets, how do we respond? We might agree that widows, orphans, the poor should be helped and not oppressed, and we are
glad some people are helping them out. But we surely don’t oppress anyone (or so we think). We may need to rethink that
thought.
Many years ago when I worked in Human Resources for a Fortune 500 company, I talked with a department head about a decision he had to make to promote one of his own employees or to
place another young woman in that open position. Both candidates were equally qualified, but one was Black and the other
white. As Equal Employment Opportunity was the law, I urged
him to choose accordingly. He and another manager came to my
office to express their displeasure and to make me back off. I offered to ask the EEOC director to talk with them. They backed
off. The minority candidate was hired. A year later the department head came to see me again. “I’m glad you told me to pick
her. She’s the best employee I’ve ever had. Thank you.”
That department head and I learned some truths from this experience. He had begun to see the individual person, not the race.
And what did I learn? Two things: 1) racial inequities are very
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real and very painful and 2) how much and how often my own
assumptions about race are based not on faith nor on facts but on
fear.
Prayer: Dear Lord, it isn’t easy to see our own inadequacies and
it’s harder still to work on a plan to lessen their impact on our
neighbors. Help us to listen more intently to your word and to
move forward with courage to help heal the hurts of this world,
for it is in the name of Jesus Christ that we pray. Amen.
Leslie Mensak

Friday, March 5
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“For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment,
‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’”
Galatians 5:14
The one word law is “LOVE”. Paul is quoting Jesus when he stated The Great Commandments in the book of Matthew. I believe
he is saying when we love God as yourself with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your mind—the great first commandment—then we must share God’s love and reach out to
serve others. This is a bedrock calling of our Faith. So very simple, so very clear, and so hard to do, because he is calling us to
serve ALL others. Following these commandments are the only
way to heal our broken world.
Prayer: Dear Lord, We give thanks today for a future filled with
hope and promise, and for our BRPC community of Faith that
continues to strive to follow your Great Commandments. May we
awake every day remembering to love ourselves. Renew our commitment and provide us with the strength to accept your challenge
to love ALL our neighbors. May it be so.
Chuck Miller

Saturday, March 6
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“Learn to do good, seek justice, rescue the oppressed,
defend the orphan, plead for the widow”
Isaiah 1:17
I am struck in this passage by the verbs that are used by the
prophet Isaiah. All of them are active verbs, they require the listener to engage in a dynamic process—learn/seek/rescue/defend/
plead - we cannot do any of these things without some level of
effort and action. It requires commitment, engagement. These
verbs also suggest an emotional attachment to the subject in question. We cannot participate in this work in a passive, dispassionate manner.
We each must ask for whom God might be calling us to seek justice; who in our communities need to be defended and rescued; on
whose behalf might we be called to plead for mercy. Our own circles of influence and power are different, for some it may be in
the workplace that we can make the biggest difference; for others
it may be in our own homes as we teach these attributes to our
children. In our churches we must be willing to speak out against
injustice and perhaps challenge some of our own deepest held notions.
Isaiah seems to suggest that none of this comes naturally to us—
we must “learn” to do it. And learning is a lifelong process, we
are never too young to learn how to act with kindness towards
another, we are never too old to have our minds and hearts open
to new perspectives or ways of seeing the world.
This Lent ask God to open your heart and mind to some new understanding of your fellow humans. Perhaps take some time to
learn about a specific concern or cause that might be prevalent in
your community. Allow yourself to be used by God in some way
to bring hope and healing to a specific group of people. These
words are not directed at those in positions of elected power, but
rather at all of us. We can all be used by God in some way to
work on behalf of those who are often forgotten or without a
voice in our world.

Saturday, March 6

Who is My Neighbor

Prayer: Creator God, give us the strength and courage to be the
kind of people who work on behalf of those often neglected or forgotten. Work through us to bring healing into our world and to
make a difference in the lives of others for Christ’s sake we pray.
Amen
Dr. Maureen Paterson

Sunday, March 7

Who is My Neighbor

The Parable of the Lost Sheep
“Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to
listen to him. And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with
them.” So he told them this parable: “Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave
the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is
lost until he finds it? When he has found it, he lays it on his
shoulders and rejoices. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice
with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.’ Just so, I
tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who
repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no
repentance.” Luke 15:1-7
Luke 15 is one of my favorite chapters in all of Scripture. I love
these three back to back stories — the parables of the lost sheep,
the lost coin, and the lost son. That last one is more commonly
referred to as the parable of the prodigal son. And I love these
stories so much, as a pastor and as a human being I am so drawn
to them, because they so beautifully illustrate the spiritual truth
that in many ways we are all lost. In many ways we all wander
from God as we seek out what is appealing or new or exciting to
us, and forget the deeper truth of who we are, the truth that we
belong to God. We belong to the God who never gives up on us,
who never forsakes or abandons us, who in his love is always
searching to find us and embrace us and rescue us from our
lostness.
During this past year of pandemic and fear and upheaval, have
there been moments when you felt lost? Have there been moments when you did not know who you were or where you were?
In all of our lives there will be days, or seasons, when we lose our
way, when we stumble and fall. There will be days when we
question whether God is faithful and present. These stories remind us that God loves us like a caring parent, and like a devoted
shepherd. No matter what troubles life may bring, God is good,
God is near to us, and in our lostness God will bring us home.
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Prayer: Dear God I pray for the faith to know that your love for
me has no end. I pray for the confidence to see myself as your
treasured daughter or son, whatever challenge or disappointment
or disorientation this day may bring. Amen.
Rev. Dennis Jones

Monday, March 8

Who is My Neighbor

“Blessed be the Lord,
for he has wondrously shown his steadfast love to me
when I was beset as a city under siege.”
Psalm 31:21
Pillow and blanket clenched in my trembling hand, I’d dash down
the hall to my parents’ bedroom in the middle of the night, escaping the unknown evils that lurked under my bed, in the closet, or
outside the window. Once safely positioned on the floor next to
their bed, my fears vanished and I slept soundly. I don’t remember how old I was or how long this phase lasted, but I vividly remember the assurance and love my parents provided to overcome
my fears.
Just as a parent protects their frightened child in the middle of the
night, so our Lord protects us when we’re under siege. One translation of this verse describes God’s protection like ‘the walls of a
fort’ safeguarding us from harm.

