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“Then the righteous will answer Him, ‘Lord, when did we see You hungry and feed You, or
thirsty and give You something to drink? When did we see You a stranger and invite You in, or
needing clothes and clothe You? When did we see You sick or in prison and go to visit You?’
“The King will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers
and sisters of mine, you did for me.’ (Matthew 25:37-40, NIV)
The trailer was packed. The vans gassed up and loaded with snacks and pillows. The teens were
charged up and antsy. The group photo had been taken. (The first of many.) The months-long
planning and fundraising and hard work was over. They were ready to hit the road for our
summer mission trip.
First things first, though. I gathered them all in a big circle for a few last words of instruction
and a prayer. Someone read from Matthew 25. “Whatever you did for one of the least of…
these, you did for me.” We were leaving on a mission, not just a vacation. It was a sacred
privilege. We represented our church…and most of all we represented God. We were going to
serve others…strangers…in need, with our hands. Our hearts. Our presence. Our love. But the
serving with God’s love began right there. Right then.
The youth were learning how to be servant leaders. And servant leadership began at home,
before we even left the parking lot. They must begin by serving and loving one another, by
showing each other respect. Kindness. Compassion. For, if we couldn’t serve and love one
another, then our witness of God’s love and care would fall flat to the ones God was sending us
to serve on our journey.
Throughout the Gospels, Jesus models servant leadership. He shows the importance of
meekness and humility. He teaches the importance of “getting off one’s high horse…that we are
not the important ones: the ones we serve are the ones who are important.”1 Earlier in his
Gospel, Matthew wrote: “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their
high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to
become great among you must be your servant” (Matthew 20:25-26, NIV). “The idea of servant
leadership was,” as Amy-Jill Levine describes, “a hallmark of Jesus’ teaching.”2
As I look at the contentious, hateful, events that have dominated the news, I feel so very
distressed. Sometimes fearful. As I see flags with the ICHTHUS (Christian symbol of the
fish), with JESUS emblazoned in large white letters in the center of the image, in the hands of
rioters storming the capitol building, I am deeply disturbed. When I hear people proclaim faith
in Jesus and endorse God as a God of love, and then spew or share hateful, racist, xenophobic
rhetoric or insulting, belittling comments, I am angry. This is the exact opposite of who we’re
supposed to be as Christians!
I can’t help but wonder…when did people of faith, followers of Jesus, forget Jesus’ own
teachings? Forget how to actually follow in the way of Jesus, rather than just hold a flag or
claim His name? The witness of God’s love and care is most definitely falling flat.
But then, I must take a step back. I must listen to my own words to the youth. Serving with
God’s love isn’t just an expectation I put on others. It begins with me. I can’t control others. I
can only control me and my attitudes and actions. I must begin by serving and loving others, by
showing respect. Kindness. Compassion. Even when I don’t understand or agree with them.
Otherwise, MY witness of God’s love and care falls flat. People are pushed further from Jesus,
than drawn to Him. And that’s the last thing that I want to do.
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Prayer: Serving, Loving Lord, it is so hard to “get off my high horse” these days. It’s hard
to trust that You are at work…not only in all those “others” in the middle of the chaos, but also
in me. Help me to lean into Your work in me, so that I may be the sort of servant leader You
desire for me to be.
Day 30, March 23rd
“…and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to
be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.”
(Mark 10:44-45)

