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 Cover art: The Lord’s Prayer, James Nutt, watercolor on paper, 2015
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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

It has been an honor and delight to work with you in gathering this year’s Lenten 
devotional entries on the subject of prayer. This booklet is a window into  
the hearts, minds, and prayers of individuals who are a part of the Westminster  
community. Everyone who has contributed hopes that the book will inspire you  
to enter into a conversation about the mystery of prayer.

This year, we are arranging the booklet to follow the teachings of Tim Hart-Andersen 
and the Church in the Round (formerly Lenten Covenant Groups).  We have loosely  
organized what you wrote about prayer into the six weeks of Lent.

February 26
“Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.” 
Prayer as Intimate and Holy Communication

March 5
“Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” 
Prayer as Relinquishment and Commitment

March 12
“Give us this day our daily bread.”   
Prayer as Honesty about Our Needs and Desires

March 19
“And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.” 
Prayer as Humility and Generosity

March 26
“And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, and 
the power, and the glory, forever. Amen.”
Prayer as Though our Life Depends on It

April 2
Holy Week

I am grateful to the entire team who helped to imagine and create this Lenten 
Devotional.

Grace and Peace,  Heather Heefner

Lenten Booklet 2023 Editorial Team
Scott Appelwick         Sara Donaldson         Susan Dray         Lucy Quaintance



4

About the art
Westminster member, James Nutt, painted the cover image to illuminate the 
rhythm of the spoken Lord’s Prayer.

The Jewish artist, Georgette Sosin, was fascinated by language and prayer. She 
studied the Aramaic version of the Lord’s Prayer and interpreted this text as two 
series of cosmic paintings, as well as the Mourner’s Kaddish. 

Rodney Allen Schwartz, Director, the Westminster Gallery and Archive
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Dear friends,

Each Lent Westminster members and staff colleagues contribute reflections on this 
season of the church year. The theme of this current collection is Prayer, loosely  
following the sermons I will preach on the five Lenten Sundays. 

My homiletic focus in our worship will be the Lord’s Prayer. Jesus teaches this prayer 
as part of the Sermon on the Mount. He wants to offer his followers a simple teaching 
about prayer. It is good for us to return to this text, to relearn how Jesus wants us to 
pray. 

Jesus draws on what he has learned as an observant Jew. The prayer begins by  
addressing God; that seems basic and obvious, perhaps, but it bears repeating today as 
we think about prayer. Our faith is not about us; it is about us in relationship to God 
and others. Praying is the fundamental way we express those sacred relationships. 

Listen carefully to the voices speaking in this devotional collection. They come from 
the heart - where the richest prayers originate. Try not to speed-read the booklet. Let 
each written piece sit with you, look it over several times in one day. You may find it 
encouraging your own life of prayer. 

I am grateful to all who have written and assembled this booklet. I hope you find it 
helpful as you move through these forty days toward Holy Week. 

Grace and peace,

Tim Hart-Andersen



6

Lent, Day 1 | Ash Wednesday, February 22

Prayers: My Messy Companions

My prayers are such untidy things.

Sometimes a prayer is a fragment, two words. “Help me.” Sometimes as short as a haiku 
poem, sometimes as long as “The Song of Hiawatha.”

When I say, “You are in my prayers,” that is the prayer, just then.

Some prayers are wordless - a sob, a sigh, a giggle.

Some days a prayer is evanescent, uplifting even though only a second long. Some days 
I tug a prayer alongside me for hours, like a sled whose runners scrape and bump along 
the ups and downs of my day.  I hold onto the prayer with a piece of knotted clothesline. 
There may be hills. There may be passengers.

These days of so much sadness and loss my prayers often begin with a prickling at the 
corners of my eyes, move to a tingle that dampens my nose, and then may form into 
words. Or not.

In church my prayers may take the form of memories of praying long ago. Sitting next 
to my mother in the small Congregational church of my childhood, just being there 
with her in memory. Holding one corner of the hymnal as we sang together. Aware of 
her breath of Sunday coffee, her fragrance of talcum powder, her solidity as my mother. 
I long to be alongside her again, praying and being her daughter.

Here is my daily prayer, almost always spoken aloud, outdoors.

“Thank you, God. Thank you for this day. Thank you for my life. Thank you for the love 
I have known, and the forgiveness. Thank you for …[names of all my people].” Usually 
this long list is interrupted by a breath-taking cloud formation or a cardinal’s flute-song 
or a passing dog, and these things become part of my gratitude. Are prayers as  
shape-free as laughing and crying? Did human beings begin to pray when they  
realized the immensity of the world and their insignificance in it? 

Kathleen Campbell
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Lent, Day 2 | February 23

Lent-led Prayer 

I believe we all may sense prayer is something we do. Yet, we are met with a delicate 
issue, for there is power and powerlessness in prayer. Overwhelming me as I pray  
is the sense of my praying to God as already, in some way, being prayed before me. 
To come before God is also to seek knowledge and experience, yes, but we are to seek 
these as holy. 

This Lent, as you pray, be mindful of this scriptural figure for language-as-prayer. 
Appearing first in the song Moses sings before the people of God enter the land of 
promise, God’s word comes as dew. Eugene H. Peterson, in his masterfully pastoral 
paraphrase, The Message, gives us this:

Listen, Heavens, I have something to tell you.
    Attention, Earth, I’ve got a mouth full of words.

My teaching, let it fall like a gentle rain,
    my words arrive like morning dew,
Like a sprinkling rain on new grass,

    like spring showers on the garden.
Deuteronomy 32: 1-5

Found in many places in scripture, this image of dew in Psalm 133 unites prayer  
with leadership, holiness, and the word of God. Again, from The Message in Peterson’s 
pastoral paraphrase:

How wonderful, how beautiful,
    when brothers and sisters get along!

It’s like costly anointing oil
    flowing down head and beard,

Flowing down Aaron’s beard,
    flowing down the collar of his priestly robes.

It’s like the dew on Mount Hermon
    flowing down the slopes of Zion.

Yes, that’s where God commands the blessing,
    ordains eternal life.

Imagine, as peaceable is the morning dew in spring, so is prayer in Lent, leading us 
before God in life, in death, and in life shared above and beyond death. Amen.

Duane A. Lookingbill
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Lent, Day 3 | Friday, February 24

Sweet hour of prayer! Sweet hour of prayer!
That calls us from a world of care,
And bids me at my Father’s throne
Make all my wants and wishes known.

In seasons of distress and grief;
My soul has often found relief,
And oft escaped the tempter’s snare
By thy return, sweet hour of prayer! William W. Walford (1772-1850)

Even though this song has its roots in 18th century England, over time, in the African 
American church, it became a traditional call to pray as a community, lifting up our 
worries and concerns. This usually took place during the Wednesday night prayer 
meetings. Led by the women of the church called deaconesses,  there was a profound 
feeling of humbleness and vulnerability released, and yet at the same time power  
in the words that were spoken and the overwhelming feeling of the presence and 
comfort of God.

I remember that as a young woman how it felt to be in a very safe place where you 
either listened to the lead “pray-er” or you were quiet with your own thoughts and 
conversations with God.

Holding to these memories leads me to consider Jesus’s time in Gethsemane. He was 
indeed, seeking a way out of a world of care while kneeling at his father’s throne, 
along with being burdened with distress and grief. What was significant to me is  
that even though after that sacred encounter, his fate was still sealed, therefore his 
worries did not go away. Yet he was able to find comfort and peace through prayer  
by just expressing his deepest sadness and fear to God.

As we enter this Lenten season, whether with sadness or joy, let us remember that 
as Jesus modeled for us, we are gifted with an ongoing invitation to have  a prayerful 
conversation with God that will give us relief from whatever pains us at any moment 
in our lives.

Denise Dunbar-Perkins
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Lent, Day 4 | Saturday, February 25

I have learned a lot about prayer from Roman Catholics. My first experience of  
contemplative prayer happened when my church high school youth group spent  
a weekend in a monastery outside Chicago. It opened me to a completely different 
way of approaching or seeking God. We prayed in silence and in chant with the 
monks at their regular times of prayer. We each had our own “cell” for the  
weekend, with guided meditations on prayer. 

