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ALSO: BIRDS OF THE AIR



Friends:

For many of us, birds are just birds, 
creatures we often take for granted as part 
of the landscape of daily life. But birds 
are beautiful creatures in themselves, and 
they are an important part of the world 
God has made. Throughout the Bible we 
see a variety of birds, and some of these 
play important roles or serve as images for 
God’s plan of redemption for his people 
and for all creation. 

In November, Pastor Julia Prins Vanderveen takes us through many 
Bible passages focusing on birds. In the wilderness, quails provide 
sustenance for God’s Old Testament people. In the New Testament, 
the Holy Spirit through a dove communicates an important truth 
about Jesus. For casual observers of birds or for serious birdwatchers, 
this month’s devotions provide a unique perspective on God’s love 
for us and for the world he has made. 

In December, Pastor Joe Huizenga introduces us to some of the 
people in his church and community on Chicago’s South Side. 
Through eye-opening stories of people struggling with difficult and 
painful circumstances, we can see how God’s Spirit is at work in 
places that are often avoided and forgotten corners of our world. 
These stories also give us an opportunity to see God’s love in 
Jesus Christ lived out in neighborhoods and communities that are 
connected to us all.

May you be refreshed, refocused, and renewed in God’s Word!

Kurt Selles
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december
God with Us

Joe Huizenga

You are invited to enter into a community on Chicago’s South Side—
to meet some of the people there, listen to their stories, and witness 
where God’s Spirit is at work in one corner of creation. My hope is 
that in doing so you may have an entry point to pause, slow down, 
and reflect on how the love of God in Christ Jesus is being lived out 
in the neighborhoods and communities that you are a part of.

Joe Huizenga serves as pastor and executive director of Roseland 
Christian Ministries in Chicago, Illinois. He and his wife, Cate, have 
four children.



Come to Chicago’s Roseland 
neighborhood with me. Drive 
down Michigan Avenue, past 
Root Brothers Hardware. 
“Checks Cashed” blinks in 
neon from the Currency 
Exchange, and “$2,300 – LIKE 
NEW!!” shines from the win-
dow of a red Chevy Cavalier. 
Snow falls on people outside 
Roseland Christian Ministries 
(RCM) as they wait for the 
food pantry to open.

Just inside the front door 
eight men and women are 
busy stacking cans and boxes 
of food. As they finish, RCM 
volunteer Ms. Arlene says, in 
a Jamaican accent, “OK, let us 
gather to pray. . . . Holy Spirit, 
fill us with the love of Jesus. 
May your gifts be given to your 
people. Amen.” For the next 
two hours this group of em-
ployees and volunteers serves 
groceries to people coming in 
from the local community.

The corner of East 109th 
and Michigan in Chicago is a 
part of God’s kingdom. Like a 
farmer who finds treasure in a 
field and then sells everything 
he has to purchase that field, 
I have had the privilege of 
seeing and working in a sliver 
of God’s kingdom here on 
Chicago’s South Side.

And as you meet some of the 
people here, my hope is that 
you may discover a deeper 
awareness of Christ’s presence 
in the communities where you 
live.

Lord, open our eyes to 
see you and our ears to 
hear you. May we be 
surprised by the treasure 
that is your kingdom in 
the communities we are a 
part of. Amen.

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When 
a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold 
all he had and bought that field.” —Matthew 13:44

Matthew 13:44-46 FRIDAY, DECEMBER 1

HIDDEN TREASURE



Anthony, wearing a black 
bomber jacket and aviator sun-
glasses, paces back and forth 
outside my office. I’m on the 
phone, but he gestures repeat-
edly that I should “hang up the 
phone.” Now inside my of-
fice, he continues to pace, rips 
off his sunglasses, and blurts 
out, “I need communion. 
Now, Pastor. Sir. Now indeed. 
Indulge.”

Anthony struggles with his 
mental health. He has no 
 access to quality mental care, 
so he wanders the streets talk-
ing to voices in his head, and 
he self-medicates with cocaine, 
marijuana, and alcohol. Five 
years ago he tested positive for 
HIV. His outbursts have led to 
his being barred from shelters 
around the city. He sleeps on a 
mattress in his cousin’s garage.

“Pastor, I need communion, 
sir, and I need it now.” Mental, 

physical, and emotional trau-
ma have left him incapable 
of building trusting relation-
ships. He needs to know he 
belongs—to God and neighbor.

Felisha and Raphael, church 
council members at Roseland 
Christian Ministries, are both 
present. We scrounge up some 
bread and grape juice and 
gather in a circle, the four of 
us in my office. “Anthony, the 
body of Christ, broken for you; 
the blood of Christ, shed for 
you.”

Anthony breathes deeply and 
says, “The body of Christ for 
me. Indeed. Amen.”

Lord God, move us into 
relationship with you, 
community, and creation. 
In Jesus, Amen.

2 Corinthians 13:11-14 SATURDAY, DECEMBER 2

COMMUNION
May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and 
the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.   
 —2 Corinthians 13:14



Ms. Betty, 86, shuffles with 
her walker to the front of the 
sanctuary. She drops to her 
knees while singing the words 
of a spiritual: “Walk with me, 
Lord! Walk with me. While I’m 
on this tedious journey, I want 
Jesus to walk with me.”

Thirteen years ago Ms. Betty’s 
granddaughter Sabrina died in 
a car accident, leaving three 
young sons behind. Ms. Betty 
took in all three great-grand-
sons. After church one Sunday, 
one of those grandsons, Andre 
Taylor, was shot and killed.

Roseland Christian Ministries 
has been her refuge—she 
comes here four to five times 
a week. She’s at worship and 
Sunday school on Sunday, 
prayer meeting on Tuesday, 
hospitality committee on 
Wednesday, and stops in at 
other times too. Some days 

she needs prayer; some days 
she needs groceries.

Most of all, like the rest of us, 
she needs assurance that God 
is with her—that Jesus is still 
walking with her. Whether we 
are aware of it, feel it, acknowl-
edge it, or not—we worship 
the God who, in Jesus and by 
his Spirit, walks with us.

God is with you. Christ is pres-
ent with you on your journey 
today and every day.

