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Preface  

I would like to thank you for allowing me to share these Lenten reflections for Outreach for 

Hope's Dollar a Day for Poverty program. I continue to believe that Outreach for Hope is a 

strong ally for congregations engaged in ministry among people living in poverty. 

 

I have never felt that Lent is a time for "giving things up" as much as it is a discipline which 

invites us to "look inside" as we journey toward Holy Week and Easter. 

 

As to the theme, I have always believed that there are holy places, places where we encounter 

God in this world. That being said, as I was writing these reflections, I wondered if I should 

perhaps change the title to “Holy Encounters,” “Holy Moments” or “Holy People.” I even liked 

the suggestion that maybe I was talking about typically unholy places. In the end, I decided 

“Holy Places” was the best title for these reflections. 

 

At the same time, my purpose in writing is not that you all become enthralled with my holy 

places. I hope there is instead an invitation to explore your own holy places, places where you 

encounter God's grace, often revealed through the face of others. 

 

You may find some of these reflections to be altogether unreligious . . . you may find others to 

be expressions of religious naïveté. You may be correct on either account. After all, they are 

written by someone who truly believes that the fingerprints of God are all over the universe, 

the presence of God revealed in the midst of our daily lives. 

 

Special thanks to Jim Bickel for asking me to write the devotions this year, Mary Romskog for 

helping convert chicken scratches to paragraphs, Marjorie Pagel for writing the prayers and 

editing the devotions, and Karen Schmiechen for formatting and preparing the devotions for 

printing and sharing. 

 

I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them. May this Lenten season bring 

you all to a holy place.  

  

Bishop Jeff Barrow 

The Greater Milwaukee Synod - ELCA 

February 2014 

  

 



The Doctor’s Office - Ash Wednesday      March 5, 2014 

The sacrifice acceptable to God is . . .a broken spirit;  a broken and contrite heart, oh God, you 
will not despise. (Psalm 51:17) 
  
Just before I was to be ordained, I got a note of congratulations from Dr. Nelson, the pediatrician who 
had been there for me from infancy to adolescence. The return address was Warm Springs, Montana, 
which housed the state mental hospital and doubled as a rehabilitation center for chemical dependency.  
 
Dr. Nelson was now on staff there. Prior to that he had been a patient in the same facility. 
  
As children and families of the baby boom, we did our part to place Dr. Nelson on a giant pedestal. He 
was the person on which so many others depended: he made sure we had all our shots, fixed our boo 
boos, arranged our tonsillectomies, got us through the mumps and chicken pox and, as we approached 
puberty, told it like it was without causing embarrassment.  

My mom recalled the time when money was so short and she had called in tears on behalf of one of her 
sick children. The good doctor told her to come in and refused to take money. And she was not the only 
one. Dr. Nelson was bigger than life and good to the bone. 

I suspect he masked his struggle with alcohol for a long time. Sometimes it's hard to be bigger than life. 
In the end it cost him both his practice and his marriage  

After graduating from college, I spent the summer working in a service station.  
 
Dr. Nelson was still in a fancy suit the morning they towed his Cadillac Fleetwood into the station, but he 
was a fraction of his former self -- unshaven, unsteady, seemingly unaware. If he hadn't yet hit bottom, 
he was very close to it. 
  
Not long after I received the note, my mother and I were in Missoula to see my aunt and so we stopped 
in to see him at the facility in Warm Springs. In my countless visits with the still good doctor, this may 
have been the best of all. He didn't have to be bigger than life anymore. He talked with brutal honesty 
about facing the brokenness in his own soul, talked about finally living one day at a time, talked about 
stepping off the pedestal in order to serve. 
  
It was good to see color in his face again. His tiny office was holy space. 
  
 O Great Physician, though we come to you broken in body and 
spirit, you have assured us of your forgiveness and your 
welcoming arms.  
  

A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty:  The ELCA Malaria 

Campaign through the Lutheran churches in Africa, provide 

mosquito nets, insecticides, medication, health care, education 

and more to help eliminate deaths from disease.  

  

 



 

The Campfire Circle      Thursday, March 6, 2014 

 It was not the easiest youth trip we ever took. My first clue should have come when, in the absence of 
minivans at the car rental place, we set out for Colorado in 100 degree heat with 18 people in a 15 
passenger van and a Lincoln Town Car.  
  
In many ways the group of people seemed as mismatched as the vehicles which carried us. People from 
all three high schools were along, representing the whole spectrum of classes, ambitions, activities and 
interests. Along with that kind of assemblage came school rivalry, class warfare, awkward alliances, 
budding romances, rejections, jealousies, conflicts, reconciliations -- and no shortage of drama. Make no 
mistake: we had a lot of fun. It's just that sometimes having fun can be a lot of work. Added to that was 
the expectation of some kind of spiritual formation, which to me sometimes felt like the Holy Spirit 
trying to wiggle its way into National Lampoon's Family Vacation. 
  
After crossing the plains of Nebraska, ascending the mountains of Colorado, sleeping in campgrounds 
and church basements, we decided to head north and come home through the Black Hills.  The Pope 
was to be in Denver the day after we left, and the Harley Davidson rally in Sturgis was just beginning, so 
as we headed north on I-25 in Wyoming, there were hundreds of buses in the southbound lane, 
thousands of motorcycles in the northbound. It seemed to me a most vivid reminder of a church and a 
world sometimes headed in opposite directions. 
  
When we arrived in the Black Hills, the frenzy continued, as thousands of bikers were joined by even 
more thousands of visitors. To my surprise, it was in the midst of all that -- not apart from it -- that we 
encountered a most holy place. It was a campfire circle at a crowded campground outside of Hill City. 
We had just returned from the evening fireworks display at Mt. Rushmore and, though we were 
banished to the farthest corner, threatened with eviction by a manager who didn't want the other 
guests disturbed . . .  finally a quiet place, finally a group eager to be together, eager to listen to what 
others had to say. 
  
A young man named Corey had a lot to say. Someone about to head off to college, a star high school 
athlete who had never before participated in youth activities at church, a person who confessed that he 
had "come on a lark," thanked the people around the circle for the unexpected blessing this time had 
offered to his life. He spoke deeply not only about what these new, unlikely friendships meant to him, 
but about what this community of faith meant to him. 
  
Sometimes places are made holy by the uncommon blessings which are offered. 

  

Lord, in the company of people who may seem different from us, teach us to  

find our spiritual connection, our mutual faith. 

 

 Your Dollar a Day for Poverty supports the Lutheran Church of the Great Spirit 

serving the American Indian population, providing a blended worship of Lutheran 

and native components. 

 



The Waiting Place        Friday, March 7, 2014 

The “waiting place” was actually a wing at St. Luke's hospital where people waited, sometimes for weeks 

or months, wondering when and if they would receive the heart transplant they so desperately needed. 

Stuart was one of those residents. I think it helped that he considered life to be a gift rather than an 

inherent right. 

 

You may imagine the kind of community which forms in a hospital wing where everyone is waiting for 

the same thing. All were there out of common need, hoping personally for the one donor match that 

would offer a new beginning, yet suddenly sharing an intimate bond with people they had never known 

until now. They lived with the collective knowledge that a fairly high percentage of them would die 

before ever finding a match. They lived knowing also that for them to live, someone else had to die. 

 

Brutal honesty can breed either resentment or compassion. In this case, it seemed to me that they 

consoled each other, cheered for each other and began to live as we all should live.....cherishing one day 

at a time. 

 

It was about 5 o'clock in the evening when the family called to let me know they had found a donor. By 

the time I arrived at the hospital, they were already in the operating room. I was surprised when the 

hospital officials insisted that I scrub up as they ushered me into the room where the surgeon invited me 

to offer a prayer. I guess some moments are undeniably sacred. 

 

Stuart was one of the lucky ones. Ten years later he still knows how incredibly fragile life can be. 

 

He seems to celebrate every day as though it's Easter Sunday. 

 

 

Oh God, teach us to number our days,   

that we may get a heart of wisdom. Amen 

  

  

  

 

When you say your prayers today would you also pray for Parish Nurses in congregations working with 

low income families? 

  

  

 

 

 

  



Bayley Bay       Saturday, March 8,  2014 

 This wasn’t part of the plan!  By the time we hit Basswood Lake, the west winds were supposed 

to be carrying us along the border route and back to the familiar place at the end of the 

Gunflint. Instead it was 38 degrees with a stiff wind out of the east and two-foot waves as we 

set out across Bayley Bay. We talked about hugging the shoreline, but we would have almost 

certainly been swept right into the rocky shore. 

Finally we decided that the best of our not-so-great options was to head right into the teeth of 

the cold wind as we crossed a two-mile stretch of open water.  There wasn’t even a speck of 

island from which to gain relief from the strong wind.  Three canoes, six people -- now 

interdependent after a week together in the wilderness -- set out pledging to remain as close 

together as we could.  Peter was in the bow of our canoe.  After about 100 feet of crashing into 

waves as though we were riding a bucking bronco, he turned back and yelled, “You always said 

you wanted to be a cowboy!” 

As we paddled, making sure to keep the nose pointed straight into the wind, I thought about 

how vulnerable we really were. The others all possessed wonderful outdoor skills; they all knew 

how to respond to a capsized canoe in the open water. We all were wearing life jackets -- 

however, this was not the middle of July.  It wasn’t the kind of morning where you can go right 

from a capsized canoe to a leisurely swim. It was 38 degrees and my toes were already frozen. 

I started to think about how long it would take for the other canoes to get to us in the wind. I 

began to wonder how long one would be in the water before any point of land could be 

reached. I wondered if any of the incredibly skilled outdoor folk could really save me. 

I took great comfort in knowing they would all try. Holiness comes sometimes when you are 

most vulnerable and realize you are not alone. 

 

God, like the disciples we sometimes find ourselves in turbulent waters. Thank you for 

reminding us that we are never alone. 

 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps fund the Racine Neighborhood Camp, offering free, multi-site, 

summertime Christian programming to children of the unemployed and ‘working poor’ in the urban 

neighborhoods of Racine. 

  

 



Vietnam Memorial         Monday, March 10, 2014 

Buried deep in lower Manhattan just a short walk from the Staten Island ferry, far below the 

imposing structures of the financial district, right beside the entrance to the Brooklyn Bridge -- 

stands the other Vietnam Memorial. It is much less famous than its counterpart on the mall in 

Washington DC. I suspect one could spend a lot of time in lower Manhattan without ever 

realizing it’s there. 

