
Joy in the Midst of Pain  
Read 1 Peter 1:3-9. 

Saturday, December 22, 2019, was like most Saturdays in our house. 
Emily worked on a craft while I worked on my sermon. I had my 

earbuds blasting, the universal sign for “I am in the zone; do not 
disturb.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Emily standing in the 
doorway. As I pulled out my earbuds I noticed she had a nervous 
smile, and then she said three words that would change our lives 
forever: “We are pregnant.” 

I sat there and stared for a second as I processed this news. “We 
are … are you sure?” Emily knew this would be my question, and she 
responded, “I took six tests.” As I continued to wrap my head around 
this information, tears streamed down my face and we embraced each 
other. We are pregnant! All I could think about was what a great 
Christmas gift we had just received.  

As the day progressed, I felt the worst pain I have ever had in my 
life. I lay down and held my stomach as cold sweat ran down my 
forehead and chills radiated from my stomach. I felt like I was going to 
die, and after some protesting, we went to the hospital. It was 
appendicitis, and I would need an emergency appendectomy. 

The greatest moment of joy I ever experienced was eclipsed by the 
greatest physical pain of my life. This is what I believe Peter was 
expressing to the early church. The Church was struggling, under 
persecution, and going through pain. But Peter reminded them even 
through their pain and suffering that they were a living hope. Despite 
the pain they faced, there was still great joy. 

That story has particular meaning with the year we have been 
through. We were forced to slow down and reflect on what truly 
matters in our lives. Even with a year of struggles, pain, hardship, and 
loss, there have been moments of joy. The most beautiful diamonds 
weathered extreme pressure; the sharpest swords were beaten, 
hammered, and forged by fire, perfected, and became indestructible. 

God promises never to leave or forsake us.  Out of the pain and 
sorrows we faced yesterday or may face today and in the future, God 
makes a way for joy. Don’t be downcast, for great joy will come, and has 
come, even in the midst of the pain. 

REV. TIM CONAWAY  
FIRST UNITED METHODIST CHURCH OF HAMMONTON
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Slow Down and Praise 
Read Psalm 146. 

Several years ago, I created a series of “One Chapter a Day” daily 
Bible reading plans. Instead of trying to read through the entire 

Bible in one year, I decided that I wanted to get into the habit of just 
reading something every day. Over the years, I’ve alternated between 
the New Testament and several Old Testament plans.  

This year, it was time to return to the Old Testament. As I 
reviewed the available plans, I realized that my Old Testament plans 
included most of the history and “fun stories,” but they skipped over 
most of the Psalms. If you focus on the history, there aren’t many days 
left over for the Psalms (the Old Testament has 929 chapters, but there 
are only 365 days in the year). So this year, my new plan makes room 
for more Psalms by omitting some history and prophecy chapters.  

For years, I’ve consistently read one chapter of the Bible every 
morning. But this year, I’m finding that something’s been missing: 
Praise … Worship… Thanksgiving… Confession… Connecting with 
God… Prayer.  

The Old Testament stories of history and prophecy speak to my 
mind and refresh my memory. They invite me to check off facts and 
gather knowledge. As important as head knowledge is, I’m finding that 
it’s useless without heart knowledge. Instead of using words like study, 
analyze, and learn, this year’s Bible reading time has taken on words 
such as ponder, consider, and reflect.  

Lent is a time to slow down and look up. Regardless of which 
parts of the Bible you’re reading this year, leave time to marvel at our 
awesome God. Instead of starting your day with a “to do list” (or a “to 
read list”), pray and reconnect. “When I consider the work of your 
fingers … Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!” 
(Psalm 8:9) 

Slow down and praise. 
Father God, you are an awesome Creator! I can’t imagine how much you love 
me. You sent your Son, you fill me with your Spirit. You keep forgiving me 
and you keep drawing me to you. Forgive me for not seeing you. Help me 
make room for the things my mind can’t fully grasp. Open my eyes to your 
majesty. Overflow my heart with wonder and praise, and use me to glorify 
your Name in all of the earth. 

LARRY BAKELY 
PITMAN UNITED METHODIST CHURCH
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Perspective 
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever. ~ HEBREWS 13:8 (NIV) 

How we view things can make a huge difference in how we 
respond. Webster’s dictionary includes the following as a 

definition for “perspective”: “The capacity to view things in their true 
relations or relative importance.”  

What may seem important to me, relative to my worldly 
knowledge, may be entirely different than what you deem important. 
My perspective shapes my perception and ultimately my reaction.  

