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for the Fourth Sunday of Easter, May 15, 2011 

____1st Reading: Acts 2:42-47
Those who had just been baptized (on Pentecost) and became part of the church had a yearning for learning more about their faith. Do you think that’s important? Why or why not? What can we do as Christians in the church today to grow in our faith?   Thinking about the time since your own baptism, what are the most significant things you have learned about what it means to be a Christian?
____2nd Reading: Ps 23

Read this beloved psalm out loud. What verse or phrase really speaks to you right now in your life? Why? To what "green pastures and still waters" has God led you in the past? Through what dark valleys? What other image for God would you use rather than Shepherd? Complete this: "The Lord is my….." 

____3rd Reading: 1 Peter 2:19-25

This whole passage is about suffering. Put it in your own words. A very popular question we hear and see a lot today is, “What Would Jesus Do?” Peter seems to be saying, “Look at what Jesus did, how he endured and handled his suffering, and follow his example.” How has Jesus been a model or example for you? In what areas of your own life have you find inspiration from his teachings and his example? 
____4th Reading: John 10:1-10

In the Psalm. Epistle, and now the Gospel reading we see the them of sheep and shepherds. What do they think about being compared to sheep? How are we like sheep? And how has God been like a shepherd to us?
The Lord is Our Shepherd

Based on Psalm 23

Read Psalm 23 and then complete the following:

1. Who is WITH me? “my ___________​__________​__” (vss1,4) 

2. What is BENEATH me? “green __________________ (vs.2 )

3. What’s BESIDE me? “still _____________________” (vs 2b)

4. What’s BEFORE me? “a _______________________” (vs 5)

5. What’s AROUND me? “mine ____________________” (vs 5)

6. What’s UPON me? “my head with _______________” (vs 5b)

7. What’s BEHIND me?
“goodness & _______________” (vs 6)

8. What’s AHEAD for me? “the ___________of the Lord” (vs 6b)

Wherever we go, whatever the circumstance, the shepherding care of God is...WITH US, BENEATH US, BESIDE US, BEFORE US, AROUND US, UPON US, BEHIND US, AHEAD OF US…

Thanks be to God!!!!

PRAYER OF THE WEEK:  Lord, you are my Shepherd. You have led me through the green pastures and still waters of…(you complete). You have restored my life by…(complete). You have led me in the rights paths when…(complete). You were with me in the dark valley of…(complete). You protected me when…(complete). So whatever this week brings, I will trust you. Amen.
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for the Fifth Sunday of Easter, May 22, 2011
____1st Reading: Acts 7:55-60
You should read Acts 6 & 7 to get the whole story about Stephen. Jot down or discuss your observations about him. What stands out to you? Luke is obviously comparing Stephen to Christ. How so? What would you being willing to sacrifice for your faith in Christ? Who are some modern day martyrs? Stephen was able to forgive those who were stoning him. Who do you need to forgive who has caused you pain?

____2nd Reading: Ps 31:1-5, 15-16

Think back to a time and place when you felt the most secure. Take turns sharing it and why it was that way for you. Where or how might the Psalmist answer that question? What does it mean for you and your family today to say and really believe, "Lord, our times are in your hand"? Now you might wish to read and sing the great hymn, "A Mighty Fortress" that was based on psalm like this one.

____3rd Reading: 1 Peter 2:2-10

In what spiritual ways do you feel you are like a "newborn infant"? Where or how have you been growing? What "spiritual milk" has God been giving you lately? How have you most recently tasted of the Lord's goodness? How has God blessed you, fed you? What does it mean to you to be called a "living stone" built into "a spiritual house"? For what purpose were we chosen (vs 9)?

____4th Reading: John 14:1-14

What was your room like when you were growing up? Take turns sharing these memories. What's the most elegant room in which you have ever stayed? This passage is often read at funerals. Why? Is it not also one that could be read with much benefit each day? List the promises made in this wonderful passage. Claim them! Believe them! Repeat them all day.

