2015 Season of Peace, Peace & Global Witness Offering

Season of Peace, Path of Peace Reflections

Introduction 

This year’s Path of Peace Reflections are based on the themes and stories being shared in the 2015 Peace and Global Witness Offering. Writers were recruited for each week to help us explore the following areas:

Week 1: Peace in the Family/Nonviolence in our Households

Week 2: Peace in the Community and Neighborhood

Week 3: A Human-rights Lens for our Peacemaking

Week 4: We are Stronger Together—Considering our Systems and Structures

Individuals and households are invited to make use of these daily reflections beginning on Sunday, September 6, and concluding on World Communion Sunday, October 4.

Sunday, September 6, 2015

Peace in the Family/Nonviolence in our Households
James 2:1–17

Submitted by Gregory White

Reflection: It is often said the Bible teaches that God gives eternal life to those who believe in Jesus Christ, that faith, without works, gives eternal life. James tells us something quite the opposite: “faith without works is dead.” James also make clear that we not show preference or favoritism to the wealthy in the church but give equal honor to the poor so that they too are rich in faith; that we love our neighbors as ourselves. 
We live in a culture and world that condones privilege given to men over women; to whites over communities of color; to those with social and economic status; to those who are able-bodied; and to groups who represent dominant culture. This social structure, these social mores, beliefs, and attitudes marginalize and oppress the most vulnerable—those without a voice. Social structures condoned in both US culture and others across the globe that assign power and privilege condoned in U.S. culture, as well as cultures across the globe, manifest endemic issues of domestic violence, poverty, homelessness, racism, sexism, and violence. It is critical that we all take on the belief that these social ills must stop and take on acts and efforts to end them! 

Action: Seek out opportunities to learn about local, state, and national efforts that embrace a mission of racial and social justice. Join efforts and activities to raise awareness of injustices which marginalize the marginalized at every level of society.

Prayer: Dear Lord, we pray for all in our world to understand and end the tolerance that perpetuates suffering and pain from social injustices across the globe based on gender, race, sexual orientation, class, poverty, or homelessness. Guide us and lead us in efforts to end conditions that systemically marginalize the most vulnerable so that all can live safely in peace with dignity and equity. In your name, we pray, Amen. 
Monday, September 7, 2015

Peace in the Family/Nonviolence in our Households
Psalm 73:1–20

Submitted by Rev. Janet James

Reflection: In the midst of suffering domestic violence, a person of faith can feel cheated and begin to question and doubt the goodness of God. Psalm 73 helps us to be honest with God about their afflicter. “…5They are not in trouble as others are; they are not plagued like other people.” “…8They scoff and speak with malice; loftily they threaten oppression.” 

The Psalm brings the afflicted full circle from almost stumbling into self-pity to blessed assurance of God’s presence. “ . . . 16But when I thought how to understand this, it seemed to me a wearisome task 17until I went into the sanctuary of God . . . ” Fear, loneliness, and desolation are dispelled. God’s company brings relief as if all had been a nightmare: “20They are like a dream when one awakes; on awaking you despise their phantoms.”

God is with us. Even in the midst of our pain and torment; we have a generous, loving God who sees all things and knows all things. With God’s grace, we lift our hearts and give our lives to God with assurance that no matter our circumstance, we are God’s children, forgiven and free.

Action: On average, nearly 20 people per minute are physically abused by an intimate partner in the United States. (Reference: The National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey | 2010 Summary Report). Gather 20 people. Use a timer and light one candle every three seconds saying these words for those afflicted: “Loving God, lift their hearts and minds. Set them free.” 

Prayer: Source of Freedom, thoughts of you are lifelines to rescue me from those things that consume me mentally, physically and spiritually; when I think of you, fear, loneliness, and desolation are dispelled. Amen.

Tuesday, September 8, 2015

Peace in the Family/Nonviolence in our Households
Isaiah 38:10–20
Submitted by Rev. Dick Young

Reflection: “In the noontide of his days,” in other words only halfway through his life, in what should have been the prime of his life, King Hezekiah became sick and feared he would soon die. He was suffering physically, which affected him spiritually and emotionally. He was tired and sinking into despair, believing that God was responsible for his predicament. 

God heard Hezekiah’s cry. God responded to his pleading, sending the prophet Isaiah to provide him with comfort and hope. Hezekiah recovered and rediscovered the presence of God in his life. 

The Lord is indeed faithful, working through the Isaiahs of every age to bring healing and peace. 

 Those experiencing dis-ease within the family sometimes suffer physically, sometimes spiritually, always emotionally. The absence of peace within a household can lead to despair. Perpetrators of family violence will work to convince victims that they, the victims, are at fault. Victims get mixed messages from the church, sometimes hearing it is up to them to bring about peace. We in the church need to be clear with those who suffer that they are not at fault. With Isaiah, let us bear witness to the God who sees our tears and hears our prayers and is ever-faithful. 

Action: Find out who in your community provides services to victims of domestic violence. Contact them to see if there are volunteer opportunities. 

Prayer: Lord, hear our prayers for those who suffer at the hands of those who should love them most. Provide your comfort, your healing, and your peace. Amen. 
Wednesday, September 9, 2015

Peace in the Family/Nonviolence in our Households
Matthew 17:14–20

Submitted by Terrie Benson Murray and Katelyn Murray
Reflection:  Domestic violence is everywhere. Not a day goes by without a murder or a beating in the news! We hear the story of her life . . . the threats, shouting, kicks, and punches . . . the humiliation, fear, terror . . . the lies, excuses, justifications. It is pervasive and unending . . . or so it seems.
Jesus told his disciples that faith as small as a mustard seed can move mountains. Mustard seeds are tiny, but even one can produce a fast-growing plant that gets large! The faith of one person seems small; however, what faith and action accomplished in Orchard Park, New York was big!

It was the faith of one small group of volunteers in a community, who were outraged at the murder of an Orchard Park woman by her abusive husband. They believed in offering women the chance to break free from domestic violence. This group took a stand and offered their time, talents, and resources to create the Family Justice Center’s Southtowns Satellite. They asked for volunteers, and over a hundred people assisted. In August 2010, Orchard Park Presbyterian Church’s vacant manse was taken down to the studs and, within six months, it was transformed into a welcoming and safe place where people experiencing domestic violence can find assistance. 

