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Holy Surprises!
Advent 2019 at Hennepin Avenue UMC

Some years ago, in the midst of a season of personal discernment that 
overlapped the end of a difficult year, I found myself wandering through the 
local mall, fighting off sensory overload, and wishing for a space and a place 
that would afford me the comfort to make some uncomfortable decisions. 
Christmas joy was an elusive and illusory presence, the mere thought of which 
left me exhausted.

During a chat with a wise friend, I confessed my inability to enter into the 
Christmas spirit. After listening intently, she reminded me that the season 
of Advent came first. In firm, gentle tones, she gave two instructions: “Don’t 
rush.” And, “Keep your eyes open for glimpses of the testament God is writing 
in your life.”  Eventually the hard decisions were made and joy was recovered. 
Yet, all these years later, I remind myself of those two directives.

The booklet you hold in your hands is a creative expression of the testament 
God is writing in the lives of members and friends of Hennepin Avenue United 
Methodist Church.  You are invited to savor each page, not to rush. The ancient 
words of scripture, the story of the birth of Christ, the fresh renderings of the 
Spirit’s gentle nudges all tell of holy surprises—moments of encountering 
the divine presence in the midst of human circumstances. They speak of 
Emmanuel—“God with us”—and they share the wisdom and joy of being 
open to these sacred encounters every day. The Devotional team has been 
inspired, challenged, and humbled by the vulnerability, intention, depth, and 
beauty of this year’s submissions. We pray that, as you engage with them, you 
will be surprised with a new glimpse of the holy—and the human—that will do 
the same for you.

A very special thanks to Kent Peterson (editor-in-chief) who, along with 
Elizabeth Bennett and Jan Bucher did the fine editorial work that molded the 
many submissions into a cohesive whole. My deepest appreciation to Adele 
Dahm (HAUMC Communications) whose keen eye for design crafted the 
content into the beautiful piece you now hold. Most of all, my sincere gratitude 
to each person who mined the depths of their heart to offer a devotion.

May this year’s booklet inspire you to celebrate your own holy surprises 
during the season of Christmas and beyond. Keep your eyes open and don’t 
be surprised if the God of Peace meets you where you are with a reminder of 
everlasting love for you!

In Christ,

 
FRENCHYE MAGEE, Associate Pastor



Advent Sermon Series
Holy Surprises!

December 1 First Sunday of Advent
    What Was That?
    Matthew 24:36-44 
    Rev. Frenchye Magee, 8:30am Worship Service
    Isaiah 2:1-5
    Rev. Frenchye Magee, 10am Worship Service

December 8 2nd Sunday of Advent
    Upside Down and Inside Out   
    Isaiah 11:1-10
    Joshua Palmer, 8:30am Worship Service
    Rev. Judy Zabel, 10am Worship Service

December 15 Third Sunday of Advent
    Here is Your God!
    Luke 1:46-55 
    Janet Polach, 8:30am Worship Service
    Matthew 1:18-25   
    Rev. Judy Zabel, 10am Worship Service

    Blue Christmas
    4pm, Art Gallery
    Rev. Frenchye Magee
    

December 22 Fourth Sunday of Advent
    Think Again!
    Matthew 1:18-25 
    Luke 2
    Rev. Frenchye Magee, 10am Worship Service

No worship services on December 25

Only one worship service on December 29 at 10am
 



Christmas Eve 
Worship Services

Give HOPE this Christmas
As we prepare to celebrate the birth of Jesus, we encourage you to set a 
budget for your family giving—and then to match your giving with a birthday 

gift to Jesus! This year, 100% of your Christmas Offering will go directly to 
our Hennepin Outreach Ministries.

Contemplative Christmas
2:00pm in the Art Gallery
Walk the labyrinth and be uplifted by carols and poetry of the 
season in this contemplative worship service.

Christmas Pageant
4:00pm in the Sanctuary *†
Lively, family-friendly worship service featuring our children’s 
and youth choirs and nativity pageant.

Carols & Candlelight
7:30pm in the Sanctuary *† (7:00pm Prelude Concert)
Traditional worship celebration featuring Hennepin Singers 
and carols by candlelight.

Candlelight Communion
11:00pm in the Sanctuary † (10:30pm Prelude Concert)
Traditional worship celebration featuring our Sanctuary 
Choir, brass and handbells, carols by candlelight and Holy 
Communion.