Jesus tells us when we pray not to make a big show of it. A closed bedroom, or a 
mountainside, or a garden - or a monk’s cell - is better than a busy street corner.  
That weekend experience touched me deeply and set me on a trajectory which I 
still follow - the quiet life of prayer. 

As a pastor I am called on often - almost daily - to offer prayer in a variety of  
settings…at a meeting, in worship, with a hurting family, in celebration, in public 
assemblies. Sometimes I feel like a professional pray-er, and that’s ok. After all,  
it is my calling.

I pray a lot in public, but it is my quiet time of prayer alone that feeds my soul.  
My routine is to greet the day alone, with memorized psalms and poems as the  
doorway through which I go to pray, mostly for people in the congregation or my 
family. I usually leave the major issues of the day - and there are many - for the  
public prayers. 

Our Wednesday evening services invite us to experience the kind of prayer we  
Protestants have borrowed from the Catholic tradition, and now made our own. 
Come at least one Wednesday evening through this season. Draw deeply from  
the well of quiet prayer. 

Tim Hart-Andersen 
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Sunday, Week 1 of Lent 
“Our Father, who art in heaven, 

hallowed be thy name.”

Hallowed be thy Name, Georgette Sosin, acrylic on paper, 2005
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Sunday, Week 1 of Lent
Prayer as Intimate and 
Holy Communication

A Lesson from David Tsai Shinn

“Hello? Can you hear me now?”

The snow has been falling softly and lightly on this late January day. Have you 
ever wondered if we can hear the sound of snow falling. I believe we can. 

In the midst of profound spiritual, emotional, and physical exhaustion and  
desperation, Elijah, the most revered prophet of all prophets fled from his enemies 
and went deep into the wilderness for a spiritual quest in 1 King 19. He traced the 
paths up to Horeb, the mount of God, where Moses supposedly met God face to face.

Then at that dramatic moment of this divine encounter (1 King 19:11-13) only best 
portrayed by cinematic production, God instructed Elijah to stand at a mountain  
precipice, for God was about to pass by. Then a “great wind, so strong that it was  
splitting mountains and breaking rocks…but God was not in the wind.” Then an  
earthquake, but God was not there. Then a fire, but God was not there. Finally, 
 “a sound of sheer silence” came and Elijah heard it.

Prayer is our most intimate and sacred means of communication with our God.  
As we begin this season of Lent, we will hear and receive from our community of 
faithful writers who will not follow the prescribed paths as Elijah tried to follow  
Moses. Instead, we will be surprised and be filled with joy to hear the “sound of  
sheer silence” of God’s intimate voice in our hearts. Prayer invites, or better yet,  
beckons us to silence all distractions and listen intimately for the holy voice. 

Can you hear the sound of sheer silence? Yes, listen to the snow falling. 
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Lent, Day 5 | Monday, February 27

Contemplative prayer is my everyday prayer. I start and end my days with my breath, 
with scripture or poetry, or my own words, or in silence, listening with my heart.   
I thank God for another day.  

This is not the only way I pray.  I pray a lot, in many ways. 

I believe that God is always with me, with us, just waiting for me, for us, to let her/
him in.  And I think letting God in is easy.  Just crack the door.  Just say a prayer.  
The more I open the door the longer it stays open and the easier it opens.

I pray when the moment begs a prayer.  Sometimes, I think the urge to pray is a tap 
on the shoulder from the One who is always with me.  Sometimes I plan my prayer. 
I use my own words and those of others.  

Prayer fills me with peace, calm, strength, and purpose.  I believe prayer changes 
the world.  I believe that prayer has changed me and continues to change me.  

I pray thankfully for my shelter, my food, my health, my loved ones.  I pray that all 
others have shelter, food, health, peace and know they are Loved and have loved  
ones.  I pray to remind myself that grace surrounds me, all of us. 

I go to church to pray in grace with others.  It seems that God and Grace are closer 
in these holy places joined in prayer with others.

I pray for help to do the right thing, the hard thing, to be present when I want to 
be absent.

I believe that any act undertaken in the name of Jesus, of Love, is Prayer.

I pray because the world needs us to.

Rob Carlson
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Lent, Day 6 | Tuesday, February 28

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which  
surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  
—Philippians 4:6-7

Prayers of praise and thanks for God’s majestic creation when on a ski lift surrounded 
by stars; prayers of desperation to bring a loved one back into the fold at 2 am on a 
sleepless night; prayers for guidance during one of life’s curve balls while walking  
off frustration in the Minnesota Arboretum … everything. 

When I was in a confirmation class years ago, our teacher said something that 
changed my life. “Prayer is talking to God.”  Since that moment, and in the decades 
following, I’ve offered thanks, requested help, asked for guidance, admitted that I’ve 
done something wrong, prayed with people in their pain, cried out in anguish, sent  
up prayers for our city, country, and world, and brought countless other prayers to 
God. Prayer, to me, is knowing that God is everywhere, hears every one of my prayers, 
and responds every time. Whatever the time, the place, or the prayer, God is there 
bringing assurance, help, guidance, love, and peace. Thanks be to God!

Deb Wagner
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Lent, Day 7 | Wednesday March 1

Please God…
Prayers start like this, always in supplication.
Thank you God for the…
Prayers start like this, always in gratitude.
God please wrap my loved one in your arms…
Prayers start like this, always in hope.
Grant me strength God, just for today…
Prayers start like this, always in weakness.

Holy Spirit in me,
Breath in breath out.
Faces up,
knees down,
arms outstretched,
hands clasped,
smiles,
tears,
prayers.

Penny Bratko
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Lent, Day 8 | Thursday, March 2

Learning to Pray

Our family prayed more than any I knew because Dad was a Lutheran pastor.  
Childhood experiences made it hard to talk to God. Our quiet tradition of community 
and silent prayer was the first silencing influence, as there was only the pastor’s voice  
leading prayer. I remember my crisis with the children’s prayer, “Now I lay me down  
to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord  
my soul to take.” It was clear to me at five years old, if you didn’t want to die during  
the night, you just didn’t go to sleep. My mother’s idea was even better: to simply nix 
the prayer. Regular sleep times were quickly resumed in our parsonage. 

I visited my grandmother in South Carolina the year I was eleven. My Uncle James  
took me to a tent service. The evangelist yelled prayers over each sick person. Then  
he would whack them on the head for emphasis. Why the violence? Why the noise? 
Was God deaf? 

Many years later, I had surgery at the Mayo Clinic and  saw people bending over a  
gurney. I asked my surgeon about it. She said, ”They are praying. We have research  
to prove that prayer works. Would you like us to pray for you?” She was taken aback 
when I said, ”No, I’ve already prayed for you, your team and your hands.” She said  
quietly, “I have never had a patient pray for me, thank you!”

I prayed my first authentic prayer, “God help me, please!” in a roll-over accident  
on the Los Angeles Freeway at rush hour. As the car flipped, I didn’t hear a voice,  
but I felt heard.

I pray “God help them,” whenever I hear a siren, or watch the news. 

Now, ”Pray without ceasing,” (1 Thessalonians 5:17) is my inspiration.  

Vivian Jenkins Nelsen
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Lent, Day 9 | Friday, March 3 

Prayer and Imagination

Prayer is simply a conversation between one person or a group of people with this  
INVISIBLE HIGHER BEING. The conversation can be;  
 
 -“Daddy, thank you for getting my beautiful doll, I love it.”   
 - Saying beautiful things; “you are a great dad, awesome, loving, kind,  
     forgiving, and the only one that can fight my ‘bullies.’”
 - “Daddy, I am very sorry that I hurt your feelings.“
 - Lastly, asking for help like school needs for me and my siblings, “Daddy,  
     my foot hurts please help me”. 

Prayer has always been a cornerstone of my life. Inspiration comes from prominent 
women and prophets of the bible like Esther who saved the life of her people by fasting 
and praying. Hannah, Sarah, Elisabeth also inspire me.  Jesus isolated himself, fasted, and 
prayed before making any major decisions; choosing disciples, facing temptations, and  
before feeding the multitude, just to name a few. My other mentors are prayer books  
and my pastors.