Action:
· Volunteer at a women and children’s shelter and/or donate food/gift cards
· Write letters to your local newspaper editor expressing your concerns

· Attend fundraisers to support efforts to end domestic violence

· Support victims with a listening ear and pray for and/or with them

· Refute people when they blame the victim

· Speak truth to power when the opportunity presents itself 
Prayer: Dear God, watch over your tiny mustard seeds and give us energy, courage, and persistence to bring peace to all families. Amen.

Thursday, September 10, 2015
Peace in the Family/Nonviolence in our Households
Psalm 116:1–9

Submitted by Peg Simons
Reflection: How often do we call out to God for assistance? The psalmist was faced with the possibility of physical death when he called out for God’s help and was saved. God went one step further, though. Not only was the psalmist’s life saved, God also healed the emotional anguish and distress in his soul. 
And how will the psalmist repay God for saving him from physical and spiritual death? They will call on the Lord for the rest of their lives. This might seem a strange reward—if you hear and answer our cries for help, we promise to cry out to you again in the future! In reality, when we cry out for God’s help, we become closer to the Lord by trusting that our physical and emotional pain will be healed.
 Often a person suffering domestic violence does not recognize or identify that they are in the middle of a domestic abuse relationship and does not cry out for help. They are so busy trying to survive that they do not look for paths out of their pain. A person may even shun the words “domestic abuse” because of the history of victim-blaming associated with it. A gentler term is being used for relationships that could turn dangerous; these relationships are being called “unhealthy.” The use of this term may offer an easier segue to a conversation with someone you think may be in danger.
Action: Complete a questionnaire on unhealthy relationships to understand the behaviors that can exist. Here is a link to one: http://www.loveisrespect.org/pdf/Healthy_Relationship_Quiz.pdf
Prayer: O Lord, hear the unspoken prayers of those experiencing domestic violence. Remove them from physical harm. Most of all, Lord, please heal their emotional scars and wipe their tears. Help their souls be at rest. Amen.
Friday, September 11, 2015

Peace in the Family/Nonviolence in our Households
James 2:17–26

Submitted by Linda Babcock

Reflection: Today’s calendar date is one that will live on for many as “the day that changed America” and violence from “over there” came to United States soil. The sights and sounds of the destruction on that day still bring chills to spines and tears of anguish to multitudes. The events of that day were televised until they were seared into our collective memory.

On any given day, a child suffers in silence as they watch violence unfold in their home, not on a television or computer screen. Children watch in shock as someone they love is hurt or they are hurt themselves. There are no cries for help answered by police or fire fighters. There is no media crew posted outside reporting live as events unfold. They suffer in silence. The events of those days are burned into the memory of a child who longs to have the violence stop. 
The Book of James can be used as a guide for how to lead a steadfast and true Christian life. Faith is evidenced by actions that are honorable and loving. Honorable and loving acts are clues that a person has a God-centered heart. Violence of any kind in any home is not acceptable, and people of faith who become aware of a child in a dangerous home situation have a spiritual responsibility to take action.

Action: Children have the right to a home where they can be safe from harm, and adults are responsible for creating that secure space. If you believe a child is not safe in their home, call the Childhelp National Child Abuse Hotline at 1-800-4-A-CHILD and seek the counsel of a qualified crisis counselor to guide your next step.

Prayer: Merciful God, protect children in their homes and when they are not, empower a faithful person to have courage and take action to get help.

Saturday, September 12, 2015

Peace in the Family/Nonviolence in our Households
Psalm 19

Submitted by Rev. Allyn Foster

Reflection: An ordered universe testifies to the handiwork of God.
“The Heavens are telling the Glory of God.”

Creation gives witness to the all-powerful Creator whose nature is love, whose will is peace.

“There is no speech, yet their voice goes out through all the earth.”

The deepest communication comes not by verbiage, not by words spoken. The message of peace is communicated through actions, through presence.

Next door to our church is a place called The Southtowns Family Justice Center. Persons experiencing the trauma of abuse by spouse, partner, or other family members may freely come to this place unannounced for counseling and support. From the moment the person walks through the door, the message is clear, “You are safe here. You are a person of value. There is a future for you. We are here to support you in your quest.” That message is conveyed not so much in words as through the caring presence of attentive listeners, and through the outstretched hand offering direction and assistance toward new beginnings.

May the language of peace and love be spoken through those whose hearts are drawn to the Lord’s law, precepts, decrees, commandments, and ordinances; for these comprise the firm foundation upon which is built the city of God, the community of justice and respect, peace and joy and hope. 

Action: Be aware of your actions and attitudes in relationship to others. Ask yourself: Does my life reflect the glory of God whose nature is love, justice, and peace?

Prayer: Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. (Psalm 19:14)
Sunday, September 13, 2015

Peace in the Community and Neighborhood
Isaiah 55:8–9

Submitted by Rev. Phil Lloyd-Sidle
For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways.

For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 

  so are my ways higher than your ways 


and my thoughts than your thoughts.—Isaiah 55:8–9

Reflection: So echoes the word of God across the ages.
We begin in the middle . . .
  with a central theme in Isaiah—
  
the inscrutability, the otherness,

  and finally, the mercy of God.
But before we get to the mercy,
  we stand quieted before the untamable and utterly free nature

of God.
No idea can hold, control, or domesticate.
We do that with idols.
Not with God.
And yet we try so often.
Look at the tragedies we face,
tragedies like the story of Bijan Shoushtari.
Is this a “way” of God?
Sometimes, before such senseless acts of violence,
  
we offer these profound verses


as some sort of biblical ibuprofen


  to those left inconsolable.
Rather than face the inscrutability and chaos of pain,
we grab for the over-the-counter drugs of platitudes.
How can this word be offered as easy comfort or explanation 
for the grief and anger and profound loss 
to the mothers and fathers and sisters and brothers
  of those whose lives have been silenced 

by such unpredictable and absurd violence,

  whether it be through a single act of violence

   or the institutionalized violences of poverty or guns or racism, 


to name only a few?
If these words—“God’s ways are not our ways”—
  are spoken carelessly in the midst of such personal and community tragedy,
  
it is better to remain mute.
And yet how deeply true these words ring!
As we ache or cry or grow numb, 
  sensing only in part the sorrow of Bijan Shoushtari’s family, 

we cannot help but think: 
this is not a contemporary story about “God’s” ways . . . 
  but one more of a countless number of stories about 

“our” ways, 

  broken people’s ways, our neighborhoods’ ways,

   our-life-in-contemporary-America’s ways.
Indeed, our ways are not God’s way.
Action: Spend a few minutes at each of these two websites and explore the issue of gun violence.