Located in a tiny park-like space surrounded by a small amphitheater, it begs for reverence in a 

bawdy, busy city which offers little rest.  Inscribed on the square glass blocks which bear the 

names of those who died are the heartfelt, sometimes anguished, letters of those who served 

in a war that no one seemed to want to be fighting. 

We arrived there after the sun had gone down, after a full day of taking in all of the city that our 

senses could tolerate. Cars were bumper to bumper on the Brooklyn Bridge. Helicopters were 

hovering overhead to monitor the escape. Lights were popping on all over the city as it 

transitioned from hard work to hard party.  In the middle of it all . . . a sacred place which called 

us away from the collective mania and into the heart of the human story. 

I think almost everyone who stood in silence, spellbound by those compelling letters, must 

have known someone . . . a friend from childhood, a classmate who you wished you’d known 

better, a member of one’s own family . . . who had offered a life for others. 

 

 Dear God, why must it so often take senseless tragedies to call us back to 

our senses? Help us find those sacred places that call us away from our 

busyness, away from the warfare, back to the sacred ground of human 

relationships. 

 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support St. Paul’s Lutheran Church Lao Ministry 

seeking to welcome Lao immigrants through a ministry of direct service, invitation, 

and evangelism training. 

  

 



The Church at Cuatemoc      Tuesday, March 11, 2014 

During college I spent a summer with seven other people living at Nuestra Señora de los 

Angeles monastery outside of Cuernavaca, Mexico. A small church outside of Sioux Falls, South 

Dakota had a grand vision and just enough resources to pay us a pittance and to help us buy an 

old school bus which never did go much over 55 miles per hour. 

The monastery was set on a hillside overlooking the valley and the monks assumed 

responsibility for the pastoral care of three little villages.  

The most remote was a series of tar paper shacks called Cuatemoc, which seemed to me a 

feeble first step to deal with the urban sprawl which was just beginning. 

It was the church at Cuatemoc which I will always remember. We were invited to a quinceanera 

celebration for a young girl in the village.  The altar area was covered with a sort of makeshift 

roof.  The rest of the sanctuary was open air with two low firebrick walls on the sides and 

nothing to separate the sanctuary from the narrow calle (street). 

As the mass began, it was difficult to know who was in the street and who was in the sanctuary.  

Both dogs and small children seemed most welcome -- and they seemed to come and go at will 

throughout the service. For all practical purposes, the village and the congregation could not be 

distinguished from one another.   

I continue to support many of the things that necessitate a separation of church and state in my 

own country. That being said, when the lines between life in the street and life in the sanctuary 

get blurred, it is a holy place indeed.  I think that is what God intended for the church. 

 

 Oh God, help us tear down the walls which separate 

us from others. Make our churches a place of 

welcome for all. 

 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Faith/Santa Fe 

Lutheran Church that ministers to both the Spanish and 

English speaking congregations with emphasis on the 

Latino people through worship, spiritual direction and 

leadership formation. 

  



In Front of the Altar      Wednesday, March 12, 2014 

 The neighborhood kids had a dubious relationship with the church.  When I first came to 

Ascension in Milwaukee, one would drive into the parking lot and the kids would scatter like 

mice.  They were, in fact, often up to mischief and were an irritation to many of the good 

church folks who were out to maintain Christendom at any cost.   

They did manage to get high marks for creativity and thus very little consequences on the night 

they tied the bumpers of the church council members’ cars to the chain link fence. The general 

consensus was that it was going to have to be torn down and replaced anyway. 

In time, as those anonymous young people began to have names and faces, the rest of us 

discovered that they were not so terrible after all. They were, in many ways, the victims of a 

neighborhood or, in some cases, of homes that were not so safe. 

To get them into the sanctuary on Sunday morning seemed like an insurmountable battle. 

However, to get them to sit in front of the altar on a Thursday night was not so hard. Suddenly 

the word “sanctuary” began to find its true meaning.  The liturgy was incredibly simple.  A 

single candle was placed in the chancel area of the otherwise dark sanctuary. The invitation to 

talk about hopes and dreams and fears without rebuke offered a powerful opportunity for 

candor. 

It made me realize that often the true holy places are those which dwell in front of, alongside of 

--  and sometimes in the shadows of -- our religious institutions. 

 

 

God, help us to make every church a place of sanctuary. 

 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty  helps support Racine’s Our Savior’s 

Lutheran Church’s Thursday night youth program called Spark:  Fanning 

the Flames of Faith.  The program includes teen leadership and 

mentoring. 

  

 

 



Big Sag        Thursday, March 13, 2014 

 Saganaga Lake (“Big Sag” to those who know it) is among the most famous, most formidable, border 

lakes punctuating the journey from Lake Superior all the way to Hudson Bay. I’ve always subscribed to 

the notion that you take whatever Big Sag offers. Because it is so large, because there is a lot of open 

water from the west to the east, Big Sag is almost always windy. In the heat of summer it can be a lot of 

fun.  In the bitter cold winds of spring or fall it can be downright scary. In any season it can be a game 

changer in terms of how far one will travel. 

Sometimes with the wind at your back you can lash canoes together, make a sail out of your ground 

tarp, and sail across at no time in all. With the wind in your face and three foot waves, Big Sag can shut 

you down. However, when Big Sag is perfectly still, it is a place which invites searching thoughts and 

hears the prayers of the religious and irreligious alike. 

Big Sag marked the beginning and the end of a trip around Hunter’s Island, a famous route of the old 

voyageurs. Six of us began that journey just a few days after the World Trade Center came down on 

9/11. With us we took all of the fears, all of the uncertainty of a world that was reeling. We had only 

eight days to cover the 160 miles of lakes and portages which, in September, means rising early and 

paddling until dark almost every day. The hardest days were the last two and a half. After uncommonly 

good weather we spent the last portion of the journey paddling into the teeth of a biting wind out of the 

northeast.  Our backs were already sore; frozen digits did not make things easier.  

But then, I swear by the act of a merciful God, as we emerged from the Otter Track across the last 

barrier called Monument Portage, the wind died, the sun came out and even though it was late 

afternoon, the temperature began to rise. As we came out onto the open water, Big Sag was clear as 

glass. Well, you take what Big Sag gives you. For almost an hour the three canoes sat motionless as we 

came together and sat in a moment of pure and honest thanksgiving. I looked across to Cache Bay 

where we had ventured into the inlet to begin our journey. Part of me wanted to do it all over again. 

Part of me knew my place was back in the world from which I had come. 

I was especially struck as I watched Larissa. She had come on the trip with great reservations, not simply 

at the prospect of being the only woman, but because of the restlessness in her 

own spirit. As we sat in the holy stillness which Big Sag offered that afternoon, I 

heard her whisper, “I made it!” It was not about having covered the miles, it 

was not about withstanding a test of endurance – it was about finding again 

the center of her soul. . . that’s why she had come . . . and that’s why we always 

come back to this holy ground. 

O Lord, like Jesus, who retreated into the wilderness, we too need to step away from the assault of 

our restless spirits to find the peaceful center within. Thank you for restoring my soul. 

 

A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty:  Lutheran Human Relations Association



The Road to Ormsby      Friday, March 14,  2014 

I married into a farm family from southern Minnesota in the early 1980s, about the same time as the 

farm crisis. While no one in Martin County, Minnesota blames me directly for the crisis, they have 

occasionally talked about “when times were better” in stories that never include me. 

The 1980s farm crisis in this country was as much a spiritual crisis as it was an economic one.  No matter 

what one’s religious affiliation, farmers in this country pretty much lived according to the Protestant 

work ethic: If you were honest and worked hard you prospered; if you went broke it was your own fault.  

The farm crisis changed all that.  Almost overnight people who did work hard, people who were honest, 

people who were thoroughly decent were suddenly going belly-up.  

Grain prices were so low that even a bumper crop made little difference.  I could see the long faces of 

the many proud folks who were simply hanging on the best they could.  It was a painful time. With it 

went denial, guilt, desperation, sometimes hopelessness.  In once seemingly stable communities, the 

number of suicides increased dramatically.  

Although there was no obvious remedy for these hard times, there were valuable lessons to be learned. 

The realization that we are perhaps only stewards -- not possessors of the land -- is one. And then there 

is a deeper realization that perhaps poverty as it happened on a much larger scale is more a matter of 

powerlessness than it is about lack of ambition. Finally, there is the matter of faith as something to be 

practiced, sometimes without being able to see past the darkness. 

During that time I would go out and help with harvest partly for moral support, partly to drive the grain 

truck to town (Ironically, while farming is considered a fairly sophisticated operation which requires all 

kinds of skills, the prevailing thought is that anyone can drive a grain truck which weighs six tons.) On 

one particular day I happened to be driving a load of corn to the elevator in Ormsby when I experienced 

as close a thing to a vision as I could imagine. 

The day was late, the sun was sinking in the west and the sky was a glorious pink. The grain 

dryers were already running so the air itself smelled rich and sweet.  Silhouetted in the 

horizon there were three silos eerily reminiscent of some of the Good Friday bulletins I 

have seen.  Over the whining of the engine of the old truck I began to sing “Precious Lord, 

take my hand,” and Suddenly I was overcome with the sense of deep peace.  Somehow I 

knew things would work out. 

Well, let’s face it.  Lutherans aren’t known for great visions and we sure as heck don’t claim 

to be able to interpret them. All I can report is what I saw and what I felt . . . and the 

moment of grace I experienced. 

Dear Lord, when we face crises in our personal lives or in the life of our society, help us to see 

past the darkness with the eyes of faith.  

A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty:  ELCA World Hunger Appeal. 



Face to Face       Saturday, March 15, 2014  

My dad and I had a good relationship. We really did. If you've ever read the book, The Way of 
the Wolf,, a former bible camp classic, you might remember the wolf as a distant figure. . . 
watching, protecting, taking delight in the various characters in the collection of stories. I often 
think of my dad as that kind of figure. . . at least in my life. 
 
Dad was the perfect embodiment of Martin Luther's assertion that we are at once both saint 
and sinner. He could be a salty old cuss, irreverent at times, someone who said what was on his 
mind no matter who was listening. He also had a big heart of compassion and an almost 
childlike trust in a God who he acknowledged was so much bigger than he was. 
 
Until he had a stroke which cost him his speech, I never realized  that my dad and I rarely 
looked each other in the eyes. My dad was the master of overhearing conversations and then 
offering a pearl of wisdom when you didn't even think he was listening. He was a master of 
pithy one-liners, often spoken as he was exiting or entering the room. He could make you 
laugh, make you cry; he could chastise, embarrass, honor you or love you completely without 
wasting words.  
 