The conversation can be very intimate.  Praying alone for a major challenge can be up  
to one year and in this time, I am very sensitive to listen and follow directions because  
if it is a conversation, then I must listen. And yes, I always get answered: YES, NO, NOT  
NOW. I use scripture to stand on the WORD and give it back to this INVISIBLE BEING 
mostly during supplications. Sometimes prayer is just one word, sentence or one  
silent meditation. 

Lastly, praying with the Westminster community as a deacon has been a privilege in 
which I have been enriched beyond expectations. I joined with other prayerful members 
to sit, stand, listen, mourn, celebrate, share, hold hands, lay hands, complain, and worship 
with members needing someone during these very intimate moments knowing that 
when we are together, GOD is always with us answering the prayer in one of the three 
ways mentioned above.

Evelyn Ngwa
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Lent, Day 10 Saturday, March 4 

A Song and a Prayer

Prayer, I’m told, is central to what it is to be faithful. Like worship, prayer defines  
our relationship with God. At its simplest, it is a conversation with God, a form  
of adulation, a way to express thanks, etc. Jesus even explained how to pray. So  
why do I find it so hard? 

As a child, praying was easy, like reciting a nursery rhyme. But as I matured, prayer 
became more complex. Simple prayers repeated mechanically no longer sufficed.  
I discovered the richness of prayer. Prayer ceased to be formulaic; it was more like 
music than narrative. 

Music is, in fact, my preferred method of praying. Whether listening, singing, or  
participating in making music, it brings me closer to God and others and allows  
me to get outside of myself. It is a language accessible to and understandable by  
everyone and everything. That is what makes it powerful.

Like music, prayer is one part inspiration and three parts perspiration. It gets  
better with practice. And like music, the silence between the sounds is essential. 
In the Presbyterian tradition, our liturgy includes a public confession of sin as well  
as the communal singing of hymns. Of course, we sing and pray individually, but  
it strikes me that we emphasize the collective in both. We also put emphasis on  
service and engagement with those in need when we pray. Sort of the theological 
equivalence of syncopation; or an invitation for all to join in. I love that.

The most challenging prayer for me is the supplication prayer. Sure, I wish for things, 
like everyone: courage, health, etc. But the idea that I can “petition the Lord with 
prayer” has always seemed to me to be far-fetched. Then again, maybe my prayers 
have already been answered. God only knows.

Brian Utley
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Sunday, Week 2 of Lent 

“Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, 
on earth as it is in heaven.”

Thy Will be Done on Earth as it is in Heaven, Georgette Sosin, acrylic on  
panel, 2007
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Sunday, Week 2 of Lent
 

Prayer as Relinquishment and Commitment

A Lesson from Margaret Fox

What does it mean to pray for God’s kingdom and God’s will?  Why on earth as 
well as in heaven?

Although contemporary Christian theology tends to focus on right belief in Jesus 
leading to eternal life, that wasn’t the focus of Jesus’ own theology. Instead, most 
of Jesus’ teaching and preaching concerned something called the kingdom of God.  
That kingdom wasn’t individual, it was communal—and it wasn’t about the next 
life, but about the present one, the here and now. “Thy kingdom come, thy will be 
done, on earth as it is in heaven.”

The Lord’s Prayer contains the seed of this radical revolution: the divine promise 
of God’s kingdom, and the corresponding human promise, implicit in the prayer, 
to be a part of it. The very fact that we’re praying for God’s kingdom to come at 
all reflects the painful reality that the kingdom is, in our present age, in some 
sense absent: we don’t live in a society, a polity, and an economy of justice, grace, 
and love. But the prayer also reflects a hopefulness, both about God’s intentions 
for the world and about our part in those intentions—praying not just for God to 
deliver the kingdom, but to deliver us into it, even now, even while earth waits.

The prayers in this week’s section reflect both relinquishment—letting go of  
the cares and worries and desires that weigh us down, week after week, in this 
broken world—and also commitment—taking up, with God’s help, a new and 
different way of living, a wider sphere of concern. Thy kingdom come, thy will  
be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Amen.



20

Lent, Day 11 | Monday, March 6

Labyrinth 

One hot summer afternoon I walked a labyrinth carrying thoughts and  
feelings—both those at the surface and those hidden. I walked and talked  
with the God-Community. I walked the labyrinth alone. The dragonflies  
were witnesses. The resilient milkweed certainly offered testimony too. 

I walked with commitments to multiple communities in my heart. I thought  
of communities troubled by the still unfolding global pandemic, unstable  
politics, inconsistent commitments to racial injustice, and fraying social  
connections. I felt the weight of lament. On my way to the center of the  
labyrinth, Martha walked with me for a while. Martha shaped spaces and  
extended hospitality. Martha valued community and connectedness. Jesus  
said to Martha, “there is need of only one thing.” Ahah. On this well-worn  
path and beyond don’t miss the Holy One welcoming you into community.  
At the center of the labyrinth, I experienced the promised peace. With my  
eyes closed and my face to the sky I relished rocking in the blue chair on  
uneven ground.

Alanna Simone Tyler
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Lent, Day 12 | Tuesday, March 7

A Wonderful Life

Like George Bailey in the classic 1947 film, my childhood dreams and prayers  
were specific. 

I thought I had it figured out. I’d save my money, get an education, and work for a  
few years before settling down. I’d marry the “right” man, have 3-4 children, live in 
a modest home with a garden, and contribute to the community. For sure, my plan 
included building a secure nest egg and growing old together.

Instead, the life that unfolded before me was not that. It was confusing. Like George’s, 
it had peaks and valleys and plateaus. God had different plans. “For I know the plans 
I have for you, says the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give 
you hope and a future.” Jeremiah 29:11

I never thought I’d be divorced, since our family judged those who were. I never 
thought I’d be a working mom, since our family judged them, too. I never thought  
I’d support myself my entire life, juggling roles of two parents. I never thought I’d  
run out of resources.  

God’s answer to my prayer wish-list was simple: give up my heart’s recipe for happi-
ness, cling tightly to His hand, and follow Him. It’s been a journey of faith. “Trust in 
the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding.” Proverbs 3:5  

I was led through heartbreaking loss, but never abandoned. I faced challenges to 
strengthen my resolve, so God could use me. Clothed in humility and empathy, I  
was asked to be His eyes, ears, hands and feet. Shifting events placed me where I was 
needed. Like George Bailey, God stripped me of control because He had the Big Picture. 
It wasn’t all about me.  

It’s about A Wonderful (God-driven) Life!
                                                                                                    
Jane Ellen Nielsen            
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Lent, Day 13 | Wednesday, March 8

“Now I lay me down to sleep…” 
“God is Great, God is Good, Let us thank Him for our food.” 

My parents were intentional about making me aware that there was someone bigger 
than I who would watch over me and be there for me. Prayers from my childhood 
helped build a foundation of security and well being for me. And because I had a  
father who was a dependable provider and was kind, the masculine pronouns in 
those prayers made sense to me as I saw God in my mind’s eye as Father. 

I carried this awareness on as I grew to adolescence, though my prayers changed to 
more often than not, “Please, God, help me…” Many lost items found were attributed 
to God! Many academic successes were given a “thank-you-God!” sigh of relief! I  
developed a “pray without ceasing” attitude that led to God being my constant  
internal companion, a very personal friend. “Pray about everything and don’t  
forget to thank God for the answers” became my mantra. 

When my life experience broadened to make me aware of a bigger world than myself 
and those I loved around me, I began to see God no longer as He but as Presence, no 
longer as MY provider but as OUR provider. I saw God in others, in the midst of life  
itself, in all the feelings and experiences of our collective humanity. My prayers  
became a sharing of my life rather than a requesting of favors or provisions. 

Today, in my Gran Finale stage of life, I rarely know what to ask of God, what to pray 
for. Rather it’s the way I live out the gift of each day that is my prayer to my Creator. 
The words and the form are not my prayer, but my spirit of gratitude, appreciation, 
compassion, empathy, vulnerability, and frailty are my prayers. 

But I often need to climb upon God’s loving lap and rest in the assurance that God  
is and knows and cares. I guess I have come back to my childhood foundation.

“Thank you for the world so sweet, thank you for the food we eat, thank you God for 
everything…”

Norma Bourland
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Lent, Day 14, | Thursday, March 9 

“Bidden or not bidden God is present.” This quote, attributed to Carl Jung  
via Erasmus, hangs on my bedroom wall.  It expresses my fundamental  
understanding of prayer.