· “Heeding God’s Call”—a lot of information about how you and/or your faith community can get involved in gun violence prevention, including a link for facts about national gun violence: http://heedinggodscall.org/content/pfctoolkit-10. 
· “Law Center to Prevent Gun Violence”—an excellent website filled with data. Find out how your state is graded. The link: http://smartgunlaws.org/about-gun-laws/
Prayer: O God, help me to consider and acknowledge what of my ways are not aligned with your own, what ways of the communities of which I am a part are not your loving and nonviolent ways. And before the chaos and pain of our suffering, help me to turn to you and my “neighbors” with an open heart and bold love. 
Monday, September 14, 2015
Peace in the Community and Neighborhood
Isaiah 55:1

Submitted by Rev. Phil Lloyd-Sidle

Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; 

  and you that have no money, come, buy and eat! 

Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.—Isaiah 55:1

Reflection:  So invites the word of God across the ages.
We go back to the beginning of the chapter.
Here we feel the mercy!
Isaiah sets the stage:
The word of God addressed to everyone . . .
  and the word of God, as always, especially

welcoming the poor.
None of us is excluded.
The problem is that we are masters of exclusion.
And depending on which side of the line, 
the door, the gate, the bars, the fence, the circled wagons, you are on . . .
the experience differs significantly. 
 Our neighborhoods and cities continue historical patterns of exclusion:
segregated living and zoning laws secure division;
gated communities lock out;
school-to-prison pipelines drain our neighborhoods of our people;
prison building becomes a growth industry;
border security and fences stretch out;
some public schools have lots of resources;
  others, half a mile away, do not; 
so many of our neighbors who work 
  still cannot sustain a family with the wage;
huge numbers of people with felony records can
  pay taxes but cannot vote.
How does your community  experience these lines?
How have we drawn them?
Do you know people on both sides
  of the gate, the bars, the fence, the street?
For Isaiah, 
  to be effective and faithful peacemakers, 
  we must see and understand the world through the experiences
 not of the privileged but of those who “have no money.”
Through these eyes, we might see through God’s eyes.
Everyone thirsts and hungers.
We all long for that divine sustenance that does not cost.
But Isaiah is not talking about a "spiritualized" lifestyle,
  but a spiritual one –

one in which the complexity and wholeness and physicalness of our lives
    are known and felt and understood as being part of God's concern 
and infused with God's presence. 
How is that divine sustenance connected to overcoming
  the exclusions we knowingly or unknowingly support?
Action: Take one issue that you have noticed or that bothers you in your community/town/city that demonstrates some “pattern of exclusion. Spend half an hour online or in the library or with a local publication learning about this issue in your community. Can you begin to identify the roots of the patterns, who the decision-makers are, or what laws exist to support and institutionalize the pattern? Is there a group of people, committee, or organization in your community challenging the pattern? Find out when they meet.
Prayer: O God, where I am bereft, poor, lead me to your sustaining nourishment. Make me whole! And help me to see and to know and to feel, that this world does not revolve around me or mine. Awaken me where I have gone to sleep and help me to see with your eyes.
Tuesday, September 15, 2015

Peace in the Community and Neighborhood
Isaiah 55:2

Submitted by Rev. Phil Lloyd-Sidle

Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, 

  and your labor for that which does not satisfy?—Isaiah 55:2

Reflection:   So scalpels the Word of God across the ages!
Again,
  the Word to one and all.
But what begins in verse 1 as a gracious invitation
  in verse 2 challenges our denial.
Who is not skewered with the simple question?
We tend to hide from such a question and wisdom.
And our hiding clues us into the why.
Where we go is where we always go to hide:
  to work and work and work some more;
     to spend and spend and spend some more, capitalism’s therapy;
        to self-medicate in the name of easing our pain;
           to addictions of all sorts—substances and ideologies alike;
              to the eternal quest for power and control over others.
And all the while . . . we are not satisfied. Why?
Though we have more material wealth 
  than any other society in human history,
we are not happy, not satisfied.
“More, more!” is the drumbeat and mantra, 
while we feel as though we have less, less.
Isaiah seems to be playing with concepts.
Everyone needs to eat,
  and many poor people and communities do indeed toil away 

and go undernourished, not satisfied.
(Does your city or town have a living wage ordinance?)
And yet, many who “have,” toil and receive much and are not at all satisfied.
Isaiah is not channeling Ecclesiastes and saying,
  “All is vanity.”
Isaiah is more pointed:
  Any system and choice to chase after things

to protect power and privilege . . .

  that is a vanity,


         that is a chasing after nothing.
Action: Non-action. Take a step off the treadmill of activity and sit for some period of time, inside or outside, or walk slowly, 15-20 minutes. What word or phrase or feeling in Isaiah 55:2 resonates and has energy? What might being satisfied feel like? Look like? Slave or free? Perhaps an image surfaces. Set an intention to hold that image or word or phrase in your heart and mind today.

Prayer: O God, how many are the ways that I toil for that which does not satisfy? Grant me the courage to recognize what choices, what actions, what chasing, do not satisfy, and to choose that way of being and living—with you and in you—that satisfies everyone’s hunger and thirst for lives well lived. 
Wednesday, September 16, 2015

Peace in the Community and Neighborhood
Isaiah 55: 10–11

Submitted by Rev. Phil Lloyd-Sidle

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, 

  and do not return there until they have watered the earth, 


making it bring forth and sprout, 


giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, 

so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; 

it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, 
          and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.—Isaiah 55:10–11

Reflection: So arcs the promise of God across the ages:
  the deep ecology of the Spirit.
Here we are told of a great mystery: 
That, if God is other,
  if God is beyond our taming,
Yet in the creation, in our lives, there is also, intimately present,
  an incarnate, giving and receiving,movement of the Spirit,


hidden, intricately woven, cosmic . . .
Though we cannot well hear, 
  the “word” is spoken.
Though we cannot well see,
  the “word” is accomplished.
With us, through us, in spite of us,
  God’s mystery happens,
and in this ecology of the Spirit,
 like the rain and the snow and the endless cycles of all life,

  nothing is wasted.
These closing verses invite us to a radical trust,
  and, if trusting, then a freedom.
When we think of this announcement
 of God’s accomplishing love

in the context of neighborhoods and communities,
we sense this invitation to
  not chase after that which does not satisfy,

but to be good neighbors,
to challenge fear,
  to cross the lines which divide us,
    to befriend the stranger,
      to break old habits of indifference or mistrust and trust in a greater God;
        to break the idols of a death-dealing culture and bow before the God of life,

to bow and to pray

 and to link arms and hold hands
and to join in this great dance 
  going out in joy

and returning home in peace.
Action: Go over to a neighbor you don’t know and introduce yourself.
Prayer: O God, this is your world! You have blessed us with life as you have blessed all people and creatures. But this world is finally yours, not ours. Help us to cast away our fears, our idolatries of thought and deed, and become, with joy and courage, the very words of your accomplishing love. 
Thursday, September 17, 2015

Peace in the Community and Neighborhood
Isaiah 58:1, 3–4

Submitted by Rev. Phil Lloyd-Sidle

Shout out, do not hold back! 