2 Corinthians 6:16-18 SUNDAY, DECEMBER 3

WALK WITH US, LORD

Walk with us, Lord. While 
we are on this journey, 
please continue to walk 
with us, be our guide, and 
hold our hand. Amen.

We are the temple of the living God. As God has said: “I will live 
with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and 
they will be my people.” —2 Corinthians 6:16



Emotions ran high as we de-
bated on social media the 
shooting of a teenage boy by 
a Chicago police officer. I took 
one side, and a former class-
mate, a Chicago police officer, 
took another. We both dug 
in deeper, and we were both 
convinced that our own indi-
vidual viewpoint was the only 
way to see things.

A week later, following a 
friend’s prompting, the officer 
and I sat across from each oth-
er in a Chicago diner. I stirred 
my coffee with a spoon. Then 
he finally said, “Can we pray?” 
We did. And then, for the next 
two hours, we listened to each 
other. We committed to meet 
again.

The next month, in the middle 
of the night, I received a text 
from a young man—a musical 
artist just released from prison 
on parole.

“Pastor, I need prayer. I look 
over my shoulder everywhere 
I go because of the life I live. 
Can you pray for me? I have no 
one to turn to. I’m despairing.” 
The next morning, I called, and 
we prayed to gether. We have 
texted and prayed together 
regularly since then.

Where is the Holy Spirit tak-
ing us, and into whose lives? A 
police officer? A musical artist 
on parole? An old friend? An 
enemy? We never know.

God, lead us to follow 
your way, no matter how 
far it may lead outside our 
own plans. Like Philip as 
he met with the Ethiopian 
official on a desert road, 
may we be in step with 
your Spirit and obedient 
to his call. For Jesus’ sake, 
Amen.

The Spirit told Phillip, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.” 
 —Acts 8:29

Acts 8:26-39 MONDAY, DECEMBER 4

WE NEVER KNOW



I received a text message late 
one night from the pastor of 
a large African American con-
gregation in Chicago: “Sorry to 
bother you so late, but some-
thing hit my spirit. Do you 
have a family in your congre-
gation that could use an anon-
ymous financial blessing? They 
can use it however they want, 
but we want to bless them 
unexpectedly, with financial 
resources that have no strings.”

Tracey has lived in the Rose-
land community nearly all of 
her life. She is raising three 
children while working an as-
sortment of jobs. She also vol-
unteers at the Roseland Chris-
tian Ministries food pantry, 
drop ping off groceries to fami-
lies who are physically unable 
to leave their homes.

Tracey was also saving money 
to purchase a house, and it 
would take a few more years 
before she would have enough 

to be able to purchase a home. 
The pastor and congregation 
anonymously gifted Tracey 
$15,000. When she heard 
about the gift, she silently 
mouthed, “Thank you, Lord.”

I’m so glad this pastor texted 
me at the midnight hour with 
the news of this gift. And I’m 
glad Tracey was willing to re-
ceive it. She had been asking 
God to make a way where it 
seemed no way was possible.

Two months later Tracey was 
able to purchase and rehabili-
tate a boarded-up home. Her 
family has a home now. She 
knocked—and a door opened.

Luke 11:5-13 TUESDAY, DECEMBER 5

A TEXT AT MIDNIGHT

Teach us, Lord, to knock 
on your door, ask, and 
learn how to receive. 
Teach us to seek after you. 
Amen.

“Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock 
and the door will be opened to you.” —Luke 11:9



Driving to Roseland Christian 
Ministries on a busy morning, 
I sometimes feel discouraged 
with the never-ending line of 
people at the doors needing 
groceries, a meal, a bus pass, 
a utility bill paid, a friend, or a 
letter to a judge on behalf of a 
young person in legal trouble. 

As I wait for the traffic light to 
turn green, I stare ahead, pre-
tending to be on my phone 
while a man stands outside my 
car window asking for money. 
Sometimes I roll the car win-
dow down, make eye contact, 
and talk with the person out-
side. When I do, I’m reminded 
of my weaknesses, and I’m 
grateful for this community 
that embraces all people.

In Jesus’ parable the goats are 
people who ignore neighbors 
that are imprisoned, hungry, 
and suffering. The sheep are 
people who offer a cup of cold 
water, shelter, and compassion 

to neighbors that are hurting. 
The big reveal of the parable 
is that Christ is present with 
“the least of these,” and we are 
called to serve hurting and hu-
miliated people in Jesus’ name.

We have the opportunity to 
serve Christ when we care 
for people who are hurting. If 
we think we are happy in our 
comfortable, safe lives, we are 
invited to let go of our illu-
sions and enter community 
with others. This is the body 
of Christ. We need others, and 
others need us. We roll the 
window down and enter com-
munity, for Jesus’ sake.

God, give us the strength 
to love and the will to 
enter community and let 
others in. Doing so, may 
we sense the very pres-
ence of Christ. In Jesus’ 
name, Amen.

“When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing 
clothes and clothe you?” —Matthew 25:38-39

Mathew 25:31-46 WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 6

ROLL THE WINDOW DOWN



Both Annette and her son, 
Lloyd, were born with disabili-
ties and were often ignored 
by others. They worshiped at 
Roseland Christian Ministries 
and worked in the food pantry, 
drop-in center, and thrift store 
for 30 years.

When Annette moved into a 
nursing home, Lloyd tried to 
manage without his mother. 
In an act of innocent hospital-
ity, Lloyd allowed some shady 
men to move into their fam-
ily home for shelter. Soon the 
men took over the house, and 
when Lloyd confronted them, 
they beat him to death.

In Matthew 18, Jesus teaches 
about having the trusting, de-
pendent faith of little children, 
and of welcoming them into 
God’s kingdom. He also warns 
against doing any harm to 
“these little ones.” The Greek 
word for this term, mikron, 
means “small in significance or 

size”—and while it could refer 
to children, it can also describe 
other people that we might 
consider little or insignificant. 
In the kingdom of God, how-
ever, everyone is significant.

A group of RCM members, 
including the former pastor 
and his wife and other friends, 
gathered around Annette. 
Unable to leave the nursing 
home, Annette was rolled in 
her medical bed into a com-
munity room where we cele-
brated Lloyd’s life and the 
promises of God. A church 
member, Steve, sang, “Jesus 
loves me! This I know, for the 
Bible tells me so. Little ones to 
him belong; they are weak, but 
he is strong.”