Living Stones?

Some time ago a friend shared the following story about the meaning of "living stones." 

The people of Henning MN wanted to build a new church building.  They hired an old polish stone mason to do the work at they wanted to have a church built of field stones.  Members brought in stones from their field for the project and piled them high.

When the mason began his work, the first thing he did was to begin sorting the stones.  2/3 of what had been brought were tossed into the "reject" pile, to be taken back to the field.  Only 1/3 of what they had collected could be used.

The people were naturally confused. Why did he reject 2/3 of the stones for no apparent reason. Why did they have to take them back and collect more. The mason explained that he was sending the "dead stones" back to the field.  He would build the church with the remaining "living stones".  So what makes a stone a living stone?  It is that the living stone can be used by the mason--it can be taped with the edge of the trowel and carefully split to become the size and shape needed for construction.  A living stone can be broken, opened and placed in its place in the church building.
PRAYER OF THE WEEK:  “May the Lord support us all the day long, till the shades lengthen and the evening comes, the busy world is hushed, the fever of life is over and the work is done. Then in God’s mercy, may God give us a safe lodging, a holy rest and peace at the last. AMEN.” (Adapted from a benediction by Cardinal Newman)
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Sixth Sunday of Easter, May 29,2011
____1st Reading: Acts 17:22-31
Where is the strangest or most unexpected place you felt called upon to give witness to your faith? How would you summarize Paul's sermon that day? How effective do you think he was? What can you learn from him about how to share your own faith wherever you are?

____2nd Reading: Ps 66:8-20

This is a song of praise and thanksgiving, especially of God’s power and providence/care for God’s people. It goes well with the Acts reading as the proper kind of response to what God has done for us through the Risen Lord. Just look at all the words used: “make a joyful noise” - “sing” - give glorious praise” - 
“worship” - “bow down.” How would you do these things today?

____3rd Reading: 1 Peter 3:13-22

But what stands out to me is vss 14ff where the writer encourages them and us not to be afraid and intimated, but to “Always be ready to make your defense  to anyone who demands from you and accounting for the hope that is in you...” Paul in the Acts reading is a model for this. If you were called upon sometime this week to give "an account that is in you," that is, why you are a Christian, what would you say?

____4th Reading: John 14:15-21

What's the one sure way that Jesus describes here to show that we love him? So, looking at your own life, do you love him? Who does he say he sends to help us do this? Why do you think the Holy Spirit is called "the Spirit of truth"? How do you think the presence of the Spirit helps us do what Peter says we should and what Paul did in the Acts reading?

Be Prepared

Much of my life I have heard one message over and over...BE PREPARED!

I first heard it from my parents - “Study hard in school so you will BE PREPARED for college and a career.”

I heard it from my coaches - “Practice, practice, so you will BE PREPARED for the games.”

I certainly heard it most often from my days in the Boy Scouts. We met in an old cabin on the banks of a river. On the wall, in large black letters was, BE PREPARED! 

As I read over the passages for today, that’s the theme I saw in all of them - BE PREPARED!

Peter says this quite plainly: “Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you...” (1 Peter 3:15b).

In other words, BE PREPARED to share your faith in Christ, to tell others what Christ has meant to you and all he has done in your life. Be ready! Be prepared, for you will be given opportunities all the time for just that!
PRAYER OF THE WEEK:  Dearest Lord, teach me to be generous; Teach me to serve You as you deserve; To give and not to count the cost, To fight and not to heed the wounds, To toil and not to seek for rest, To labor and not to seek reward, Save that of knowing that I do thy will. (St Ignatius of Loyola, 1491-1556)
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Ascension Sunday, June 5, 2011
____1st Reading: Acts 1:1-11
Who would you like to write your biography and why? You know someone like Theophilus, someone who is seeking God? How could you best share the Good News with that person? Do you think everyone is seeking God, even if they do not know it? Where do you see a spiritual hunger in the world today?