Lift up your voice like a trumpet! 

Announce to my people their rebellion, to the house of Jacob their sins. 

[T]hey ask of me righteous judgments, 

  they delight to draw near to God. 

“Why do we fast, but you do not see? 

Why humble ourselves, but you do not notice?” 

Look, you serve your own interest on your fast day, 

  and oppress all your workers. 

Look, you fast only to quarrel and to fight and to strike with a wicked fist. 

  Such fasting as you do today will not make your voice heard on high.—Isaiah 58:1, 3–4

Reflection: So blasts out the word of God across the ages,
 a siren of disaster or a bell of awakening?
Chapter 58 begins with a bang.
Where does our longing get side-tracked?
How do our thirst and hunger, that are so real, 
  somehow become an obstacle to our healing and recovery?
Perhaps we don’t need Isaiah to tell,
 but Isaiah does so anyway.
In the measure that we forget others,
in the measure that my saving is just about me,
in the measure that my preoccupation is focused solely on
 my comfort and my groups’, 

whoever they are—
in the measure that my delight leaves no room for others’ delight,
in the measure that my worship serves to flee or fall asleep before

the suffering others endure,
in the measure that my prayer is my agenda, 
and in the measure that we say our praying is one thing, our lives another—
then it is we who will experience 
  the frightening silence of the Voice of Life.
Our worship becomes flat and unreal.
And likewise our lives become flat and unreal,
  when our actions become a reproach to our stated values.
This call to peace
  is no peaceful call.
Action: Sit and reflect, meditate and write down on a piece of paper where some of you experience an uneasy disconnect between your values and your choices. Don’t get guilty! Get curious: Where has my life gone flat? Hmmm . . .
Prayer: O God, free us to identify, and by identifying to change, the debilitating hypocrisies which undermine our integrity and hurt others.
Friday, September 18, 2015

Peace in the Community and Neighborhood
Isaiah 58:6–9a

Submitted by Rev. Phil Lloyd-Sidle

Is not this the fast that I choose: 

 to loose the bonds of injustice, 

   to undo the thongs of the yoke, 

      to let the oppressed go free, 

         and to break every yoke? 
Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, 

  and bring the homeless poor into your house; 

when you see the naked, 

  to cover them, 

and not to hide yourself from your own kin? 
Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, 

  and your healing shall spring up quickly; 

your vindicator shall go before you, 

  the glory of the LORD shall be your rear guard. 
Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer; 

 you shall cry for help, and he will say, 


Here I am.—Isaiah 58:6-9a

Reflection: So resounds the word of God across the ages.
No one can accuse Isaiah of being vague.
Though we know that Isaiah is preaching to a nation, 
it is in our neighborhoods and communities—
where we actually live—that we witness the consequences of inequality. 
It is in our neighborhoods and communities,
  where we walk and breathe
       and open our eyes and look and see 
           or avert our eyes and come to know . . .
the beautiful neighborhoods and the broken-down neighborhoods; 
the waves of shiny, commuting cars and those waiting for the infrequent buses;  
the homes and the homeless under our bridges. 
Right where we live—the differences, the inequities—
  we see and somehow we know:
  these are the threads of a fabric 
of which we are a part, 
  not phenomena for our detached viewing pleasure.
Just like the old adage, All politics is local, 
  so is much of our lived-out faith.
And we are reminded yet again: 
  our cultic practices, going to church on Sunday, are important. 
But God's ears hearken to an integral life, 
  lives marked by an integration of values and actions, 

faith and acts of justice, 

  Sunday morning infusing a Monday morning of peacemaking


and Monday’s demands clarifying our Sunday’s prayers.
Action: This weekend, alone or with someone, take a city bus the whole length of its route. Help at mealtime at a local homeless shelter. Walk down a few streets or go to a city or town park or in the grocery store, breathe, open your eyes, and see what is to be seen. Do not avert your eyes from what and who is around you. How is my longing for freedom, for delight, for wholeness connected to others? 
Prayer: O God, how might my life reflect the fast that you choose? How does my community of faith take this call to heart? How might it? You call me, you call us, to an integrated life. Grant us the grace and vision to weave together our inward journey and our outward journey, for you have made us one.
Saturday, September 19, 2015

Peace in the Community and Neighborhood
Isaiah 58:9b–12

Submitted by Rev. Phil Lloyd-Sidle

If you remove the yoke from among you, 

  the pointing of the finger, 
the speaking of evil, 
if you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, 

then your light shall rise in the darkness 

  and your gloom be like the noonday. 

The LORD will guide you continually, 

  and satisfy your needs in parched places, 

  
and make your bones strong; 


  and you shall be like a watered garden, 


  
like a spring of water, whose waters never fail. 

Your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; 

  you shall raise up the foundations of many generations; 


you shall be called the repairer of the breach, 


  the restorer of streets to live in. —Isaiah 58:9b–12

Reflection: So we close this week
  with some of Isaiah’s most unforgettable images:


our gloom dispelled,

our lives as watered gardens,

our ruins rebuilt,

and our streets restored. 
Though Isaiah is concerned throughout the book with the faithfulness of Israel,
calling for a seamlessness and integration of our faith and our daily lives,
calling us to fashion our collective lives 
around a vision for equality, justice and peace,
the images and goals of this way of living include everyone.
Finally, this vision cannot be just for the house of Israel.
Rather, Isaiah’s language
  must today be swept up in a larger concern and love for all people

regardless of nationality, race, gender, orientation, age, or religious belief.
Our streets are inhabited by everyone.
Isaiah wishes to stir our hearts and imaginations
  with the enduring images of peace,
       for the purpose of engaging us in the practices of peace,
individual practices, for sure,
but for Isaiah, the litmus test of our faith’s saving power
is the community and nation’s faithfulness, which is to say,
the community and nation’s commitment to practices of peace, justice, and equality.
How might we, in humble and bold ways, be repairers of the breach, 
repairers of the tragic divisions that so unnecessarily have harmed all of us,
divisions that have mocked and blinded us to the deeper, truer, original and eternal blessing all life shares in God?
Action: Plan to go this weekend or next with a friend or family member to a faith community that is predominantly composed of persons who are different from you—by race, nationality, ethnicity, faith, and/or class. Being open and humble before the vastness of God and God’s love, consider how the Spirit is moving in that group of people. What is the Word of God saying to you and to us?
Prayer: O God, weaver of all life, in our dependence upon you let us grow in recognition and celebration of our interdependence upon all life. If one suffers, we all suffer. Without the other, I am nothing, we are nothing. Open my eyes to the blessing that each person presents me today and the dignity bestowed on all life. May we be repairers of the breach, restorers of our streets.
Sunday, September 20, 2015

