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Day One: Extending the Invitation…

In those days the word of the LORD was rare…The LORD came and stood there, calling as at the other times, “Samuel! Samuel!” Then Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant is listening.” ( 1 Samuel 3:1, 10, TNIV

Read: 
1 Samuel 3:1-4:1a

Reflect: As today’s narrative begins, Samuel is a young boy, learning the ropes of temple worship in the midst of a nation that has lost touch with God. In a wonderfully personal way, Samuel encounters the Lord and, following the instruction of his mentor Eli, he stands before God in a listening posture. From that initial experience, Samuel matures into a strong prophetic and priestly leader of the people, regularly listening to and then sharing with others the word of the Lord. You too are invited to stand before the Lord in a listening posture, opening yourself to hearing and doing the word of God. Like Samuel, we invite you to be in the right place at the right time, open to what the word of our God will do in you and through you as this year unfolds.

Practice: Guided Listening/Written Conversational Prayer

· Find a comfortable and quiet space in which to sit in silence before the Lord.
· Take a sheet of paper or a page in your journal, if you use one, and write across the top of it the phrase from our reading for today: “Speak, LORD, your servant is listening.”

· Quietly pray this phrase several times, pausing to listen between each repetition.
· Write down what you hear the Lord saying to you. What you hear may surprise you or it may be related to something with which you have been wrestling or pondering. Whatever it is, read it over several times.
· Then, write your own response to what you’ve heard. It could be a clarifying question; it could be a word of surprise. Write what you are feeling and thinking.
· Continue to do this listening, writing, and responding for twenty minutes or longer, taking time to thank God for his word to you as you bring this time to an end.
Additional Suggestions for Group or Family Setting:

Share something you heard God saying to you or something you wrote in response to what you heard during the practice of guided listening. After each person has shared, pray for each other. 

Day Two: Knowing God – Holiness

Now the LORD is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. And we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate [or reflect] the Lord's glory, are being transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the LORD, who is the Spirit. (2 Corinthians 3:17-18, TNIV

Read:
Exodus 33:12-34:10 & 2 Corinthians 3:7-18

Reflect: The holiness of our God is an awesome thing to behold. Moses’ response to the passing-by of God’s glorious holy presence is to fall on the ground in worship and to confess his own failings and flaws, as well as those of his people. Acknowledging the glorious holiness of God is an excellent place for transformation to begin. For we too are a “stiff-necked people,” riddled with sin. Nevertheless, because of Jesus we are invited into a covenant relationship with God and are joyfully acknowledged as the “inheritance” of the Lord. Today, you are invited to contemplate [reflect] on God’s glory, first by spending time in thoughtful confession, and then by sitting quietly before our God.

Practice: Guided Confession/Contemplative Prayer

Remembering God’s deep and abiding love for you, come before the Lord and honestly answer these questions, acknowledging where you fall short of the mark:What kind of Christian am I…

· in my relationship with God?

· in my home life?

· in my relationships with others?

· in my work life?

· in my practice and encouragement of justice in the world?

Contemplative Prayer

Please allow twenty minutes for this practice.

Sit comfortably, breathe easily and regularly. Gently quiet your heart and mind. Picture yourself as a gift to God – an unhurried, unflustered gift to God. Form no words; simply be in the quiet, recognizing that God is closer to you than the very air you breathe. As a newly forgiven, much-loved and redeemed human person, you are the gift God so deeply desires. Breathe in and out, believing that truth.

Additional Suggestions for Group or Family Setting:

Offer prayers of praise, acknowledging God’s holiness and glory. Use Psalm 96 as your guide. 

Day Three: Knowing God – Goodness & Beauty

Taste and see that the LORD is good; blessed are those who take refuge in him. (Psalm 34:8, TNIV
Read:
Luke 19:1-10

Reflect: Despite so many things in our world that are neither good nor beautiful, there is wonderful evidence all around us that God is good, that God is beautiful. Today’s story in Luke reminds us that the radiance of God’s goodness can be a life-changing thing. Zaccheus was a small man with a big problem. He was living a life on the edge, involved in the extortion of his own people. Yet something in him was hungry for a different way to live. He climbed a tree to see Jesus and he came down from that tree – at Jesus’ very personal and public invitation – a changed man, changed by the goodness he saw into a goodness he never imagined possible. Today, you are invited to re-discover the goodness and beauty of God by following the example of Zaccheus: be curious, pay attention, and respond in gratitude.