* Free nursery care available.
† Worship from wherever you are! Watch the live stream at 
haumc.org/live.



Sunday, December 1 Isaiah 2:1-5

First Sunday of Advent

This Precious Day
Ingrid Bloom

there is that to-do list
and yet
timelessness between each moment
planets being spun as new stars are born
dreams with no deadlines
that reach back before I was born
and extend miracle into tomorrow
healing in future generations

Millions of insects beginning their day in secret 
somewhere on this globe
millions hiding in hibernation
each one a beautiful complex creation with its own purpose
ah, to take time to ponder on hidden creatures

billions of fish beginning their day flitting to and fro
in a world I am not part of
yet one of them might be my food coming into my world
from very far away
maybe an animal will surprise me
while I am so focused on humans in an urban dwelling

a storyteller will touch my heart
with someone else’s imagination I go to a new place 
I did not anticipate
in the time I share 
with my dear friend we are love
and the timelessness of all love will hold us up
to see the coldness of our prejudices
the carelessness of our judgments
the lack of faith in our despair

this precious day is infinite
God is praying our souls into praising



Surprising God, sometimes we need you to disrupt our routines 
and transform them into something new.  Teach us to remember that 

“what is truly worthy is waiting to be noticed.”  Amen

what is truly worthy is waiting to be noticed
our to-do list is turned upside down
so we will serve new life
this Advent 
transformation is still possible.

I am paying attention to see, to know, to love
with new eyes and new understanding
God can make what seems too late
a whole new beginning
this precious day

 



Mother-Father God, we are your beloved children and adults. 
Amazement can happen again and again 

as we remain awake and watch for surprises. Amen

Monday, December 2 Psalm 145:1-7

Stay Awake!
Janet Polach

Here we go again… 
Yet another Angel Gabriel telling us of the impossible... another Mary 
traveling across the country being 9 months pregnant...little pageant 
shepherds not quite understanding why they are in front of a church 
with no sheep...our favorite carol jazzed up by a beloved country star...
hauling out the decorations from the depths of the basement...gifts that 
get returned...endless holiday bedazzle.  

While familiar and comforting to some, to many its Bill Murray’s Groundhog 
Day. (Here we go again.) 

So how do we put the Holy back in this Christmas?  How do we find wonder 
in the routine?

Stay Awake; Be Surprised. 

Start by asking a question to spur your thinking. What can be unique, 
special, or out of the ordinary about this year’s events? How can you hear 
the story from a new perspective--perhaps through Joseph’s eyes, or even 
the innkeeper’s? What gifts of time can you offer up, rather than finding a 
perfect object for everyone on your list?

Still stuck? Ask others. Where and how do they find wonder and surprise 
in a holiday that happens every year? What makes this time of the year 
amazing for them? Take time to listen. Consider what’s new and hopeful 
in their message. What’s sacred in their experience that you hadn’t 
considered?

The holy surprises are out there.  You just have to stay awake to see them.

 



Holy One, may we remember and trust in your presence 
at all times and in all places.  Amen

Psalm 124 Tuesday, December 3

Taken Unaware
Kimm Schneider

We tend to think of a surprise as a positive or happy event, however that 
is not always true. Merriam-Webster defines surprise: “1a : an attack made 
without warning. b: a taking unawares. 2 : something that surprises. 3: the 
feeling caused by something unexpected or unusual.”

Where is the holy in these surprising, unwanted, undeserving events? 
Does the surprise bring about Holiness, or was the Holy present with the 
surprise? If God is love, always present and among us, then so must the 
Holy be always present. How does God’s love and spirit move amongst us 
in a tragedy?

I’ve been smacked with surprises this year that have not been happy or 
festive. Surprises of misfortune, grief, and tragedy. They’ve left me with gut 
aches, deep sighs, and hours of worry. I’ve not known what to say, how to 
help, or how to stop my mind from spinning. 

Yet deep down I have sensed the most profound love from the most Holy 
of places. I have witnessed the smallest gestures of kindness and coming 
together of people that can only be called Holy. I have been brought to 
tears not always by sadness, but from inexpressible love and care for the 
suffering. There has been such a wide range of emotion that I’ve felt like I 
was living the Psalms.   