As human beings, do we sometimes feel like we’re continually
under siege? Do we feel like we go from facing one tough situation to blocking and tackling another one? Is this constant struggle just part of life? It sure feels that way navigating COVID-19.
We’ve been in survival mode with masks, lockdowns, social distancing, disinfectants, vaccines, antivirals and research against a
virus that knows no bounds. For our loved ones who have succumbed to the disease and those who have fought so valiantly, ‘a
city under attack’ takes on even greater significance.
We literally felt ‘in a city under siege’ when our Capitol was
stormed and attacked. Cities under siege are an unfortunate part
of our history. Charlottesville. Newtown. Wounded Knee. Selma.
Parkland. Pearl Harbor. God has been there throughout time, with
his never-failing love.
I picked up Scott Peck’s The Road Less Traveled again during
our ‘pandemic purge’ of books- it made the keep pile. Peck
writes, “Life is difficult… it is in the whole process of meeting
and solving problems that life has its meaning…It is through the
pain of confronting and resolving our problems that we learn.”
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It’s the Lord who has shown us great kindness, love and protection and who helps us transcend our problems in order to live fully. It’s the Lord who protects us like a loving parent when we’re
scared in the middle of the night.
Prayer: Oh Lord, Praise to you for being our refuge and strength
when we feel under attack. When our bodies are sick, we find
strength in you. When our country is embroiled in conflict, you
show us what compassion and love look like. When our families
are apart or splintered, you keep us together with your Holy
Spirit. May we feel your strong hand defending, guiding and empowering our lives. Amen
Joy Schmitt

Tuesday, March 9
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“Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved,
clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness,
humility, gentleness and patience.”
Colossians 3:12
This passage is telling me that we are all people of God, that He
loves each one of us, and that we should treat each other with
these 5 attributes in mind. Doing so will remind us to be calm,
humble, accepting and at peace with one another. This seems especially relevant today as we deal with the combined strains from
a global pandemic and political discord, and as our nation and
world have become so polarized. We have often been too quick to
judge or dismiss others based on beliefs that may be different
from our own. Although we are likely more similar to others than
we are different, these differences can multiply and harden over
time, taking us in the exact opposite direction that God would
have us take. We must reverse this direction and break the barriers that divide us. We need for ourselves, the leaders of our country, and the leaders of other countries around the world, to move
beyond the things that divide us and to look for ways that bring us
together, keep us safe, and reinforce that we are all people of
God.
Prayer: Heavenly Father, help us to accept one another and to
treat one another as you have taught us through your son and our
Savior, Jesus Christ. We ask that you watch over the leaders of
our nations, that we can heal and narrow the divide that has
come between family, friends and neighbors. We also pray for
patience as we deal with the challenges of the global pandemic.
Let us all live together in peace, harmony and health and to view
each other as people of God. In your name we pray, Amen.
Michael Gallegly

Wednesday, March 10
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“Do to others as you would have them do to you.”
Luke 6:31
Luke 6:31 is a Scripture that we grow up learning from a very
young age. Almost everyone is able to recite Luke 6:31, although
they would likely refer to it as the “Golden Rule.” We’re all
taught the seemingly simple command to treat others the way that
we would want to be treated. This command is so ingrained in us,
and yet, I can’t help but think that these words of wisdom got lost
along the way.
Somehow, it often feels easier to apply these words of wisdom to
complete strangers than to those whom we know something
about. In these divisive times it can feel almost impossible to look
past our differences and maintain civility in the face of total disagreement. However, the point of Luke 6:31 is that the treatment
must be universal. The Scripture does not include a caveat that we
should “Do to others as you would have them do to you, as long
as you have something in common with them.” In order to live by
the words of Luke 6:31, we cannot pick and choose who we decide to treat with respect, kindness, and compassion. Everyone is
deserving of this treatment, not because they agree with you, but
often times in spite of the fact that they don’t. This can feel like
an especially daunting task when you struggle to find common
ground with someone with whom you fervently disagree. However, the Scripture teaches us that it isn’t about finding common
ground, it’s about choosing to show love and compassion, no
matter the circumstance.
Reading this Scripture has reminded me that, despite its brevity,
living by these words is not always easy. Let this Scripture serve
as a reminder that the times when it seems most difficult to live
by these words are often when we need them the most.
Prayer: Lord, help us to strive to live by these words, no matter
the circumstance. Help us to choose compassion, respect, and
love every single day. Amen.
Ingrid Eicher

Thursday, March 11
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“The mind of the wise makes their speech judicious, and adds
persuasiveness to their lips. Pleasant words are like a honeycomb, sweetness to the soul and health to the body.”
Proverbs 16:23-24
This proverb brings to mind James’s discourse on “the tongue” in
chapter three of the New Testament book named for him, describing the difficulty we humans have in restraining our speech.
James’ words in that chapter are written with a vigor that always
makes me think he had personally experienced the difficulties resulting from intemperate speech more than once in his life. I’m
sure many of us can relate. As he writes, “For all of us make
many mistakes. Anyone who makes no mistakes in speaking is
perfect, able to keep the whole body in check...” I can see him in
my imagination, shaking his head, thinking “My life would be
much easier if I would just keep my mouth shut!” As Proverbs
17:28 says, “Even fools are thought wise if they keep silent.” Is
taking a vow of silence our only option?
We say, “Actions speak louder than words,” but often this isn’t
really true. If our words push our neighbors away, or keep them
from seeing us as neighbors, we may never have a chance to
demonstrate our actions. The truth is, words are actions. What we
think in our hearts leads to the words we speak and directs our
actions towards others and their reactions to us. The way we
speak gives others a preview of how we will act, given the
chance.
Our current situation of quick media sound-bites and social media
quips – gamified to score points based on ‘likes’ or ‘reposts’ or
analytical ratings – seems to encourage quick, pithy, sharp arguments rather than kindness, humility, and love. In contrast, God
encourages us to speak in ways that are “sweet to the spirit and
bring healing to the body.” Not by mouthing pretty but empty
platitudes, but as God speaks to each of us, knowing us fully and
seeing us each as we are. God speaks the words we need to hear

Thursday, March 11

Who is My Neighbor

out of love for us, to encourage us along God’s path set before us.
Let us choose our words similarly.
Prayer: Lord, please help us to allow you to fill our hearts and
minds with your wisdom, love, and humility, to guide us so our
words and our actions may be in harmony. Help us to relate to
those you have placed around us in ways that reflect you and the
love you have for them. Amen.
Gary Ingram

Friday, March 12
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“Let all that you do be done in love.”
1 Corinthians 16:14
When I was in my 20’s, I worked at a desk job in an insurance
company, neither of which had been my intention coming out of
college. I was restless, trying to discover that unique vocation that
would fill my soul and make my days worthwhile. I was also an
advisor for our Senior High Fellowship group, which I loved. I
looked forward to those Sunday nights with my amazing group of
fellow advisors and some truly phenomenal high schoolers. I
hoped that I could make a difference in their lives and help them
navigate those tough teen years. One weekend, we were all on
retreat together, giving us more time to talk and get to know each
other. One morning, at breakfast, I was talking to my table about
how I was frustrated with my work situation, and wished that I
could be doing “good works” in the world, something that would
let me show God’s love. Casually, the lovely 17 year old sitting
next to me turned and said, “You know, Liz, we need good Christian people like you in every job; you can do God’s work wherever you are.” She then saw a boy she liked and ran off to chat with
him. I sat in my chair, stunned into silence. This incredibly wise
young woman had turned everything I had thought about “work”
on its head. Maybe it didn’t matter so much WHAT I was doing
as HOW I was doing it. And how I impacted the lives of those I
did it with. Was I the best worker I could be, making my boss’s
life easier? Did I ask my co-workers about their lives? Make them
feel important? Make them laugh? Those simple words from my
young friend were truly a re-statement of Paul’s words: Let all
you do be done in love. While I had hoped to help guide these
teens, it was I who had been counseled. And I have taken her
words to heart ever since.
Prayer: Dear Lord, help us remember that your Love can be
shown every day in every word we speak, every action we do,
every kindness we show. Help us to truly be your hands in the
world. Amen
Liz Messineo