All of that changed when he lost his ability to speak. Two weeks after he and Mom celebrated 
their 50th weddding anniversary, Dad had a major stroke, one that would lead to his death 
three months later. It was in that interim, that painful time of seeing him lose the rugged 
independence that had carried him so well, that my dad and I made a new beginning.  
 
For the first time Dad and I had to look each other straight in the eyes in order to communicate. 
His mind was there, his heart was open, his speech was missing. For the first time, I needed to 
carry the conversation, needed to listen with all my heart, needed to offer undivided attention. 
It was bittersweet for sure.  
 
Ironically, that time of sitting in a chair, smack dab in front of Dad's wheelchair, became holy 
time. . . holy space. 
 
 
 
Dear God, thank you for giving us special times with 
the people we love most, for opportunities to 
renewing these bonds and seeing one another with 
new eyes. 
  

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Emmaus Lutheran Church with their mission ministry to the 

Latino community offering worship in a music school for kids, after-school tutoring, and kid-friendly 

worship. 

  



Custer State Park       Monday, March 17, 2014 

For fifteen years a group of men gathered at Outlaw Ranch, a Lutheran camp nestled in the 

Black Hills just outside of Custer, South Dakota. Beginning at age one, my son was able to 

accompany me on ten of those trips.  It was some of the best father/son time imaginable. Not 

only was it wonderful one-on-one time, it was also an invitation to life in community. 

The gathering occurred in the dead of winter, usually the week right after the Super Bowl when 

the interstate could be treacherous and the Black Hills had very few visitors. 

One of the annual sacred rituals was a trip into Custer State Park. In a day before cell phones 

we would drive on the snow-packed roads, trusting that the camp van, with its rear wheel 

drive, would not become stuck or slide off the narrow gravel surfaces. It was an amazing 

experience of being at once so vulnerable . . . and so privileged. 

If the park in summer is overwhelmed by vehicles and tourists, in the dead of winter the park 

again belongs to the elk and the buffalo. 

Leading a group of church leaders, mostly ordained, the theologian for the day was the camp’s 

resident manager, Mark Thompson. In many respects he was colorfully “country”, although he 

was a strong reminder that thoughtful faith is primarily the work of the laity. 

Each year we would drive to the same remote overlook and gaze down the wide expanse called 

Buffalo Gap. Every year Mark would tell us the story of how the buffalo had been coming 

through that same gap for millions of years.  Often we would see remnants of the once great 

herd grazing in the valley below.  It was breathtaking. 

I suspect that strict seven-day Creationists would have winced at Mark’s interpretation of the 

past.  For myself, though, as I heard him speak I began to marvel at the breadth, depth, power 

and truth of the creation story from Genesis 1.  

 

Dear God, thank you for creating this 

magnificent world we live in. Help us to 

appreciate the wonder of the universe 

without holding up a stopwatch to mark the 

time. 

 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support All  People’s Church using youth programming to raise up 

new leaders for the church and community.  Emerging leaders participate in Kids Working to Succeed. 



Pej Pem        Tuesday, March 18, 2014 

Chiapas, Mexico, the southern-most state in Mexico, has rolling hills and good farmland; it 

receives 20 to 30 inches of rainfall each year.  People have been sustained by agriculture there 

for centuries. For the most part it is a beautiful place inhabited by beautiful people. There is no 

reason for people in Chiapas to be hungry but, sadly, many are hungrier than ever before. 

The African palm has become one of the largest cash crops. You would think it would be a boost 

to the economy. Unfortunately, already desperate farmers enter into lease agreements which, 

after a year or two, do not look so promising. Suddenly the land is tied up for a generation. 

Most importantly, the ability to grow food on the land is surrendered. Instead, palm oil is used 

for things like cosmetics, which are produced and shipped to other parts of the world. 

The second impact is the introduction of genetically engineered seeds -- seeds meant to boost 

production. Those seeds have one impact in developed countries. They have quite another in a 

subsistence culture. In short, a poor farmer must buy seeds he cannot afford, buy expensive 

fertilizer he cannot afford, must apply pesticides he cannot afford.  Twenty-six of the pesticides 

banned in the United States are used in Chiapas where people live so close to the land. The 

vicious cycle of poverty sometimes spins out of control. 

Pej Pem means “butterfly” in the local Choi dialect. The Pej Pem Eco Justice Center stands as a 

symbol of hope in the middle of the vicious cycle. Built on one of the old ejidos (collective 

farms), the Pej Pem Center works at breaking the cycle of chemical dependency of the land, 

which is strangling poor people. The center has begun to reclaim the land, inch by inch.  

It has marked a return to ancient farming practices which can sustain the people who live so 

close to the land. Many of the plants, which pre-date even the arrival of the Spaniards, offer the 

ability to fertilize, control insects naturally, greatly enhance nutrition and provide medicine for 

a people from whom the safety net has been removed . . . perhaps stolen. 

Whatever Pej Pem is, whatever sustaining impact it will have, whatever 

consciousness is raised in a world which so often places expedience over 

justice -- cannot be measured. Pej Pem is not simply a novelty. It is a 

signal of warning, a signal of hope. It is indeed a holy place. 

 Dear God, how often do we step in with our perceived wisdom to “fix” 

the problems of another, leaving the situation worse rather than better. 

Give us your wisdom to create a more just world. 

A Holy Place to the Greater Milwaukee Synod is the Meru Diocese of the Lutheran Church in Tanzania, 

Africa. 



The Rimrocks      Wednesday, March 19, 2014 

When I think of Billings, Montana, where I grew up, I always remember the Rimrocks. These 

sandstone cliffs surrounding the city overlook the Yellowstone Valley.  On a clear day one can 

see the ski run on the mountains over one hundred miles away. On a clear night one can see 

what seems to be every light in the valley as you ponder everything about life as you know it 

and begin to wonder about what is in the vast expanse beyond. 

 After a school dance, under a full moon, with the radio playing softly at the risk of wearing 

down the battery on Dad’s Plymouth Fury, the Rimrocks was a great place to share a first real 

kiss. The Rimrocks is a place for blessed reunions of all kinds: sometimes for lovers, sometimes 

for pranksters, sometimes for those who need to talk it out . . . and always a place for friends. 

After you’ve been away from home for a long time, the friends scatter and the blessed reunions 

become less frequent. I remember well the night Chuck Painter and I sat on those rocks for the 

longest time talking about the life we had known, wondering what life might hold in store for 

us.  

Chuck died not so many years ago, much too young and more isolated than I would ever have 

imagined. I lament that over time we lost touch with each other. In my lament I think often 

about the power of blessed reunions.  I think too about that blessed time on the Rimrocks and 

wonder about others with whom I have lost contact . 

God, we thank you for special places, like the 

Rimrocks, and for reunions with old friends. When 

people leave us before we’ve had the chance to 

say goodbye, we thank you for the memories, 

which live on. 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Reformation 

Lutheran Church who has “an irrational commitment” to 

a community of poor people that society generally 

doesn’t want to deal with. 

  

 



The Field at Anathoth       Thursday, March 20, 2014 

The  prophet Jeremiah is called to speak to the people of Judah before the unthinkable 
happens.  The southern kingdom has been left unconquered (although forced to pay heavy 
tribute) when the northern kingdom of Israel was overwhelmed by Assyria in the 8th century 
B.C. In a new day, when Babylon is the new power, the people of Judah think they cannot be 
touched. 
 
Jeremiah must speak not only to the people's need to reform. He must also speak in the face of 
arrogance. It's a thankless job in which Jeremiah often finds himself in the crossfire of the 
strained relationship between God and God's people. Then in 587 B.C., Babylon does descend 
from the north, the temple in Jerusalem is destroyed and the people are carried off into 
captivity for more than a generation. In many ways it is Judah's darkest hour.  
 
As all of that is beginning, Jeremiah does a radical thing. He buys land in the middle of a country 
being overrun! The Field of Anathoth is a sign of God's continued covenant even when others 
have abandoned hope. 
 
In the heart of Milwaukee lies a place called Alice's Garden. It is so much more than just 
another urban garden. Venice Williams is the holy woman who stands at the center. For her 
Alice's Garden is not a job but a calling.  
 
Alice's Garden stands on land connected to the Underground Railroad. It is land which in its 
history has been tied to the birth of a burgeoning black middle class, subject to willful 
segregation. It has seen buildings razed to make way for a freeway that never happened; it is 
surrounded by people living in poverty.  
 
The Field at Anathoth, places like Alice's Garden, are holy when they are declared holy, when 
they are reclaimed and renewed. 
 

Dear God, bless visionaries like Venice Williams who claim 

your Covenant and tend your holy ground. Walter and 

Dorothy’s Living Room 

 

A Holy Place to the Greater Milwaukee synod:  Alice’s Garden, 

Milwaukee. 

  

 

 



Walter and Dorothy's Living Room     Friday, March 21, 2014 

When people ask when it was that I received my call to ordained ministry, I usually tell them it was while 

I was serving my first parish. For me the calling as a baptized person has always been prominent. The call 

to ordained service has not always been so crystal clear. 

I am forever grateful to the people of Zion Lutheran in Arneckeville, Texas, for calling me to be their 

pastor. In my first week I visited an old woman who I swear waited for the new pastor to arrive to give 

her communion before she died. Since I had only been to three funerals in my life, and never officiated 

at one, the learning curve seemed steep enough. In the second week, a man named William, an 

incredibly gifted man who could never live up to his own high expectations, walked out into the pasture 

with his pocket testament and his rifle and put a bullet in his head. 

Within his family and within the little congregation, the story moved quickly -- beginning with concern 

over his whereabouts followed by a frantic search to the awful discovery of his body to unthinkable 

grief. It was early afternoon when William’s body was discovered; at dusk the congregation began to 

gather at the house of neighbors, Walter and Dorothy Wolf.  

It was there I saw most powerfully what it means to be the body of Christ.  

We live in a world where we love to fix things.  In that living room I saw a group of people who came to 

share sorrow rather than to try and fix that which simply was not fixable. As night descended, as people 

got off work or came home from school, the community continued to gather around the broken family.  

A circle formed in the living room.  Tears were shed. Prayers were offered.  A normally stoic man wept 

as he talked about his unresolved grief after the suicide of his own sister many years before.  Friends 

and neighbors promised to be with the widow in her grief. 