God has been there through it all; not just for the festive, happy surprises 
that fill us with joy, but in the tragedies, illnesses, and misfortunes when 
it is more difficult to understand God. Is this the ultimate Holy Surprise?
 

 



God dear, 
we rejoice in You and your surprises through our dance of life!  Amen

Wednesday, December 4 Psalm 86:8-13a

Delightful Surprises
Jan Bucher

God loves us because She loves stories. And surprises!

On a cold autumn day, Tom, our mail carrier, came to the door. I said, 
“Where have you been?  You are usually here at noon. Is your boss giving 
you more routes?”

Tom looked at me and smiled from under his snow-brimmed hat. “I will 
always be here for you.  You can count on me.”

I was so taken aback that I could not get a ‘Thank You’ out. The voice of 
God coming through Tom. Surprise and awe.

Then there is Suzanne Janssen. On a Monday morning, Bob called and said 
Suzanne had been taken by ambulance to Methodist Hospital around 10 
pm. He was about to go there and see how she was. He said that yesterday 
she had vomited all night and was in horrific pain in her head and jaw. 
I told him I would call her to see if she wanted me to come. Suzanne 
answered in a groggy voice and said, “No, do not come.” I was surprised 
but sensed the terrible pain that remained. On Wednesday morning, 
Suzanne called Bob with Good News. She could come home! Bob was 
astonished. On Thursday, our Suzanne went to a book club, went out to 
lunch, and on the following Thursday, volunteered to pass out books at 
the Clintons’ presentation. Many of us have nine lives; Suzanne has 9,000 
lives and surprises!

Our 10-year-old granddaughter, Isa, entertains us with her enchanting 
flute playing. One week we were invited to see her play at an event full 
of parents and large groups of girls. When Isa’s group took the stage, she 
was not playing the flute. Instead she stood at the keyboard and with her 
friends, they rocked us with a blast of tunes. If Isa is this creative now, what 
surprises will she feast her parents and grandparents with when she is 15 
or 21 years old!

What surprises has God delighted you with?



Spirit God, Awaken us to your presence in all places.  
Challenge us to serve you by showing 

true compassion to all of your children.  Amen

Psalm 146:5-10 Thursday, December 5

Thankful
Shannon Tyrone Craig

SHANNON TYRONE CRAIG 225931
MCF- RUSH CITY
7600 525TH STREET
RUSH CITY, MN 55069

The holy surprise to me, here in MCF-Rush City prison, is the great well or 
great ocean of wonderful people who are true and authentic, who love, 
obey, and study the word of God and the word of Jesus Christ.

I have many great friends here who treat me with love, respect, and 
kindness because I go to their Christian services. I work to express the 
word of God here, as I did when I was in MCF-Stillwater.

I am a Muslim. I believe there is no God but Allah and that Jesus, 
Muhammad, Moses, and Abraham are his messengers, but my Christian 
friends here show me love and respect.  They welcome me to their church 
services with open arms. That was a ‘’holy surprise” to me when I got here.
When I was transferred here from MCF-Stillwater I did not know what 
to think, but the people here who call themselves Christians and true 
believers in Christ and God helped me and assisted me with anything I 
needed, be it food, hygiene products or the Good Word itself.

Someone actually gave me a really good Bible that I use to this day...that 
was a “holy surprise,” and a ‘’wonderful surprise.’’  I did not know this 
person, and he just gave me a great study Bible that I try to read every day.
‘’Holy surprises” are not new to me though. I have had very wonderful holy 
surprises from the good people of HAUMC. Everyone I have encountered 
in the Dignity Center, the Sacred Journey service, or the main service has 
always been nice and kind to me.

In closing, I just want to thank all of my good friends who have helped me 
and assisted me in my journey to become one with God and his word. 
Thank you for your kindness. May God bless you all and keep you in his 
favor.  Encountering people who are good, kind, and wonderful is the 
ultimate ‘’holy surprise.’’



As we wait for you, Holy One, may we be watchful. 
May we stand firm in our faith.

May we be courageous. May we be strong. 
And may all that we do be done in love. Amen

Friday, December 6 Matthew 24:36-44

The People Who Walk in Darkness
Dennis Behl

Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming.
—Matthew 24:42

In total dark—half asleep, half dreaming—my feet found their way along 
the path through the bedroom to check the phone in the next room. Was 
it on a desk plugged in and hopefully recharging?
I thought, “Not turning on the light. Way too early—maybe I’ll fall back 
asleep easier if it’s dark.”
  