A Human-rights Lens for our Peacemaking
Psalm 10:3–4

Submitted by Rev. Bruce Reyes-Chow

For the wicked boast of the desires of their heart, those greedy for gain curse and renounce the Lord. In the pride of their countenance the wicked say, “God will not seek it out;” all their thoughts are, “There is no God.”—Psalm 10:3–4
Reflection: Human Rights: From whom do we find our worth?

The root cause of the violation of human rights is often about worth: who is worth what, who determines worth, and how is worth enforced. 
Some feel that they are simply worth more than others politically, physically, sexually, militarily, and environmentally, and will engage in any action to make sure that the scales of that worth never shift. This worldview causes people to be taken advantage of and commodified in ways that preserve power for themselves and over others.
Those who see human rights as a matter of equality and dignity simply see all human beings as created by God and worthy of being treated with compassion, with dignity, and with respect. In order to fight for this at all levels, we must fully embody the idea that all people are created by God and have worth: the rich, the poor, the oppressor, the oppressed, the powerful, and the powerless.

So this day, in all aspects of life, seek to remember that all people are created and holy, for this is the foundation of ensuring human rights for all.

Action: While you may already have a human rights “passion,” sometimes the people closest to us are the most difficult to treat with worth. One action is to be intentional about naming the worth of others near us:

· Think of the most hated, difficult, crusty people in your life;

· Notice strangers during your day;

· Walk through the names of your friends and family;

After each person, pray, “You, [insert name], are a created, a loved, and a worthy child of God.”

Prayer: 
God, remind us all from where our worth comes—You.
Let us not choose power over empathy.

Let us not choose wealth over wisdom.

Let us not choose comfort over justice.

And compel us to see worth in each and every person. Amen.

Monday, September 21, 2015

A Human-rights Lens for our Peacemaking
Ephesians 4:11–13 

Submitted by Rev. Bruce Reyes-Chow

The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ.—Ephesians 4:11–13
Reflection: Many roads: The value of taking many roads to justice?

Most of us talk a big game about welcoming diverse ways of engaging in the world, but I fear that much of the time we are lying to ourselves. I fear that we only pay lip service to the idea of diverse paths, when in truth, we think the best way to engage in the struggles for justice and human rights is one way—our way.

And while we may truly only believe that our way is the best way, the reality is that we need many postures and personalities to fully engage in effective justice-seeking. John Calvin talked of three natures of Christ: prophet, priest, and king (pastor), and I offer one more—poet. Not mutually exclusive, I describe them as:

· The prophet: agitator and speaker of truth to power;

· The priest: academic and purveyor of tradition and spirit;

· The pastor: amalgamator and tender of the community; and,

· The poet: artist and instigator of the imagination.

Each of these postures is important, and each needs the other in order to sustain effective movements of change. We will each find affinity in particular areas, but that must not translate into devaluing the other. For each of us is gifted in different ways, and each gift is vital in our collective fight for human rights.

Action: Find at least one person each who you would describe as a prophet, priest, pastor, or poet, and thank them for what they are doing in the fight for human rights. Post a tweet or Facebook update, send them a note, or give them a call—thank them for however they are engaging and fighting for human rights.

Prayer: God, for the diversity of personalities, postures, and perspectives that you have instilled in us, we give You thanks. For the many roads we take towards the destination of justice, help us to receive the gifts that we each bring to the movements as gifts from You. Amen.

Tuesday, September 22, 2015

A Human-rights Lens for our Peacemaking
2 Chronicles 24:19

Submitted by Rev. Bruce Reyes-Chow

Yet he sent prophets among them to bring them back to the Lord; they testified against them, but they would not listen.—2 Chronicles 24:19
Reflection: The prophet—speaking the pleas of the streets.

Sometimes we forget.

Throughout scripture we are reminded of times when God’s people forget to whom we belong and to whom we should offer our material, physical, and spiritual gifts. We get distracted by life, the magnificent and the mundane, and we begin to waver in our commitments to many things, including our fight for human rights.
This is where the prophets in our lives come into play. Often seen as angry agitators, these are the folks who take to heart the saying, “comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable” and make us face the choices that we make around issues of injustice. We are forced to acknowledge injustice that we may have wanted to ignore, we are reminded of the choices that are more about self-preservation than justice, and we are prodded into having to again choose how we respond to the cries of the suffering in our midst.

Prophets are a pain. But we need them in order to make sure that we do not forget and, when we do forget, that we remember.

Action: Engage in a prophetic act that may be new or uncomfortable: 
· attend a protest in support of a human rights struggle;

· call out a person or organization in a public forum for an act that violates human rights; or 

· choose to engage in a discussion that you might otherwise avoid because it would create conflict.

Honor and express the prophet within!

Prayer:

God, when You call me, give me the courage to respond.

When you call me to speak truth to power, give me humility.

When you call me to rabble-rouse, agitate, and provoke, give me wisdom.

And through it all, let hope give me courage to persevere. Amen.

Wednesday, September 23, 2015

A Human-rights Lens for our Peacemaking
John 14:26–27
Submitted by Rev. Bruce Reyes-Chow

I have said these things to you while I am still with you. But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you. Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.—John 14:26–27
Reflection: The priest—expanding the mind and spirit.

As a child, I was told the stories of my grandparents’ generation over and over again. These were not stories of “back when we were kids” meant to instill shame in the next generation, but stories of facing racism during their immigration, fighting for fair labor practices during the farm-worker strikes in the 1960s, and forming a church that would serve in and with the surrounding community.
These stories were intertwined with our faith life in a way that lifted up the importance of tending to the mind and spirit during times where there isn’t much physical exertion and drain. Listening to our stories and allowing our minds and spirits to dive deeply into all aspects of any struggle are crucial to sustain the movement over the long haul.
We must all continue to listen to the stories of our past so that we may better understand how and why we have landed at this particular place and time. When we do that, we will be better prepared to fight the injustices of today.