As their pastor, very new to the community, very inexperienced, feeling way in over my head, I was as 

much observer as anything.  I do remember leaving that 

holy place thinking, “If this is what it’s all about, I can do 

this”. 

 

O Giver of Peace, Thank you for the gift of community, for 

showing us how to bear one another up in time of 

sorrow. Thank you, too, for letting us see that holy places 

are all around us -- even as grieving neighbors gather in a 

living room. 

 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Cross Lutheran Church’s Bread of Healing Empowerment 

Ministry providing food, AODA counseling, medical and dental care, access to employment and other 

support services. 



 The Tent        Saturday, March 22, 2014 

One of my favorite Bible stories comes from II Samuel 7.  David, speaking for a people now 
settled in the land, laments that he now lives in a house, while the ark of the covenant is still 
housed in a tent. Perhaps moved by well-intentioned piety, perhaps feeling pangs of guilt, 
David begins to envision the building of a temple. It all sounds so noble . . . until the word of 
The Lord comes to the prophet Nathan. 
 
Nathan is instructed to go ask David, "What in the world are you thinking?" (paraphrased but to 
the point, I think). Nathan is to remind David that God has chosen to move about in a tent, that 
God has preferred to go where the people go and that God, who calls David "prince" rather 
than "king", is still in charge. 
 
It is a marvelous story on many levels . . . it explains about the people becoming less nomadic . . 
. it speaks of God's unwillingness to be put in a box   . . .it speaks of the dangers of religion 
when it becomes institutionalized. 
 
As someone who still loves to head into the wilderness on canoe trips, I am amazed at the new 
tents. They are lightweight and easy to pack. They can be set up and placed in whatever space a 
campsite might offer. One can position them away from a cold wind or open them to behold a 
full moon or a sunrise. They provide space to gather when the mosquitoes are thick, warmth 
and dryness when you need protection from cold and rain. Tents never let you forget how close 
to the earth you are or how vulnerable to the elements you can be. Most of all, they offer the 
freedom to access far-flung and out-of-the-way places. 
 
In the opening chapter of John's gospel, when it says 

that the "word became flesh and dwelt among us," the 

word for dwell means, literally, "placed a tent". Then, as 

now, it seems to be the way God rolls. In and of 

themselves, tents may not be holy places -- but they can 

sure help us get to those holy places. 

 

Thank you, God, for being our dwelling place, for coming with us wherever we go. 

 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Florist Avenue Lutheran Church. They invest in 
relationships with programs like Saturday Food for the Soul designed to re-root the church into 
the life of the neighborhood. 
  



A Place for Stray Cats       Monday, March 24, 2014 

The  11:00 p.m. Christmas Eve Candlelight service at Holy Communion was always my favorite 
worship service of the year. Somehow the hopes and fears of all the years seemed to find their 
way into the sanctuary surrounded by the promise of a savior called Christ the Lord. It seemed 
to bring out the very best in our worship. While I often referred to it as "the big shootout," in 
truth, it was a humbling experience to feel the heavens opened -- not because of what we had 
put together but rather because of the God who chooses to enter our lives. 
 
The Christmas Day service was a whole different matter. I called it the service of "stray cats". It 
had none of the fanfare of Christmas Eve. In fact, after just a few hours of sleep, it was 
sometimes a struggle to get out bed on Christmas morning. The minister of music and I 
considered it our gift to the rest of the staff to let them sleep in or head out of town to visit 
family. It was parish administration at its worst . . suddenly appointing oneself to be custodian, 
altar guild and acolyte --  not to mention plugging Christmas lights into every socket in the 
sanctuary. 
 
Truth be told, it also meant taking a Christmas Eve sermon on Luke 2 and trusting that the Holy 
Spirit could refit it into a homily on John 1. 
 
Then . . . just before 10 p.m. the "stray cats" would begin to show up. Originally, it was less than 
30 people, growing to more than 60 as the word spread, but what a remarkable gathering it 
was. It included people who didn't drive at night, people who had other family obligations on 
Christmas Eve, people from other churches who had no services on Christmas Day, out-of-
towners looking for anywhere to worship and folks home for the holidays (many who had 
suffered a loss during the year) and people who had nowhere else to go. 
 
Greg Berg would enter just before the hour, sit down at the piano and magically weave carols 
together for the prelude. There was welcome. There was Word (read by on-the-spot 
volunteers.)There were prayers from the heart. Special music would appear. There was Holy 
Communion. There was blessing. 
 
The large sanctuary, occupied by “stray cats,” few in number, was never a more holy place. 
 
God, teach us to make our churches a welcoming place 
to come, whether with the multitudes or with the 
“strays”. 
 
Your Dollar a day for Poverty  supports Our Savior’s 
Lutheran Church, Milwaukee.  Our Savior’s offers a 
Wednesday Noon Prayer Service and Lunch each week for 
persons living in poverty to be fed spiritually and to enjoy 
a warm, nourishing meal. 
 



Car Ride      Tuesday, March 25, 2014 

 

She didn't need to be rescued . . . she just needed to catch her breath. She didn't need to have 
anything fixed . . . she just needed to remember that nothing was broken. She didn't need to come 
home . . .she just needed to know that home hadn't left her. 
 
After her great delight in being accepted to the University of Wisconsin, my daughter took a 
wonderful summer camping trip with other incoming freshmen and was excited to move into her 
dorm. And then, swiftly and powerfully, dreaded homesickness struck. On a large campus that was 
everything she wanted, suddenly she felt so terribly alone. 
 
Thankfully, one of the textbooks she needed to begin school arrived at our house after move-in day. 
I was more than happy to drive from Racine to Madison to deliver it. My daughter met me in front 
of her dorm, as I'd promised to take her out for lunch. As soon as the car door closed, the tears 
began to flow. "Dad, I'm so scared . . . I don't know if I can do this." 
 
One's first parental instincts are not to think about how this is such a predictable and normal 
moment in the life of a college freshman. Instead, one's first instinct is to melt inside and want to go 
back to the day when she was a cuddly little child, wholly dependent, an infant you could put in the 
crook of your arm and rock to sleep. 
 
I can't remember if we stopped to eat or not. But I do remember we drove away from the busy 
campus, away from the large buildings, away from the city altogether. West of Madison we found 
cornfields, open air, a chance to be alone, a chance to be together. Tears spent, the conversation 
turned to a description of her new life, to all the new people she was meeting, to classes, to hopes. 
She didn't want to leave. She just needed reassurance. 
 
It was not a long ride. That one ride would not mark the end of homesickness. It would return again 
in smaller increments until the ache was no longer there. We did stop at Target on the way home to 
buy a few items, but in truth the only thing she needed was a taste of something familiar. 
 
Sometimes when we pray, we are disappointed if God does not respond by 

providing well-organized, clearly written holy chapters to point the way. 

Sometimes God does that. More often, though, wanting our growth, 

respecting our freedom, God replies with holy moments. The car ride that 

afternoon provided a holy space for a holy moment. 

God, in our moments of uncertainty and loneliness, thank you for 

providing us with reassurance and love. 

Your ‘Dollar a Day for Poverty’ helps support Unity Lutheran Church connecting people through a 

soup kitchen, an adult center, and a free clinic.  

 

  



Clara’s Kitchen Table      Wednesday, March 26, 2014 

At first it seemed like a most unholy place.  The makeshift wheelchair ramp made an awkward 

approach into the small entryway off the kitchen. Clara did her best to manipulate her 

wheelchair through the narrow hallway and the cluttered spaces of her house. 

At first the kitchen table did not seem to be the appropriate place to be sharing the sacrament.  

In order to make a space for my tidy little communion kit, one had to first clear away the dirty 

dishes, half- opened cereal boxes, and filled ash trays. 

If today’s already pristine altars somehow require the presence of a large bottle of hand 

sanitizer in order to share the Lord’s Supper, Clara’s kitchen table would have required an 

extreme makeover. 

It’s funny, though, how first impressions are not always the ones that stick.  In the succeeding 

months and years of going to that home, I became more and more tolerant of the immediate 

surroundings and more and more captivated by a family’s story. 

Not everyone is living the American dream. Sometimes as a result of one’s own doing, more 

often by systems beyond our control, poverty becomes a reality lived by many, particularly 

those blue collar families as blue collar jobs begin to evaporate.  Add to that a loss of health, 

and sometimes the journey gets even more complicated. 

Over time I began to focus less on Clara’s ill health and became more attuned to her great faith.  

In a world where life is simply not easy, in a family system sometimes awash in dysfunction, I 

grew amazed at Clara’s resilient faith. I realized that she was often the voice of God’s love, the 

one who dared offer a word of hope, the one who bore witness to a God of forgiveness where 

it was so often desperately needed. 

Whatever clutter appeared in Clara’s life, or on top of her kitchen table, God had a place 

reserved there. 

 

 Dear God, I know you see past the clutter of my life into my 

heart. Thank you for sitting down with us when we pray “Come 

Lord Jesus, be our guest” (even if our home’s a mess!). 

A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty is the Interfaith Conference 

of Greater Milwaukee.  The Conference consists of faith organizations 

focusing on peace and justice issues in the region as well as the CROP 

Walk and Housing Trust Fund for low income housing.  



 Off Trail        Thursday, March 27, 2014 

I was not all that happy with my friend Jim Wiinanen when he took us off trail that day. We 
were in the middle of the Poet's Chain in the heart of Quetico Provincial Park, a series of lakes I 
consider to be among the most beautiful anywhere. All we had to do was paddle through the 
“postcard” and I would have been self-indulgently content. Why today did we have to go 
exploring? 
 
Jim is the consummate woodsman who has spent most of his life paddling in Quetico and its 
USA complement, the Boundary Waters Canoe Area of Minnesota. Therefore, when he offers to 
take you "exploring" , when he  takes you to places where canoes do not normally go, you 
always wonder if he's been there before. On this day, I'm not sure he had. It was more than we 
had bargained for. 
 
From Chatterton we portaged into  Alice Lake. From there we followed a tiny little stream until 
it dissolved  into a swamp, one that had numerous beaver dams, right-angle turns through the 
tall grass, plenty of bottomless muck and very little water. Finally, the loaded canoes could go 
no farther. Frankly, I wasn't even sure we could go back the way we came. 
 
After some discussion, we decided the only way through was to have some people portage the 
packs along the spongy marsh grass while the others would solo paddle the canoes through the 
maze. It is incredibly hard work to propel a 17-foot canoe through sharp turns in a couple of 
inches of water. To step out of the canoe would mean muck up to your neck. 
 