Saturday, March 13
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“Surely God is my salvation, I will trust and not be afraid.
The Lord, the Lord, is my strength and song;
he has become my salvation.”
Isaiah 12:2
Fear is among one of the most powerful emotions that we experience as human beings. It can produce in us an animal instinct to
protect ourselves in times of danger - the fight or flight response.
It is a primitive emotion that often triggers chemical and physical
responses in our brains and bodies. It alerts us to the threat of
harm whether that harm is physical or psychological.
For some anxiety and worry are crippling emotions that preclude
a feeling of joy and happiness in life. The COVID-19 pandemic
has taken the lives of over 400,000 Americans and caused economic distress for many, it has also taken a heavy toll on mental
health. Some surveys state that more than 4 in 10 American adults
have developed depression or anxiety as a result of the events of
this last year. It is a staggering increase in such a short period of
time. Our lives have been significantly altered during this last
year as we have worked/learned/sheltered at home. We have been
cut off from some of our tried and tested ways of being in community with one another, which has left many feeling isolated and
alone. At the same time we have witnessed divisiveness and disruption in our nation which has again left us feeling unsettled and
contributed to feelings of despair. Even as we can begin to look
forward to a time when we are able to gather again, experts warn
that many of these feelings of anxiety will not immediately subside. If you are experiencing these feelings of anxiety and worry I
encourage you to seek professional help.
The prophet Isaiah was writing during one of the worst times in
the history of the people of Israel. They faced many enemies but
had strayed far from God and perhaps had become their own
worst enemy. Isaiah tells of a time when they will sing a song of
praise to the God who saved them, perhaps even from themselves.
It is a powerful reminder that no matter what or who our external
or internal enemies are we are called upon to turn to God and trust
in his power and strength.
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Perhaps today we need to hear again the powerful reminder from
Isaiah that God is indeed in control, that we can turn and trust in
God for salvation and we can rest in his eternal love and grace.
Our fears will not miraculously disappear, but perhaps this
knowledge can help us to face those fears, and seek comfort and
strength through God’s power.
Prayer: Dear God, as we continue to live through these difficult
days we pray for your comfort and hope to be with those who are
paralyzed by fear and worry. Strengthen each of us in ways that
will allow us to live faithfully in our world and trust in your goodness now and always, Amen.
Dr. Maureen Paterson

Sunday, March 14
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The Rich Man and Lazarus
“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine
linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate
lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who
longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich
man’s table; even the dogs would come and lick his sores. The
poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with
Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades,
where he was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. He called out, ‘Father
Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the tip
of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in agony in
these flames.’ But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that during your lifetime you received your good things, and Lazarus
in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and
you are in agony. Besides all this, between you and us a great
chasm has been fixed, so that those who might want to pass
from here to you cannot do so, and no one can cross from
there to us.’ He said, ‘Then, father, I beg you to send him to
my father’s house—for I have five brothers—that he may
warn them, so that they will not also come into this place of
torment.’ Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to them.’ He said, ‘No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the
prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises
from the dead.’” Luke 16:19-31

As Lent begins each year with Ash Wednesday, as we gather in
worship there is an opportunity to receive the imposition of ashes.
A cross is marked on each person’s forehead, as we speak these
words from Genesis: “Remember that you are dust, and to dust
you shall return.” Those words, accompanied with the ritual of
the ashes, are a reminder to us of our mortality. They are a reminder of our reliance upon God’s grace to receive eternal life.
And they mark the season of penitence that we are entering as
people of faith.
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This Lent I invite us to lift our gaze from what is temporary to
that which is eternal. I invite us to see our present suffering and
pain and hardship through the eyes of faith, and with an awareness of the eternity that awaits us in Christ.
Prayer: Dear God you are my refuge and strength, a present help
in trouble. Therefore I will not fear. By your mercy and grace instill in me the perspective of eternity. Instill in me the boldness to
let go of all that I grasp and hold onto, and cling only to you.
Amen.
Rev. Dennis Jones

Monday, March 15
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“Those who withhold kindness from a friend
forsake the fear of the Almighty.”
Job 6:14
One of the greatest blessings in this life is to have a few good
friends or a best friend. Someone who can always be counted on
when we need a laugh, an ear, or a good kick in the pants. To
have a good friend we must be a good friend. Giving that same
laugh, love, and attention that we want for ourselves.
I remember being unkind to a friend my sophomore year in high
school. It is one of the biggest regrets in my life. We live on opposite coasts and haven’t seen one another since graduation, but I
haven’t forgotten it 39 years later.
If I’m being honest, maybe not all “friends” are created equal, and
who really are our “friends”? In this passage, is Job referring to
the friends who we know will always be there for us? Or are they
the neighbors that we don’t really trust to repay the favor? Which
is it easier for us to forsake, or leave behind when we are needed
the most?
Anyone who withholds kindness from a neighbor turns their back
on God. Unfortunately, there have been more than a few times
that I have been unkind and lacked empathy for those with whom
I don’t agree. We are all entitled to our own opinions and interests, not everyone has to think and feel as we do. When we judge
others we are forgetting the Golden Rule - to treat others as we
want to be treated, and to love one another as we love ourselves.
Prayer: Heavenly Father, please help me to remember that we
are all God’s children and in need of kindness and respect. Help
me to have an open mind and heart to everyone and to love my
neighbor the way you love us, with a forgiving heart.
Laura Govan

Tuesday, March 16
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“How does God’s love abide
in anyone who has the world’s goods
and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?”
1 John 3:17
These are simple, direct, powerful words wrapped up in a challenge to measure how we act against what we profess to believe.
And they are words that tempt us to rationalize their hard truths.
A Bible scholar might question whether the letter was actually
authored by the Beloved Disciple and to whom it was directed,
pointing out the lack of greetings so common in Paul’s epistles.
A theologian might debate the true meaning of otherwise common words, arguing that these were written when everyone
expected the Second Coming was imminent and that brothers or
sisters were a small circle, suggesting that their meaning merely
applies to a time and place when possessions were readily shared
among fellow believers.
A lawyer might look for loopholes, contending that only today’s
billionaires have “the world’s goods” and limiting “brothers or
sisters in need” to our immediate family and then only the ones
who didn’t have a hand in causing their own misfortune.
A financial advisor might warn us that saving for our own needs
in retirement or creating an inheritance for our children are the far
more prudent course.
And yet. These words echo the teaching of Jesus, reminding us
that whatsoever we do on this earth to the least of God’s children,
we do to Him, and that we will eventually be judged accordingly.
So what would happen if we acted as though we really believed
that? What if we lived with God’s love abiding in us, opening our
eyes to see need beyond our families, our church, our communities, and our nation, and freely sharing in His Name the abundant
blessings He has showered upon us?
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Just imagine. Just think what the world could become if we lived
like that. If we loved like that.
Prayer: Gracious God, help us to open our eyes to those in need
around us, help us to open our ears to the groans of an aching
world, help us to open our hearts to share of our abundance so
that we can be Your Face, Your Love, Your Peace and Your Light
to the least, the last and the lost among Your children.
Helen Hoens