Prayer takes many forms, modes, motivations, occasions and expressions. But  
I believe that ultimately prayer is about relationship. As I write this in Advent,  
I think about Emmanuel, God With Us. This is the wonder of Incarnation. The  
Gospel of Matthew ends with this quote from Jesus: “And remember, I am with 
you always, to the end of the age.” Matthew 28:20

Whether I am conscious of God’s presence or not, whether I call on God or not,  
God is present – ever-present, ever-faithful, all in all.

In darkness – God is Present
In light – God is Present
In despair – God is Present
In hope – God is Present
In loneliness – God is Present
In joy – God is Present
In suffering – God is Present
In release – God is Present
In grief – God is Present
In solace – God is Present
In doubt – God is Present
In confidence – God is Present
In anxiety – God is Present
In peace – God is Present
In frustration – God is Present
In contentment – God is Present
Bidden or not bidden, God is Present.  Always.  To the end of the age.
     
Thanks be to God!

Kathy Michael
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Lent, Day 15 | Friday, March 10 

I Want So to Belong

O God, I want so to belong;
 teach me to accept.
I want to be close;
 teach me to reach out. 
I want a place where I am welcome,
 teach me to open my arms.
I want mercy;
 teach me to forgive.
I want beauty;
 teach me honesty.
I want peace;
 show me the eye of the storm.
I want truth; show me the way to question
 my unquestionable ways.
I want joy;
 show me the way of deeper commitment
I want life;

 show me how to die. 

Guerrillas of Grace, Prayers for the Battle, Ted Lodder
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Lent, Day 16 | Saturday, March 11 

A Holy Presence

She died as I held her hand, her final breaths imperceptibly shallow. A friend’s 
87-year-old mother lay in her hospice bed following an abrupt decline. A skilled  
palliative care team provided comfort care as her death became imminent.

Mellie, whom I had met on several occasions over the years, had recently moved to 
assisted living in Saint Paul to be near family after her husband’s death. Tragically,  
her family, vacationing abroad, would be unable to return before she died.

My heart broke as I imagined Mellie dying alone, among strangers. But I felt so  
completely out of my depth. What would I do or say if I visited her?

I remember finding my way to Mellie’s room. Standing at the threshold, I did  
something I wasn’t particularly accustomed to doing then: I prayed. I prayed a  
silent prayer asking God to calm me, empty me of my own concerns and allow  
me to serve Mellie as God wished, whatever that entailed.

Over two days, I sat with Mellie as she gradually lost her ability to speak and  
gesture. Taking cues from both Mellie and her care team, I held Mellie’s hand,  
wiped her brow and assisted with her drinking straw. When she no longer took  
water, I moistened her lips. I read aloud her favorite devotionals and recalled  
our few shared memories. We shared long silences. 

I sensed Mellie’s calm and felt a holy presence.

Mellie’s final, imperceptible breaths were as serene as a string orchestra’s  
decrescendo gently fading al niente. After she died, her hand in mine, I felt a  
deep and inexplicable sense of gratitude—to Mellie, for allowing my presence  
in her sacred moment of death, and to God, for enabling me to help comfort  
Mellie and being present with us both.

Jeffrey Gram
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Sunday, Week 3 of Lent 

“Give us this day our daily bread.”

Give Us this Day our Daily Bread, Georgette Sosin, acrylic on paper, 2005
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A Lesson from Alexandra Jacob 

Never have I experienced more honesty in prayer than in my ministry with middle 
and high school students. In almost everything they do, our youth have a way of  
cutting through the fluff and getting to the heart of a matter. 

This is also true with their prayer. As we end our time together in youth group each 
week, we often spend time sharing prayer requests, and the requests are relentlessly 
honest. I regularly hear prayer requests for the ordinary joys and challenges of life as 
a preteen or teenager: prayers for upcoming exams and school assignments, prayers 
for victory in an upcoming sporting event (or perhaps for an ever-elusive Vikings 
playoff win), and prayers for ailing loved ones are often on the list. 

But there are also community, national, and global concerns that punctuate our youth 
group prayer life. Their prayers for the world’s concerns do not sound like my own; 
they are far more honest. “Alexandra,” a student exclaims, “we need to pray for the 
big global corporations to actually start caring about climate change so that the earth 
doesn’t keep warming at a completely unsustainable pace, eradicating diverse wild-
life and ecosystems and affecting the poorest people in the world.” Wow. I am rarely 
left wondering how our youth feel about a particular issue, and this is a gift.

I give thanks for the witness of young people who remind us that God desires our 
deep honesty in prayer. Just as Jesus teaches his followers to pray for “daily bread,”  
we read throughout scripture of faithful people praying honestly about joys and con-
cerns from the mundane to the extraordinary. God hears us when we pray, no matter 
the content, language, or posture of our prayers. Thanks be to God for this  
gift of honest relationship. 

Sunday, Week 3 of Lent 

Prayer as Honesty about Our Needs and Desires 
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Lent, Day 17 | Monday, March 13

Sing a Song Prayer

A few years ago, the Westminster prayer team received a request to pray continually 
for one of our congregants; more specifically, the plan was that those who chose to 
participate would take a time slot during the day and pray for 30 minutes. I chose 
2:30 to 3:00 p.m.  Which is, as it turned out, my natural nap time. Do you remember  
in Matthew when Jesus returned from an hour of private prayer and found his  
disciples sleeping? “Couldn’t you men keep watch with me for one hour?” he asked 
Peter. (Matthew 26:40)

Some days I did pretty well during my chosen time, but often I found my head  
nodding before falling asleep. Praying for 30 minutes was difficult.

I troubled over this, wondering what I could do differently. My mind gave me no  
help - just the proverbial crickets. But one day after shopping at a local food co-op, 
an idea popped into my head as I opened my car door. Why not sing my prayers for 
this individual? So OK, what tune? I came up with a simple melody and sang it into 
my phone. It worked like a charm. I never again fell asleep singing my prayers. I then 
created another simple song prayer, so I had variety. The frosting on the cake was 
deciding to turn a prayer for healing into a song, using the Lutheran way of singing 
a psalm. The best part was this: I could sing the prayers while driving. And there 
was never anyone near who said, “Well, that’s a crummy song, that will never make 
the top 10,” or “You’ll never see that in the hymnal.” Of course not, this was my sung 
prayer to God.”

Toni Pendergrast
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Lent, Day 18 | Tuesday, March 14

Prayer Within the Community

Prayer has never come easy for me. It was not something my family practiced on a 
regular basis – unless you count saying the Lord’s Prayer on Thanksgiving, Christmas, 
and Easter. There were reminders of prayers in my childhood home – two trivets 
made of cast iron. One near my bed read “Now I lay me down to sleep.” The other 
rested on a small shelf next to the kitchen sink with the words “Bless this house  
Oh Lord we pray. Make it safe by night and day.” The first found its way to the wall  
of our nursery when our girls were babies, the other hangs in our kitchen.

While praying wasn’t practiced regularly in my home, there was a place where it 
was. Being in church as a child and youth is where I experienced prayer. This  
remains true for me as an adult.

In looking at the invitation to write something for this year’s Lenten Book one  
more time (again, praying has never come easy for me; writing about it felt next 
to impossible!), this caught my eye: “write on your experience of prayer within the 
community.” And it was that word “community” that spoke to my heart.

It is in the prayers we pray – as a community – that resonates with me. The call to 
worship, the prayer of confession, the Lord’s Prayer, the Great Prayer of Thanksgiving 
during communion, and the Affirmation of Faith during baptism all touch my heart.

It is in the hymns we sing – as a community – that resonates with me. For me  
this happens, often in an overwhelming way, at both Christmas and Easter. It 
 also happens more quietly during a Taizé service or when we sing the Doxology  
(infrequently at Westminster but a weekly occurrence at my church growing up).

And it is in listening to the charge each week – our being sent into the world to do 
God’s good work – that resonates with me. Go forth into the world in peace. Be of 
good courage. Hold fast to that which is good…

Marie Kruskop
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Lent, Day 19 | Wednesday, March 15

Prayer is a challenging topic for even the most devoted Christians. I take my prayer 
life seriously and I take the gospel of Matthew’s instructions regarding prayer to 
heart. I never pray in public unless I am asked. I don’t usually use grandiose or  
flowery language. I pray for everyone important in my life, whether they know it 
or not. It is always challenging to pray for people I do not personally know, or for or 
about circumstances over which I have little to no control. I pray that people with 
good sense will have power, and that people in positions of power will use good  
sense. Prayer is conversation with God. The Creator.