I had heard of human trafficking. For a long time, however, it was something that seemed far
removed from me. It seemed a tragic “something” that happens in far-away lands to far-away
people. It was, I hate to admit, a humanitarian tragedy that I found easy to keep out of sight
and out of mind.
Then, several years ago, the United Methodist Women at my church hosted a guest speaker
from the Human Trafficking Task Force of Southern Colorado. I was stunned to learn that
human trafficking – modern day slavery – is not just a world away. It is in full operation right
here in Colorado Springs. It was a shocking lesson for me. The guest speaker that day, a young
woman who (as I vaguely recall) was, herself, a rescued victim of sex trafficking, said to those
of us listening to her shocking statistics and stories that the first step to fighting and,
eventually, eliminating human trafficking is education about it and its sorrowful realities. I was
shocked. But I shouldn’t have been.
Jesus didn’t end His teachings about servant leadership simply by saying that we should be
servants. He continues, saying, “whoever wishes to be first…must be slave of all.” That is an
alarming idea. We should, by now, be living in a world where slavery…the complete ownership of
body and mind by one over another…should be completely eradicated. But it isn’t. Far from it.
In fact, with profits over $150 billion each year3, it is the third largest crime industry in the
world, behind drugs and arms trafficking. An estimated 1/3 of trafficked victims are children. 4
I think about that as I think about the context of Jesus’ teaching. He was teaching during
Passover, during the Jewish celebration of freedom from slavery.
So, what is He saying? He certainly isn’t advocating for the social system of slavery. Those who
heard His words that day, mostly, weren’t slaves. Under Roman oppression, yes. But not slaves.
(There were likely some in the crowd who were.) Just as most of us who read His words today
aren’t slaves. (Though, there are likely some today who are trapped as trafficking victims.) It’s
easy to call myself a slave, when I’m actually not one. It’s easy to say that I choose to give
myself, my freedom of body, mind and soul, to God…knowing that I can always choose to take
back my own power any time I want. In fact, I probably do that more often than I care to
admit. Give myself over to God, then greedily grab back my own freedom to be and do as I
please.
To be a servant, a slave, to God…and to others because of my obedience to God…is to give God
complete power over me.
I’m not sure that would mean much to someone caught in the vice-grip of modern-day slavery.
I’m sure it wouldn’t mean much to me if I were in that situation. Perhaps that’s the point. AmyJill Levine points out: “It is insufficient, Jesus tells us at the Last Supper, to take up the role
of a slave when we know there are actual slaves, human beings treated by other human beings
as property. To be a servant leader, to take on the role of a slave, also means to take on the
role of freeing others—not only from sin but also from bondage.”5 To be a servant leader is to
be freed FOR something.
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I think that’s why some rescued victims are able to become spokespersons for the work of
educating and eradicating slavery. Their stories are powerful. They inspire me to refuse to let
the message of human trafficking stay out of sight, out of mind any more. Modern day slavery
remains the dismissible subject. Sex trafficking of children, primarily of young girls (though
not exclusively!), is the elephant in the room. Today, I support with my giving. And, even more, I
try to support by educating.
That is one thing. One big thing. I do wonder, though. In what other ways am I missing
opportunities to be a “slave to all”?

Prayer: These are hard lessons, Redeeming God…to give up so much of myself for the good
of others. Show me how. Show me when. Give me continued conviction to do Your work of
freedom.
5
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Day 31, March 24th
“They went to a place called Gethsemane; and He said to His
disciples, “Sit here while I pray.” (Mark 14:32, NRSV)
Resurrection. Just speaking the word aloud evokes strong emotions.
Faith. Restoration. Hope. New life.
I am not necessarily a big olive fan. I can handle a mild black olive.
That’s about it. My whole life I’ve tried to like olives, but I’ve never
quite made it there. (But I do like EVO – extra virgin olive oil!)
Then I visited the Holy Land and I “met” the olive trees. I saw the
younger trees, with their two or three distinct trunks. Then I saw
the ancient trees in the Garden of Gethsemane, the “silent
witnesses.” They have lived so long that their separate trunks have
glommed together into one beautiful, gnarly trunk that forms a
concave or central space at its base.