We were exhausted by the time we emerged onto a small pond that actually had water in it. 
From there we found a path which looked like it used to be a portage, then another pond, 
another portage and finally, after an unbelievably hard afternoon in which we experienced 
frayed nerves and the muttering of words you never learn in Sunday school, a familiar lake on 
our intended route. 
 
Interestingly, that day of the trip is the one I think about most often. If one never steps outside 
the “postcard”, personal growth does not happen, words of forgiveness are never spoken, a 
shared meal and a night of rest are never so appreciated. Maybe that's 
what Robert Frost was thinking when he wrote “The Road Not Taken.” 
 
 
God, sometimes we need to get out of our comfort zone, to see the 

world with a new perspective. Help us welcome adventures that stretch 

our faith. 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Just One More a food rescue ministry, 

organized by St. Matthew’s in Wauwatosa, rescuing food from restaurants and 

catering services that would otherwise be thrown away and provided to programs 

for the poor at neighborhood churches in Milwaukee.  



 Telling the Truth       Friday, March 28, 2014 

In my grandparents’ living room, just in front of the picture window that looked out onto the 

front porch, was a baby grand piano. Other than watching the Lawrence Welk Show on their 

black and white television and driving in their old Chevy Impala into the Badlands, listening to 

Grandma play the piano was just about all there was to do in that little North Dakota town. But 

what great entertainment it was! 

Grandma stood barely over five feet tall but seemed to have inexhaustible energy . . . baking 

bread, hauling water from the pump outside the house, spending countless hours at the 

Presbyterian church.  But playing the piano was her best gift.  Our favorite song was “Wheels.”  

My grandma -- Ruth Barrow -- was the first person close to me who died. It was a hard thing for 

me to see this woman who was so full of life suddenly become ill. Over the next two years, the 

numerous treatments seemed to do little for her. My grandfather refused to let anyone 

mention the “C” word in her presence. Impending grief and utter denial seemed all wrapped 

together. 

As we came for what would be my last visit, Grandma and I were alone for an afternoon. I was 

on the floor playing solitaire as she lay on the couch in front of me. She asked what I’d like for 

my birthday. I said “Grandma, you always give the best presents.” She looked at me straight in 

the eye and said, “It would be too bad if I wasn’t here for another birthday, wouldn’t it?” She 

knew. I was sad, yet strangely relieved to have the veil of secrecy suddenly lifted. 

The next week she went to the doctor and demanded to know the truth and he answered, 

“Ruth, you won’t be here for Christmas.” (It was already November.) When Grandma came 

home, she told her sister and my grandfather not to feel sorry for her. She had a great life.  

Then she walked over to the piano and began to play all her favorite songs. 

 

God, in the face of personal adversity, give us courage to 

face the truth. Teach us to celebrate our lives with joy, 

even in those final days. 

 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps Capitol Drive Lutheran 

Church provide The Gathering Place that offers older 

adults opportunities for belonging to a caring community, 

emphasizing health, service, and spiritual growth.   



Mueller Falls       Saturday, March 29, 2014 

Paddling from Ogishkemuncie to Gabimichigami involves going through two lakes called 

Mueller and Agamok. The portage from Ogish to Mueller is a well-traveled seventy rod portage 

that would be easy if it didn’t go straight up. The portage from Mueller to Agamok is about 

twice as long, a challenge because of the rocky landing and the varied terrain. It is often the 

first real test of mettle for first-time canoers. 

In the middle of that portage is what I consider one of the true holy places in the BWCA. The 

Kekekabic Trail cuts right through the middle of the portage and, if one dares to leave the 

portage path, it is just a short walk to the east to encounter an old wooden bridge that spans 

Mueller Falls. 

This place is an ideal spot, a break in the middle of the journey, a place for trail lunch, for group 

pictures and -- if the water is just right -- a refreshing dip in the swirling falls. 

To me, it is a holy place because so many times I had passed by without knowing it was there.  

In a world which is so often busy, a world in which we get 

so easily consumed with our agendas, a world unwilling to 

interrupt our busyness for a moment of blessed Sabbath, 

sometimes we miss the very treasures for which we have 

been looking. 

 

God, help us to be attentive to the holy places that exist 

all around us in our individual lives -- places which may 

be oblivious to us today but which, when recognized, may offer peace and renewal. 

  

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Peace Lutheran Church in Milwaukee, providing food 

programs, support services, life-long learning and enrichment, creative Confirmation, and transforming 

worship and spiritual support. 

  

 



Tepeagua        Monday, March 31, 2014 

Had it not been the dry season, I’m not sure the road to Tepeagua would have been passable. The last 

twenty miles took over an hour as our driver maneuvered through the cavernous potholes. When we 

finally arrived at the little church, we were greeted by a number of children, the pastor, other leaders 

from the congregation -- and two policemen with machine guns sitting on a bench in front of the church.  

Apparently there had been a disturbance among the bandias (gangs) the night before and the local 

officials were concerned about our safety. 

Throughout the day we lived with the great contradiction that is El Salvador today . . . the presence of so 

many gentle people trying their best to scratch out a living amid the reality of poverty and amid the 

threat of violence. 

I felt relatively secure as we heard the story of life in the church, saw the brick oven bakery founded by 

an enterprising pastor, watched people draw water from the only well in town (a well built thanks to the 

partnership with Atonement Lutheran Church in Muskego, Wisconsin.) 

When I heard  about the snake who’d made an appearance in the rafters above the place where I would 

be sleeping, I was a little more concerned about that than I was about the presence of the policemen. 

However, when we drove to La Libertad in the late afternoon I was surprised when the officers jumped 

in the van with us, a little unsettled when one of the machine guns rested only a couple of inches from 

my leg. 

When we returned to Tepeagua, there was to be a large fiesta. People 

emerged from every direction and the party thrown in our honor began to 

happen. And then, just as the sun disappeared and the woods became dark, 

the two policemen and their machine guns left. I can only guess that the 

word had filtered back to the local officials that there would be no trouble 

tonight. 

For the rest of the evening I felt incredibly safe. The small children played 

games, people danced, food was shared. As the party began to disperse, an 

old man suffering some great trauma lay down to sleep beside the small bonfire . . . right in the middle 

of kids and dogs and the American guests who gathered there. 

I realized that places are not holy in and of themselves. Places are holy when they are declared to be 

holy. Peace happens when people realize that peace is simply better than warfare. 

Bless our partnership with El Salvador. Help keep the people safe; help them to know peace and 

comfort, help them find freedom from hunger and fear. 

A Holy Place to the Greater Milwaukee Synod is the Lutheran Church of El Salvador, a Companion Synod 
with many one-on-one parish partnerships that each us know to be a faithful church even in the midst of 
poverty and violence. 
  



The Tunnel        Tuesday, April 1, 2014 

There are many places in the world that Pastor Walter Hermanns made holy. Blessed with a sharp mind 

and a playful sense of humor . . .  cursed by having to deal with multiple sclerosis in the prime of his life, 

Walter was my beloved colleague for fifteen years, my dear friend for more than twenty. During his 

struggle with MS, which was a progressive disease for him, he once commented, “The thing about living 

with MS is the box you live in keeps getting smaller and smaller.” 

Ironically, through his sometimes private, sometimes very public battle with that awful disease, he 

taught us all so much about health and healing, about what it means to embrace life fully, about what it 

means to live by grace. Of the many things I could share about Walter’s ministry, his children’s sermon 

where he used a tunnel, speaks volumes. 

Children and old folks loved Walter’s messages. I, as lead pastor on the other hand, sometimes squirmed 

as he would manage a fifteen-minute children’s sermon in a service already destined to go well over an 

hour. He was never deterred by my wise counsel. As a whole, his children’s sermons were delightful and 

full of gospel. 

It is the tunnel that will remain forever lodged in my brain and in my heart. It was one of those bright 

colored collapsible plastic tunnels that can be used for a variety of purposes, I suppose. Frankly, I do not 

remember the point of his sermon that day. What I remember was his willingness to lead a group of 

children as together they crawled through the tunnel.  

It was a time in his life when his mobility was already seriously challenged, a point where he could not 

walk without great labor. Yet I think crawling through that tunnel was Walter’s definitive statement 

about how to respond to MS. I truly believe that each day he awakened figuring that this day may be the 

best one he had left. And that a dreaded disease would not define how he would live his life. 

So there in the middle of the chancel, surrounded by the children he loved, he crawled with some 

difficulty, vulnerable yet unafraid to try . . . strong in his own way. I can only imagine what that powerful 

witness must have meant to anyone living with a disability or any child afraid to try something new. 

Holy places are often common places which are wholly sanctified by human courage and divine blessing. 

 

God, thank you for faith-filled people like Walter 

Hermanns, who teach and inspire us by their example. 

 

Add a prayer today for the homeless and the homeless 

shelters in our community. 

  



The Well at Sychar       Wednesday, April 2, 2014 

The story in John's Gospel about the woman at the well took on a whole new meaning after I 
visited the Meru Diocese in Tanzania. As in many other places in Africa and around the world, 
water is a precious and sometimes rare commodity. The average woman in Africa walks 3.7 
miles a day to draw water for her family.  
 
It is so much more than a daily chore. It is also, I suspect, a bit of freedom, a time of gathering, 
an opportunity for conversation not always prevalent in a world where men are often more 
privileged than women. Thus the story of the woman who goes to the well at an odd hour, 
alone, is even more striking than my Sunday school teacher said it was. We assume at the 
outset that the woman was a sinner and then are invited to pile on with all sorts of wild 
speculation. We tend to see her as vixen rather than as one living in isolation. 
 
Jesus’ willingness to speak to her, ask something of her, engage her in conversation -- while it 
must have further offended the Pharisees -- makes a radical statement about God's heart of 
compassion. 
 
Recently, a renowned artist named Lily Yeh visited our Synod. Her story is a powerful one. She 
has taken her creative ability into places where others do not wish to go: an impoverished 
neighborhood in Philadelphia, a village built in a garbage dump in Korogocho, Nairobi, a 
settlement community established for survivors of genocide in Gisenyi, 
Rwanda. Her art brings color back into stories which have faded into 
black and white, brings healing to those who have been wounded, 
dignity to those who have been discarded. 
 
Ironically, however, while she is very respectful, very knowledgeable 
about the story of Jesus, she herself is not a Christian. Yet she does 
invite us back into the heart of Christianity by walking in some of the 
places Jesus would have walked.   I think God puts people like Lily in 
the midst of Christians to call us back to what we were meant to be. 
 