As I have aged, I have learned to embrace (make friends with?) negative emotion.  
Negative emotion is like a petulant toddler — one should always acknowledge  
they exist, but never give them enough power or influence so that they overrun  
the household. I can get angry on the inside! I can rage on the inside! I rarely talk  
to family, or even closest friends, when I experience this level of anger. Most people, 
including myself, will immediately, and understandably, get defensive when con-
fronted with extreme anger. The Creator I worship can handle this level of emotion. 
I often ask my Creator questions which seem to have few, if any, earthly answers. 
When these questions arise, I am not judged. My Creator even knows that I might  
not always like the answers to my questions. I visualize and look forward to the day 
when I cross over to the next plane of existence where God welcomes me home!

John Greenwald         
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Lent, Day 20 | Thursday, March 16 

Prayer and Imagination … strengthening faith, building  
community

Prayer helps bring faith and living in community into clearer focus.  As the  
prescription on my glasses changes over time, so too does the way I pray help  
focus my days.  For the last several years, I have found daily reading of scripture 
particularly helpful to start each day.   Some examples: from First Thessalonians 
(5:16-18) “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances”, 
and from Romans (15:4) “…by steadfastness and encouragement of the scriptures 
we might have hope.”  Messages of rejoicing, giving thanks, and listening to what 
God is saying, encouraging us in community, and building hope together, help 
focus our life together.   Near the close of the day, I find the daily reflections in our 
denomination’s Mission Yearbook to be good lessons in building community.   Life 
experiences offer other more ad hoc calls to prayer.  Since the start of the pandemic, 
for example, each time I hear a siren or pass an emergency vehicle, that becomes  
a call to prayer for those in need of assistance, and those providing assistance.   
Community prayer offers new focus and insights, most especially in worship 
services; singing in choirs and learning from various composers, hymn writers, 
performers, and traditions increase my understanding of other perspectives and 
informs my faith.  “Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart … whatever befall, still 
be my vision, O Ruler of all.”

Phil Asgian
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Lent, Day 21 | Friday, March 17

Because I didn’t grow up in the church, I often feel as though I’m playing catch-up—
learning, late in the game, things that everyone else already knew.  I can’t tell you 
how often, as a pastor, I’ve assured others that prayer is not a competition—but doing 
so always feels a little hypocritical, because I can’t shake the sense that everyone else 
knows something about prayer that I don’t. In some ways, it feels as though I learned 
to pray out loud, in public, for others, before learning to pray by (and for) myself.

And yet, over the years, by different means (and not always intentionally), the 
church has taught me to pray: at times set or spontaneous, with a psalm or a sigh 
or an incomplete series of jumbled half-thoughts, on the audacious and improbable 
assumption that I have the attention of the Creator of the Universe, to pause and 
address God. I often don’t remember to do it—and I don’t always feel it when I do—
but when the presence comes, and with it the peace, I often marvel what a rare thing 
it is to get to sit with God; what a strange and lovely thing. 

Margaret Fox
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Lent, Day 22 | Saturday, March 18

I am bending my knee
In the eye of the God
 who created me
In the eye of the Son
 who died for me
In the eye of the Spirit
 who moves me
In love and desire.
For the many gifts
 you have bestowed on me
Each day and night
 each island and land
Each  weather fair
 each calm and each wild
Thanks be to you, O God

Celtic Prayers from Iona, J. Phillip Newell
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And Forgive Us our Debts, as We Forgive our Debtors, Georgette Sosin, acrylic 
on panel, 2007

Sunday, Week 4 of Lent 

“And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.”
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A Lesson from Meghan Gage-Finn

Forgiveness is at the heart of the gospel. We have a human need for forgiveness, 
both to offer it to one who asks forgiveness of us, and to seek it out when we 
have wronged another or are not in right relationship with God. We are formed 
in the patterns of repentance and gratitude, for the grace of God through Jesus 
Christ is our only source of hope. In and through that grace, we are confirmed 
and justified. By receiving and offering forgiveness, we are set free. The old life 
is gone, and new life begins.

Forgiveness is no easy practice, but it is exactly that: practice. For most of us it 
does not come naturally. Perhaps it feels like weakness or exposing too much 
vulnerability, or perhaps the hurt feels too large and complicated to find our 
way back to healing, restoration, and trust. Forgiveness is a process, a journey, 
an active response to what is broken. Forgiveness is a willingness to risk, a  
giving over to hope and possibility, an entering into partnership and  
relationship with God and others in new ways.

This week, may we consider Jesus’ unending mercy for each one of us, beloved 
children of God, and may we contemplate places in our lives where we might 
ask for and grant forgiveness. May we become people incapable of returning 
evil for evil, who refuse to be part of cycles of vengeance and brokenness. Let us 
move in our prayers from hurt to healing, from separation to compassion, from 
radical suffering to reconciliation. It may be just what another person needs 
from us. It may be just what we need in our journey of faith. Blessings to you  
as you reflect, practice, and receive.

Sunday, Week 4 of Lent 

Prayer as Humility and Generosity
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Lent, Day 23 | Monday March 20

Prayer

Prayer is an ever fluid part of my day. From the time I wake up to the end of my day, 
I am holding specific people, world conditions and my own concerns in my heart 
through the running conversation I’m having with the Holy Spirit. I am praying for 
healing, strength, patience, gratitude and most lately for guidance. The last couple of 
years have been challenging for so many reasons and I find myself seeking guidance 
as to where I best fit in this changed landscape. 

I supplement my internal conversation through scripture study and secular readings 
and, since the start of the pandemic, meeting twice a week with a Buddhist sangha 
where we take just 30 minutes to reflect on our world, the work we do in addiction 
and practicing how we can be more present in our day to day lives. We often meditate 
on loving kindness, beginning by extending loving kindness to ourselves and then 
over the course of our meditation we extend that love to our family, to our neighbors, 
to those we encounter each day, but don’t necessarily know, to those in need, and - 
most challenging - to those we do not agree with. Christ calls us to love one another 
– a seemingly simple request, yet fraught with so many complexities. A call that I try 
to live by but know too often I’m not.  I pray for guidance in helping me live by that 
simple request.  

Susan Sheridan Tucker
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Lent, Day 24, Tuesday, March 21

Prayer has Movements 

Beethoven’s nine symphonic masterpieces all have four movements. Each represents 
the evolution and creativity of a person artistically working out his deepest thoughts, 
emotions, and imaginations. 

We move upward to seek the intimacy we need from our Divine Creator. We fill that 
space and time with our adoration and thanksgiving. Richard Foster describes this 
movement as “the human response to the perpetual outpouring of love by which  
God lays siege to every soul.” This is the yearning of our heart to worship, honor,  
magnify, and bless God. Don Saliers, the father of the Indigo Girl Emily Saliers and  
retired theologian, calls this the “awe” moment where we find delight, hope, and 
truthfulness in God. 

We move inward to seek the transformation we need. This part is our effort to  
reconnect with God, to examine our souls, to cry for forgiveness, and to relinquish 
that which has been holding us back. Foster writes, “To pray is to change. This is the 
great grace. How good of God to provide a path whereby our lives can be taken over 
by love and joy and peace and patience and kindness and goodness and faithfulness 
and gentleness and self-control.”

We move outward to seek the ministry we need. We see that prayer is not just for us, 
but indeed is for everyone. We then think beyond ourselves, beyond our agenda, and 
beyond our needs. We petition for the needs of the world. We seek God’s intercession 
into the lives of people we know, and we don’t know. We long for healing for those 
who are suffering. We pray for justice and dignity for this fractured creation. 

Prayer has its symphonic movements and lets us move with its intimate, transforma-
tive, and outward currents. 

