
1. Here is a good reflection. Fun. Interesting. Solid conclusion. And even if you
want to argue that the dog story doesn’t connect directly with the point of the
passage, the image it creates is enough to carry the day.

Scripture: Psalm 23

Hunting is very popular where I live in South Carolina. I chatted with a hunter
recently. He told me about two new hunting dogs he had purchased. I asked him
what he named them. He replied, “I named one ‘Goodness,’ and the other
‘Mercy.’”

I remarked that those seemed unusual names for hunting dogs. I expected
names such as “Rex,” “Blue,” or “Spot.” The hunter said, “No, they aren’t
unusual names, preacher. They’re biblical. You can find them in Psalm 23.
‘Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.’ I figure if I
name them ‘Goodness’ and ‘Mercy,’ they will follow me everywhere I go.”

Psalm 23 is one the most beloved chapters in the entire Bible. It is read to
bring comfort and consolation to those who grieve. It is read as a reminder that
God abides with us throughout the ups and downs of life.

It is a wonderful promise to know that God will be with us no matter
what. I remember these words found on a poster in a dorm room when I was a
college student: “No one knows what the future holds, but we know who holds
the future.”

Let us remember that in the New Year, and in all the years to come, God’s
goodness and mercy shall indeed follow us—even if we end up in the valley of
the shadow.

Life Question
Do you thank God every day that “goodness and mercy” follow you wherever
you go?

Prayer
Lord, I ask that You bless the New Year to come. Use me to be an instrument of
Your peace and presence in this world. Amen.

2. This devotion reverses the formula I suggested in my letter by discussing
the passage first and connecting it to a story—but what a story and what a
conclusion. There is no one right way to write a devotion. In fact, there are
multiple ways to write effective reflections, so don’t get too caught up in my
advice! These are suggestions, not laws. Follow where your creativity takes
you—and don’t be afraid to rewrite…and rewrite some more.

Scripture: Matthew 2:13-23

The Scripture reading for today is filled with tragedy. It recounts Herod’s order
to his soldiers to kill all the toddlers in Bethlehem. In the midst of the joyful story
of the birth of Jesus, we find this horrible story of infanticide.



There is a truth revealed through and behind this event. Life is always a
mixture of joy and pain. Disaster stands right beside happiness.

On the one hand, this can make life seem pretty depressing. But there is
another way to think about it. Even as the cruelty and violence of the world was
at work, God was bringing Jesus into the world. In other words, standing right
beside the disaster is the hope of joy and peace.

I knew of a man who had terminal cancer. He confided to his pastor that
the worst part of the illness was not physical, but spiritual. “I feel so lonely, like
there is no one who understands my pain.”

The pastor pointed to an empty chair in the room and told the man to look
at it anytime he felt desperate. The pastor promised the man that Jesus would be
with him, sitting in that chair.

In a few days the man died. When the pastor arrived to speak with his
family, he inquired whether the man died peacefully. His daughter replied, “It
was the strangest thing. He died with a look of contentment on his face, with his
head turned looking at the empty chair.”

Life Questions
What tragedies have you endured in your life? Did you feel the presence of
Christ in the midst of your sadness?

Prayer
Lord, I know You are with me no matter what happens to me, be it good or bad.
Thank You for loving me so much. Amen.

3. This is a well-written reflection, and I’d be happy to get this one from a
writer, but I wonder if the conclusion could be stronger. The author may have
lingered too long on setting the scene at the gift shop, and ended up not
spending enough time on connecting it to the day’s Scripture, but all in all,
great job. Thoughts? Agree? Disagree?

Sunday, Dec. 28
Scripture: Matthew 2:1-12

Several years ago, my wife and I traveled from our home in upstate South
Carolina to a ministerial meeting in Cincinnati. As we drove through Kentucky,
we decided to stop in the town of Berea. We thought it would be fun to do a little
Christmas shopping at the many unique shops found in that town.

One shop sold all kinds of lotions and soaps in a variety of fragrances. My
wife took to it like a fish to water. The shopkeeper, curious as to why we were in
Berea, asked who we were and why we were in town. Upon discovering that I
was a minister, she told my wife, “You really must smell this soap over here.”

So we did. It had a unique, sweet fragrance. Then the shopkeeper told us
that it was the aroma of frankincense and myrrh.

We bought the frankincense and myrrh soap. In fact, we purchased
several bars of it. Some were given away as Christmas presents. I kept one bar to
use for the children’s sermon at church.