Wednesday, March 17
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“So let us not grow weary in doing what is right,
for we will reap at harvest time, if we do not give up.”
Galatians 6:9
I think we can all say that we are tired of virtual calls and social
distancing, washing our hands incessantly, and many pandemic
protocols. This past year has certainly changed how we all live.
We yearn for a time to congregate together safely, to hug, to share
in laughter and a smile, to celebrate with one another all of life’s
great blessings. I am tired of it but have yet to grow weary, as I
know it is what’s right.
The first time I planted a seed as a child, I would check it each
day and quickly became disheartened. I was impatient. As children of God we are commissioned to share God’s love with one
another, to love thy neighbor as thyself. I often find that helping a
neighbor rejuvenates my energy, as if that small seed planted
gives fruit right away. In reality it takes patience and proper care
from all who walk the garden.
At this time, doing what is right entails physically distancing
from one another and connecting virtually for the safety of our
neighbors near and far. It is easy to be distracted by the endless
scrolls of news and social media. It is easy to grow weary and forget the great harvest that is to come. Don’t give up!
Prayer: Lord, help us to be patient as we look forward to your
harvest. Give us the strength to come to you when we feel weary
and share the burdens that weigh us down. We pray for our
neighbors to feel your love. Thank you for this great community
of faith that so graciously offers your love and support. Help us to
see your blessings each day and have faith in all those yet to
come. Amen.
Josh Felter

Thursday, March 18
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“Anxiety weighs down the human heart,
but a good word cheers it up.”
Proverbs 12:25
I was asked to write a devotion just before the Inauguration of our
new President and so the above verse from Proverbs 12 was on
my mind. What good word will cheer us up? I had been feeling
somewhat anxious for the future of our country, as I believe that
the unrest and upheaval happening since this summer is even
more detrimental than the pandemic we are experiencing. Anxiety
was weighing down my heart.
On the morning of the election, Don and I turned on the TV and
as I entered the room, Amanda Gorman was just being announced
to read her poem, “The Hill We Climb”. She is the youngest poet
laureate to take part in this historic event. I stopped to listen and
felt as though God had sent me to hear her message. Wow – this
22 year old was able to state our worries and our hopes as she
asked our country and our leaders to strive for unity, healing, and
harmony, and to celebrate diversity: “to compose a country, committed to all cultures, colors, characters and conditions of man.”
Amanda’s words resonate strongly with me and her good words
definitely cheer me up. God is definitely at work in this young
woman, who concluded her poem with: “When day comes, we
step out of the shade, aflame and unafraid. The new dawn blooms
as we free it. For there is always light if only we’re brave enough
to see it, if only we’re brave enough to be it.”
As I write this I am mindful that tonight I am doing a zoom call
with college-aged folks from BRPC and I plan to discuss this
poem with them. I am certain that our young people will be brave
enough to share good words as they spread the light of Christ to
others. What hope and cheer the young give us! Should you feel
anxious, reach out to both God and to young people, to hear the
good word that gives our hearts great cheer.
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Prayer: Dear God, may our young people, our church, our country and our globe look to your light to direct us always—as your
guiding light shines on all of us. Thank you, Lord, for your good
and encouraging words that provide relief, comfort, peace and
joy!
Cathi Reckenbeil
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“Love is patient; love is kind;
love is not envious or boastful or arrogant.”
1 Corinthians 13:4
When I was in my late twenties and early thirties and seemed to
be attending a wedding every summer weekend, this passage
caught my attention, and it has stayed with me all these years. It
always seemed to be one of the Scripture readings at the weddings, and in time, it has become a familiar comfort, like a welcome wedding guest or friendly neighbor.
Our neighborhood has changed slowly over the last 23 years,
since my wife, Loren, and I moved to Basking Ridge. We added
three residents ourselves, though they’re temporarily away at college. Some of the homes have turned over recently, but our neighbors across the street remain with us. They’re a lovely elderly
couple. And over the years, I’ve picked up the habit of snow
blowing their driveway when we have winter storms. Without
fail, the next day I receive a phone call of gratitude and the most
delicious coffee cake delivered to my front porch. I don’t do it for
the coffee cake (though it is that good!). And I don’t share this
story to boast! Only my family knows this routine. I do it simply
because it’s the neighborly thing to do, and it feels good to help
others. It’s actually become an annual tradition that I look forward to, and I have to say last year’s lack of accumulated snow
left me with a hollow feeling. As I write this reflection, a storm of
up to a foot of snow is expected, and I can’t wait to start up the
snow blower tomorrow.
So it occurs to me that maybe this hunkering down we’ve been
doing for the last eleven months is just a longer version of being
shut in during a winter storm. Maybe simple gestures like baking
a coffee cake are the familiar presence of a wedding guest or
friendly neighbor, who show us the patience and kindness we all
need to weather the pandemic, one neighborhood at a time.
Prayer: Dear Lord, please give us the strength and patience, humility and kindness to reveal your love for us through simple gestures of compassion and empathy toward our neighbors and others. In Jesus’ name, we pray.

George Alexis

Saturday, March 20
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“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.”
Matthew 5:7
Most of the time when we are thinking about mercy we are talking about the ways that God is merciful towards us; the ways in
which God withholds punishment from us when we sin against
both God and others. However this passage in Matthew’s gospel,
which forms part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, is not talking
about God’s mercy towards us but rather the mercy that we
should extend to others.
The dictionary definition of mercy is “compassion or forgiveness
shown toward someone whom it is within one’s power to punish
or harm.” Jesus is therefore calling his disciples to act towards
others as God has acted towards them. It is a powerful model of
living in community and asks us to not exercise the power that we
have to cause others pain or discomfort.

Now you may be thinking, “I don’t go around punishing people
or causing them harm,” and that may be true in the physical
sense, but what about in more subtle ways? How do our actions
or words cause harm to others? Perhaps it’s the words that we
speak in anger to our loved ones or work colleagues. How do we
respond to the mistakes that others make? When others are in the
wrong do we enjoy pointing out their faults or errors? When we
are in positions of power do we enjoy using that power to make
others feel small and insignificant? We can all probably think of
times in our lives when someone has used their power in ways
that hurt us, but can we be equally honest about the times when
we have done the same things?
Loving our neighbor means wanting the best for that person at all
times, even if they have harmed us, even when we think they deserve some comeuppance. It can be hard to reign in our emotions
and overcome feelings of anger or revenge. We may even feel
like our harsh words or actions can be justified. When we choose
not to act on those impulses but instead show love and mercy we
are truly using our power in ways that build others up and show
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God’s love. We are acting in the way that God acts towards us
and surely we will continue to receive God’s mercy in our lives.
Prayer: Merciful God, we rejoice in the love that comes to us
anew each day from you. Help us to share and show that love to
others. Teach us ways to use our power that builds up rather than
tears down and brings people closer to you. Lead us Lord in your
ways. Amen.
Dr. Maureen Paterson