Practice: A Prayer Walk with a Particular Purpose

Take a few moments of quiet to list in a journal or on a sheet of paper some of the ways in which you experience goodness and beauty in your life. Your list will be as unique as you are – we are given a plethora of evidence that God is both good and beautiful, some of which is perfectly in tune with our own particular set of receptors. Some suggestions, just to spur your own imaginative remembering, might include:                                                                                                                              
*flowers 

*foods


*birds

*music


*people

*water (rivers/lakes/ocean)

Now go to a place where you enjoy sitting or walking, a place that “speaks” to you. Take thirty minutes and with your paper and pen or journal in hand, write down what you see that reminds you of God’s goodness, God’s beauty. Maybe you will choose to listen to some inspirational music as you walk; maybe you will be outdoors, in a natural setting; maybe you will be indoors, at a favorite museum or church/cathedral. Wherever you are, be curious, pay attention, be grateful. Don’t be in a hurry, but rather linger wherever the Spirit leads you today.

Additional Suggestions for Group or Family Setting:

Share the ways you experienced God’s goodness and beauty on the prayer walk. Offer up prayers of thanksgiving for these encounters. 

Day Four: Being Known – Struggle

So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak… Then the man said, “Let me go, for it is daybreak.” But Jacob replied, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” (Genesis 32:24, 26, TNIV
Read: Genesis 32:22-32

Reflect: To be truly and fully known by someone else is both attractive and terrifying to us. Getting to that place of intimacy involves work, commitment, and struggle. It also involves a willingness to be vulnerable, open, and authentic with another. After a lifetime of deceit and trickery, Jacob is heading back home and is fearful about what he may find. The night before his reunion with his brother, Jacob arranges to be alone – perhaps to do some internal wrestling with his own fear and the reasons for it. On the banks of the Jabbok River, he has an encounter with God who literally joins him in a wrestling match that lasts the entire night. They wrestle physically and they wrestle verbally and relationally until, finally, Jacob receives a blessing and a new name. With that blessing also comes the realization that Jacob is fully known, fully accepted, fully understood, and fully loved. Today, you are invited to do a little wrestling with God and to receive the blessing of being known.

Practice: Reviewing Your Story with God

In your journal or on a sheet of paper, take about twenty minutes and respond to the following questions:

1. As you ponder the topics of “struggle” and “wrestling with God,” what situations in your own life come to mind? (This can be something current or something remembered from the past.)

2. What has God used in your life to slow you down, to teach you more of God, or to teach you more about yourself?

3. Where are you wrestling with God right now?  

Spend a few minutes in silence before God, slowly reading through what you have written, asking God to use the insights you have gained to bless you in some way.

Additional Suggestions for Group or Family Setting:

If comfortable, share how you are wrestling with God. Pray that each person would experience the blessing of being fully known by God, no matter what the situation or struggle. 

Day Five: Being Known – Lament

Out of the depths I cry to you, LORD; Lord, hear my voice. Let your ears be attentive to my cry for mercy. (Psalm 130:1-2, TNIV

Read: Psalm 130 & Psalm 12

Reflect: The language of lament is one of the greatest gifts God has given us in Scripture. The cries of the human heart, words or groans from the depths of pain and confusion, are woven throughout the sacred text. Permission is given to rage at God, to question the meaning of things, to scream into the void. Sometimes this language is offered in one voice, sometimes in several, for we suffer both as individuals and as a community. Our Scripture lesson for today includes a sample of each: Psalm 130 calling the individual sufferer to wait and to hope, and Psalm 12 giving voice to a community’s complaint about injustice. Notice that waiting does not mean resignation, but rather a profound willingness to trust that God is at work, sometimes despite all evidence to the contrary. And words of shared complaint help us to express, as a body of believers, that we need intervention, that we want justice to be done in our world.  