Father, thank you for your 
love and strength over 
all of us, for we are all 
 mikron. Amen.

“See that you do not despise one of these little ones. . . .”  
 —Matthew 18:10

Matthew 18:1-10 THURSDAY, DECEMBER 7

MIKRON



“You remember me, Pastor?”

He stood outside the door of 
the church, a smile across his 
face. Squinting at him for a few 
seconds, I finally recognized 
him. Five years earlier, Terrell 
had been 50 pounds lighter 
and in the grip of an unforgiv-
ing substance addiction. He 
stood smiling, confident, with 
his arm outstretched and a 
50-dollar bill in his hand.

“I know it’s not much, but if it 
had not been for God placing 
me in this ministry at that mo-
ment in my life, I don’t want to 
imagine where I would be. This 
place kept me going—meals, 
clothes, and a home for me. I 
thank God for you! Please use 
this to help somebody.”

Dr. Margaret Douroux wrote a 
song based on Psalm 124 that I 
often find myself humming: “If 
it had not been for the Lord on 

my side, tell me, where would 
I be? Where would I be?”

I thank God for Terrell. I thank 
God for the gifts he came with 
that day—his spirit, his encour-
agement, and his monetary 
contribution. Trusting and al-
lowing others to walk with 
and encourage him took great 
humility on his part. I struggle 
to have that level of humility. 
And yet that sort of vulner-
ability opens a way for Christ 
to draw us closer as his com-
munity.

If the Lord had not been on 
your side, where would you 
be?

Lord, give us the humil-
ity to look back and ask, 
“If you had not been on 
our side, where would we 
be?” Give us gratitude for 
your faithfulness. Amen.

If the Lord had not been on our side . . . if the Lord had not 
been on our side. . . . —Psalm 124:1-2

Psalm 124 FRIDAY, DECEMBER 8

WHERE WOULD I BE?



Once a week I meet with 
a friend early in the morn-
ing to run along the Chicago 
lakefront. When we begin, 
it is usual ly dark, and the 
city is quiet. Along the way 
we have seen a red fox that 
sleeps under bushes around 
Buckingham fountain, and we 
once came upon a handful of 
coyotes pacing the bike path, 
looking for rabbits.

By the time we head back, the 
sun is just beginning to peek 
over Lake Michigan. Before 
long, the sun’s rays reflect off 
Chicago’s silvery, mirrored 
downtown skyline. The sky 
begins to take on pink and or-
ange hues, and the water can 
be so blue. It’s breathtaking 
every single time. The sheer 
beauty is something to behold. 
It is one of the few moments 
that weekly puts me in a state 
of awe.

Maybe you have a favorite 
walk that you take, a favorite 
spot to watch the sun set, or a 
telescope to look at stars, plan-
ets, or the moon—something 
that creates in you a sense of 
awe.

Whatever does this for you, 
can you set aside a few mo-
ments today and take in the 
beauty and awe of God’s cre-
ation?

Lord, there is so much 
beauty in your world. 
Open our senses to be 
aware of your beauty and 
power in your vast cre-
ation. Amen!

The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the 
work of his hands.  —Psalm 19:1

Psalm 19 SATURDAY, DECEMBER 9

GENERAL REVELATION AND AWE



A friend of mine loves carrying 
bones. Huh?

In the Bible, when God calls 
Moses to lead the people out 
of Egypt, they kept a promise 
by taking Joseph’s bones with 
them to be buried in the prom-
ised land. So for over 40 years 
it was someone’s job to carry 
the bones. Their names are not 
mentioned with Moses, Aaron, 
Miriam, or Joshua, and yet they 
helped to fulfill an important 
promise. And when the peo-
ple got to the promised land, 
Joseph’s bones were buried 
(Joshua 24:32).

Bone carriers are the people 
who do the unglamorous work 
that helps to hold faith com-
munities together. At Roseland 
Christian Ministries we found 
a medical supply company 
and purchased a human fe-
mur replica. We passed around 
this bone to each other at staff 
meetings, recognizing people 

who do the work that often 
gets overlooked.

Smoky picks up trash outside 
our building. Bone carrier. 
Bruce is always fixing what-
ever is broken. Bone carrier. 
Kisha puts in extra time in 
many areas that go unnoticed. 
Bone carrier. Tamika, DeWitt, 
Ty, David, Mary, Kadie, Steve, 
Sandra, Megan, Kayla—all 
bone carriers.

God’s kingdom takes all kinds 
of people with a variety of gifts. 
I’m grateful for the carriers of 
Joseph’s bones, and I’m grate-
ful for the bone carriers here 
in Roseland. Who are the bone 
carriers in your community?

Lord, thank you for all the 
people who do the un-
seen work that keep com-
munities thriving. May we 
honor and serve you in all 
we do. Amen.

Moses took the bones of Joseph with him because Joseph had 
made the Israelites swear an oath. —Exodus 13:19

Exodus 13:17-22 SUNDAY, DECEMBER 10

BONE CARRIERS



God chooses not to turn away 
from human suffering. Instead, 
God chooses to identify 
with those who mourn, and, 
through Jesus, he has made 
suffering and humiliation his 
own—all for our sake.

Christ’s coming and his crucifix-
ion are the powerful bookends 
of a life filled with suffering, 
service, and identifying with 
“the least of these” (Matthew 
25:40). Jesus had a humiliat-
ing birth in a barn or a stable 
where animals were sheltered 
(Luke 2:7). And he had an 
even more humiliating death, 
being publicly executed on a 
cross between two criminals 
(Luke 23:32-33). During his 
life among us,  it wasn’t much 
better—he was often homeless 
(Luke 9:58), mocked, tested, 
and threatened with death.

Recently a 17-year-old boy 
who grew up at Roseland 
Christian Ministries was shot 

and killed walking to his home. 
His sisters and grandmother 
wept for days. Jesus did too.

Our shelter is filled with 
women and children who are 
displaced. Mothers have wept 
here over the humiliation and 
shame of being homeless. Jesus 
weeps with them.

Jesus weeps and identifies with 
all of us in our suffering.

Please know that in your tears, 
pain, and times of suffering, 
God is not far off. God in 
Christ Jesus weeps with you.