For what do you find yourself waiting in Jerusalem for right now from God?

What does the Ascension mean to you? What thoughts and feelings does it create in you? Where's your Jerusalem, that place close to you to which you feel called to "bear witness"?

____2nd Reading: Psalm 47
How have you sensed lately the awesomeness of God? How often in your worship services and in your own daily life do you get a sense of awe? How do you feel about worship that's loud and joyous? What would happen in your church if your whole found themselves clapping and singing with joy in the next worship service? This psalm proclaims that God rules. Where do you see evidence of that? Where or how does it seem that God's rule isn't complete in the world today?

____3rd Reading: Ephesians 1:15-23

How does it make you feel when you hear someone praying for you?

If others were to pray for you, what would you hope they would most pray for right now? Compose your own prayer for your groups/church. What would you most wish God to do in and through them right now? What did Paul wish most to see for those he prayed? When you think about your church, what are five things for which you are most thankful for in regard to it? 
____4th Reading: Luke 24:44-53
What's the most memorable good by you have ever witnessed or experienced? Why do you think it was necessary for Jesus to die? Or was it? How has God opened your mind recently to some Bible passage or some truth you really needed? What task does Jesus give his disciples? How does that task relate to us today? How well are you and your church fulfilling that task?

Passing the Baton

When I was in high school, I was part of the track team. My favorite event was the rely race. Your team members stand at certain places. One begins and is carrying a baton, runs around the track, then, passes it along to the next runner to continue the race. It's quite exciting.

As I read the passages today about the Ascension, it seemed to me that this was kind-of what Jesus was doing. He had been with the disciples now for forty days, taking care of some last minute details - teaching, instructing, encouraging them. But now it's time for him to ascend, to return to God. Now it's time for him to pass the baton of ministry to them.

But he does not leave them alone. He promises them the infilling of the Holy Spirit to empower them to continue the race.

Christ also sits in the stands to cheer us them. But he does more than that. He also ascends to the right hand of God, the place of power, where he can watch over them, help them, and intercede for their needs to God.

Sometimes in a relay race you might drop the baton. Ever seen that? So what do they do? Right. They go back, pick it up, and continue the race.

Christ has passed the baton to generations of faithful runners. Now it is passed to us. Do we have a firm hold on it? Have we dropped it? Will we pick it back up? How well are we running?
PRAYER OF THE WEEK:  When You fulfilled the plan of salvation for us and united all things on earth to those in heaven, O Christ our God, You ascended in glory, never leaving us but remaining ever-present. For You proclaimed to those who love You, "I am with you and no one else has power over you".
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Pentecost, June 12, 2011 

____1st Reading: Acts 2:1-21
Have you ever been in a very strong windstorm? 

How do you think the Spirit is like wind? 

Why did the Spirit come upon them? 

Can you point to a Pentecost in your life and church, that is, to a time when you felt the presence and the power of the Spirit in a special way? 

What dream or vision do you have for you church? 

What question have you always had about the Holy Spirit? 

What adjectives would you use to describe the Holy Spirit?

____2nd Reading: Ps 104:24-34, 35b
What's your favorite part of God's creation? 

Where do you most see God, God's power and goodness in the created order? 

What's your favorite food and why? Do you say grace or the blessing at meals?

____3rd Reading: 1 Corinthians 12:3b-13
What are your gifts? 

Take turns sharing with your group or family the gifts you see in one another. 

What does Paul say about gifts? Summarize it? 

Does everyone have at least one? 

What's the purpose of these spiritual gifts? 

What's one gift you have been given that you have yet to unwrap and use?

____4th Reading: John 7:37-39

When you are really thirsty, what best quenches it? 

Do you have a favorite kind of water? 

How is what Jesus offers like water? 

Where or how are you spiritually thirsty on your journey right now? 