Leaning over, I’m fumbling around feeling for the cord in the pitch dark. 
“Got it.”  
So I pulled, separating it from the phone. 
Suddenly a white blue blinding light blazed up from the phone screen 
burning its white rectangle shape into my retinas.
Once I recovered from the flash, my blurred vision slowly returned. 
“Looks like I had missed a text message overnight.”
Opening it, I read:
 
“Missed you. I’ll be back again.  —Jesus”      
 
Question for fellow seekers: 
So what do you believe about a surprise Second Coming as part of the 
Advent message? What does it mean?

 



Holy God, embrace us as we embrace this holy season. 
Thank you for the fullness of this holy time of year. Amen

John 1:6-9 Saturday, December 7

Gifting
Jim & Meg McChesney

We receive a full season to celebrate the birth of the Christ Child, born to 
Joseph and Mary, long ago, in Bethlehem, in a manger.

The Christmas season brings out silver bells, gift-giving, wrappings, 
caroling in neighborhoods, Christmas cookies, visits with relatives and 
friends, going to special advent services at church, phone calls and emails 
to far distant internet friends, prayers for peace, using Nativity creche 
sets, special music in our homes, Christmas stories on television and in 
movie theaters, Christmas eggnog, exchanging Noel cards via mail, special 
clothing, and children’s plays in Sunday School. 

Then let us get full into the “Christmas spirit” in our celebration. Let us 
joyfully “see ourselves” as both “givers” and “receivers” of the great days 
and weeks of advent and Christmas. Let us keep our hearts and minds 
open to God’s love always.



Sunday, December 8 Matthew 3:1-12

Second Sunday of Advent

Addition by Subtraction
Steve Blons

For the last ten years I have been in a 12-step recovery program. The key to 
recovery is spelled out in Step 3: “Made a decision to turn our will and our 
lives over to the care of God, as we understood God.” This language and 
step are exactly the same for all of us, regardless of our specific addiction.

It turns out that surrender or “letting go and letting God” is much easier 
said than done. The egoic self is terrified of losing control, even if that 
control is merely an illusion. Surrender feels like a kind of death, because 
it is. Jesus was right on when he said we have to lose our (false) self to find 
our (true) self.

Part of what makes surrender so difficult, I think, is that it’s not something 
we actually do. Surrender is the opposite of effort. There is nothing the 
ego can take credit for, no heroic tale to tell. Like many in recovery, my 
journey has been a back-and-forth dance of letting go of control and then 
taking it back again. My “success” is measured mostly by my persistence. 
Especially during this last year, my times of surrender have been few and 
far between. As a result, my recovery has plateaued.

And then, to my surprise, came a breakthrough—this very day! As I write 
this I am just a few hours into a new awareness. For some time I felt 
that God had stepped away from me, making connection and intimacy 
more difficult. But while listening to Richard Rohr’s new book, The 
Universal Christ, I learned how God sometimes lovingly creates space in 
our relationship so that we might lean into it more. In other words, God 
invites us to move closer by temporarily seeming to move away. Addition 
by subtraction.



“A new way to tango?” 
O God, I don’t know how to do this. 

I’ll trip over my feet and be embarrassed. 
Allow me to stumble, if you think that’s best—

but stay with me and partner me always. Amen

This is a great surprise, and I think a holy surprise at that. Apparently God 
trusts that I am ready to go deeper and so steps back inviting me to step in. 
Like a dance partner teaching me a new way to tango.

This is such a surprise and so new that I don’t yet know how to respond. 
But I know that will come in the days ahead and into this season of Advent. 
This sacred dance will continue.

 



Grandmother God, 
you overwhelm us with generosity, abundance, and love. 

We celebrate and give thanks. Amen

Monday, December 9 Psalm 16:5-11

God Moments
Marilyn Lingard

I went to Jones-Harrison to visit a friend and my intention was to help her 
write some thoughts she had shared with me about ‘God Moments’ she 
was experiencing there for this devotional.

She told me with a grin that she had already called hers in to the church 
and then recited it to me. I would have to write my own.

Soon we were joined by another friend of hers. We three old women 
shared news of our medical issues and agreed we were all getting good 
care and were healthy enough.