Sunday, March 21
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Jesus Heals a Blind Beggar Near Jericho
“As he approached Jericho, a blind man was sitting by the
roadside begging. When he heard a crowd going by, he asked
what was happening. They told him, “Jesus of Nazareth is
passing by.” Then he shouted, “Jesus, Son of David, have
mercy on me!” Those who were in front sternly ordered him
to be quiet; but he shouted even more loudly, “Son of David,
have mercy on me!” Jesus stood still and ordered the man to
be brought to him; and when he came near, he asked him,
“What do you want me to do for you?” He said, “Lord, let me
see again.” Jesus said to him, “Receive your sight; your faith
has saved you.” Immediately he regained his sight and followed him, glorifying God; and all the people, when they saw
it, praised God.” Luke 18:35-43
One of the dimensions of the life and ministry of Jesus that most
moves me, and which is particularly emphasized in the gospel of
Luke, is the special care and attention Jesus gives to those who
are on the fringe, to outcasts, to those who are viewed by many in
society as having less honor and value. By the way he eats with
them and spends time in their homes and befriends them, he reminds us that all people are made in God’s image, all people are
worthy of dignity and inclusion, all people are dearly loved by
God and are meant to be loved by us as well.
It’s what is happening in today’s passage. A blind man by the
side of the road is begging, that his most basic needs might be
met. We do not learn his name. All that we learn is his ailment.
His disability. The vulnerable and troubled state that he is in. He
shouts to Jesus, asking for mercy and for a miracle. Others in the
crowd, others who likely have no need for begging, admonish
him to be quiet. But Jesus hears him. He sees him. He asks that
the man be brought to him, and after asking him what he wants,
he heals him.
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Prayer: Dear God help me to learn how to love those whom our
society often devalues and casts aside. Help me to love, in word
and deed, those who are vulnerable, or alone, or in trouble. Help
me to be an instrument of your healing and your hope for someone who feels forgotten. Amen.
Rev. Dennis Jones

Monday, March 22
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“Whoever pursues righteousness and kindness
will find life and honor.”
Proverbs 21:21
Personally, I have always struggled with the word “Righteous”.
Reason being that the definition which comes to my mind first
and foremost is an outraged sense of justice or moral indignation. We have plenty of examples of righteous indignation in
this world today. People who preach their views—and condemn
others who do not conform to theirs. Shouting at the world
through social media seems to be the rage today.
Proverbs 21:21 is about the other definition of righteousness—
living life in a moral way in which kindness, love, forgiveness
and understanding are incorporated into our daily actions. It is
the call to pursue righteousness through these virtues in our
treatment of others. If our conduct and character include sympathy, fairness and equity—then we too will be rewarded with a
life abundant, rich with love and honor. In choosing the actions
and teachings of God in our daily lives—we will reap much as a
result.
So, which do we choose? The sanctimonious definition—where
we are indignant, hypocritically pious and judgmental? Or do
we choose to be true to our values and lead our lives by virtuous example—through caring for others, being the good neighbor, having the grace to walk in another’s shoes, or just bestowing kindness in small ways? It is ours to decide—and depending
upon which choice we make—we will indirectly benefit
through richness in companionship and the honor of our actions.
Prayer: Dear God, Help us to redefine righteousness through
our choices. Let us be righteous through actions of kindness,
mercy and grace toward our family, neighbors and community.
Let us lead by example in how we treat others—and through
those actions may we be richly rewarded by a life well
lived. Let our will be that of God’s.

Wendy L. Potter

Tuesday, March 23
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“But love your enemies, do good, and lend,
expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be great,
and you will be children of the Most High;
for he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked.”
Luke 6:35
A few years ago I listened to a college course on psychology, and
I am astonished by how well Bible passages reflect modern psychological cause and effect. I share two takeaways: 1) beliefs of
self-identity are highly resistant to change and 2) actions cause
those beliefs.
Social and support networks often urge us to frame competition
and struggle as: us vs. them; good vs. evil; allies vs. enemies; my
friends vs. my ex’s. Or not—do we have any choice?
Saying, “I am who I am because I am the enemy of x”, where x
can be climate change, pedophilia, abortion, gun, is a powerful
but narrowing way to define oneself. That framing diminishes our
personal “I am” and dehumanizes those with whom we struggle.
Striving to “love your enemies” is powerful, soul-expanding,
hard, and distinctive of authentic Christian self-identity.
One can love and struggle at the same time. Love is not a “like”
in support of ingratitude and wickedness. Love is a hoping for
and action toward the well-being of another person, who is also
loved by God.
As a child over fifty years ago, a friend and I scurried about the
Bernardsville shopping mall looking for change in the coin return
of telephone booths. Our largest payday came after we almost interrupted a well-dressed, middle-aged black man while he was
making a call. When he left, we rushed in and found many
coins—a gift without expectation of repayment from that man. I
was oblivious at the time to the racial tension and riots of the day.
This man could well have seen me as an enemy; he did not. He
showed love, and I have admired him all my life.
Prayer: Loving God, help me frame my struggles so that without
exception I choose actions that express love. Amen.
Jon Whitlock

Wednesday, March 24
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“Love one another with mutual affection;
outdo one another in showing honor.”
Romans 12:10
What does it mean to be a Christian? Different people would answer that question differently. There is a perception that if someone does decent things, and is generally kind then they are a
Christian. That’s a good type of person to be, but it’s lacking in
the definition of what it means to be a Christian. People of every
faith and no faith, could be described in the same way.
There are those for whom a Christian is defined as someone who
goes to church. That might be pointing more in the right direction, but it is still lacking. Not everyone who goes to church is a
Christian. There are plenty of people who are in the pews on a
Sunday morning who are there because of the optics of being in a
place of worship. They want to be seen. It’s all about perception
rather than faith. There are plenty who are committed to the
church and what they think the church should be, but are not necessarily Christian people. They are church people, which is not
the same as being a Christian.
So, what does it mean to be a Christian? Well, the definition is in
the name: say what you see. A CHRISTian is someone who is a
follower of Christ, who has realized all that God has done for him
or her, who is amazed by the wonderful grace of God in Jesus
Christ, and has responded to that in the way that Paul has urged
them at the beginning of Romans 12—to offer themselves as a
living sacrifice. That’s what it means to be a Christian at its very
core—to be a faithful follower of the Lord Jesus.
But that’s only the beginning. Paul does make it clear that if one
is a follower of Jesus, then there will be clear signs in the way
they live their life. Today’s verse is in the middle of a passage
that some Bibles title the “Marks of a True Christian.” They are
listed as commands, but really they are more identifiers. It’s not
so much a to-do list as a list of defining characteristics. In other
words, if you are a follower of Jesus, this is how people will
know. This is how you are going to live. This is what your actions
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will be like. Right at the beginning of the list you find Paul urging
Christians to love. “Let love be genuine, love one another with
Brotherly Love.” What is interesting is that in these two verses he
uses three distinct words for love. The first word means the type
of self-sacrificing love that looks at the core of the person and
gives itself freely no matter the cost. It describes the love that Jesus has for the church, the love that drove him to the cross.
The focus for Lent is Who is My Neighbor? But this verse actually causes us to look even closer to home. Our neighbors are those
who are outside, who may be different from us, who are not part
of our household, but who we are called to love as family. The
first word describes the love that there is between family members. There might be a little bit of a love/hate relationship in some
families, but there is a commitment, no matter how much you
might dislike each other in a particular moment, you are held together by the bonds of your family love. Some translations say be
devoted to each other. The second word is the word that talks of
the love that siblings have for each other, brotherly love.
As we ask ourselves the question, Who is my neighbor? We need
to ask ourselves who is in my family? What does it mean to love
one another in the family of God? For it is only when we love one
another as brothers and sisters in Christ that we can truly love our
neighbors.
And that’s what it means to be a Christian.
Prayer: Dear Lord, help me to know that I belong to you. That I
am part of your family. Help me to love all those who are my
brothers and sisters, especially those that are hardest to like. That
in loving them, I may love my neighbors. That they may see Jesus
in me, and come to know him. Amen.
Rev. Ian Rankine