King Tree in the Garden of
Gethsemane

I learned all about their amazing capacity for living. Their resistance to decay. Their
remarkable ability to regenerate despite fire and ax. How even if the portion above ground is
destroyed down to the dirt, as long as the root system remains undamaged, regeneration will
happen. New life will spring up.
I also learned of the tree in the Garden that tradition says is 3000 years old. If that is true,
then it would have been living during the time of King David, and 1000 years old when Jesus
showed up in the Garden to pray that last night before His arrest. I know that we have all
those images of Jesus praying at the boulder. We even have the Church of All Nations erected
next to the Garden, commemorating the “actual” boulder. But…there is no mention of a boulder
in Scripture.
So, when I stood there in the Garden, I had this powerful image of Jesus moving to that
ancient tree. Settling inside the quietness and seclusion of its enveloping trunk and praying
with every ounce of His being for God to take the cup of sacrifice away from Him. But, at the
same time, in the promise of regeneration and new life that lay deep inside the cells of that
tree, deep inside its amazing root system…Jesus found strength inside Himself to say, “Not my
will, but Yours be done.”
In the synoptic gospels’ recounting, Jesus suffers. His desperate time in Gethsemane is, in a
way, more of a wilderness with more of a temptation for escape than His 40 days in the
wilderness had been at the beginning of His ministry. He is distraught. Exhausted. Fearful.
Reluctant. He’s in full fight or flight…and flight is winning. But Jesus doesn’t flee, He prays. He
prays hard and insistently, even though He knows what the answer will be. Still, He prays.
There is no reassuring Voice this time. There is only silence. Yet, still, in His act of prayer,
Jesus finds strength to carry on.
How could I ever doubt that Jesus can relate to my feelings and struggles? There have been
very hard fight or flight moments…and even some only mildly-hard moments…when flight
threatened to beat me. Times when flight DID beat me. When the temptation was too much. I
gave up. Turned away. Backed down.
Jesus “gets away to pray” often in the Gospels. Here, in Gethsemane, we are privy to His
prayer…and His resolve as a result of it. Prayer is no magic wand. Things don’t always turn out
the way I wish. Nevertheless, in Gethsemane, among those amazing olive trees, I am reminded
of the importance of prayer, even when I know – or strongly suspect – the answer will be “no”.
For, even when I don’t get what I think I need, or want…still, faith, restoration, hope, new
life…resurrection happens.

Prayer: Lord of Life, in my prayers, may I always be attuned to Your whisper, to Your
revelation…and to Your resurrection in my heart and life.

Day 32, March 25th
“And going a little farther, He threw Himself
on the ground and prayed that, if it were
possible, the hour might pass from Him. He
said, “Abba, Father, for You all things are
possible; remove this cup from me…”
(Mark 14:35-36a, NRSV)
As I entered the hospital for my early morning
shift as a brand-new chaplain intern – an hour
before any of my senior colleagues were due to
arrive – the voice spoke. CODE BLUE. I had
been trained. When you hear “code blue”, stop
what you’re doing and go. I went. The ride up the elevator felt like a ride into escalating terror.
The relief I felt when I saw the overnight, on-call chaplain already at the patient’s room was
palpable and intense. I barely made it to the spiritual care office before the tears began to
flow. I was literally shaking. “What am I doing here? I can’t handle this. I am not strong
enough. Not faithful enough.”
I’m not sure if my cries, alone in that office, were more prayer or just the torturous cries of
self-doubt. Did Jesus wonder that as well, as He flung Himself on the ground and cried
“Remove this cup!” Is there a difference? Do my cries of self-doubt automatically rise to God
as prayer? I think – I hope – maybe so.
Some people say, as Amy-Jill Levine describes, that “they worry about personal prayers. They
should be praying…for those who need healing or comfort, for those who are lonely and afraid,
but they should not be praying for themselves. That would be selfish.” 6
That just doesn’t make sense, though. Jesus DID get away to pray. Regularly. I’m sure He said
some prayers for His followers, and for all those people who sought Him out every day. Surely,
though, He prayed for Himself. For His perseverance and strength of purpose. And that night
in the Garden, He did move from cries of angst, self-doubt, fear, to prayers of acceptance and
resolve. So, yes. Jesus shows me that my cries for self aren’t cries of selfishness. “We need
personal prayer,” Levine writes, “to sustain us, to help us find courage, to lament…We pray to
let the cup pass. We pray, ‘Let Your will be done.’ That’s Gethsemane.”7
So…I did pray…and I did handle it, finding over the next months deep wells of strength and
faithfulness that I didn’t even know I possessed. Offering God’s love, mercy, grace, and hope
simply through a ministry of presence to those enduring much graver trials that I. Failed
cancer treatments. Renal failure. Failed sobriety. Failed security and safety at home. Failed
suicide attempts.
I have learned, am still learning every day, that even through my weakness and sinfulness, my
inability and my fear, that I can pray for myself. For while I may doubt myself, I can be very
sure of God. I can trust God’s love to lead me to do things way beyond my singular capability or
courage. To step over the edge. To just go, when everything inside me wants to bolt and run,
becomes possible when I pray and let God go first, ahead of me.
Prayer: I am so thankful that You welcome my prayers…that You welcome me, even when I’m
a self-doubting, slobbering mess. Maybe especially then.
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Day 33, March 26th
“Then Jesus, knowing all that was to happen to Him, came forward and asked them, ‘Whom are
you looking for?’ They answered, ‘Jesus of Nazareth.’ Jesus replied, ‘I am He.’”
(John 18:4-5a, NRSV)