But what if we viewed things from God’s perspective? Can you for 
a moment visualize Jesus on the cross? What might His perspective 
be? As He looks down He sees people who betrayed Him and people 
who persecuted Him, but He also sees His mother and His disciples. 
As He looks out to His right and left, He sees criminals — one who 
challenges Him and one who acknowledges His holiness. But as Jesus 
looks up to His Father in Heaven, He focuses on fulfilling the 
prophesy. Jesus spoke these things, and raising His eyes to Heaven, He 
said, “Father, the hour has come. Glorify Your Son, that Your Son may 
also glorify You” (John 17:1, NKJV).  

How might our daily lives change if we allowed our perspective to 
shift to one that looks up rather than down or out? Scripture tells us 
that “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever” (Hebrews 
13:8). What He did on the cross was not just for one moment in time 
— it was and shall be forevermore that we might experience full 
salvation.  
God, please remind me to shift my perspective to allow me to see what you 
envision for me and for our world. I want to trust in you and acknowledge you 
so you can guide my path (Proverbs 3:5-6). Help me to remember that Jesus is 
the same yesterday, today, and forever. Let this be a reassurance to me as I 
experience both challenges and joys in my everyday life. Let this be a reminder to 
glorify you, for the hour has come. Thank you for the ultimate sacrifice that Jesus 
made on the cross for our salvation. Amen. 

MICHELLE KELLEY 
TRINITY UNITED METHODIST CHURCH
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A Lesson from the Sky 
The Lord himself goes before you and will be with you; he will never leave you 
nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged.  
~ DEUTERONOMY 31:8 (NIV) 

Since I have moved to South Carolina, I naturally spend much more 
time outside. As I take walks regularly, I am always amazed at the 

beauty of the sky. Many days it is solid blue with not a cloud to be seen. 
The sun is shining brightly, its warmth penetrating me and everything 
around me. Then there are days when the sky is filled with beautiful 
puffy white clouds with the sun peeking between them. There are also 
days when the sky is filled with blackish-gray, ominous-looking clouds 
with no sign of the sun at all. And naturally, there are days when the 
sky is sprinkling or pouring rain everywhere. Those days, I don’t really 
spend much time looking at the sky at all.  

This reminds me of how our lives are at different times. Some days 
everything is wonderful and things are going great, just the way we 
want them to be. We love those bright, sunny days. Sometimes things 
aren’t really going the way we want them to; they are rather cloudy but 
still okay. Then there are those occasions when the darkness rolls in 
and everything looks pretty bad. And unfortunately, we sometimes 
experience those times when the skies open up and the rain pours 
down, and we’re not sure how we’re going to get through it. 

But no matter what the sky looks like, I’m always certain the sun is 
shining somewhere up there. It never goes away. It’s also that way with 
our lives. No matter what is going on, no matter how good or bad our 
circumstances are, we ALWAYS know that God is with us. He has 
promised us numerous times in His Word that He will never ever 
leave us because we are His children and He loves us. We just need to 
remember He is in control and then trust Him because He knows 
what is best for us, even when it doesn’t feel like it.  
Heavenly Father, thank you for promising to never leave us. Remind us that no 
matter how cloudy the skies in our lives may be, we need to trust you and know 
you are working for our good.  

DIANE SIZEMORE 
BELIN MEMORIAL UNITED METHODIST CHURCH
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Break Your Mind Chains 
Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing 
of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is — his 
good, pleasing and perfect will. ~ ROMANS 12:2 (NIV) 

Many years ago I attended a business seminar entitled “Breaking 
the Mind Chains.” The speaker began by telling the audience 

how traveling circuses in bygone days used to chain elephants to a 
stake in the ground to keep them from wandering off. It was noted that 
adult elephants were more than strong enough to pull the stake out of 
the ground and walk away if they had a mind to. So why didn’t they? 
The speaker went on to explain that the animal trainers would chain 
baby elephants to a stake at a time before they were strong enough to 
wrestle themselves free. The baby elephants would try to get away but 
would eventually give up. It didn’t take long for them to develop a 
mindset that caused them to believe that whenever they were chained 
to a stake in the ground, they would not be able to go anywhere. As the 
elephants grew to adulthood, they never shook off their belief that they 
could not walk away when chained to a stake. They had developed a 
“mind chain.” It wasn’t the physical chain but their belief that kept them 
constrained. 

There have been times in my life when I have come to the 
realization that I’ve allowed myself to be constrained by my own mind 
chains. The world has a way of encumbering us with the burdens of 
everyday life, which can keep us chained to the idea that we just don’t 
have the time, energy, money, skill — fill in the blank. We have 
“things” that have to get done first and then later we realize that we’ve 
neglected God. Somehow, we find ourselves serving our worldly 
obligations more than our spiritual obligations, which should take 
priority. Or perhaps we can’t resist the lure of worldly pleasures and 
diversions, forsaking time with the Lord. I find the Scripture passage 
above to be a good reminder for me to renew my mind and break the 
chains that shackle me to worldly things. 
Gracious Father, we ask for your loving help, knowing that with your support, 
we can break the mind chains that keep us from a closer relationship with You. 
In the precious name of Jesus, amen. 