Thursday, March 25
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“Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing
that some have entertained angels without knowing it.”
Hebrews 13:2
As I read this passage I am reminded of the Bible’s foundational
role in literature, in society, and in culture as a generality. How
many other lessons, common expressions, or teachings on decency and morality revolve around the idea of treating others the way
you wish to be treated? Treating others the way you would if you
knew someone was watching you?
I suppose that when Hebrews was written, the proverbial carrot
that the then-intended reader needed to see ahead of them was an
angel. Perhaps not quite the message that would be required to be
resonant today! The spirit and underpinning of the verse, though,
is what is embodied in uncountable modern day adaptations we
read in books, hear on TV, see on plaques, and deliver to youth in
moments of guidance in our daily lives.
Reflecting on this passage leads to me to pray:
Dear God, please allow me to care and be concerned for others
such that those who see and know me, also see and know that
God has called us to do so. Let those I love learn from me, and
take God’s, and my own, teachings to their heart. Amen.
David Fahey

Friday, March 26
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“Above all, maintain constant love for one another,
for love covers a multitude of sins.”
1 Peter 4:8
Love, the word love makes me so happy. I am a hopeless romantic and have always believed that love can conquer all. This year
has certainly been a challenge in all our lives and has changed
many things, even how we love. In early March days turned to
weeks and weeks turned to months and we quickly realized that
our lives would look very different. No more hugs, no in person
smiles and laughs, no gatherings to celebrate our successes or our
losses. The pandemic has forced us to go against everything we
are inherently used to doing: sharing our love.
How do we find a way to “love” in the time of Covid? Well, we
have to look no further than the Bible.
“Let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone
who loves has been born of God and knows God. He sent his only
Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love:
not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an
atoning sacrifice for our sins.” 1 John 4:7-10. Now we are almost
a year into our new normal. Love may look different for most of
us right now, our days are filled with zoom meetings and facetime
calls, ordering our groceries online and celebrating with car parades and chalk drawings, but what I have learned is we can still
love each other deeply. In the little things we do each day, making a meal for my family is love, sharing a kind word to a
stranger in passing is love, donating to a charity is love, paying
for someone’s Starbucks order in the drive thru is love, praying
for those that we don’t agree with is love.
“I am a little pencil in the hand of a writing God who is sending a
love letter to the world” ~ Mother Teresa
How will you love today?
Prayer: Dear God, we thank you for putting us first. Help us to
spread the love that you have for us with all those we meet, even
in times of great challenge. In your name we pray, Amen.

Stacy Currie

Saturday, March 27

Who is My Neighbor

“I hereby command you: Be strong and courageous;
do not be frightened or dismayed,
for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.”
Joshua 1:9
If the last year has taught us anything it is that we so often have
very little knowledge or control over our future. None of us could
have predicted what 2020 would have in store for us as a nation
or as a world. We had to embrace new ways of working, learning,
worshipping, shopping and gathering with friends and family as
the COVID-19 pandemic changed our normal ways of life. In the
midst of all of that we witnessed a year of social upheaval with
civil unrest and political divisiveness. While we may have hoped
that 2021 would bring a change to our situation the assault on the
Capitol on January 6 proved that we still had a long way to go to
heal the brokenness in our society. It would be almost natural for
us to be frightened and dismayed by the current challenges we
face as a nation and to feel powerless to make any difference.
Joshua reminds the people to trust in God’s strength, to lean on
that in their lives. We may look around at the challenges that we
face and feel that there is nothing that we can do, that we have no
power to change the situation, but Joshua calls to be
“courageous.”
Where do you need courage in your life to overcome a divisive
situation? Is God calling you to stand up for someone who has no
voice or no power? Do you need God’s strength as you speak up
for the needs of others in your workplace or school? Where might
we be called to use our courage to help build bridges in our community between different races/religions/political groups?
Joshua writes to the people of his day to offer a word of hope and
encouragement, he wants to inspire them to continue to trust in
the God who made them and who would never desert them.
Those same words need to be heard by us today, a reminder that
whatever we face in the future we are held in God’s care and
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presence, God goes with us to guide us, direct us and support us.
May we have the courage to follow where God leads.
Prayer: Creator God, as we continue to work through the challenges of our days help us to trust in your power and strength.
Lead us Lord and give us strength to follow in your ways to build
a better world, in Christ’s name we pray, Amen.

Dr. Maureen Paterson

Palm Sunday
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“When he had come near Bethphage and Bethany, at the
place called the Mount of Olives, he sent two of the disciples,
saying, “Go into the village ahead of you, and as you enter it
you will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden. Untie it and bring it here. If anyone asks you, ‘Why are you untying it?’ just say this, ‘The Lord needs it.’” So those who
were sent departed and found it as he had told them. As they
were untying the colt, its owners asked them, “Why are you
untying the colt?” They said, “The Lord needs it.” Then they
brought it to Jesus; and after throwing their cloaks on the
colt, they set Jesus on it. As he rode along, people kept spreading their cloaks on the road. As he was now approaching the
path down from the Mount of Olives, the whole multitude of
the disciples began to praise God joyfully with a loud voice
for all the deeds of power that they had seen, saying,
“Blessed is the king
who comes in the name of the Lord!
Peace in heaven,
and glory in the highest heaven!”
Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, order your disciples to stop.” He answered, ‘I tell you, if these
were silent, the stones would shout out.’” Luke 19:29-40
Today marks the beginning of our journey through Holy Week.
Today is Palm Sunday, also called Passion Sunday, for it commemorates the event of Jesus’ triumphal entry into the city of Jerusalem when he is recognized as Messiah and King, and it marks
the final phase of his journey to the cross and his redemptive sacrifice for all the world.
There is a danger in church life to jump straight from the parade
of Palm Sunday to the joyful songs, happy faces, and celebration
of Easter Sunday. There is the risk of missing the vital part of the
story, the sacrifice, and the expressions of God’s immeasurable
love that happen during the days in between. This year I pray that
you won’t miss it. I invite you to be present in worship on Palm
Sunday, and on Easter Sunday, and to also be with us on Maundy
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Thursday and Good Friday. To not miss that part of the story. Jesus is indeed Messiah and King, he is indeed the Son of God, the
one who came to set us free from our sin and be made whole.
May we discover anew this Holy Week the depth of his great love
for us and for all the world.
Prayer: God of each one of us, you gave your only-begotten Son
to take the form of a servant, and to be obedient even unto death
on a cross. Give us the same mind that was in Christ Jesus, that
sharing with him in his humility we may come to be with him in
his glory. Amen.
Rev. Dennis Jones