As [Jesus] approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over 
it. —Luke 19:41

Luke 19:28-44 MONDAY, DECEMBER 11

THE GOD WHO CRIES

Lord, in our suffering, we 
are grateful that you are 
not far off. We are grate-
ful that in Christ Jesus you 
weep with us. Give us the 
peace of knowing you are 
with us. Amen.



It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and 
do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery. 
 —Galatians 5:1

Galatians 5 TUESDAY, DECEMBER 12

TETHERS OF FREEDOM

The former pastor of Roseland 
Christian Ministries tells a story 
of a man addicted to cocaine 
who asked his wife to lock him 
in the basement when she left 
for work. Locked in, he was 
often free of the hunger that 
drove him to sell anything in 
the house to feed his addic-
tion. Some days he would still 
beat down a door or smash 
a window. But other days his 
wife would return and find 
him sleeping peacefully on the 
couch.

I read somewhere that we 
tend to define freedom as an 
absence of restrictions. I read 
somewhere else that freedom 
is not an absence of restrictions 
so much as choosing the right 
ones.

If we never belonged to Christ, 
we would be free of many 
obli gations. But I know that 
would not be freedom.

One of the privileges of serving 
a church is to officiate at bap-
tisms. In baptism, three prom-
ises are made: God promises to 
be faithful, the family promises 
to disciple and raise the bap-
tized child, and the covenant 
community promises encour-
agement and support. A friend 
of mine thinks of those prom-
ises as tethers that bind us to 
each other. And those tethers 
give us freedom.

In Christ you are free to be-
long to God and his commu-
nity, and to be the person God 
has called you to be.

Lord, thank you for the 
freedom of belonging to 
you in Christ. We freely 
belong so that we can 
love you, our neighbors, 
and your creation. Amen.



Have you ever been the recipi-
ent of unusual kindness?

The apostle Paul and 275 
 others lay on the shore of 
Malta after surviving a terrible 
storm and shipwreck (see Acts 
27). I imagine that Paul lay 
coughing up salt water as the 
islanders surrounded him.

I’m sure both sides were fear-
ful of the other’s presence. 
And yet the Holy Spirit was al-
ready at work ahead of them, 
bringing the travelers and the 
Maltese people together. The 
islanders showed Paul and 
the others “unusual kindness” 
by building a fire to provide 
warmth. Later they would pro-
vide the shipwrecked crew and 
soldiers and prisoners with the 
supplies they needed to con-
tinue on their journey.

Think about someone who 
showed you unusual kindness.

I’m not just talking about 
someone whose doctrine is 
correct or whose beliefs line 
up with yours. I’m asking you 
to reflect on times when you 
were the recipient of an un-
usual kindness. Could those 
have been situations when 
God’s Spirit was at work, bring-
ing together people in a way 
that only God’s Spirit could?

This is worth considering. 
When you were a stranger or 
an outsider, who treated you 
with unusual kindness (grace)?

Lord may we be open to 
your Spirit’s work in and 
among people in situa-
tions that we might never 
expect or imagine. May 
we be gracious recipients 
and gracious givers of “un-
usual kindness.” Amen.

The islanders showed us unusual kindness. They built a fire and 
welcomed us all because it was raining and cold. —Acts 28:2

Acts 27:39-28:2 WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 13

UNUSUAL KINDNESS



Each month, I try to write let-
ters to young men who grew 
up in the neighborhood and 
are now in prison. I have 
seen lines of boys become 
young men, make mistakes, 
and end up in court with no 
advocate, sentenced to prison 
for decades. I am asking you 
to pray for African American 
men, particularly young ones, 
in prison. And I want to invite 
you to learn about the United 
States prison system, just as I 
am trying to learn more about 
it myself.

Over the past three decades, 
the U.S. prison population has 
exploded from 300,000 to 2 
million. Twenty-five percent 
of these prisoners are African 
American, while only 13 per-
cent of the U.S. population is 
African American.  

The work of Bryan Stevenson 
at Equal Justice Initiative has

spotlighted the legacy of racism 
from slavery to incarceration.

It would be easier to judge and 
write off those who are in 
prison. But I urge you 
to "continue to remember those 
in prison as if you were 
together with them in 
prison." What might that look 
like to do so in your corner of 
the world? 

I know we can do better, and 
I believe wholeheartedly 
that God wants better for us.

Continue to remember those in prison as if you were together 
with them in prison, and those who are mistreated as if you 
yourselves were suffering. —Hebrews 13:3

Hebrews 13:1-3 THURSDAY, DECEMBER 14

CAN WE PRAY AND LEARN TOGETHER?

Lord, you created us full 
of potential, promise, and 
beauty. Corporate and in-
dividual sin and injustice 
corrupt what you have 
created for good. We pray 
for all who are in prison, 
and may we work to cre-
ate institutions that bring 
justice. Amen.



I came home one night after 
officiating at the funeral of a 
young man who had been 
shot and killed. I changed 
clothes and sat on the couch.

My wife, Cate, asked, “How 
are you doing?”

“I’m good. All good.” This was 
my response 99.9 percent of 
the time to that question.

“Really?” she asked.

“I’m good.” The room was quiet.

My eyes welled up, my nose 
got runny—and before I knew 
it, I began to sob. I shook and 
began to say the names of all 
the young Black men from 
Rose land who have been shot 
and killed in the past few years: 
Marqwell; Andre; Darnell, Sr.; 
Darnell, Jr.; Larry; and others.

I wept and shook for an hour. 
My wife wiped tears from my 
eyes. So much grief, violence, 
and injustice had to find ex-

pression. For 10 years I had 
kept putting one foot in front 
of the other and had ignored 
the pain. And then it all came 
out on that couch.

This was one of the most im-
portant interactions of my life. 
Letting go of being strong has 
strengthened relationships. I 
found that in weakness, tears, 
and brokenness, the power 
and grace of God expressed in 
community show up. Healing 
and restoration happen in this 
place.

God, help us to let go of 
whatever disconnects us 
from you and each other. 
Give us the strength to let 
go of being strong, being 
right, being correct. Teach 
us to let go and surrender 
to you. In Jesus, Amen.