The friend who had recently joined us pulled something out of her pocket 
and held it for Marcene to see and asked Marcene if they should give it to 
me. It’s a thumb cross made by an 80+ year-old friend in Iowa and she had 
just received a new batch. Marcene said, “Yes, give it to Marilyn.” I asked if 
she had one, and she said, “No,” she had given hers away. But she knew 
her friend would give her another.

As I got ready to leave, my new friend asked if we shouldn’t pray together 
before I left and she asked Marcene to say the prayer. As we held hands, 
Marcene prayed for each of us and I felt truly Blessed.

Holy Surprises, I went to lend my support and got it back in spades… Visit 
someone who needs your support and you will get it back, too.

My Cup Runneth Over
Marcene Johnson

”My cup is full and running over. 
Send up the balloons and fireworks!!!”



Isaiah 11:1-5 Tuesday, December 10

 Sweet Surprises
Marcia Mans

Try  to imagine the world before the birth of Jesus. It is hard, isn’t it? What 
a difference the advent of this one baby has meant for us all. It was a 
Holy Surprise, indeed. God continues to surprise us every day if we just 
acknowledge it. God loves us all in spite of our inadequacies. God keeps 
on trying to show us how to live together in harmony and we are just too 
self-centered to get it.

Sometimes we get a Holy Surprise that is too amazing to deny. Our family 
of five had just such an event. My husband and I along with our three 
daughters were just drifting along like so many when were were jolted by 
an unexpected surprise. Our long awaited first son was born with a life-
threatening disfiguring problem. He had multiple fractures in utero that 
had already healed! We immediately realized that we needed God’s help 
to understand and work with this unusual problem. The response to our 
prayers was immediate. God’s message was loud and clear: “Just love 
him.” That was the easiest thing, of course. We all adjusted to the continual 
fractures and a constant questions of how to handle his delicate body. The 
answers were always there. “Just love him and let him do whatever he can 
accomplish.”

God continues to this day to advise and protect the gentle man that this 
baby has become. He continues to fracture occasionally and has had 
many surgeries. He is very small in stature. Fortunately he has a wonderful 
mind. He is a respected lawyer, living in California, married, and handling 
all that life offers with joy and a sense of humor. What a Holy Surprise! 

All of us need to find these dear sweet surprises that are there when we 
realize them. Think of all the wonderful things that have come into your 
life. How has God blessed you in so many ways? The birth of Jesus and 
His life of service can remind us daily of how lucky we are to be alive. Holy 

Surprises are what make life worth living.

God of Love, there are gifts inherent in even our greatest challenges.
Keep us awake to these.

Restore our hope in new possibilities to be born among us. Amen



Gracious God, we praise you for your constant love and acceptance 
through all the stages of our lives.  Amen

Wednesday, December 11 Jeremiah 31:1-6

Holy Surprises!
Lynn Penning

I looked in the mirror.
What a surprise to find myself here.
Beyond being startled to find I’ve become
A lot like my father when he was not young
The image I see that takes me back
Is a woman who’d gotten off and on track.
Following God was what I had planned
But I travelled a journey on and off brand
Until in the place of the face of the girl
Who started out in church “A”
Is a foggy wiped swirl
From a hand who moved on through church “B” and church “C”
With revisitations of sorts of all three.
Drawing circles defining the moral high ground
Drawing them wider when I sensed my God frown
These circuitous movements have left a soft trail
Like the silvery leavings-behind of a snail.
And the holy surprise as I bask in His smile
Is His love-includes-all-in-my-circle lifestyle.

 



All things are possible through you, Holy One. 
Thank you for courage. Thank you for hope. Thank you for great Joy. 

Amen

Isaiah 40:27-31 Thursday, December 12

What a Surprise
Donna Long

I had kind of a tough childhood that involved much abuse from both my 
parents. That left me with PTSD for most of my life. I always had nightmares 
and flashbacks, as well as a flash temper. They all seemed to get worse 
the older I got. By the time I was in my 70s they were becoming a daily 
occurence and were really messing with my head and making it all but 
impossible to pay attention to what was happening around me in the 
present moment.

I decided to take a tough step and do Prolonged Exposure Therapy which 
involves going over and over each trauma one at a time until your brain 
gets the message that the danger is past and you are now safe. It wasn’t 
easy—in fact, it was one of the hardest things I have ever undertaken. It 
was, however, well worth the effort since it has been months since I have 
had any PTSD symptoms. I thought things couldn’t get better.