David Tsai Shinn
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Lent, Day 25 | Wednesday, March 22

Unlock the Door to My Heart

Jesus said,
 “Your sins are forgiven:
  rise and walk.”
Forgiveness is an unlocked door
 to walk through
  into a wide-whoopee-open world.
Forgiveness is a seed
 to water with new dreams and wild risks
  until it bears unexpected fruit.
Forgiveness is an enemy-friend
 to be born out of,
  a quietness beneath the clamour.
Forgiveness is a flower to smell,
 a wind at my back,
  a gull to scream with,
 a pain to laugh beneath,
  a burden that carries me. 
It is I
 becoming We
  becoming Yours.
Forgivenss is a song to sing.
 O Lord,
  unlock the door of my heart. 

Guerillas of Grace, Prayers for the Battle, Ted Lodder
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Lent, Day 26 | Thursday, March 23

One Sunday afternoon last September, I opened the Notes app on my phone to  
make a grocery list. I opened my “Grocery List” note and read the following:
Grocery List:
Black beans
Corn
Climate Change
Migrants
Those who lack access to water, food, and shelter

Clearly, a prayer request list had made its way into my grocery list. 

I recalled the previous night’s Junior High church lock-in, which included some  
time for evening prayer in between rounds of Hide and Seek. That evening as we sat 
cross-legged in a circle in our church Recreation Room, I wondered what kinds of 
prayer requests I might hear within the circle. Prayer time with our junior high  
students often includes a wide range of content – from silly to serious, and everything 
in between. To my surprise, the prayer requests the students shared this particular 
evening were on the more serious side. Their minds and hearts were heavy with the 
news of the world – the effects of climate change on vulnerable global populations; 
a recent horrific headline of migrants being shuttled to northeastern states without 
their full consent; police raids of homeless encampments in our own city; and many, 
many more. 

I’d anticipated a quick prayer time that evening, with youth eager to return to one 
of their favorite raucous lock-in games around the church. I was unprepared for just 
how quickly they were able and willing to engage that energy in the work of prayer. 
I shouldn’t have been so surprised. I am reminded of the “peaceable kingdom” image 
from Isaiah 11: “and a little child shall lead them” (Isa. 11:6b). This Lent, may we learn 
from our youth. May we live vibrantly and pray fervently, trusting that God hears our 
prayers and delights in our joy. 

Alexandra Jacob 
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Lent, Day 27 |  Friday, March 24

First thing . . . 

Each day now begins with morning prayers.  Rising, not talking, a small cup of  
coffee, settle in the special place, begin with one or two sung prayers from Taizé,  
center for twenty minutes and end with the lectionary text for the day.

This hasn’t always been so.  We both grew up in generational church families,  
where prayer—word prayer—was part of church and home life.  But in 1994,  
Byron Thompson suggested Thomas Keating’s, Open Mind, Open Heart, and we  
met Centering Prayer—something completely new, vaguely but strongly attractive.  
We had a first experience with it at House of Hope Presbyterian in St. Paul, and it 
seemed to work.  We tried centering every morning for a few weeks, fell off the  
wagon, started again, fell off again . . .

One of us, who is much more open and welcoming, began to get it.  But the other,  
who wants to think he is in control, found it harder.  Then, in a small rural church in 
1996, the pastor began by asking, “How many of you have been in a meeting where 
someone did most of the talking?”  All hands went up.  Long pause. “Why did that 
person do most of the talking?”  Long pause.  “Was it because that person had an 
agenda?”  The other one was knocked over, for—despite trying—prayer was still  
word prayer . . . and in word prayer, it was his agenda that was on the table.  Word 
prayer is powerful and is by far the principal prayer practice of the Church.  But in  
that moment, there was also prayer that was not one talking, or even one listening, 
but one seeking to rest, without a sense of time passing or of self, in God’s presence.

“ . . . and after the fire, a sound of sheer silence . . . “ I Kings 19:1-15   

Marilyn and Alan Youel
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Lent, Day 28 | Saturday, March 25

Psalms can be prayers, that is, the expression of hopes, fears, or praises to our Holy 
Gracious One, who is always listening. This psalm poem was inspired by a book 
entitled, Writing the Sacred, by Ray McGinnis. 

Psalm for the Spoiled Sanctuary 

Abundant pools of water depleted.
Indulgent hungers beyond necessity.
   Why are the leaves as brittle as bones?
Stripped luxurious plains of grass.
Fear and affluence turned into farmland.
   Why does the soil so easily let go of the rain?
Hazy chemicals spew from monoliths.
Our convenience has by-products. 
   Why has the sky lost its blue radiance?
Bulked-up roadways consume the landscape.
Our frenzied mobility is endless.
   Why does a butterfly suffer a cut-short life?
Acres of timber are fallen.
Our words printed into perpetuity. 
   Where do the birds abide now? 
You, are the One God of all.
You own the water, and the leaves.
You number the grasses, and lay down cubits of soil. 
You watch all our inventions, and hold the blue sky.
You guide us, and dance with butterflies.
You listen to us, and the birds too.
You are the Holy Gracious One. 
 Help us, clothe with humility and gratitude,
 And stay in your sight. 

Sheila Martin
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For Thine is the Kingdom the Power, and the Glory, Forever, Amen,  
Georgette Sosin, acrylic on paper, 2005

Sunday, Week 5 of Lent 

“And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us  
from evil. For thine is the kingdom, and the power,  

and the glory, forever. Amen.”
,
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Sunday, Week 5 of Lent 

Prayer as Though Our Lives Depend on It

A Lesson from Alanna Simone Tyler

The African American Christian community who nurtured my faith taught me to 
pray as though our lives depended on it. For example, when we sang the third verse 
of “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” we reached for the hands of the person on either side of 
us. Those in the congregation who were seated at the end of the pew stepped into the 
aisle and took hold of their neighbors’ hands. Across the sanctuary several hundred 
worshipers joined hands, voices and hearts as we sang together:  

God of our weary years,
God of our silent tears,
Thou who has brought us thus far on the way;
Thou who has by Thy might
Led us into the light,
Keep us forever in the path, we pray.

Our way of singing this verse and other practices imprinted on me an unshakeable 
sense prayer is essential. God invited us to pray always and anywhere about all  
aspects of our lives. Our prayers were both responding to and calling on God.

I suspect Jesus learned at an early age and from his community that praying was 
an essential source of strength and grounding.  We read of Jesus’ praying during the 
everyday unfolding of his ministry (Mk 6:46; Lk 5:15-16, 6:12) and during the times 
of challenge. We also read of Jesus instructing his disciples to fold prayer into their 
unfolding ministry (Mt. 6:6; Lk. 6:28) and especially to turn to prayer during times  
of challenge (Mt. 26:41; Mk. 14:38; Lk. 11:5-9).

Counter to narratives encouraging autonomy and self-sufficiency, let us confess our 
dependence on God and the gift of prayer God offers us. Sing with me: Every time I 
feel the Spirit moving in my heart I will pray. Yes, every time I feel the Spirit moving  
in my heart I will pray.
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Lent, Day 29 | Monday, March 27

My current personal prayerful life consists of my daily morning Spring Forest  
Qigong practice. I awaken my body, mind and spirit with a short routine of shaking 
and massaging my entire body. Then I stand erectly with arms to my side and my 
hands open with fingers spread. I look to the sky with a smile on my face and say 
these words: I am in the universe, the universe is in me, the universe and I are one. I 
feel the energy of the universe come into me, through me, and into the earth. Some 
call this God, some Allah, some Source, some Creative Force. I bring into my heart the 
people, places, and things to whom I want to send healing energy. Then I do a series 
of movements while thinking of all that makes me happy, joyful, grounded, content, 
and grateful. I end by circulating my chakras to keep them in balance and doing a 
slow breathing meditation. I may repeat this during the day, and a shorter version  
at night.

Betty Heefner



45

Lent, Day 30 | Tuesday, March 28
 

Awake, O my soul

Awake, O my soul,
And know the sacred dignity of your being.
Awake to it in every living soul this day.
Honor it, defend it,
In heart and mind, in word and deed.
Awake, O my soul,
And know the sacred dignity of your being. 

Awake, O my soul. Awake

Sacred Earth, Sacred Soul, John Phillip Newell
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Lent, Day 31 | Wednesday, March 29

Where Can We Pray?