Action: Engage in a priestly act that may be new or uncomfortable: 

· In order to understand the historical, cultural, and social context, read an entire book on a human-rights issue of your choosing.

· Write some liturgy focused on human rights: a call to worship, prayer of confession, or offertory prayer.

· Attend a seminar, symposium, or other gathering that can offer education about a human-rights issue that you know little about.

Honor and express the priest within!

Prayer: 
God, let my mind, heart, and soul always be open to your ongoing guidance.
Allow me the courage to seek knowledge.

Give me the humility to let that knowledge influence my being.

And grant me the compassion to tend to my own spiritual gifts through it all. Amen.
Thursday, September 24, 2015

A Human-rights Lens for our Peacemaking
Romans 12:16–18

Submitted by Rev. Bruce Reyes-Chow

Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.—Romans 12:16–18
Reflection: The pastor—embodying excruciating grace.

One of the most difficult aspects of justice work is living out our Christian calling to “not repay evil for evil,” for when we attempt restraint, it feels like we have betrayed those who have been victims of our evil.

Yet, if we take seriously the idea that all—all—people are created by God, we must afford dignity and grace to everyone—no matter how difficult this may be. We must tend to the spirits of the oppressed and the oppressor no matter how much we might want to do otherwise. 
To be clear, to pastor all people is not about offering approval or providing justification for those who inflict injustice on the world. Instead it is about fully acknowledging that responding with like tactics and perspectives only increases brokenness, it doesn’t lessen it. In the end, it is about taking seriously the grace offered to us in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ—and then extending that graciousness even to those we feel do not deserve it.
When we remember that all people must be extended dignity, we allow for movements of justice to become what God intends them to become: vehicles of liberation, healing, and grace. To tend and care for all of God’s people, this is the calling of the pastor.

Action: Engage in a pastoral act that may be new or uncomfortable: 
· Organize and facilitate a single meeting of local churches or organizations in order to connect people who might not otherwise have the time to collaborate around passions for justice.

· Go online and respond to friends and family who may have posts that tear down community, and offer words that may build it back up.

· Pray for a particular enemy, not just that their beliefs become aligned with yours, but that they may grow into whom God intends.
Honor and express the pastor within!
Prayer: God help my anger not be fuel for destruction, but let it be a prompt to love my enemy. Let that love not be a weak gesture of avoidance, but an act of graciousness that may transform even the hardest of hearts. And let me extend the same grace to others that has been extended to me. Amen.
Friday, September 25, 2015

A Human-rights Lens for our Peacemaking
Deuteronomy 4:32 

Submitted by Rev. Bruce Reyes-Chow

For ask now about former ages, long before your own, ever since the day that God created human beings on the earth; ask from one end of heaven to the other: has anything so great as this ever happened or has its like ever been heard of?—Deuteronomy 4:32
Reflection: The poet—creating for re-creation.

I am always amazed at the artistic talent of others, especially the ability to create something out of seemingly nothing. Whether the talent is manifested through imagery, movement, or sound, when folks are bold enough to express themselves in ways not traditionally seen as vehicles for justice, I am thankful.

Of course artists are not new to movements of justice. That said, it seems that too often artists are not seen as central or critical to these movements. Unlike those who are seen as strategizers and tacticians with concrete and achievable objectives, artists invoke people to think, feel, see, hear, and experience community where the outcomes are not always known or expected.

This reality makes artists dangerous to those who wish to control movements, while making them irreplaceable to those who believe that the Spirit moves in unexpected ways. The artists are the best equipped to invoke and inspire us in these ways.
In the end, without creativity and artistry, any movement is built upon an incomplete and hollow foundation, and its life will be short. So to instigate, sustain, and keep in check any movement, we all must give value to bold artistry that lives in our midst and lives within each of us.

Action: Engage in a poetic act that may be new or uncomfortable: 

· Write a poem, paint a picture, or capture photographs that are focused on an aspect of human rights;

· Support a creative human-rights project on Kickstarter, Kiva, or other crowd-sourcing service.

· Attend a concert, poetry slam, or other justice-focused artistic event.

Honor and express the poet within!

Prayer: God, let your people be as creative as You have been. Help us to express your beauty, creativity, and complexity in ways beyond even our own imaginations. Allow our creation and re-creation to create, re-create Your hopes and intentions for us all. Amen.

Saturday, September 26, 2015

A Human-rights Lens for our Peacemaking
Proverbs 18:15
Submitted by Rev. Bruce Reyes-Chow

An intelligent mind acquires knowledge, and the ear of the wise seeks knowledge.—Proverbs 18:15
Reflection: The long road: Be teachable always.

One of the most important—and painful—words of wisdom that were ever spoken to me came from one of my mentors, Rev. Bert Tom. Years after I flamed out of my first church, I asked him why he thought that call didn’t work out. Acknowledging the complexities of the situation, in the end he offered me four piercing words, “You were not teachable.”

Ouch. 

But a vital lesson indeed.
When it comes to the human rights, like any worthwhile endeavor, if we are to be effective over the long haul, we must remain teachable. We must always be open to new issues, new ways of approaching the struggle, new leaders, and new roles for each of us. For when we fail to remain teachable, we become calcified in body and spirit and risk missing out on the changing movements that the Spirit may offer.
Being teachable is not a weakness that will lessen the impact of our actions. In fact, through our ability to constantly and non-anxiously fight in new ways for human rights, our impact will have more of an effect, now and in the future.

Thanks, Bert.

Action: To remain teachable, one must work at allowing oneself to be taught:

· Ask three trusted people to give you feedback on your leadership in general or about a particular responsibility.

· Read through your newsfeed on a social network and do not respond. Simple absorb the feelings and words expressed without having to focus on developing a response.

· Read a book on a human-rights topic about which you know nothing.
The more one continues to embody teachability, the more engrained it will become, and the more wisdom will be offered to any endeavor. 

Prayer: God, help me to be more teachable tomorrow that I am today. Do not let my insecurities be masked with hollow boasting. Give me courage to seek knowledge, to discern its value, and embody what is true and faithful. Amen.