 
God, we pray for a heart of compassion, like that of Jesus, and we pray for humility that we 
might learn from people like Lily Yeh. 
 
 
Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Redeemer Lutheran Church that runs an Outreach Training 

Center with special focus on relationship building with the diverse community of neighbors, businesses 

and Marquette University. 

  

 
 



University Avenue, Berkeley     Thursday, April 3, 2014 

While visiting Pacific Lutheran Seminary in Berkeley, we were housed at a motel on University 
Avenue. After a day of flying followed by a long series of meetings, I decided some kind of 
exercise was in order. Before the sun came up I decided to walk up University Avenue rather 
than venture into some less public places. 
 
As I walked toward the campus I witnessed an area stuck somewhere between decline and 
renewal. Overall the neighborhood looked reasonably safe. The traffic picked up slightly along 
the avenue as people began to head to work. Along the way there were a host of motels which 
looked to have been nice once upon a time. There were also a variety of upstart businesses, 
hole-in-the-wall restaurants, and coffee shops. Every couple of blocks there was a newer 
building bearing a familiar company name as though folks were beginning to speculate on the 
prospect of renewal. 
 
A few people were out walking dogs, a few others were waiting for buses. As I got closer to the 
campus, the buildings became larger and I began to be aware of a considerable number of 
homeless people sleeping in the entryways.  The renewal obviously had not yet arrived for 
many. 
 
When I got to the campus I turned around and headed back the same way I had come. The 
traffic increased and the sky brightened, although the streets were still rather dark. From a 
distance I could see a figure rummaging through one of the large garbage cans in the middle of 
the block. As I approached, I saw a woman digging through the trash, looking for anything 
recyclable.  
 
It’s funny how a homeless woman can make a grown man a little nervous. I passed the garbage 
can, fully expecting the request for money. To my surprise, the woman looked at me and 
apologized for being there; she asked for nothing but only smiled sweetly and told me to “have 
a blessed day.” 
 
Suddenly I was standing on Holy Ground . . . wondering: Would I be willing to bless a stranger 
this day? 
 
 Lord of all, sometimes we find ourselves on unfamiliar ground amid 
unfamiliar people. Help us to carry your blessing wherever we go. 
 
 
Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Grace Lutheran Church in 

Kenosha.    Grace is one of several churches in Kenosha that together 

provide a rotating nightly shelter for the homeless, including (at Grace) the 

only shower facility in the rotation. 

  

  



Momma Kiera’s Table       Friday, April 4, 2014 

The hospitality of the Tanzanians in the Meru Diocese is everywhere. Visitors are often given 
laurel necklaces and greeted by choirs of people who have driven miles to the airport to offer 
welcome. “Jambo” is the word. From there you are usually transported to the retreat center in 
Usa River and heartily welcomed again to a place that feels safe and warm and hospitable. The 
centerpiece of the retreat center is Mama Kiera’s table.  
 
Mama Kiera is not only a kind and generous host, she is also a shrewd business woman who will 
ride the “dolla dolla” (a small van which holds an unbelievable number of people, animals and 
packages) in order to secure provisions for her guests. 
 
Dinner at the center stands in sharp contrast to the frantic way we often do meals in the United 
States. It begins with greetings and prayer.  The meal itself always starts with soup. During the 
rest of the meal, served by Mama Kiera and her assistants, there is an invitation for 
conversation between the guests.  
 
The kitchen is terribly small, the provisions for guests always simple -- the food always fantastic. 
 
The holy space is created not with fancy china or lavish 
expense. It is created by the invitation to community. In a 
country where food is never very plentiful, much refreshment 
comes from those who gather to share what they have and 
from those who treat strangers as honored guests. 
 
God, in our land of plenty, help us to remember those who 
have little, and teach us to extend hospitality to others in, or 
outside, our own communities. 
 
 
Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Incarnation Lutheran Church, Milwaukee. Their God Bless 

the Kids Spot Neighborhood Youth Outreach Ministry provides a safe, welcoming environment.  

Neighborhood youth are offered a range of enriching experiences.  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



I-90 South Dakota       Saturday, April 5, 2014 

Time often changes the way we look at the world. Sometimes it imparts wisdom as we travel 
the same roads with different hearts. Interstate 90 in South Dakota has been that kind of road 
for me. In younger days it was an obstacle to be overcome. Today it is a delicious drink to be 
savored.  
 
During four years of college I made the trek from my home in Billings, Montana to Augustana 
College in Sioux Falls, South Dakota on a regular basis. I remember driving with Paul Peterson in 
his 1964 Chevy Nova with all of our stuff for the semester on a 100 degree windy day, windows 
rolled down for lack of air conditioning, radio playing whatever station we could find. 
Conversely, I remember starting home exhausted after a long week of finals, skating across 
snow-packed, slippery roads as the temperature plunged. I remember almost every condition in 
between those extremes. 
 
In the early 70s, I-90 was still being completed. It was not uncommon to take a 40 mile detour 
on dirt roads through Phillip or be forced to cross the old rickety bridge that led you through 
the main street of Chamberlain. The journey always seemed so arduous, the land so dry and 
desolate.  I missed seeing so many things in those days. 
 
A generation later I drive across that same stretch of highway and think not about how desolate 
but how rich is the land. All the years of going to college I never once meandered through the 
Badlands or stopped to spend time in the Black Hills. The interstate is 
now complete. You can set your cruise control at 80 miles per hour 
without surrendering regard for safety. Interestingly, I find myself no 
longer wanting to hurry to get somewhere else. In a world which 
often seems so full of busyness, so full of clutter, the open road is a 
bit of a sanctuary. For me it is an occasion to think, to pray, to see 
beauty in that which is offered rather than lament that which seems 
to be missing. 
 
Maybe holy places exist not simply because of what is seen, but 
because of changes in the heart of the beholder. 
 

Thank you, God, for the changing perspective that often comes with age. Teach us to slow 

down so that we don’t pass by all these holy places. 

 

A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty is the Lutheran Social Services of Wisconsin and Upper 

Michigan.  They are dedicated to alleviating the conditions associated with poverty, homelessness, 

disaster, and incarceration. 



Bridge of the Master      Monday, April 7, 2014 

In some ways it stands in sharp contrast to everything else at Wilderness Canoe Base. 

Wilderness was built as a decentralized camp with structures strewn, almost hidden, 

throughout the two islands on which it lies. The islands are connected by the Bridge of the 

Master, which suddenly centralizes everything.  Unless one is willing to canoe or swim -- or 

unless the ice has come in -- it is the only connection between the islands. 

Until recently, when a forest fire necessitated a quick rebuild, every other structure including 

the main lodge had been built without the use of heavy equipment. The Bridge of the Master, 

donated by a wealthy benefactor from Minneapolis, brought in such equipment over the ice to 

anchor the pilings of the suspension bridge into solid granite. 

The bridge is often the centerpiece of community life. It is the place from which canoe groups 

are sent with blessing or welcomed back with joy. It is the place where people go for quiet 

solitude: to pray, to ponder, to figure out the rest of their life.  It is a place to marvel at a full 

moon or to be amazed by the northern lights. It is a place where romances are born, songs are 

shared, quiet conversations are held, and words of forgiveness are spoken. 

It can be a busy place as the foot traffic crosses between the islands.  At night it can be a place 

where a group will sleep cradled above the water below. It is a place from which one can see 

loons swimming underwater. On a quiet night you can hear the water in the rapids a mile away. 

It is a wonderful vantage point -- a place to regain proper perspective 

in a world where things and relationships can become easily narrowed 

or skewed. 

 

God, help us find those vantage points which, like the Bridge of the 

Master, help us renew our vision and our spirit. 

 

A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty is the Crossroads Anti-racism Program that helps identify 

structures that maintain systemic racism and inequality and offer new structures that are liberating,  

life-giving and just. 

  

 



Hephatha Front Steps      Tuesday, April 8, 2014 

Much of the ministry of Hephatha Lutheran Church has come because the neighborhood around 17th 

and Locust has been declared Holy Ground. Located in one of the economically poorest neighborhoods 

in one of the country’s economically poorest cities, its ministry simply cannot be confined within the 

walls of the sanctuary, even though worship stands at the center of everything that happens. Standing 

on the front steps of Hephatha, one can see a lot of important things about the ministry there. 

From those front steps one can see the evidence of drug houses being torn down, Habitat houses being 

built, houses where the names and faces of the people who live there are not unfamiliar. An important 

part of renewal comes when the residents of the neighborhood are no longer anonymous. 

Pastor Mary Martha Kannass seems to prepare for worship on Sunday morning by spending little time in 

the sacristy and plenty of time on the front steps, greeting almost everyone by name. The 9 a.m. service 

rarely starts at 9 but rather when a church van full of people pulls up in front. About the same time  

many of the front doors on the block open, and children come, with or without their parents. 

The front steps are both the place of welcome and the place of sending . . . an entry point as people are 

commissioned to go out into the world bearing the healing power of Jesus’ name. 

One of Hephatha’s key ministries comes in offering support to Hopkins School, the neighborhood public 

school which has learned to value the caring presence of a concerned congregation.  

Some of Hephatha’s children have lived in the drug houses which have not been boarded up or torn 

down. It is not easy ministry (if there ever was such a thing). It’s hard to beat swords into plowshares. 

Thankfully, a few of the drug houses are now community gardens. 

The front steps will be Holy Ground as long as people are 

welcomed and sent. 

God, bless people like Pastor Mary Martha who create a 

welcoming presence within the community they serve. 

Teach us anew the true meaning of “Holy Ground.” 

 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support Hephatha Lutheran Church.  Their worship focus is on the 

special needs of young people while putting a strong emphasis on life-giving partnerships in the church’s 

neighborhood. 

  

 

 



The Wilderness of Beersheba     Wednesday, April 9, 2014 

The story of Hagar and Ishmael has always befuddled me. Here is a servant woman, treated 
more like property than person, commanded to have a child which was likely not a matter of 
her own choosing. Then suddenly she becomes the object of her mistress's contempt. Later, 
when Isaac is born, she is banished altogether, cut out of the covenant, sent packing into the 
wilderness with meager provisions. 
 
Sadly, I think Hagar represents so many poor women in the world today. In a world where  male 
children are often more prized than female children, in a world where sweatshops and human 
trafficking exist in epidemic proportions, in a world where so many children grow up without 
options, we are forced to consider that the story of Hagar is more than a one-time story. 
 