One of my earliest memories is of crawling around and playing in front of the Christmas tree
when I was three years old and telling Mom that my knee hurt. As it turned out, it wasn’t my
knee at all. It was my hip. I had contracted a somewhat rare bone disease called Legg Perthes.
Years later, after my mother passed away, I read her diary. For a while, before the official
diagnosis, the doctors were concerned that I might have bone cancer. In her diary, Mom
poured out her anxieties and fears, both before the diagnosis and after, when I faced a long
treatment and recovery period.
Dealing with the experiences created by that disease was no walk in the park, so to speak. It
was a difficult three years. Though, I admit that it was probably harder for Mom, than it was
for me. At any rate, we knew from the start of the diagnosis that the disease would,
eventually, run its course and I would enjoy a generally unrestricted childhood. But before I
could get to the water skiing and years of softball playing and horseback riding and marching
band, I had no choice. I had to move through the challenges of the treatment and recovery
period.
I hobbled through three non-weight bearing years…unable to walk without the aid of a brace
and crutches. I sustained (or was restrained) on “the sidelines” while my friends began t-ball
and dance and other childhood activities. I endured the stinging remarks of other children who
saw my brace and my difference and made fun of me because they didn’t understand.
John tells the story of Jesus in Gethsemane different than Mark. In John, “Jesus is not in
agony; He is in control. There is no prayer for the cup to pass, for Jesus has spent the entire
Gospel in anticipation of His being ‘lifted up.’”8 Repeatedly in John’s telling, Jesus identifies
Himself. “I am He.” Actually, it was our English translators that added the “He”. In the original
Greek, Jesus simply said “ego eimi”… “I AM”. This is the self-identifying name that God gave in
answer to Moses’ question. “Moses said to God, ‘Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them,
‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is His name?’
Then what shall I tell them?” God said to Moses…“Say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to
you’” (Exodus 3:13-14, NIV). John records Jesus referring to Himself in this way several times
throughout his gospel account. “I AM the bread of life (6:35, 48).” “I AM the light of the
world (8:12). “I AM the resurrection and the life (11:25).” Etc.
When Judas led the armed soldiers to Gethsemane, Jesus met them with purpose and focus.
Though it may have appeared that the arresting mob were in control of the situation, they
were not. Jesus was. From the very beginning. As Amy-Jill Levine describes it, “That ‘I AM’ in
the Garden is a manifestation of Jesus’ identity, and His power.”9

There are times when I need to know the Jesus that prayed “Let this cup pass from me,” for I
need to know that Jesus understands my reluctance, my anxieties, my insecurities, my fear.
There are other times, though, when I need the totally-in-control Jesus…the One who marches
up and takes care of business. In those times, I don’t need empathy. I need strength. I need
defense. I need the courage to keep moving forward.
I was so young when I limped through those three years of Legg Perthes. But even then, at
such a young age, Jesus was teaching me about control over my circumstances. About strength.
About courage.
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He taught me through my brother, Alec, who didn’t have too much sympathy for my physical
challenges. He kept me moving. Challenged me to foot races! Tree climbing! And all sorts of
activities that are much easier with two healthy legs. Keeping up with Alec taught me about
finding ways to work around my physical limitations and still have fun as an active preschooler.