Sunday, September 27, 2015
We are Stronger Together—Considering our Systems and Structures
Isaiah 65:17
Submitted by Rev. Matt Gaventa
For I am about to create new heavens and a new earth;

The former things shall not be remembered or come to mind.—Isaiah 65:17

Reflection: The former things

Inside of an unremarkable storage room at the national headquarters of the Khulumani Support Group in Johannesburg, South Africa, you will find thousands upon thousands of stories, filed away just in case anybody ever has the time to read them. They are the untreated wounds of victims of South Africa’s apartheid regime, unheard by the official process of reconciliation that followed its collapse. Khulumani collects them, in case the day comes when those former things might come to mind; but, for now, they gather dust.
God’s words to Isaiah speak of a wondrous time yet to come when our own brutal histories won’t matter, but the reverse implication is that those who would seek God’s justice in this present age have an even more forceful obligation to storytelling and memory. However, in the United States, so many of our most haunting and wounding stories are locked away, ignored, gathering dust. We debate the appropriateness of a Confederate flag as if it could be divorced from the untended wound of slavery. We debate immigration policy as if it could be divorced from the untended wound of the genocide committed against Native Americans. We act as if the former things have already been forgotten.
But biblical Israel does not forget. Scripture tells the stories again and again of Israel’s conquests as well as its profound failures. Scripture uses storytelling as an act of healing and of justice. Perhaps we, too, can enter a season of simple, honest, and confessional remembrance. Truly it may be the first real step towards peacemaking.
Action: Find a slave narrative online. Read and share with a friend. Remember.
Prayer: Almighty God, help us to confess who we truly are, and remind us that we are truly loved. Amen. 
Monday, September 28, 2015
We are Stronger Together—Considering our Systems and Structures
Isaiah 65:18
Submitted by Rev. Matt Gaventa

But be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating;

For I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, and its people as a delight.
—Isaiah 65:18
Reflection: The joy of Jerusalem 
In late 2011, the Salt Lake City Police Department determined that the Occupy Wall Street protesters who had set up camp in Pioneer Park had overstayed their welcome. Many cities around the country had been forcibly evicting protesters from Occupy campsites, often with violent results, but Salt Lake City Police Chief Chris Burbank decided to try a different approach. Instead of a midnight infiltration, he spoke openly with protesters. He established relationships. He even inquired with those who might want to be arrested in front of the camera. When his police came, they came in regular uniforms, without riot gear, and his efforts bore fruit: there were arrests, but no violence.
 
Chris’s story is heartwarming, but it also feels like the exception. The role of law enforcement in major riots in Ferguson and Baltimore—not to mention what seems to be a historic epidemic of fatal shootings by police officers nationwide—is eroding whatever remains of the basic relationship of trust between police and citizens around the country. What, then, of the joy and delight felt between Jerusalem and her people? How are people who live in fear of their own police officers—often those with excessive military equipment at their disposal—meant to find joy in their own cities and communities? Perhaps God calls us instead to approach one another without our riot gear, without any armor at all. 
Action: Do you know the police officers in your community? Could you introduce yourself? Could you host a police/community dialog in your own church?
Prayer: Almighty God, in the midst of the city, grant us your grace, your mercy, and the peace that passes understanding. Amen.
.

Tuesday, September 29, 2015
We are Stronger Together—Considering our Systems and Structures
Isaiah 65:17–19
Submitted by Rev. Matt Gaventa

I will rejoice in Jerusalem, and delight in my people;

No more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, or the cry of distress.
—Isaiah 65:19
Reflection: The delight of God’s people

In the prior verse, God refers to “Jerusalem as a joy, and its people as a delight,” but here in verse 19 we have this striking change: “its people” becomes “my people.” And this isn’t some strange artifact of translation: it’s there in the Hebrew, almost as if God is self-correcting, “No, the people don’t belong to the city. They belong to me.” Read back to back, the two verses form a strong reminder that our bodies are meant to belong to our God, not our governments. However, in the United States we face a crisis of relationship between our government and its catastrophically high number of incarcerated bodies, and key to that crisis is that an increasing number of America’s inmates are held in privately run, for-profit prisons. 
Between 2002 and 2009, the number of inmates in private facilities jumped 37 percent
. These prisons may present cost savings to cash-starved state governments, but they operate under a far different set of incentives: The Washington Post reports that many private prisons require partner governments to “maintain a certain occupancy rate—usually 90 percent—or require taxpayers to pay for empty beds.” 
 Thus, local governments who would normally bear the cost of each additional prisoner instead pay fines for under-imprisoning the population. As people of faith, can we support a system in which government revenue depends on the incarceration of our bodies? 
Action: Write a letter to an inmate. Help them know that they, too, are known.
Prayer: Almighty God, you set us free for your service. Help us to seek the freedom of others, that we might all serve your glory. Amen. 
Wednesday, September 30, 2015
We are Stronger Together—Considering our Systems and Structures
Isaiah 65:20
Submitted by Rev. Matt Gaventa

No more shall there be in it an infant that lives but a few days,
Or an old person who does not live out a lifetime.—Isaiah 65:20
Reflection: Not one

Once a month, the Free Clinic in Arlington, Virginia, holds a lottery. More than one hundred people wrap around the block, blue tickets in hand, hoping to win one of the twenty-five or so coveted prizes: free health care. The Clinic exclusively serves an uninsured and underprivileged population (income thresholds in place, no full-time students), and its service is in such demand that prospective clients begin to stand in line in the wee hours of the morning. Even after the passage of the Affordable Care Act, Clinic business is booming: in Virginia, the ACA is projected to reduce the uninsured population by about 50 percent—a substantial number, but hardly the vision of universal wellness articulated to Isaiah in these prophetic words.

In the United States, health care isn’t only a medical issue. It’s a social-justice issue, because our infrastructure systematically discriminates against the underprivileged. According to a 2015 report in Health Affairs, some American hospitals—disproportionately located in economically struggling areas—charge uninsured customers as much as 10 times the actual cost of patient care.
 While hospital pricing is notoriously opaque, insured patients at least have their providers working to negotiate reduced prices. Uninsured patients face the system alone, and the feedback loop from unpaid hospital bills can bury those patients in both debt and illness. 
Reducing the total number of uninsured Americans is undoubtedly a cause worth celebrating. But it’s also worth remembering that in God’s vision, nobody should have to win the lottery to see a doctor.