“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in 
weakness.” —2 Corinthians 12:9

2 Corinthians 12:9-10 FRIDAY, DECEMBER 15

CRYING ON THE COUCH



Wednesdays are busy at 
Roseland Christian Ministries. 
The Greater Chicago Food 
Depository drops off several 
tons of food, medical profes-
sionals come to provide medi-
cal care to the community, and 
lunch is served to 70-90 men 
and women.

In a small classroom behind 
this hustle and bustle, a gather-
ing of mostly older women sits 
in a circle. Nearly every week 
our meeting begins in the same 
way. One of us reads Psalm 
46:10: “Be still, and know that 
I am God.” Then we sit in still-
ness and silence together for a 
few minutes.

I tend to want to fill the silence 
with noise. I want to break the 
stillness with movement. But 
when I surrender my desire to 
talk and move, and we simply 
sit in the still silence as brothers 
and sisters, I am surprised at 

the peace and calm that come 
over us.

In our hearts and minds we 
say over and over again, “Be 
still, and know that I am God.” 
Those few minutes each week, 
for all of us who gather in the 
circle, have become a sanctu-
ary in the midst of chaos.

What about you? Do you 
have a place and time to sit 
with others in the stillness and 
 silence of God’s presence?

Lord, we can often get so 
busy and distracted. Help 
us to still our minds and 
bodies and to rest in the 
assurance that you are 
God and you are with us. 
Amen.

“Be still, and know that I am God.”  
 —Psalm 46:10

Psalm 46:10-11 SATURDAY, DECEMBER 16

STILL



There is a form of Japanese 
pottery repair called kintsugi. 
When a pot is broken, the art-
ist will repair the broken piece 
with gold to seal the break. The 
goal of the artist is not to re-
store it to its original condition 
but to draw attention and cre-
ate beauty where the pottery is 
broken. There is new strength 
and beauty at the place of the 
breaks.

One of the great gifts I have 
appreciated from the Roseland 
Christian Ministries commu-
nity is that beauty and strength 
are found in the places where 
we are weak. There’s no fak-
ing it. Our motto is “Come as 
You Are”—and people come 
broken.

This doesn’t mean we wal-
low in the broken places. But 
it does mean that we can live 
with an openness about our 
wounds and hurts. There is tre-
mendous freedom in this. This 

is a gift that God offers to any-
one willing to accept it.

The places of brokenness, vul-
nerability, and shortcomings 
are the places where the pres-
ence of Christ heals, dwells, 
and brings about new life. Can 
we come to Scripture, prayer, 
fellowship, worship, and rela-
tionships with a willingness for 
Christ and Christian communi-
ty to take those broken pieces 
and make our lives a strong, 
beautiful gift to the communi-
ties we are a part of?

Lord, thank you for re-
minding us that we aren’t 
perfect and that we can’t 
pretend to be. We come 
broken. Please make us 
a strong and beautiful in-
strument for your glory. 
Amen.

I am forgotten as though I were dead; I have become like broken 
pottery. . . . But I trust in you, Lord; I say, “You are my God.” 
 —Psalm 31:12, 14

Psalm 31:9-16 SUNDAY, DECEMBER 17

KINTSUGI



It wasn’t fun anymore. The 
drinking. The late nights, late 
mornings, headaches, and ex-
cuses. So on December 22, 
1990, Robert checked himself 
into the hospital to detox as he 
began what is now a decades-
long journey of sobriety.

What stands out most when he 
tells his story is that he distinct-
ly remembers looking out his 
hospital window on Christmas 
1990, watching the snow 
gent ly fall. In that moment he 
knew—not just in his mind but 
in his whole body—that God 
was telling him that everything 
was going to change.

There are moments in the 
Bible when God shows up 
in a striking way and things 
change. God meets Moses 
at a burning bush. God reas-
sures Elijah at Mount Horeb 
(1 Kings 19:7-18). God speaks 
and a dove appears at Jesus’ 

baptism (Mark 1:9-11). God 
speaks again at Jesus’ transfigu-
ration (Mark 9:2-8). The Holy 
Spirit comes with the sound 
of wind and tongues of fire at 
Pentecost (Acts 2).

Have you had a time when you 
sensed the powerful presence 
of God and your life changed? 
Let’s ask God to help us be alert, 
aware, and awake to the ways 
he is working in us and in the 
people around us in his world.

“Do not come any closer,” God said. “Take off your sandals, for 
the place where you are standing is holy ground.”  
 —Exodus 3:5

Exodus 3:1-14 MONDAY, DECEMBER 18

WHEN GOD SHOWS UP

Lord, your world is full 
of your glory, and some-
times you make us espe-
cially aware of your pres-
ence and what you are 
doing in our lives. There 
are times and places that 
can feel sanctified and es-
pecially holy. Give us eyes 
to see and wisdom to 
under stand what you are 
doing. Amen.



John is the chair of the art de-
partment at Trinity Christian 
College. Seven years ago, 
when he heard that a teen-
age member of Roseland 
Chris tian Ministries was shot 
and killed, John initiated the 
Roseland Portrait Project as a 
way to honor the young man 
and to strengthen bonds in 
the community. John painted 
the young man’s portrait on 
a wood panel. He then went 
on to paint 404 more portraits 
of Roseland community resi-
dents, and the project became 
a traveling exhibit.

Here are John’s words:

“500 years ago, only kings had 
their portraits painted as a way 
of asserting their significance. 
The time and energy it takes 
to paint a portrait by hand is a 
way of paying concentrated at-
tention to a single person. It is 
a way of valuing ordinary peo-

ple for who they are, not what 
they achieve or the  money 
they make.” 

John’s description of this pro-
cess has been a helpful way for 
me to think about being made 
in God’s image. Before we 
build a life, achieve, grow, get 
sick, make mistakes—before 
any of what becomes our life 
takes place—there is in us the 
same inherent value because 
all of us human beings bear the 
image of God.

You are created in God’s im-
age. Every person you come 
across today is also made in 
God’s image.

God, we thank you for art 
and the beauty of your 
creation. Give us eyes to 
see your image in all peo-
ple. Amen.

God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he 
created them, male and female he created them.  
 —Genesis 1:27

Genesis 1:20-31 TUESDAY, DECEMBER 19

IMAGE OF GOD



For most of my life I have 
 either run through problems 
with my head down, or I have 
retreated. I’m learning the bib-
lical practice of seeking refuge.