Monday, March 29
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“...and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one
another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.”
Ephesians 4:32
One of the simplest and clearest instructions in Paul’s message on
Church unity and living a Christ-like life, the call to be kind and
forgiving can be a challenge to meet consistently. It’s easy to be
kind to people who are kind to you, but more difficult for those
who make you angry, or for those with whom conflict has led to
vitriol or estrangement. And the divisiveness we now see between
people, parties and nations can discourage any intention to forgive or even understand.
And yet, we also aspire to heal - in posts that remind us that one
does not know the battles fought by another, in calls for favoring
discourse over dispute and rapprochement over rancor, and in our
desire to re-form our communities that have been fractured, separated, and isolated. How do we move forward with Paul’s guidance, even while believing that some anger is justified and righteous?
Perhaps we can chip away at the edges, find spots of common
ground, and muster more patience for those we love and more
acceptance of those with whom we disagree. As Paul reminds us,
we are neighbors and members of one another.
Prayer: Lord, continue to grace us with your kindness and forgiveness, that we may share it with all that we meet and in all that
we do. Let us choose paths that serve our neighbors, words that
rebuild our relationships, and actions that encourage unity in our
world.
Jeff Schaub

Tuesday, March 30
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“Those who despise their neighbors are sinners, but happy
are those who are kind to the poor.”
Proverbs 14:21
I have often found many nuggets of wisdom in the midst of Eugene Peterson’s translation of the Bible, The Message. His take
on Proverbs 14:21 is this: “It’s criminal to ignore a neighbor in
need, but compassion for the poor—what a blessing!” Peterson is
a bit more specific about what kind of ‘neighbor’ this Proverb is
speaking about. Not just any old neighbor like the folks across the
street or next door, but rather our neighbors “in need.” Why, I
wonder?
My simple answer is this…our neighbors in need are much harder
to love than our neighbors who have enough or are just like us.
This may be hard to admit, but I suspect you might also recognize
it as a basic part of our human nature. Isn’t it easier to love those
who are just like you? Who share your values? Your opinions?
Your idea of what success looks like? But to love our neighbors
in need, that often takes a lot more effort. Sure, it may be easy to
donate used clothing to the local Goodwill, drop off food at a
food pantry, or even serve a meal at a soup kitchen. But what
does it take to sit down and share a meal with a client at the soup
kitchen, to make meaningful conversation with them, to truly listen to their story, and (here’s where it might get tricky) to honor
them and not judge them for why they are clients at the soup
kitchen in the first place?
Our society is often telling us if we work harder, we will have
great success. “You must pull yourself up by your bootstraps,” we
are told. Yet, Proverbs is reminding us that not everyone has
bootstraps to pull up! Proverbs is urging us to love our neighbors
in need, to have compassion and kindness for the poor. Proverbs
is prodding us to recognize the common humanity we share in all
people. Proverbs is calling us to not ignore, but to actively see
and have compassion for our neighbors in need.
How is God calling you to love your neighbor, especially your
neighbor in need?
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Prayer: Holy One, During this time of Lent, help us to open our
hearts to see all people as your children, beloved and blessed,
and to put our hands to work for the sick, the downtrodden, and
the poor. May we be good neighbors, especially to our neighbors
in need. Amen.
Rev. Kim Hoare

Wednesday, March 31
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“...but let those who boast boast in this, that they understand
and know me, that I am the Lord; I act with steadfast love,
justice, and righteousness in the earth,
for in these things I delight, says the Lord.”
Jeremiah 9:24
When Moses asked God, “Who shall I say sent me?” God simply
said, “I Am Who I Am and What I Am, and I Will Be What I
Will Be”. And He said, “You shall say this to the Israelites: I Am
has sent me to you!” And that was who God was...just a being, a
reality, and the God of the Jewish nation.
Many centuries later, the people of Israel and the Old Testament
prophets began to understand their God was a lot more. God was
the only God, the God of Gods, the God who created the entire
world and all its people.
And the prophets and writers also began describing God and
God’s nature.
The God of the Old Testament (or Hebrew Bible) is
arguably one of the most fascinating deities in all
religious literature: complex and multifaceted; prone
to great acts of mercy and kindness, although not
above brutal acts of punishment and wrath; consumed with care for the world and its inhabitants;
capable of changing direction or mind; inexplicably
in love with God’s people and deeply concerned
with their ways in the world. (From God in the Old
Testament by Brent A. Strawn)
In our Scripture lesson today, the writer of Jeremiah wrote, “I am
the Lord, who exercises kindness, justice and righteousness on
earth—for in these I delight.”
Instead of just describing a lot of rules and laws (as in Leviticus
and Deuteronomy) the prophets began describing a God who is
kind, and just, and righteous, and expects us also to be kind and
just and righteous. “Learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice...” (Isaiah 1:17).
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Many centuries later, Jesus went a step farther. He showed us
how to love others and do good, he gave us examples of what
those Old Testament prophets really meant, and he demonstrated
in his teachings and life what it meant to be kind, and how to seek
justice, and how to live an authentic life of righteousness.
Simply put, he taught us how to live, and how to love, and how to
define our neighbor—simply by saying we must love and care for
everyone because everyone is our neighbor—everyone, regardless
of nationality, ethnicity, race, economic condition, age or likability.
Prayer: O Lord, help us to understand your Word. And then give
us the strength and courage to do what we know is right as we try
to be kind, and just, and righteous in everything we do. Amen
Rev. Bruce Schundler

Maundy Thursday
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“I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.
Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.”
John 13:34
The disciples would certainly have been familiar with the command to love one another. “Love your neighbor as yourself” is
part of the Great Commandment, echoing Leviticus 19:18, which
Jesus said was the “foundation of the Law and the Prophets.”
Loving one another was a foundational piece of the Jewish tradition. But Jesus says this is a new commandment, and different
from what came before.
Jesus is now calling his disciples, and through them all of the
faithful, to a higher form of love, not tender and emotional, but
sacrificial. Jesus’ love is shown through difficult acts: putting
himself at risk to heal others, washing the feet of the man who he
knew would betray him, and ultimately sacrificing himself on the
cross.