Action: Free clinics depend on donations from people like you and churches like yours.
Prayer: Almighty God, help us to care first for the last among us, in mind, in body, and in spirit. Amen. 
Thursday, October 1, 2015
We are Stronger Together—Considering our Systems and Structures
Isaiah 65:21
Submitted by Rev. Matt Gaventa

They shall build houses and inhabit them; They shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit.—Isaiah 65:21
Reflection: To build and inhabit

Biblical Israel has been wandering for a long time, waiting for the chance to return to Jerusalem and to the land of their ancestors. Babylon, the land of their exile, was never really home. Babylon was just temporary, a rest stop along the way to the place wherein they truly belonged. Imagine, then, the weight of this promise made to Isaiah: not only shall you build houses, but you will stay there long enough to inhabit them. Not only shall you plant vineyards, but you will remain in that place long enough to eat their fruit. God’s promise here isn’t just about housing. It’s about stability. It’s not just about building houses. It’s about building lives.
Unfortunately, America’s working poor are systematically discouraged from building the kind of stability that allows for economic empowerment. The National Low Income Housing Coalition reports that the average wage requirement for a modest two-bedroom apartment is $19.35 an hour, well above any state or municipal minimums.
 In addition, the hurdles of security deposits often consign prospective tenants to motel rooms or trailer parks that cost more than rent itself, only furthering a brutal downward spiral that leaves the working poor in a state of permanent exile. If you can’t keep the minimum balance for a bank account, you pay check cashing fees. If you can’t drive to a supermarket, you pay convenience store prices. In America, poverty is an expensive business, and it forcibly isolates people from God’s promise of building lives with some expectation of stability.

Action: Is your church or business doing all it can to pay its employees a living wage?

Prayer: Living God, plant in us the seeds of compassion, that we might together reap the fruits of justice. Amen.
Friday, October 2, 2015
We are Stronger Together—Considering our Systems and Structures
Isaiah 65:22
Submitted by Rev. Matt Gaventa
For like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be,

And my chosen shall long enjoy the work of their hands.—Isaiah 65:22
Reflection: Like the days of a tree

It has been flooding a lot on the Marshall Islands. Out in the middle of the Pacific, on this collection of coral atolls, the ocean has been coming with fury. None of the islands have any width to them at all; in places, you can easily see from one coast to the other, like walking across an open parking lot, which means that when the oceans come, there’s nowhere to hide. Houses are moving inland—carried, literally, by the forces of the tides. Residents are tying up their valuables to keep them from washing away. The floods keep coming, because the ocean level is rising, and everybody on the Marshall Islands knows it. A couple of degrees’ worth of climate change means a couple of meters’ worth of water, and that’s all it will take to eliminate this place entirely.

“Like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be.” It’s meant to be a promise of abundance, but even more fundamentally, this verse connects the welfare of God’s people with the welfare of God’s creation. It reminds us that the task of environmental stewardship isn’t simply about preserving earth’s natural beauty; rather, it’s about safeguarding the lives of real people. The 52,000 residents of the Marshall Islands represent but a tiny fraction of the masses of humanity who stand to become refugees from environmental decline. As we consider the demands of climate change, take a moment to remember that the real costs will be measured not in water or air quality but rather in real human lives, the days of God’s people. 

Action: Next week, try out one new way of reducing your environmental impact. 

Prayer: Lord of mercy, grant that we might love every corner of your creation with abundance. Amen.
Saturday, October 3, 2015
We are Stronger Together—Considering our Systems and Structures
Isaiah 65:23
Submitted by Rev. Matt Gaventa

They shall not labor in vain, or bear children for calamity; For they shall be offspring blessed by the Lord —and their descendants as well.—Isaiah 65:23
Reflection: Children for calamity

Like all of us, biblical Israel measures its prosperity by the opportunities available to its children. It carries the national trauma of the fall of Jerusalem and the shadow of exile, the grief of seeing so many children ripped from their homes or separated from their families. It longs for a time when the generation to come will have the opportunity to grow beyond this shadow. Of course this is the most fundamentally human hope: that our children will have a chance. And while in America we are less vulnerable than ancient Israel to invasion or widespread infant mortality, many of our children nonetheless grow up in the shadow of a calamity with its own devastating consequences: poverty.
Poverty itself is hardly a new condition, of course, but new to us is the increasingly overwhelming evidence linking poverty to cognitive development. We now know that the mental burden of poverty takes a toll on the brain similar to losing an entire night’s sleep: about 13 IQ points.
 Furthermore, we know that, in children, this translates to physical changes in the actual growth of the cerebral cortex: controlling for all kinds of genetic factors, even small differences in the income levels of poor families correlate with substantial differences in the surface area of the brain itself.
 Without adequate cortical development, these children will face a deeply uneven playing field, with limited access to the opportunities by which we claim to measure our own national prosperity. Where, then, is God’s vision for a generation born beyond this shadow?

Action: Take an extra moment this week to nurture a child in your family or community.

Prayer: God of mercy, we are the children of your tender care. Help us to grow into your loving and living servants. Amen.
Sunday, October 4, 2015
We are Stronger Together—Considering our Systems and Structures
Isaiah 65:24
Submitted by Rev. Matt Gaventa

Before they call I will answer, while they are yet speaking I will hear.
—Isaiah 65:24
Reflection: Before we call

This passage lays out a powerful vision for a time yet to come—“new heavens and a new earth” (v. 17), God’s “holy mountain” on which the wolf and lamb feed together (v. 25). And yet even in this wonderful-sounding new creation, God still expects the people to call out. Even as inhabitants of this wonderful new land, God still expects the people to bend God’s ear. It’s a beautiful vision, but it’s not a vision wherein God hands Israel everything they need without participation or agency. Even in this new heaven, Israel still has a voice and an obligation to use it. 
There is no shortage of engaged voices in modern America. Talking heads dominate the airwaves. Think-pieces dominate the Internet. We have no shortage of opinions. What we have instead is a growing disinterest in using our voices within the sphere of government itself. One recent survey of 750 young adults “well-positioned to run for office” concluded that, while many of them were passionate about issues requiring major government action, only a very few had any interest in entering the political sphere. And while it hardly seems like our national elections want for candidates, at the local level, in 2012, nearly half of state legislative candidates ran without competition from the other major political party.

Of course, political office is not the only way to pursue peace, but it is one of unquestionable importance. As you consider your own peacemaking journey—and the various offices into which it might lead you—remember that we worship a gracious God who answers us, who answers our doubts, who answers our anxieties, who answers our disbelief, even before we call. 

Action: In prayer, consider how God is using your life in the pursuit of peacemaking.

Prayer: Almighty God, let me be an instrument of your peace, now and forever. Amen.
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