The holy place in this story lies not in the community of faith having its act together. It's quite 
the opposite. The experience in the Wilderness of Beersheba is a story about God's entry into 
the midst of human failings, into the desperation of a woman who has abandoned her child 
because she cannot bear to watch him die. It is a holy place because God has found her and will 
bless her. 
 
I have met many people who had nowhere else to turn and -- I 
firmly believe -- were similarly claimed, and blessed, by God.  When 
I directed a camp in New York, we served a number of kids who 
came from some of the poorest, toughest neighborhoods in the 
city. As you can imagine, they brought a host of issues to camp with 
them. Over time, I began to marvel at how many were making it in 
spite of the obstacles against them.  
 
 
 God, when it seems there is no hope for someone living in desperate conditions, let us not 

forget the God of possibility and the Wilderness of Beersheba. 

 

A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty is WISDOM and its SE Wisconsin Chapters of MICAH, SOPHIA, 

RIC, and CUSH — faith based advocacy groups that seek to bring a voice of support and care for the poor 

and the powerless. 

  

 



Tending the Ark       Thursday, April 10,  2014 

The story of Eli and Samuel begins with the words, "The word of the Lord was rare in those 
days; visions were not widespread." It is a certain reminder of how fragile are the settings in 
which faith is so often shared. Eli is there in his advanced age and diminished eyesight because 
his sons, the priests, have abandoned their responsibilities. Samuel, the lad "yet too young to 
know the Lord" (whatever that means) is also there. 
 
The scene is pathetically picturesque and would be less believable were it not for the many 
grandparents I have witnessed raising grandchildren and great grandchildren, ferrying them 
from place to place, playing, loving, providing consistency --  sometimes offering the children 
their only access to the stories of faith. I'm sure many of these grandparents wonder if they've 
ever really made a difference. 
 
The truth is, many of the most significant events in growing up happen in settings which seem 
to be so terribly ordinary. Now, as I grow older, I sometimes marvel at what I learned from my 
mother as she came into my room to tuck me in at night. A Norwegian woman who I swear 
"worried about everything," she nevertheless was able to put off her own cares as she sat upon 
my bed and let me talk about my day, helped calm my greatest fears and share my wildest 
dreams. In her vulnerability, she also shared with me the news of a God who would never leave 
me. 
 
Eli and Samuel at first have a little trouble figuring it out that it is God who is calling. When they 
do, the action shifts from their tending of the lamp flickering beside the Ark of the Covenant 
and focuses on that to which God is calling them. From that 
pathetically picturesque setting, God will raise up Israel's 
next great leader and begin to establish the line of David. 
 
 
God, help us to reflect on the various settings in our own 

lives where we have shared stories of faith with others. 

 

Today when you say your prayers will you add a prayer for those who need to come to community meal 

programs and for those who provide them? 

  

 



Meadowlands       Friday, April 11,  2014 

Today the Meadowlands in New Jersey are probably best known as a football stadium. Yet their 

history is much richer, much sadder, than something connected to the game of football. 

 

The Meadowlands are a living testament to the willful neglect and the amazing resilience of the 

creation. 

 

Throughout much of the 19th and 20th centuries the Meadowlands were a dumping ground for 

industrial waste and a trash dump for the “city that never sleeps”. Their history has witnessed 

the manipulated mingling of fresh and saltwater habitats.  At one point the Meadowlands were 

reported to be the most polluted place on earth. 

  

At the same time the Meadowlands also stand as a holy place. I have always loved the Bible 

story of the Prodigal Son where it says the younger son "came to his senses". For me, the story 

of the Meadowlands is one where people collectively came to their senses and began to realize 

the heavy price paid for neglect of the environment. 

 

Since the establishment of the Hackensack Meadow Reclamation Project in 1969, the area has 

seen a surprising revival of many areas and the return of plants and animals to the various 

habitats. Land given up for dead has had a remarkable rebirth. 

 

Of course the stark reality is that Secaucus, N.J. and the surrounding Meadowlands still exist in 

the middle of a fragile, too often toxic, environment. The wounds inflicted over generations do 

not heal in a few decades. However, the witness to both the resilience of nature and the value 

of human repentance make the Meadowlands a symbol of 

hope for many other beleaguered places around the 

world. In many ways it is holy ground. 

 

God, make us vigilant stewards of all the holy land with 

which you have entrusted us. 

 

Today when you say your prayers will you add a prayer for 

those who need to come to community meal programs and for 

those who provide them?  

  



Corpus Christi        Saturday, April 12,  2014 

Like many WWII veterans, my father did his best to lock away that experience in the deep confines of his 

being. Over the years he shared so little about that time even though it had left an indelible mark on his 

soul. He had served on a destroyer in the Pacific in the Navy as did his three brothers, one of whom 

never made it home. 

 

You could catch glimpses as Dad tried to balance an intense patriotism alongside an obvious distaste for 

warfare. In the rare times he got together with his shipmate, a wonderful friend named Ted, my dad was 

more relaxed, more gregarious than any other time in his life. 

 

The most obvious sign came on nights when the moon was full. My dad never ceased to close the blinds 

and draw all the shades on those nights. When I asked him why he did that he said simply, "We were 

sitting ducks out there." 

 

When I interned in San Antonio, my folks came down to visit at Christmas time. They were embraced 

thoroughly by the people in that wonderful little Hispanic congregation. I still laugh when I think about 

the day Lucy Lopez dropped off a dozen tamales as a gift of welcome. My father went from "What the 

hell are these?" to "Call that woman back!" in just a few delicious bites. 

 

After Christmas I thought it would be fun to take my parents down to see Padre Island. It was a chance 

to visit as we drove. When we got to Corpus Christi I drove down along the sea wall. There was a place 

to stop where we could look out into the Gulf. Suddenly my normally stoic father looked at my mother 

as tears began to well up in his eyes. "This is the first time I've been back," he said. It didn't matter if it 

was a different ocean. The look between my parents spoke volumes. 

 

From there we went across the ferry at Aransas Pass and walked the beach south of Port Aransas. It was 

winter in Texas --  a little windy and cloudy but warm enough to take off our shoes and wade in the 

water as the tide began to come in. I think for my dad it became a renewal of baptism of sorts: cleansing 

. . . forgiveness . . . promise . . . rebirth. 

 

Dad never said a word . . . but I saw it in his eyes.  

 

God, thank you for the healing of painful memories and for 

the holy places where the healing can happen.  

 

 

Today when you say your prayers will you add a prayer for the unemployed in our communities? 

  

 



Top of the Mountain       Monday, April 14, 2014 

"Open my eyes that I may see . . .glimpses of truth . . . ." 
 
The story of the Transfiguration in the synoptic gospels has always intrigued me. Whatever 
went on upon that mountain with Jesus and his trusted disciples, it is clearly a naming of who 
Jesus really is. The story is at once both intimate and overwhelming. The temptation for the 
disciples is to remain there forever; but Jesus does not permit them to linger.  
 
Isn't that the way it is with so many mountain top experiences? Whether it involves actually 
climbing something or whether it is a profound moment of awareness, no matter how much we 
long to savor the experience, the trick is always to figure out what comes next. 
 
On Seagull Lake there is a place called the Palisades, a sheer rock face that rises out of the 
water a couple of hundred feet. It is not a hard climb to get to the top, but when you are there 
you can take in miles of the vast expanse of lakes and trees. Not far from the roadhead, it is a 
great place to take first-time visitors, to have lunch or behold a glorious sunset. More often, it is 
the final stop in returning from a journey into the wilderness. 
 
Sometimes at the end of a trip, there is a practice called "affirmations". Our guide had us climb 
to the top of the Palisades. From there we could look out over the route we had traveled: we 
talked about all the special moments we had shared, talked honestly about the struggles we 
had encountered, thanked each other for being a part of the group, thanked God for being a 
part of the journey.  
 
On the way down to the canoes lashed together in the small inlet at the base of the Palisades, I 
began to wonder," What has changed? What happens when we return home?" 
 
"How will we now live, having seen the world through different eyes?" 
 
You cannot linger on the mountain. 
 

God, thank you for our mountain-top moments and for the 

lingering vision we carry with us. 

  

A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty is the Lutheran Office on 

Public Policy—Wisconsin, who advocates amid the halls of government in Madison for justice and 

human rights with emphasis on hunger and poverty. 

  



The Porch of the Parsonage      Tuesday, April 15,  2014 

The parsonage in Arneckeville was a ranch home, built for a large family. As a single person in 
my first call, I always joked that I never had to clean. I just had to move from room to room. 
 
People were respectful but curious about how I was getting along. The most frequently asked 
question was, "How do you like cooking for yourself?" My standard reply was almost always, 
"I'm a great cook" -- which was true given the very limited scope of my imagination and my 
marginal regard for nutrition. 
 
All that changed on the day Werner Wolf came by the parsonage. Werner was in his 80s, 
blessed with a wonderful sense of humor and a kind heart. He was the beloved elder of a large 
extended family in the congregation. He'd come to church to drop something off, saw me 
outside and stopped to say hello. We sat on the porch chatting about nothing in particular 
when the question came, "So how do you like cooking for yourself?" Instead of my stock reply I 
said, "Truthfully, Werner, sometimes it gets lonely cooking for yourself." 
 
Without transition, Werner began to talk about his dear wife, Lorene, who had died just a year 
or two before my arrival. She had died on the way to the hospital, and he never got a chance to 
say goodbye. He was still grieving. Yet he went on to talk about her with more joy than sadness. 
 
Werner was not without care. Surrounded by a tremendously loving family and a close-knit 
community, I suspect that whenever he wanted to grieve, someone rushed in to cheer him up. 
 
As a young pastor, I learned a lot that day about listening to what’s 
going on in the hearts of the people one serves.  For sure, I learned 
that when one is invited into the life of a congregation . . . one is often 
standing on holy ground. 
 
God, give us courage to be open with one another, to create an 

atmosphere for honest sharing. “We share each other’s woes/ Our 

mutual burdens bear/ And often for each other flows/ The 

sympathizing tear.”  (quoted from “Blest Be the Tie That Binds”) 

 

Today when you say your prayers would you add in a prayer for the food pantries in our communities? 

  

 

 



The Kettle         Wednesday, April 16, 2014 

South of Big Timber, Montana, along the Boulder River lies one of the best, most far-flung 
camps of the ELCA, named Christikon. The forty-mile trip alongside the Boulder can be an 
adventure in itself. Except for a forest service cabin farther up the dirt road, Christikon is the 
last point of civilization before ascending 3000 feet out of the valley to a high plateau in the 
heart of the Rocky Mountains. 
 