Practice: A Writing Exercise

Begin by reflecting on these questions:

1. What painful experience is happening or has happened in your life or the lives of people around you?

2. Is there any way you can see how God might be at work even in this pain? If you can, list the possibilities for good that could emerge or has emerged from this.

3. If you were not able to answer the last question, are you willing to trust that God is at work even if you cannot yet detect his presence or see any possible good that might come?

Now continue this exercise by using your answers to these questions to write a personal prayer of lament in which you: cry out to God for help; assert your willingness to trust in God, despite the circumstances; and declare your intention to “wait” and to “hope” for God’s deliverance.

Additional Suggestions for Group or Family Setting:

If you are comfortable, share all or part of your personal prayer of lament with the others in your group or family. After each prayer, respond together with the words, “Lord, hear our prayer.” 

Day Six: Knowing One Another – Intercession

He told them, “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Ask the LORD of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field. Go! I am sending you out like lambs among wolves.” (Luke 10:2-3, TNIV 

Read: Luke 10:1-17

Reflect: Praying for others – and especially, praying with others for others – is a vital part of our life in Christ. Intercession is modeled and commanded in the pages of Scripture. In today’s reading, the disciples are told to intercede in prayer on behalf of those who have not yet heard the Good News. And, in the very next line, they become the answer to their own prayers! Amazing how that works, isn’t it? When we pray for the needs of others at home and in the broader world, we are often spurred to continue the work of prayer with the work of our hands, voices, hearts, and wallets. It is work that necessarily involves others – those for whom we pray and those with whom we work. That’s the beauty and the challenge of God’s plan.

Practice: Intercession

Find one other person with whom to pray today. As you pray together, have in your minds the words of Jesus, “Thy will be done.” Part of our role as intercessors is to recognize the sovereignty of God, the wisdom of God, and the will of God. Offer your prayers within the context of God’s overriding will for good and with a heartfelt submission to his purposes. Working together, compose an Intercessors’ List in four sections, with two to three items in each section. Use an outline something like this and spend twenty to thirty minutes in prayer for:


Family members & friends


Local community needs


The work of the church – locally/regionally/nationally


Problems in the nation and world

As you pray, try in some way to find the deepest point of struggle for the person or the situation for which you are praying. The focus of this time together is outward, but finding some space for inward connection is helpful.

Additional Suggestions for Group or Family Setting:

After composing an Intercessors’ List, come together as a whole family or group and pray collectively for each person and situation.

Day Seven: Knowing One Another – Communion

While they were eating, Jesus took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take it; this is my body.” (Mark 14:22, TNIV

Read: 
Mark 14:12-26 & 1 Corinthians 11:23-29

Reflect: This simple story in Mark’s gospel, and Paul’s commentary about it in 1 Corinthians, stands at the very center of our shared experience as followers of Jesus Christ. When we gather around the Lord’s table – to eat the bread and sip the cup – we do so in obedience to the Lord’s command; we do so to say “thank you” from hearts filled with gratitude; we do so to remember the sacrifice made on our behalf; we do so to worship the God who saves us; and we do all of this together. Communion is not something we do on our own; it is something we do with the gathered body of believers. We take plain, everyday objects and set them aside for an extraordinary use, and in so doing we are connected – across time and geography – to all those who name the name of Jesus.  

Practice: Reflections on Communion

How many different ways have you participated in the Lord’s Supper? Think back over your life as a believer and try to recall where and how you have been served the bread and the cup. In church? At camp? In a home? On a ship? In a hospital room? In another country? Passing trays? Going forward to kneel or stand? Tearing the bread and dipping it in the juice? Using something other than bread and juice? In silence or with music? Make a list and as you read it over, thank God for the rich variety of your own experience as a member of the body of Christ.

A Blessing for the Journey with God

May the God who invites us into his good and holy presence, 

the Savior who intercedes on our behalf,

and the Holy Spirit who speaks our pain with sighs and groans too deep for words,

go with you and guide you as you seek to know and be known.

Amen.

Additional Suggestions for Group or Family Setting:

For those who haven’t taken communion, when do you feel closest to God? At home? At church? Pray the prayer of blessing together in unison. 