Where or how might you best find this water Jesus offers?

A Pentecostal Wedding?

You know, I have most often thought of Pentecost as a kind of birthday party, and it is, in a way. So we have had birthday parties in the past with cake and everything. But the more I think about that first Pentecost, the more it seems like a wedding to me. Okay. Stick with me on this.

Do you go to weddings? Well, as a minister I go to my share of them. Have you ever noticed that weddings really are a gathering of people who really do not know each other very well, at least not everyone knows one another?

I recall going to the wedding of my nephew. He married a Hispanic woman. Let me tell you, you haven't been to a wedding until you have been to a Hispanic wedding! They know how to party, to laugh, to dance, to enjoy, to celebrate. Most of us on the groom's side sat and enjoyed the show for a time, but before long we were out there with them, getting to know them, learning how to celebrate ourselves. It was a blast! Of course, I still can't dance.

Though we did not know one another, what brought us together was a common love - a love for the bride or the groom. That love brought us, different as we were, into a family, at least for a time.

Is that not what happened at Pentecost? There was a wedding. The Spirit came to be joined forever with the bride, the Holy Spirit, and people who were so different in so many ways were suddenly made into a family by love for the groom and the bride.

PRAYER OF THE WEEK:  Lord, take my lips and speak through them; take my mind and think through it; take my arms and work through them; take my feet and walk in service into the world; take my heart and set it on fire. Amen.
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Trinity Sunday, June 19,2011
____1st Reading: Genesis 1:1-2:4

All of us ask some pretty basic questions, "Who am I? How did I get here? Why am I here?" 

How might this old story in Genesis give new answers to these questions? 

What does it mean to be "made in the image of God"? 

Why do you think God created the world, especially human beings?  

____2nd Reading: Ps 8

Take your family tonight or just go yourself to look at the starry heavens.

What thoughts and feelings come to mind as you do?  

What thoughts and feelings came to the mind of the Psalmist when he did this? 

What does it mean to me made just a little lower than the angels? 

Can we do whatever we want to God's creation?

____3rd Reading: 2 Corinthians 13:11-13

If you only had today to live, what would the last words be to your family? To your friends? To your church? To God? 

What things do you need to put in order? Why does God show such concern about there being peace in our relationships?

____4th Reading: Matthew 28:16-20

What is a commission? 

Have you ever received one? 

What is the commission Jesus gives his disciples here? 

What are some doubts you have about the Christian faith, the Bible, even Jesus? 

What's the connection between the commission Jesus gives and the fact that all authority or power has been given to him? What is a disciple?

Trinity?

The problem is how can we explain the Trinity without some heresy? It is the poverty of our language and the magnificent mysterious of God that make all our attempts fall short. That's where I begin - with a confession that whatever I say will be limited, will not by any means fully define or explain God. That's part of our confession in God, I think. And we are not comfortable with mystery. We like everything explained in black and white. Gray areas really bug us. But try as we might, we will never confine God to any doctrine.

But we must have doctrine, we must try to put our experience of God into words to help these experiences become even more meaningful to us, to help us teach and share them with others. Doctrine is a teaching tool, to help us grow in our knowledge and love of God, as well as helping correct us when we stray too far. It is not a hammer to crush others who may not see everything as we do.

To me the heart of the Trinity is that God has always been seeking us, desiring a relationship with us. Have you ever wanted, needed to be close to someone and found it difficult to do? So, you approach in different ways, you try to relate in different ways. Hopefully you get through to them. The Trinity is our attempt to put into words how we have experienced God seeking us, being made known to us. I remember the movie Contact. It seems to me that the Trinity is all about - God seeking contact with us as a Parent, as one of us, as an indwelling presence, so that we will know we are not alone. 
PRAYER OF THE WEEK:  O God, you are our Creator, our Sustainer, the source of all life and goodness. You created us for yourself, and we can know no rest unto we rest in you. Amen.
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