He taught me through my best friend, Kanita. In spite of the stinging remarks from the other
children that were so confusing and painful to me, I learned about true friendship from her. I
learned that sometimes all it takes to move forward is to have someone by your side. Someone
in your corner.
Most precious of all, that whole experience made a significant impact on my idea of God. For
several years I had to go see the orthopedic doctor for monthly checkups. In Dr. McCarthy’s
waiting room was an Illustrated Children’s Bible. (They’ve been around forever!). At every visit
I would grab that Bible and sit and read it with my mom. In those colorful pages I learned
about a God who was always this wonderful, well, God who loves me despite my limitations, and
gives me strength and courage, focus and control, when I feel mighty overwhelmed with life.
Sometimes, I simply can’t avoid the struggle. You can’t have the resurrection without the
crucifixion. Though it can feel too heavy, too painful, as they say, hindsight is 20/20. When I’m
able to look back on the challenging times, even the most painful ones, I see that they almost
always come with lessons and growth and an increase in faith that I wouldn’t change for the
world.
Prayer: March into my hard moments, Holy I AM, and pour Your strength into me.

Day 34, March 27th
“Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and He will at once send me more than twelve
legions of angels?”
(Matthew 26:53, NRSV)
It was an Olympic-sized diving platform. 33 feet? 25 feet? I don’t know. I just know it was
high, and I was standing there, contemplating jumping off of it. To the edge I would sneak.
Peer over. Turn around and walk back to the ladder, ready to ditch the whole, crazy idea. Then
I would stop. Wait. Think. Sweat. Pray. Sneak. Peer. Turn around. Over and over. How many
times? I don’t remember. Several. Until, with a final prayer, I jumped.
At 12 years old, that had to have been one of the riskiest decisions I had ever made. Or, at
least, it seemed so to me at the time. A lot could go wrong in that 25 or 33 feet plunge. I could
twist and turn out of control. Do a belly flop. Forget to hold my breath. Any number of things
could have gone south. Things could have ended badly. And all kinds of those sorts of bad
outcomes were running through my mind as I struggled with the decision to jump. I could have
backed away. Climbed down the ladder. Gave in to my fear. I’m glad I didn’t.
It seems rather silly to compare my high-diving board choice with Jesus’ choice in Gethsemane.
Yet…risk is risk. Fear is fear. Resolve is resolve. My experience of fear, internal conflict and
awareness of risk on that Olympic-sized diving board helps me to glimpse, if only a little, the
internal struggle and very real perceived risk that Jesus experienced in the Garden.

In every move, every step toward Jerusalem and through its dusty streets during that final

week, Jesus encountered risk. John Davies writes, “For Jesus and His followers, on the road to
Jerusalem everything was uncertain…They knew that they were walking into conflict. Like
migrants approaching a checkpoint knowing their papers are invalid, these travelers could see
big trouble ahead.”10 But now, in Gethsemane, uncertainty loomed large. Each of the Synoptic
gospel writers – Matthew, Mark and Luke – all portray Jesus’ agonizing moments in prayer,
before His arrest, as the biggest risk of all.
That time that He spent in agonized prayer, enveloped by those remarkable olive trees, was
Jesus’ point of no return. In my mind, His movements that night were much like mine on the
high-diving board. To the edge He would sneak in His mind. Peer over the long plunge into what
was coming. Turn around and walk back to the olive tree, ready to ditch the whole, crazy idea.
Then He would stop. Wait. Think. Sweat. PRAY. Sneak. Peer. Turn around. Over and over. Three
times.
Jesus knew the hour was at hand. He had free will. He could have called a halt to the whole
ordeal. Run away. Stopped the arrest. Matthew’s account tells me that, as Amy-Jill Levine
points out, “He could have called, in effect, the cavalry to Calvary. The risk is knowing that He
can save Himself and choosing not to do so.”11 Would God’s whole radical plan play out as
intended? Would everything be for nothing? For Jesus, trust in those moments was infinitely
harder than His human desire for self-preservation. But, He knew, trusting God – even when it
feels impossible – is infinitely better than trusting self.
I learned that lesson, just a little, when I jumped and experienced the thrill of the water
welcoming me…feet first…at the bottom. The self-affirmation of overcoming my fear. (The
elation that I survived!) I can’t say that it’s a lesson that always sticks with me. Sometimes,
still, I choose to climb down the ladder, rather than jumping into whatever God is calling me to
experience. Whenever I choose to jump, however, my trust increases. I always gain a little
more in my understanding of God’s love and care for me. And…I’m always amazed that God’s way
is, without fail, the best way.
Prayer: Turn me around, Lord, when the ladder calls louder than Your whisper. Enlarge
my trust.
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