There is a difference between 
refuge and retreat. To retreat 
is to run from trouble with no 
hope or thought of returning to 
the crisis. Retreat is avoidance. 
To seek refuge in the Lord, no 
matter what trouble we may 
find ourselves in, is an act of 
pursuing safety with the goal 
of being restored so that we 
can enter back into relation-
ships and community. We seek 
 refuge in the Lord not to avoid 
trouble but to find strength for 
the journey.

Retreat involves throwing 
in the towel and saying “I’m 
done.” Refuge involves going 
to God to catch your breath, to 
regain some strength and per-
spective, and to keep on the 
journey.

Retreat is a result of fear with-
out hope. Refuge is a result of 
recognizing that the world can 
be a dark and scary place but 
that God’s light shines brighter.

I am learning to take refuge in 
the Lord. I find refuge in the 
Lord through worship, silence, 
community, working out, run-
ning, relationships, and the 
beauty of creation.

In what ways do you find 
 refuge in the Lord?

Lord, you are our refuge 
and our strength. So often 
we retreat, or we try to 
push through. Teach us to 
take refuge in you so that 
we can continue on the 
journey. Amen.

God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble. 
 —Psalm 46:1

Psalm 46:1-6 WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 20

RETREAT OR REFUGE?



Charlene sat in a chair in the 
Roseland Christian Ministries 
shelter. She stared straight 
ahead, her eyes grew heavy, 
and her head nodded as she 
dozed off. Earlier she had re-
ceived a methadone treatment 
to push back the withdrawals 
from her addiction to heroin.

Across from Charlene was 
Kimberly, shuffling through a 
bag full of papers, envelopes, 
and legal pads. She suffers 
from paranoid schizophrenia. 
She talks to voices in her head, 
sleeps in abandoned buildings, 
and has trouble taking care of 
herself physically.

Visitors to Roseland Christian 
Ministries often ask whether 
or not the people who come 
there for services work for a liv-
ing. “When will they get jobs?” 
we sometimes hear. Questions 
like that seem to imply that a 
person’s worth is based mainly 

on the work they do. When 
people ask such questions, 
they probably don’t mean 
any harm, but it’s important to 
know that God sees the whole 
person, not just what they can 
do or whether they have a job.

I am grateful to have a good 
work ethic. But I am certain 
that God’s measure for us is 
not limited to our work ethic.

Charlene has since moved into 
a rehabilitation facility. She is 
three weeks clean and sober. 
We are grateful that the Spirit 
is raising her back to life after 
being nearly dead for so long.

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this 
is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that 
no one can boast. —Ephesians 2:8-9

Ephesians 2:4-10 THURSDAY, DECEMBER 21

BUT ARE YOU WORKING?

Lord, we thank you for 
the gift of life and all the 
ways you care for us. 
Thank you for not basing 
salvation on our works. In 
Christ, you love us freely. 
Amen.



“Alright, you can make one 
phone call.”

Gary didn’t know any of his 
family members’ phone num-
bers, and the police officer was 
giving him one phone call to 
make. The night before, he 
drank too much, got into an 
argument with a stranger, and 
started yelling at the top of his 
lungs outside a liquor store. 
His phone fell and was lost in 
the melee. He was arrested for 
public disturbance, slept in a 
jail cell, and woke up in a daze.

Again the officer said, “You can 
make one phone call.”

He rattled off the number of 
Roseland Christian Ministries 
by heart to the officer and said, 
“Ask for Kisha or Pastor Joe. 
They know me there. Tell them 
Gary is in trouble and needs 
some help.”

I am grateful to be part of a 
church where the community 

knows the phone number by 
heart. I am grateful to be part 
of a church where somebody 
in their lowest state, humili-
ated by bad decisions, disease, 
addiction, or trouble, can say, 
“Call them; they know me 
there.” I’m grateful for the God 
who calls us and knows us by 
name.

No matter how badly you have 
messed up, or what you may 
have become—God knows 
you by name and claims you. 
You belong to God.

“I have summoned you by name. You are mine.”  
 —Isaiah 43:1

Isaiah 43:1-2 FRIDAY, DECEMBER 22

ONE PHONE CALL

Lord, we are grateful that 
you call us by name and 
that you claim us. We are 
grateful that we belong 
to you, body and soul. 
Amen.



Five years ago the congrega-
tion of Roseland Christian 
Ministries gathered to worship 
with a partner church in a sub-
urb of Chicago. A couple from 
Roseland arrived 45 minutes 
early at the partner church. 
The driver was nervous that 
if they were late, they would 
perpetuate a negative racial 
stereotype. So they arrived 
early, sat in their car, read the 
Bible, and drank coffee, with 
no music playing.

Before long, police squad cars 
showed up. They had received 
a call reporting a disturbance 
in the parking lot. The police 
unclipped their holstered guns 
and told the driver of the car 
that he was on private proper-
ty. Soon the car was searched. 
Members from the host church 
began to arrive for worship as 
the officers finished searching 
the car. The police departed 
since nothing illegal was hap-

pening—just a black couple go-
ing to church in a white neigh-
borhood.

I have a long way to go when 
it comes to issues about race; 
maybe you do too. What are 
the places in our hearts, soci-
ety, and structures that need 
to be examined? In each of 
us and in the communities we 
serve, the wisdom from heav-
en is needed to form us into 
more “peace-loving, consider-
ate . . . impartial,” and less fear-
ful people. May we have the 
humility and strength to allow 
God’s wisdom to shape us and 
do his will on earth as it is done 
in heaven.

Lord, may your wisdom 
dwell in us, take away 
fear, and give us fruits of 
mercy, peace, and good-
ness. In Jesus, Amen.

The wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then 
peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good 
fruit, impartial and sincere. —James 3:17

James 3:13-18 SATURDAY, DECEMBER 23

WISDOM FROM HEAVEN



Bob was from Chicago, and he 
ended up homeless in Seattle. 
With few resources, he did 
what he could for work. Bob 
met a barber who offered him 
a free haircut and a shave. Bob 
accepted, and when the bar-
ber was finished, Bob looked 
at himself in the mirror and 
couldn’t believe what he saw. 
It was the first time in months 
that he had looked at his face 
with more than just a passing 
glance. He looked handsome 
and dignified. He didn’t feel 
like a “bum.” His feeling of self-
worth was overwhelming.