After we made our soap purchase, left the store, and got back on the
interstate heading toward Cincinnati, I kept thinking about that soap scented
with frankincense and myrrh—the sweet aroma of the gifts given to the baby
Jesus remade in the form of a substance designed to make us clean.

Isn’t that just like Jesus? He wants to cleanse us of our sins and
shortcomings and leave us smelling sweet and aromatic. He’s the soap. He’s the
perfume. He’s the Savior!

Life Question
Are you in need of the “sweet soap” that only Jesus can give?

Prayer
Lord, clean me up and send me out into the world with the sweet scent of Jesus.
Amen.

4. Here is an interesting one. It tells a relevant story—though it’s not personal
or historical. But that’s no problem. It’s fun and it does serve to flesh out the
ideas in the devotion. I would prefer that there be a more explicit reference to
the day’s Scripture passage, but this one is well written.

Scripture: Mark 11:20-26

Prayer is God’s way of revealing to us the divine higher ways and thoughts.
Through prayer God’s desires become our desires, at least when we have faith
and forgive. But in our struggle to become higher in our ways and thoughts, we
sometimes believe in ourselves more than we should and judge instead of
forgive.

Two men were shipwrecked on a small island. They decided the only way
they could survive was to pray to God from their individual sides of the island.

The first man prayed for food. The next morning there was a fruit tree on
his side of the island. On the other man’s side, no fruit tree grew.

After a week the first man was lonely, so he prayed for a wife. The next
day another ship wrecked, and a woman swam to his side of the island. On the
other side of the island, there was no companion.

The first man prayed for a rescue ship. The next morning one docked at
his side of the island. As he boarded the ship with his wife, he decided to leave
the other man on the island because none of his prayers had been answered.

Then a voice from heaven said, “Why are you leaving the other man on
the island?”

The first man replied, “He doesn’t deserve anything. He didn’t pray.”
“Sure he did,” the voice said. “He prayed that all your prayers would be

answered.”
God’s higher ways and thoughts move mountains into the sea. Ours do

also when we pray in faith and not self-centeredness. God’s desires become our
desires when we pray out of forgiveness and not judgment.



Life Question
In what spirit do you pray?

Prayer
Teach us to pray in a higher way and with higher thoughts, O God. Fill our
hearts with Your desires and save us from ourselves. Amen.

5. This devotion breaks the story rule, but it still works. Is it as memorable as some
of the other reflections above? No. Does it deal with the day’s Scripture in a real
way, discussing the issues raised and making them relevant to the reader? Yes.
Again, there are a lot of ways to write a good reflection.

Scripture: Ruth 1:15-22

We ache with Naomi over her tremendous loss. Her husband and both sons have
died. She’s bitter and feels that God has turned against her. Don’t you want to
read on to the next chapter where it turns out okay? But today we stop at the end
of chapter one with the raw pain of Naomi.

You may need more time and space than you have right now, but if it
seems like a call to you, reflect on your own life. Let a painful situation surface.
Can you recall a time when you had no guarantee that everything would turn
out all right? You may be in one of those times right now. If so, there may not be
any words that can truly soothe your soul. All we can say is, “Hang in
there—there will be another chapter. God is still here.”

With hindsight we can often find meaning in the difficult times, which
provides encouragement for the next time. But no words can relieve the pain or
the bitterness we feel at the time. And does finding meaning ever completely
justify the loss? I don’t think Ruth’s words gave Naomi much consolation, at
least not at this time.

But in time, back in Bethlehem, we know that Ruth’s kindness meant a
great deal to Naomi. And Ruth put feet to her kindness, by gleaning in the fields,
providing food for them both. One truth we can claim from the book of Ruth is
the blessing of kindness, anytime to anyone. Have you seen the bumper sticker
“Do random acts of kindness”? This is a time for such kindness, the kindness of
Ruth without thought of personal blessing.

Yet there was a great blessing that came to her long after her death. Ruth
is named in the genealogy in Matthew as the wife of Boaz, the father of Obed, the
father of Jesse, the father of David, even to our very Lord, Jesus the Christ. She is
one of few women in that list of honor.

Life Question
In painful situations, am I willing to give and receive kindness?

Prayer
You have said that laying down my life for my friends shows great love. God of
all kindness, live Your kindness in me this day. Amen.
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