The young people who went that year were very much like the terrain -- on one hand, so 
terribly hard and unforgiving; on the other, so terribly fragile and vulnerable. Truth be told, it 
was not the easiest trip I ever took.  
 
We were lucky to have two marvelous guide/ counselors to lead us into the high country. After 
a couple of days of blisters, aching muscles and stretched nerves, we camped by a lake at 9000 
feet. The plan was to take a day trip the next day to a peak that was 10,400 feet. 
 
No matter how marvelous the guides, the collective wisdom of novices trying to read 
compasses can be a bit deceiving. We did not stray far from the plan, but strayed just far 
enough while climbing through the forest to end up on the wrong side of the peak. Once we 
had climbed beyond the tree line we realized we were scaling the backside of the mountain. 
 
 We entered into a huge kettle basin on the backside of the peak. There we figured out where 
we were, determining that we were a little lost. In that giant basin there were no trees, no 
animals to be seen, finite amounts of food and water to be shared. Even the tents were back at 
the base camp. Suddenly we seemed alone, vulnerable, tired from the ascent -- and now 
strangely interdependent. 
 
From a group of people, at once both so hard and unforgiving yet so 
fragile, the kettle basin called for us to be one, begged for peace -- 
and was not disappointed. 
 
 
God, thank you for being our Compass, for helping us find our way 
back to the path you want us to take.  
 
 
A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty is the Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service.  The work 

of the ELCA through the LIRS includes responding to people caught in conflict, advocating for their needs 

and interests, helping people access resources for basic human needs, working with foster care 

programs for minors, legal assistance, and developing new and innovative service programs and 

partnerships. 

  

 



Gethsemane      Maundy Thursday, April 17,  2014 

I had just gotten home on a Sunday afternoon and was ready for a good nap. And then the 

phone rang. It was a woman named Sue from church.  What now? I was in no mood to hear 

petty complaints. But this was something much, much, different. 

 

There was no beating around the bush. It was about Sue’s son, Andrew, 5 years old. He had a 

tumor at the base of his brain and there was nothing the doctors could do. The prognosis was 

not good. Sue was too numb to cry, but broken. Her pain was compounded by the fact that 

Andrew looked, played and acted just fine. 

 

I will never believe that God wills the death of children. No way will I believe that. I do believe 

there are times when in our anguish we have no alternative other than place our lives in the 

hands of a God beyond our imagination. 

 

Over the next year and a half, a mother's story, a family's story, revolved around Andrew's story 

of diminishing health -- first vision, then balance, then finally a steeper decline. Many people 

were wonderfully supportive in so many ways, but the world itself is not always so attentive. 

Heartache can become so terribly personal. 

 

At that point the community of faith also becomes a fragile vessel. The word Koinonia means 

literally "community of sufferers." Sometimes I think the church's true calling is to walk with, 

weep with . . . rather than to offer tidy remedies or utter pious platitudes. 

 

I was there at the old Children's Hospital when the decision was 

finally made to turn off the machines that were keeping Andrew 

alive.  I sat in that hospital room for a good while after they did so. 

Andrew continued to breathe on his own another day.  

 

I stayed long enough to feel the tears of God. 

 

 

God, help us to be the caring presence for another who is 

suffering, that they might be comforted -- or at least not so alone. 

 
 

Your Dollar a Day for Poverty helps support the Outreach Center providing a clothes closet, infant 

supplies, GED and computer classes, Bible study, youth programs and legal advice. 



At the Cross - Good Friday        April 18, 2014 

There are places and events which reshape our lives forever: the shooting of a president in 

Dallas, the bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, planes flying into the 

World Trade Center, a sudden earthquake in Haiti, a tsunami in Japan. Whether they are the 

forces of evil at work or seemingly random acts of nature, we are suddenly compelled to put a 

halt to our busy agendas and look deeply at who we are. 

 

We may find some small measure of solace if we can place responsibility outside ourselves, but 

in truth we are forced to both acknowledge human frailty and re-examine how it is that we live. 

 

I will never forget the prayer service at Holy Communion Lutheran Church on the evening of 

September 11, 2001. With just a couple of hours’ notice, the huge sanctuary was packed. The 

service was born not out of religious obligation but out of common need. Suddenly the line 

separating church and community was blurry, the distinction between faith and faithlessness 

unimportant. Suddenly we were all beggars, all neighbors, trying our level best to share the 

suffering of others -- desperate for a word of hope . . . longing to know that life is stronger than 

death. 

 

The cross of Jesus Christ is the Word reserved not only for the comfort of Christians, but a Word 

offered for all of humanity. In the face of ignorance, misunderstanding, religious gamesmanship 

and outright hatred, there is the news of a God who would sacrifice God's own son for the sake 

of others. 

 

For the centurion, seemingly a disinterested bystander, 

it was the birth of faith. 

 

O Redeemer, on this Good Friday you remind us of our 

human frailty and call us to self-examination. Help to 

rekindle our faith. 

 

A Holy Place to the Greater Milwaukee Synod is the Serenity Inns in Milwaukee.  This is a seven-month- 

long residential ministry for men in recovery from drug and alcohol addiction.  The ministry provides 

jobs, housing, personal, and addition counseling, group spiritual experiences an evening meal served 

daily by various groups including 30 ELCA congregations. 

 



A Place of Solitude      Holy Saturday, April 19,   2014 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in his magnificent book, Life Together, said that one of the important 
things about being in community was the ability to be alone. As one who enjoys my private 
space, I must confess that overnight solitude in the wilderness is not my first choice. I have 
done it on a couple of occasions, largely because it was required. 
 
As part of our staff orientation as guides, Jim Cherry suggested that I spend my required 
overnight at Meditation Lake (so appropriate), a remote lake with no portages in or out, not far 
from the camp on Seagull Lake. I obliged, largely because it was within 20 minutes of 
civilization. 
 
I did have to bushwhack my way into the small lake and figure out where to pitch my small tent 
on a lake with no campsites. After some searching, I found a fairly level place which might 
withstand the downpour that did not come. 
 
Once the primitive campsite was established, the first thing to be dealt with was one's own idle 
fears. After a couple of hours of penitent posture, it occurred to me that about 90 percent of 
the random noises come from insects, frogs, birds or rodents. It was after that, after coming to 
 a point of feeling relatively secure, that I began to notice things, explore things, take delight in 
the intricate web of life in a remote, out-of-the-way place where few humans go. 
 
I was privileged to witness a beautiful sunset that evening. Just as the sun began to disappear in 
the western horizon, a raven circled the lake, calling out as it circled. Slowly the sounds of the 
day-creatures began to diminish as the chorus of night creatures began to rise. An obvious shift 
change was occurring. 
 
Truth be told, I didn't sleep a whole lot that night. Fear and darkness never stray too far from 
each other. I did listen intently to the sweet sounds outside my tent. 
Paul Santmire once described our proper place in creation to be that of "wondering onlookers". 
 
I think he's right. Holiness does not always require humanity to be 

standing in the center of the photograph. 

 God, as Jesus himself went off alone into the wilderness to pray, teach 

us to savor time alone with you in the midst of your marvelous creation.  

 

A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty is the Siebert Lutheran Foundation 

who uses it resources, stewardship and relationships to enable the Lutheran 

community to be more collaborative, creative, compassionate, and effective in 

sharing the word of God, educating and instilling Christian values in our youth and serving people in 

need. 



Easter – A Place Called Hope 
 
My wife, Kate, and friends Greg and Kathy Berg sing in a group named Caritas. 
One of my favorite songs they sing is about a place called hope: 
 

I believe in a place called hope 
A place of perfect peace for every heart and soul 
Where every wounded spirit may be made whole 
Oh, I believe in a place called hope.     (Michael English, composer) 

 
Easter for me is not about colored eggs and chocolate bunnies. It is not even 
about lilies and tulips and azaleas decking the chancel area. It is certainly not 
about the clothes we wear. It even goes beyond images of butterflies and the 
singing of alleluias. Those are simply the ways we respond to a gift for which we 
cannot pay, although they do have their place in the celebration. 
 
Easter is about a place called hope. It really begins before the dawn in front of 
the empty tomb, where we, like Mary, bring all of our sorrow, all of our fears. It is 
Jesus beginning to break the darkness, in calling us by name. 
 
Easter is about laying aside our fears and following Jesus into the world. It is 
about the words of forgiveness we speak to each other. It is about believing that 
new beginnings are possible. It is about learning to wash the feet of others. It is 
about entering places of brokenness. It is about being tireless workers for justice. 
It is about believing that death does not have the final say. It is about treating all 
creatures as God's creatures. It is about living in the anticipation of a blessed 
reunion of all the saints. 
 
An impossible calling? Not at all. Because of Easter . . . I still believe in a place 

called hope. 

 

Thank you, God, for the gift of Easter, for your 

gift of hope that breaks through the night. 

 

A Partner in Ministry with those in poverty is Bread for the 

World, a collective Christian voice urging our nation’s leaders to 

end hunger at home and abroad. 

  



 

 
 

Thank you for Making These Devotions Part of your Lent! 
 

The devotions in this resource are part of a Lenten program called: 

A Dollar a Day for Poverty. 

 

The program’s purpose is to raise an awareness of the issues of poverty around us and to highlight 

the twenty-one ministries of OUTREACH FOR HOPE that minister in communities of poverty in the 

Greater Milwaukee Synod—ELCA.  

   

We hope you have or will consider giving a Dollar a Day for Poverty as you meditate on the 

devotions each day. If you can give more, consider what might be a sacrificial offering each day to 

remind you of the great sacrifice that Christ made for us. It will also serve to remind us of those for 

whom every dollar counts, as they struggle each day with the oppression of poverty.  

   

At the end of Lent If your offering is part of your church’s Lenten program, please turn in your 

collected gifts to your church’s treasurer, with any checks made out to your church and earmarked 

for ‘OUTREACH FOR HOPE.’  You are welcome to send your donation directly to ‘Outreach for Hope’. 

  

OUTREACH FOR HOPE, 

1212 S. Layton Blvd. 

 Milwaukee, WI 53215.  

  

You may also donate online by going to our web site at 

 www.outreachforhope.org. 

  

  

Thank you to Bishop Jeff Barrow  
for writing this year’s devotions on behalf of OUTREACH FOR HOPE.   

 
Rev. Jim Bickel – Director 

414-671-1212 

jim.bickel@milwaukeesynod.org 

www.outreachforhope.org 

  

 