Bob began to take more steps 
to take care of himself. He 
eventually became a licensed 
barber. He moved back to 
Chicago and reconnected 
with family members. He now 
sets up a barber chair twice a 
month at Roseland Christian 
Ministries and offers free hair-
cuts and shaves to men in the 

community, many of whom 
are homeless. Most of the men 
walk a foot taller as they leave, 
heads held high.

Something about being given 
the gift to be your best self is 
inspiring. Grace is the ignition 
for the motor of gratitude. Bob 
lives a life of gratitude, serving 
others in the same way he was 
served.

When you look back over 
your life, think about times 
when you experienced God’s 
grace through the kindness of 
another person. In what ways 
can you share God’s grace with 
others?

Lord, help us to remem-
ber the grace we have 
received, and guide us to 
show grace to the people 
around us, to your glory. 
For Jesus’ sake, Amen.

The grace that is reaching more and more people may cause 
thanksgiving to overflow to the glory of God.  
 —2 Corinthians 4:15

2 Corinthians 4:13-18 SUNDAY, DECEMBER 24

BOB THE BARBER



Lavelle tends to break into song 
at any given moment. Not like 
someone humming a favorite 
hymn from their childhood. 
Oh no. Lavelle will bellow and 
blast out a note of praise at the 
top of his lungs. He is a living 
testimony of God’s grace and 
goodness.

Now, it’s true that Lavelle likes 
having an audience. But even 
more so, he needs to praise 
God. He needs to express 
what is inside of him—belting 
out praise for who God is in his 
life. Lavelle has inside of him a 
song to sing.

In Luke 1 we read that Mary 
had a song to sing. And she 
sang, “My soul glorifies the 
Lord,” because God had 
 chosen her—of all people!—to 
carry the Savior of the world, 
Jesus Christ.

Other translations read, “My 
soul magnifies the Lord.” To 

magnify is to make bigger—like 
with a magnifying glass. For 
us, Mary became a model of 
a decreased self while Christ 
increased in her and in her life. 
As John the Baptist would later 
say, “He must increase, but I 
must decrease” (John 3:30, 
NRSV).

Do you sing a song that puts 
life back into perspective—
where you are reminded just 
how big God, creation, and the 
love of Jesus are? What are the 
songs that God has put in your 
soul to magnify the Lord?

Amazing God, you have 
given us a song to sing—
like Mary and Lavelle—a 
song of victory, a song 
of praise. Today may we 
magnify you in all we do. 
For Jesus’ sake, Amen.

Mary said: “My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in 
God my Savior. . . .” —Luke 1:46-47

Luke 1:39-56 MONDAY, DECEMBER 25

WHAT’S YOUR SONG?



Corey grew up a few blocks 
from Roseland Christian Minis-
tries. His dad went to prison 
when Corey was a boy, but 
Corey and his father would of-
ten write letters and talk on the 
phone. Corey did well in grade 
school, avoided gangs and trou-
ble, and his mother, aunts, and 
grandmother raised him. His 
broader community, schools, 
and churches all proudly claim 
investing in his life.

When Corey was a senior in 
high school, he became a Gates 
Scholar and was awarded a 
full scholarship to Morehouse 
College. After graduating from 
Morehouse, he earned a mas-
ter’s degree. He worked for the 
Chicago Public Schools, and 
now he works with a foun-
dation serving at-risk youth 
around the world. Corey also 
serves on the board of direc-
tors of Roseland Christian 
Ministries.

One of the great joys of being 
part of a Christian communi-
ty is being able to see young 
people grow into their gifts. 
There is great joy in watching 
boys and girls become men 
and women of character and 
integrity. Many young people 
who grew up in Roseland have 
come back and used their gifts 
by working in the women and 
children’s shelter, youth pro-
grams, and church ministries.

Who are the children you have 
watched growing up to serve 
their communities and fami-
lies? Who are the young peo-
ple you can encourage today 
and lift up by name?

Lord, thank you for all 
who have grown up to 
care for your communi-
ties in faith. Amen.

When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I 
reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put the ways of 
childhood behind me. —1 Corinthians 13:11

1 Corinthians 13:1-13 TUESDAY, DECEMBER 26

 GROWING UP



Nobody has a better laugh 
than Rev. Rick. In addition to 
serving as the pastor of a near-
by church for 35 years, he also 
served as the president of the 
board of Roseland Christian 
Ministries for more than a de-
cade. While he has multiple 
talents and abilities, what I love 
most about Rev. Rick is his 
laugh.

There are all kinds of laughs: 
guttural, throaty, staccato, sin-
ister. There are as many laughs 
as there are people.

Rev. Rick’s laugh is pure joy. 
I’ve heard him laugh across a 
room at the face a baby made. 
Sheer unadulterated joy. There 
is a joyful kindness to Rev. 
Rick’s laugh that changes the 
atmosphere in the room.

As Proverbs says, “a cheerful 
heart is good medicine,” and 
I’m inclined to believe that 
there is something healing that 

comes from laughter. Laughter 
is a gift from God.

There have been many times 
in my life when I have just 
needed to laugh. Or just to 
hear laughter.

Maybe you’ve heard the phrase 
“I had to laugh to keep from 
crying.” We could all probably 
do a little bit more of both.

But today I want to laugh. As 
a gift from God, can we find 
pleasure in the fun, funny, silly, 
and even ridiculous? Maybe 
today we can find a moment 
to let out a cheerful laugh.

A cheerful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit dries up 
the bones. —Proverbs 17:22

Proverbs 17 WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 27

REV. RICK’S LAUGH

Lord, thank you for the 
gift of laughter. Thank you 
for the joy and gladness 
that come with shared 
laughter and humor in 
your name. Amen.



Officer Clayton grew up on 
the South Side of Chicago 
and was inspired to become a 
 police officer to serve his com-
munity. He has arrested hard-
ened criminals in life-threaten-
ing situations. He can be tough 
skinned and all business in 
situations where he needs to 
be. He also comes by Roseland 
Christian Ministries to bring 
bicycles for children, tickets 
to the circus, and school sup-
plies for kids when the school 
year starts. He is both tough 
and tender. He is strong-willed 
and sensitive to the needs of 
 others.