Scripture tells us that sometimes Jesus would go off by himself to pray.  After being 
baptized by John, and before beginning his ministry, Jesus went into the Judaean  
wilderness to face and overcome the tempter. (Matthew 4)  Later, at the end of that 
ministry, and after the last meal with his disciples, Jesus led them outside the city 
gates to a garden at the Mount of Olives, telling them to “Pray that you may not come 
into the time of trial.”  Then Jesus withdrew about a stone’s throw away from his  
disciples, knelt down, and prayed earnestly, “Father, if thou are willing, remove this 
cup from me, yet not my will, but yours be done.” Luke 22: 39-42  An angel then 
appeared to Jesus, strengthening him against what was to come. Luke 22:43

We don’t need to go off into the wilderness or to separate ourselves from others 
to pray to God.  God can hear us through the noise of everyday life.  God hears our 
prayers over the noise in a hospital waiting room, when pressured by strangers, or  
under fire on our own personal battlefields.  God hears our prayers whether we are 
with friends or amongst our enemies.  God will always hear us.  But can we hear  
God? Jesus went outside the city onto the hillside or into the wilderness so that his  
human side could truly hear God’s divine will, without the distractions and constant 
interruptions of everyday life.

We can pray anywhere.  But sometimes, like Jesus, we should go into our wilderness, 
to get at least a stone’s throw away from the turmoil of our daily lives, so that we can 
better discern God’s will for us.  And to respond, “Not my will, but yours be done.”

Steve Snyder
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Lent, Day 32 | Thursday, March 30

Three Things I Pray
     
As I sat praying this first day of Advent, my imagination once again played the  
same old vinyl recording I’ve loved for decades. Cleo Laine sings “Day by Day,”  
from Godspell. I hear the words often when I pray:

Day by day
Day by day
Oh, dear Lord
Three things I pray
To see Thee more clearly
Love Thee more dearly
Follow Thee more nearly
Day by Day
 
The song has helped shape my prayer life. It has helped me adopt a version of liturgy 
of the hours – praying at 9:00, 3:00 (p.m., definitely not a.m.!), and 9:00. 

When I honor that commitment, I begin the morning time with ACTS (Adoration, 
Confession, Thanksgiving, Supplication). Morning prayer then moves to scripture 
(usually the passage my Westminster Bible study group is working with that week), 
and I pray for members of my family. In the afternoon, I pray for people I know from 
formal ministry, for members of groups I belong to at Westminster, and for people on 
current prayer lists -- from Westminster and from friends. In the evening, I pray for 
peace and justice, for friendships, and for our governments.

Of course, I do not always keep those hours. However, I know that when I do, my  
life runs better: less anxiety, less pointless grumbling, less procrastination, more  
loving thoughts, more loving action. It even helps me write this devotion. On time. 
And mean it.

Amen.
Chad Quaintance
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Lent, Day 33 | Friday, March 31

Praying Bubbles

 As a child, I recall getting a small allowance and saving it up for something special. 
One Saturday morning in mid-summer, Mom took us kids to the dime store (Ben
Franklin) in town and I bought an orange, plastic bottle of bubbles. There was only
one size of bubble bottles back then, with a dull paper label wrapped around it. 
My younger sister got one that day too, but her bottle was a different color – green
perhaps.

Upon arriving at home, we unscrewed the lids and pinched out the wet sticks. Then
we blew, not too fast, not too slow. Each time, with anticipation, I saw a stretching
of the rainbow, glassy liquid until it became freed from the wand. Wobbly spherical
wonders!  Awestruck, we’d watch them as they floated along, dancing in the subtle
currents of the breeze.  Then, they would surprisingly POP!  We felt a twinge of loss
– one of my first lessons of impermanence.

Still, bubbles enhance my life: sensations, images, feelings, and thoughts. These, like
dime store bubbles, seem to have a sacred way of tenderly forming, dancing and
disappearing. This nuanced process, I believe, is the miracle of prayer.

I feel adrift at times, yet, oddly enough, this image serves as the paradoxically 
solidness of the very faith which invites me to keep in the dance. Grace allowance,
the glassy liquid bubble juice, has the beautiful quality of  “tension” solution.  What
fills it is the Spirit of Love which suspends us long enough to notice.  Breathing is
my prayer structure.  It bubbles Love. 

A dear friend told me once: “Love is like breathing; if you don’t take it in you  
suffocate, and if you don’t give it out you asphyxiate.”    

So, I suspire, and offer this slow and easy prayer: “Take it as it comes…that’s the way
it goes…”

Amen
Donna Draves
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Lent, Day 34 | Saturday, April 1

There is a home I drive by occasionally, not on my regular route but when certain 
errands take me that way, and I always look for the big and bold message: “PRAY IT 
WORKS” painted across the entire garage door. There is no punctuation, no comma 
or exclamation point. Is the person’s message encouraging us to PRAY (because) IT 
WORKS? Perhaps they are reminding us, as we hear in I Thessalonians, to “Rejoice  
always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances, for this is the will of 
God in Christ Jesus for you.” It is the imperative to pray because that is part of our 
journey of faith. 

Or is the painter of the message putting out to the world a prayer that IT works,  
with the “it” being some specific intervention that is needed? Are they praying  
that dialogue or listening, or chemotherapy might work? Or is their prayer that  
time, holding onto hope, palliative care, counseling, or peace and reconciliation  
might work some difference in their life or in the lives of others?

Depending on the day or season when I drive past, the message speaks to me both 
ways. Some days it is a reminder to continue praying, because it works, because 
prayer changes us and because, as Julian of Norwich said, “The whole reason why  
we pray is to be united into the vision and contemplation of God to whom we pray.” 
Other days it is a reminder to pause and offer a specific prayer for something to take 
hold, to catalyze, to break open in my life, in the lives of my family and friends, or 
in the lives of our congregation and community members. As I slow down for the 
next red light, I may pray that a specific IT will work for me, for those whom I love, 
or for the world in need of God’s healing and justice. Or I might give thanks, ask for 
forgiveness, offer my petition to God for the needs of others, or I sit in silence as my 
surroundings rush past, trusting in my connection to God and God’s people 
through prayer.

Meghan Gage-Finn



50

Mourner’s Kaddish III, Georgette Sosin, acrylic on panel, 2008

Sunday, Week 6 of Lent 

Holy Week
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Guide Me into an Unclenched Moment

Gentle me,
Holy One,
into an unclenched moment,
 a deep breath,
  a letting go
   of heavy expectancies,
    of shriveling anxieties,
     of dead certainties,
that, softened by the silence,
 surrounded by the light,
  and open to the mystery,
I may be found by wholeness,
 upheld by the unfathomable,
  entranced the simple,
   and filled with the joy
    that is you. 

Guerillas of Grace, Prayers for the Battle, Ted Lodder

Sunday, Week 6 of Lent 

Holy Week
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Lent, Day 35 | Monday, April 3

Bless You

Anne Lamott says there are essentially three prayers; Help, Thanks and Wow. True 
enough. But I would also add “Bless you” – though I don’t fully understand what 
prayer as blessing is. I know that basically it is intercession with God on behalf of 
a loved one. I know better what it is not. It is not conjuring up some magical shield 
from all harm, like a Harry Potter-ish Cloak of Invincibility. It is not a guarantee of 
professional success or wealth, or assurance of physical health and well-being. It is 
not the promise of everlasting happiness. Blessing is about the life of the spirit.

Tied up in my thinking about blessing is the idea of legacy. Of sharing God’s grace, 
and what it has meant in daily life, from one generation to the next. I was fortunate 
to have parents and grandparents who enjoyed personal relationships with God. I 
know their history of leadership in their churches, as well as some of their personal 
stories, struggles and triumphs as Christians. Most importantly for me, I know for 
a fact, because I was told so often, that there was never a day in my life that they 
did not pray for me, calling on God to bless my life. There was so much reassurance 
in that – the sense of being cared for in such a tender way, in a way that seemed to 
exceed my own youthful reach and knowledge of who God is. In other words, I leaned 
on their faith while I was in the process of developing my own faith.