This new commandment says that just as he loved us—through
sacrifice—we should love one another. So many of the teachings
of Jesus are aspirational, rather than literal. He is not asking us to
literally die for everyone, but he’s asking us to love through action, not just emotion. He’s asking us to put in the work, and to
love other people, even when it’s not easy, and even when it’s
downright difficult, or perhaps comes at a personal cost.
He’s asking us to love all people. The people who agree with us
on issues, and the people who don’t. The people who are fun to
be around, and the people who aren’t. The people who have
sinned, and the people who got hurt because of it. He’s asking us
to love the people who at times seem almost unlovable—not in
spite of the fact that they seem unlovable, but because of it.
This is especially important in troubled times like these, where
loving isn’t necessarily easy, and we’re all so caught up in our
own struggles that it’s difficult to focus on giving back to others.
But this is the sort of sacrifice to which Jesus calls us. Love takes
work. And when you make the sacrifice to really, truly, love all
people, it will always lead you on a path to Jesus Christ.

Maundy Thursday

Who is My Neighbor

Prayer: Loving and merciful God, fill our hearts with your love
that we may have the will to follow Jesus’ example and love others, even when we are weak or tired or angry, and the love
doesn’t come easy. Shepherd us through these difficult times and
grant your grace and peace to all those whom we love, and all
those whom we ought to love, now and forever. Amen.

Sam and Jackie Webster

Good Friday

Who is My Neighbor

“Do not fear, for I am with you, do not be afraid,
for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will help you,
I will uphold you with my victorious right hand.”
Isaiah 41:10
Fear is a powerful emotion in any age. Long ago Isaiah addressed
these words to Hebrew people who had lived in exile, they existed in a constant state of fear. Many years later Jesus and his
friends gathered in secret in an Upper Room to celebrate a Passover Meal. But sensing that Jesus would soon be captured by the
Temple authorities and turned over to the Romans for execution,
the mood that night was one of great fear. Each person there wondered what would happen to them.
Drawing on the wisdom of Isaiah who assured his people that
God would strengthen them and help them, Jesus assured his followers that night that he would not desert them, but send the Holy
Spirit to strengthen and help them in their weakness. And of
course these words about fear speak in a dramatic way to those of
us living in isolation and battling an unseen enemy virus in the
midst of an economic crisis and racial and cultural turmoil.
Fear is a normal and sometimes helpful emotion, but it becomes a
tyrant when we face life as if everything depended on our own
wisdom and our own strength. Each day we make a choice. We
can live in fear, or we can live in faith believing that God will indeed be our strength and help. The contrast is symbolized for me
by thinking of that giant statue of Atlas in Rockefeller Center in
New York carrying the weight of the entire world on his straining
shoulders. But take a moment to go across the street to St. Patrick's Cathedral, and walk down that long aisle towards the altar.
There you will see the figure of Jesus as a young man, holding a
globe of the world in one hand. As you face your fears, remember
Isaiah's promise from God: "Do not be afraid for I am your God."
Prayer: O God, by your Holy Spirit at work within us, help us to
choose to walk by faith and not by fear. Amen.
Rev. Bob Beringer

Holy Saturday

Who is My Neighbor

“Do not repay evil for evil or abuse for abuse;
but on the contrary, repay with a blessing. It is for this that
you were called—that you might inherit a blessing”
1 Peter 3:9
If we are honest we probably prefer the Old Testament concept of
an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth over this sentiment from
1 Peter. It is much easier to fall into patterns of returning the negative behaviors of others and seeking revenge against those who
have harmed us. And many times we feel justified in these
thoughts or actions based on our understanding of justice or fairness.
Today’s Scripture challenges that way of thinking. We are called
to step beyond these human ways of thinking and move into a
more divine standard of relating to others. As we approach Easter
we are reminded of the ways in which even in his very last days
on earth Jesus was able to model that divine compassion and
kindness. When he knew that Judas would betray him into the
hands of his enemies, he sat at the table with him, broke bread
and shared the cup of salvation. When some of the disciples
rushed to try to defend him against those who came to arrest him,
he calmly tells them to put away their weapons. When Jesus is
mocked by the prison guards and questioned by Pilate, he remains
true to his identity and doesn’t rail against his enemies. Even on
the cross itself Jesus is able to offer a word of blessing to the
criminal crucified alongside him.

Now, we are not Jesus! It is so much harder for us to respond in
this manner, but we are called to strive towards this in our lives.
We are called to show the same compassion to our enemies as we
do towards our friends and our family. We are called to show love
towards those with whom we disagree. We are called to show in
our actions the love and grace and compassion of Christ. It
doesn’t come easily and so we must intentionally check our behavior on a regular basis. We must be willing to admit when we
have acted in anger towards those who have been unkind towards
us or others. We must be willing to offer a word of kindness to
those who we view as sowing evil in our world.

Holy Saturday

Who is My Neighbor

Sometimes that word of blessing might be so unexpected that it
may just change the whole tone of the relationship or conversation, opening up the possibility for real understanding and communication.
Prayer: Forgive us Lord for the times when we have sought revenge on others, times when we have acted in anger or justified
our own evil behavior. Grant us the strength and the wisdom to
love as you love, to forgive as you forgave and to share your
blessings in our world, in Christ’s name we pray. Amen.
Dr. Maureen Paterson

Easter Sunday

Who is My Neighbor

The Resurrection of Jesus
“But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came to
the tomb, taking the spices that they had prepared. They
found the stone rolled away from the tomb, but when they
went in, they did not find the body. While they were perplexed about this, suddenly two men in dazzling clothes stood
beside them. The women were terrified and bowed their faces
to the ground, but the men said to them, “Why do you look
for the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen.
Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, that
the Son of Man must be handed over to sinners, and be crucified, and on the third day rise again.” Then they remembered
his words, and returning from the tomb, they told all this to
the eleven and to all the rest. Now it was Mary Magdalene,
Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the other women
with them who told this to the apostles. But these words
seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.
But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking
in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home,
amazed at what had happened.” Luke 24:1-12
When the women traveled to the tomb to prepare Jesus’ body for
burial with spices, they could not have imagined what they would
find there. The stone that protected the body of their Lord had
been moved. Two men in dazzling clothing appeared, and the
body of Jesus was not in the tomb. It was likely a great trauma to
behold all at once. It was unexpected and unexplainable. Even
with the words of the men, they had no frame of reference to understand what they were trying to say. Even Peter was at a loss to
understand what had happened. Do you notice that in Luke’s account of the Easter story, Jesus never does appear? The reality of
Jesus’ return has not yet been fully understood or experienced. In
Luke the first post-Easter encounter with Jesus is experienced by
two of the disciples as they walk the seven mile journey from Jerusalem to Emmaus. Today, we are left with an empty tomb and
an unfinished story. We are given hope that there is more to this
story. We are given courage to look beyond the grave. And we
are given the assurance that miracles can occur.

Easter Sunday

Who is My Neighbor

Prayer: God of Life, you astounded the women at the tomb with
the surprising news of Jesus’ resurrection. May their awe and joy
be ours as we also go out to spread the gospel of life and salvation. Give us faith and give us courage. Amidst the uncertainty
and fear that we face, help us bear witness to the truth of Easter.
Help us to finish the story. Amen.

Rev. Dennis Jones
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