LEE DUFFIELD 
LAKEWOOD CHAPEL 
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Gift of Life 
Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due, when it is in your power to 
act. ~ PROVERBS 3:27 (NIV) 

Six years ago at a family reunion, I overheard my father talking with 
my cousin about her illness. She had polycystic kidney disease, a 

hereditary condition that had taken her father and her grandfather. She 
was worried about the effects her condition was having on her husband 
and children, as she had been waiting eight years for a transplant, with 
little end in sight. I had not even known she was ill; she was always so 
full of life and kindness. My husband and I could not stop thinking 
about it. We offered to be tested to see if either of us was a match.  

A few weeks later, we were briefly disheartened to find that we 
were not a match. But where God closes one door, He opens another. 
The hospital offered us a “paired exchange,” in which one of us would 
donate to a stranger so that a stranger, in turn, would donate to our 
loved one. Just six weeks later, we* were scheduled for surgery!  

It could only be God’s strength that carried me through those six 
weeks. A normally anxious person, I was full of calm resolve. If 
anything, I was excited!  

I have rarely felt more alive, more full of joy, or closer to God than 
I did in the aftermath of surgery. As each of the donors and recipients 
and their families crowded into a small conference room to meet one 
another, the love was palpable. We discovered bonds that connected us 
long before we met and laid foundations for relationships we continue 
to hold dear — an extended family, connected by God’s gift of life! 

I gave that day, but I received infinitely more. God used this 
experience to place me on a different path and propel me forward in 
ways I could not have fathomed. I believe God demands that we give 
freely and frequently of ourselves, in whatever ways we are able, so we 
may know the power of giving and continue to receive His blessings.  
Heavenly Father, thank you for your continued blessings and for using me as a 
tool to bless others. Please continue to open my eyes to opportunities to give and 
share your love with those in need. Amen.  

COURTNEY MCLAUGHLIN 
DIRECTOR OF TAPESTRIES, UNITED METHODIST COMMUNITIES AT PITMAN 

* Both donors in the “paired exchange” have the surgery at the same time, even if at 
different locations. The recipients of the kidneys are being prepped at that time to 
await the arrival of their “new” kidneys. Their transplants will occur within 24 hours. 



My Savior 
For God loved the world so much that he gave his only Son, so that everyone 
who believes in him may not die but have eternal life. ~ JOHN 3:16 (GNT) 

The year of 2020 may go down as one of the most infamous years in 
the history of the world. When you look at the year in retrospect, 

you may recall there was lack of bipartisan cooperation in Congress, 
disputed elections, unprecedented unemployment, and a Congress that 
was deadlocked on a stimulus bill. There was civil unrest with 
homicides, police protests, riots, and looting. On top of all these issues, 
the COVID-19 virus was out of control, causing quarantines, loss of 
jobs, food lines, closing of businesses, and high levels of unemployment. 

I fortunately had the opportunity to rescue a small, 6-year-old 
Shih Tzu dog named Sammy at the end of 2019. Sammy had spent his 
entire life in a “puppy mill,” where he was neglected, mistreated, and 
scared of what his next day would be like. He needed a “forever 
home,” where he would be appreciated, unconditionally loved, and not 
abused.  

I am a caregiver for my wife, and with the additional difficulties of 
the COVID-19 quarantines, I was experiencing a very stressful 
lifestyle during 2020. As time went by, Sammy adapted to his new 
environment and became extremely attached to me as his friend and 
caregiver. We became “best buddies.” This experience made me say to 
people, “He thinks he died and went to heaven!” Sammy was saved 
from the trials and tribulations of his previous earthly life.  

This experience reminded me that trusting in Christ and 
accepting Him into our hearts will give us security and stress-free 
hope. What a comfort for each of us, knowing that Christ will take 
care of us daily and that He will care for us in eternity — even better 
than the unconditional love that my dog experiences in his new home.  

Why wait? Accept Christ into your heart right now and enjoy the 
stress-free assurance of eternal life in Heaven. 
If you don’t know Christ as your Savior, just pray:  
Dear Heavenly Father, I am tired of stressing about my future. I know that you 
died on the cross for the forgiveness of my sins. I give my life to you so that I can 
enjoy eternal life with you. Amen. 

FRED TOMLIN 
FIRST UNITED METHODIST CHURCH OF GLASSBORO
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