I want my own kids and grandkids to have that same knowledge and reassurance. 
To know that there are people of God who love them and pray for them – some of us 
daily and some of us when called upon to lend support. Even though they have their 
own beliefs to work out and spiritual journeys to travel, I want them to know there 
is a God of Grace, a family of Love and a community of Hope that is available to them 
on the ordinary days, and on the days when they need it the most. That’s blessing to 
me – and it will endure beyond me, and somewhat because of me and my love for 
them, but mainly because God’s mercy endures forever. (Psalm 106)

Leigh Oltmans
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Lent, Day 36 | Tuesday, April 4

The Dance of the Dragonflies

After a dinner of fresh caught walleye and hand-picked blueberries in the BWCA, we 
head to the top of a rocky bluff to watch the sunset. The mosquitos swarm out of the 
woods and following them are the dragonflies, hundreds of them. We lie on our backs 
on a warm rock and watch the dragonflies pursue their prey silhouetted against the 
sunset. The air is filled with the sound of vibrating insect wings. It is a choreographed 
dance.  The dragonflies chase mosquitos in every direction at every altitude, yet never 
collide with one another.  When it becomes too dark to see the dragonflies, the  
twinkling stars emerge in their place.  The buzzing, whirling, energetic world of the 
dragonflies is replaced by the cool, quiet, distant world of the night sky.  
 
The next morning, I ask God to see some animals. A mosquito lands on my leg. I 
chuckle at God’s sense of humor. Very funny God, but you know what I mean. I want 
to see a big, furry animal like a moose or deer. Is this too big a test of my faith? A  
dragonfly lands in front of me. Maybe I haven’t seen any other animals because I  
haven’t learned everything I am supposed to learn from those I’ve already seen. I 
think back to the dance of the dragonflies and how their helter-skelter flight dissolved 
into the shimmering, cold, fixed positions of the stars. The beauty of dragonflies is 
their ability to change directions so easily. I think we often feel like stars, locked in 
our positions and paths in life. We have made our decisions and now have obligations 
and responsibilities to uphold. We feel it is no longer prudent for us to change  
direction. We give up hope of ever trying something new or different.
 
I think we can all learn to be more like dragonflies. We always have options.  We 
should experience as much as we can in life. Follow what we love. Fulfill ourselves. 
God encourages us to do all that we can to become what we’ve always wanted to be. 
God talks to us always in all ways!

Doug Van Valkenburg
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Lent, Day 37 | Wednesday, April 5 

Has Got My (Our) Back

Who’s got my back?

Praying alone and silently is complicated for me. Rarely, can I speak the words aloud. 
Easier to pray when expressing how grateful I am; harder to pray when situations 
are difficult, and I’m pained or grieving. At times, praying feels presumptuous and 
uncomfortably lacking in meaning. Wanting prayer to be poetic, but often having it 
show up in my mind in formulaic bullet-points. Yet, without fail, my faith compels me 
to keep praying, in any way that it happens, hoping for the best. Go for a walk, listen 
to favorite songs, curl under a warm blanket…whatever feels right in the moment.

Often, to my hearing, my prayers are a confusing message consisting of ‘word soup’. 
How do I know if God listens and hears my intended message? 

Who’s got my back?

Recalling Paul (Romans 8:24,26-27) grounds and comforts me. “For in hope we were 
saved… likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray 
as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. And God, 
who searches the heart, now is in the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes 
for the saints according to the will of God.”

Wow! The ultimate wordsmith, translator, and way-finder, ensuring my intention to 
offer praise to the glory of God does happen!

The Holy Spirit has my, and your, back!

Ken Huskins 
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Lent, Day 38 | Thursday, April 6

Sung Prayer

Anyone who has sung in a church choir knows the old adage, “One who sings prays 
twice.” (St. Augustine of Hippo)

This is so true. Memories of the years I spent in Westminster’s choir are especially 
vivid during the Advent and Lenten seasons. I am reminded, first, of the beauty of the 
sanctuary, the flickering candles of Christmas Eve, the profoundly moving services 
during Holy Week ---Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, Easter. 

As I’ve grown older, prayer, for me, seems to center more on the words of the great 
hymns of the church, words that have rolled down through the years from one  
generation to the next. My mother, a lover of all music but especially of sacred music, 
compiled a hymn list for use in her memorial service. I searched my files and there it 
was, dated 2010, the year she died. After looking it over, I’ve concluded that the words 
they convey are, indeed, sung prayer. 

They all emphasize unshakable faith, hope, steadfast love, and great joy. (Incidentally, 
all ten were woven into her service – blessings to Melanie Ohnstad.) This is the list:

FIX THis
1. Great is Thy Faithfulness   6. How Can I Keep from Singing?  
2. When I Survey the Wondrous Cross 7. How Great Thou Art  
3. Love Divine, All Loves Excelling  8. Be Still My Soul (Finlandia)  
4. Abide with Me    9. For All the Saints
5. My Faith Looks Up to Thee   10. Guide me, Oh Thou Great Redeemer 
                

There are so many others, of course, that speak to us at different times in our lives. 
My appreciation of their words (which are really all prayers) only grows deeper as the 
years go on.

No storm can shake my inmost calm,
While to that rock I’m clinging.

Since Love is lord of heaven and earth
How can I keep from singing?

I will sing to the LORD as long as I live; I will sing praise to my God while I have being. 
(Psalm104:33)

Mary Johnson
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Lent, Day 39 | Friday, April 7 | Good Friday

Our Lord Jesus Invites and Teaches Us Not to Grow  
Tired of Praying

Praying is how I communicate and connect with the divine, an intimate moment 
with God where I profess my brokenness and limitations, seeking to be made whole 
anew. Prayer reconnects me with my spiritual longing and keeps my faith alive. We 
are called to pray without ceasing, but why is my prayer life such a roller coaster and 
praying feels like a huge undertaking?

Personally, praying is an expression of gratitude and praise every morning that I am 
given another chance for life, for redemption. It is also an expression of humility and 
vulnerability, allowing me to surrender and receive forgiveness for my shortcomings, 
my offenses. Lastly, praying is where I make requests to God. 

Oftentimes, my prayer life drowns in my busy life or whenever I feel at ease and in 
control. Other times, it is when the anguish of my lifetime takes over. Being human, 
I am tied to physical and emotional foods my body longs for, and neglect feeding my 
soul and spirit.

How I pray depends on the environment, the situation and plight I find myself in.  
After all, “singing is praying twice.” The book of Psalms teaches us how to come  
before God, singing our heart out through praises and supplications. Through  
singing hymns, my heart and mind come together to elevate my spirit and soul into 
the heavenly dimensions while contemplating the glory and love of God on earth.  
For me, praying is singing one’s heart out to God:  the pains, the joy, the sorrow, the 
aspirations; in all this, I yearn for Christ to take control and steer my life. 

I do struggle to keep an active prayer life. The desires of the body and those of the 
spirit are in constant opposition. Knowing the body is weak but the spirit is willing,  
I am called to steadfast prayer to keep the spirit and the body in accord. 

Justin Komlan
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Lent, Day 40 | Saturday, April 8 | Holy Saturday

Thoughts on Prayer

Covid happened.  We became isolated.  We were forced to be still.  What did we  
discover in that stillness?  For me it was a time of renewed prayer life.  I found  
myself asking questions about prayer.  In that still space my awareness of the  
infinite blessings that were my everyday companions became very clear ~ my 
very life, shelter, daily needs being met, the environment I’m privileged to  
enjoy, music, sewing, deep connections with friends, even in that virtual world.  
For example, times when I realized I was in prayer came in the act of sewing 
quilts.  With my sewing companion, selecting designs, fabrics, and in the very  
act of creating something new for someone special became a constant prayer.  
The entire process was the prayer.  I knew God’s presence in that act.  What a  
joy!  Undergirding it all was and continues to be the awareness that God “is all  
and in all.”  Covid provided that time.

Now, as I practice that awareness of stillness, I grow in the knowledge of the 
“more” of which I am a part.  As I center myself, I can offer that self more fully 
to the presence of the Holy Spirit that is the eternal given.  As I practice prayer, 
I know it can be anywhere.  Knowing it can be anywhere, I also know it can be 
anytime.  In fact, prayer is present in every breath I take.  Being still, knowing the 
“more,” opening myself to the Eternal Communication, wherever I am, no matter 
the time or place, understanding that “nothing can separate me from Your Love, 
Jesus,” I can breathe my prayers for myself, for others and for the world in which 
I live. 

Cathie Fischer
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