I am inspired by people who 
are a synthesis of gifts that 
we don’t normally attribute 
together. Rev. Martin Luther 
King, Jr., delivered a sermon on 
this topic, titled, “Tough Minds 
and Tender Hearts.” This ser-
mon is a gift to anyone who 

may feel like a square peg in a 
round hole at times.

Following Jesus requires that 
we not give into societal expec-
tations if they diminish the full-
ness of who God made us to 
be. We have in us, as children 
of God, the capacity to be both 
as shrewd as a serpent and as 
innocent as a dove, tough and 
tender, creative and organized, 
thoughtful and action oriented.

In what ways are you a synthe-
sis of attributes that may seem 
like contradictions but come 
together to form you?

“I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as 
shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves.”   
 —Matthew 10:16

Matthew 10:16-20 THURSDAY, DECEMBER 28

TOUGH MINDS AND TENDER HEARTS

Lord, bring together all 
the traits that make us 
who we are, even those 
that can seem contradic-
tory. Make us whole by 
the power of your Holy 
Spirit. Amen.



Last spring Chanell sat on a 
bench in the vacant lot adja-
cent to the Roseland Christian 
Ministries parking lot. A few 
years ago, with the help of a 
supporting contractor, that 
 vacant lot was excavated. 
Good topsoil was brought in. 
Grass seed was planted, and 
that lot has become a beauti-
ful stretch of green between an 
abandoned building and our 
parking lot.

Chanell was sitting on a bench 
made by the Roseland Cadets 
boys club. She sat in the shade, 
staring at the community gar-
den boxes, in which flowers 
and vegetables grow in abun-
dance. A bird feeder invites 
goldfinches and other birds in. 
One morning I walked over to 
her and asked, “What are you 
doing out here every day?”

She smiled and said, “I like to 
see the flowers growing, watch 

the birds come and eat. I’ve 
been through so much—abuse, 
domestic violence, addiction. 
You name it, I’ve lived it. I 
sit here and receive my little 
peace from God until I’m able 
to face the world again.”

In a time of drought and fam-
ine, when the leaders and 
people of Israel had rebelled 
against God, Elijah went to the 
Kerith Ravine. Chanell sits on 
a bench at a community gar-
den. In places like those, God 
provides safety, security, and 
a restoring of the soul. We all 
need a Kerith Ravine. Where 
is yours?

Lord, lead us to restora-
tion and security as you 
care for us each day. 
Provide us a place where 
we can find peace in you. 
Amen.

He went to the Kerith Ravine. . . . The ravens brought him bread 
and meat in the morning and . . . in the evening, and he drank 
from the brook. —1 Kings 17:5-6

1 Kings 17:2-6 FRIDAY, DECEMBER 29

KERITH RAVINE



I heard someone say recently, 
“What we need nowadays is 
people with good character.” 

What is good character? Good 
morals? A firm handshake and 
a steady look in the eye?

Tina has good character. She’s 
a little rough around the edges 
—smokes Newport cigarettes, 
has faded tattoos, and can slip 
into colorful combinations of 
language that would make a 
sailor blush. But she lives a life 
committed to using every re-
source and gift at her disposal 
for the good of others.

Recently a young mom in the 
community died, leaving be-
hind three young boys in the 
custody of their 18-year-old 
sister. These boys are fend-
ing for themselves in so many 
ways. Tina noticed them and 
began bringing them food and 
clothing. She takes the boys to 
a young men’s mentoring pro-
gram at church, and when her 

immediate family has a birth-
day party or somewhere fun to 
go, she includes the boys as if 
they are her own. I think char-
acter begins with emptying 
oneself for others.

David Brooks, who wrote a 
book on character, said in an 
interview: “People who really 
have character make deep, un-
shakable connections to some-
thing outside of themselves.” 
Character involves a commit-
ment to service and community, 
outside of oneself. In Jesus’ par-
able of the good Samaritan, for 
example, that is extended to in-
clude enemies (Luke 10:29-37).

How might we empty our-
selves for others today?

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in 
humility value others above yourselves. . . . —Philippians 2:3-4

Philippians 2:1-11 SATURDAY, DECEMBER 30

GOOD CHARACTER

Lord, you emptied your-
self for us all. Fill us with 
your Spirit to live in hum-
ble service of others for 
your sake. Amen.



Come with me down Michigan 
Avenue, past Root Brothers 
Hardware and the blinking 
neon sign at the Currency 
Exchange. As we leave the 
Roseland neighborhood, in 
the rearview mirror we can 
see the people and places 
we reflected on this month—
Lloyd, Annette, Bob, Corey, 
Charlene, Kimberly, Tina, 
Terrell, and many more.

Before Moses died, God al-
lowed him to go up Mount 
Nebo for a glimpse of the 
promised land. But what is 
looking forward if there is no-
where to look forward from? 
What is arrival with no mem-
ory of the journey? I imagine 
Moses looked not just toward 
the promised land but also 
back in the direction of the 
wilderness, the Red Sea, and 
Egypt (see Exodus 12-20). 
What a journey.

Pausing to look back gives us 
the gift of perspective to cele-
brate God’s faithfulness over 
time. As we said earlier, “‘If 
the Lord had not been on our 
side,’ where would we be?” 
(Dec. 8).

As this year ends, look back 
on the journey that was 2023. 
Remember the wilderness mo-
ments, the mountaintops, the 
people we lost, the babies that 
were born, and the friendships 
that formed. Let’s look back 
on the faithfulness of God in 
2023 as we then look ahead to 
2024. What a journey. 

God is good!

Lord, thank you for your 
faithfulness this year and 
for your presence with 
us on the journey. Thank 
you for the gift of looking 
back—and for what lies 
ahead. Amen.

Moses climbed Mount Nebo from the plains of Moab to the top 
of Pisgah, across from Jericho. There the Lord showed him the 
whole land. . . . —Deuteronomy 34:1

Deuteronomy 34 SUNDAY, DECEMBER 31

LOOKING BACK (AND FORWARD)
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