Surprise. They did. God gave me the gift of Joy which I had never 
experienced any time in my life. I didn’t know what it was at first, and had 
to check in with my therapist to describe what I was feeling and find out 
what it was. What a gift Joy has brought to my life. I can say that I have 
never been happier in my life than I have last five months. I thought that 
the gift was getting rid of the flashbacks and nightmares—and for that I am 
grateful—but God had something so much better for me and it came as a 
complete surprise.

If there is a lesson to be learned from this for me, it was don’t try to limit 
what you think God can work in your life because it can be so much better 
than what you can imagine.
 

 



Spirit Mother and Great Father, 
we have driven Dakota people off their lands and waters. 

Help us to preserve what remains.
We bow down and kiss this ground, asking forgiveness for our greed. 

Amen

Friday, December 13 Isaiah 49:8-11

The Last “Wild Creek”
Kathleen Chesney

The Spirit Mother danced joyfully over the fields flinging tears of Grace 
over her children. Her Blessing for this morning watered the land, lakes, 
and streams. Many seeped through the soil into artificial pipes called tiles 
that heedless farmers had planted in grids beneath the surface.

Along the southern border of this County called Renville the tiled water 
that has drained into ditches flows into the Minnesota River. Less than 200 
years ago, Dakota people lived along this river and drank from it. Mother 
Spirit assisted canoe paddlers who may have traveled as far as the Great 
Father of Waters, Mississippi.

From the West, the last “wild creek” joins the Minnesota from Renville. 
Waters of Limbo Creek run over stones lining the valley. No tilled field water 
pollutes the creek with soil particulates or fertilizer. Instead, fish flash silver 
and turtles soak up sun.

Appropriate to its name, Limbo Creek runs along the dividing line between 
past and future. We are in Limbo. What we do makes the difference between 
life such as the Dakota who populated the River’s shores, and death as in 
the waters of the Dead Zone in the area of the Mississippi spillway into the 
Gulf of Mexico.

Many of the Spirit’s Children work with her to extend the living wildness 
that remains. May all Creation be blessed by our work and play.
 

 



Dear God, we struggle to be patient in this season of waiting.  
Thank you for your patience with us.  

You always provide for our needs. Amen

1 Corinthians 1:3-9 saturday, December 14

The Surprise of Friendship
Donna Packer

It’s now three years ago that I talked to Matt and Bethany about moving to 
Minneapolis so I could take care of my granddaughter. It was not an easy 
decision. I had lived in Iowa and Texas. I had very strong friendships in both 
communities—dear friends who had helped me through hard times after 
Dave passed away. But the draw of being close to my new granddaughter 
took me to Minneapolis.

By April 2017, I was living in Minneapolis. The birth of Josie was so joy-
filled I didn’t even notice any holes in my life. By the fall, though, I began 
to feel the loss of friends my own age. I started praying for God to help me 
find someone to connect with.

I was living in Calhoun Beach Club meeting lots of women while taking 
classes—very friendly and fun to be around, but I made no close 
connections. My family filled my bucket with lots of love, hugs, and kisses, 
including me in so much. Yet I still missed my friends. Then I heard about a 
St. Croix River cruise with a group called Widow Might. Many women were 
on that cruise, but yet again no one I really clicked with.

Early this year at a Widow Might event, I sat beside Pam. We talked a lot and 
discovered how much we have in common—both widows, Methodists, 
have a daughter, in Minneapolis to be with our grandchildren, and about 
the same age. Pam and I started to go out on a regular basis—friendship 
blossomed. In July, Pam invited me to go to Scotland with her. What an 
amazing adventure we had!

Sometimes God makes us wait, pray, and keep seeking His will before He 
says, “Surprise, I have Pam here just waiting to be a special friend for you!”  
She’s not just anyone, but a perfect Christian friend who understands, 
appreciates, and loves me for who I am.  God’s surprise was worth the wait.

 



Sunday, December 15 Isaiah 49:13-18

Third Sunday of Advent

New Directions
Lona Dallessandro

In April, 2016, Pope Francis delivered a sermon in which he stressed the 
need to be open to the novelty of the Holy Spirit, by discerning new 
movements and directions without being immediately closed off from 
them. He said that when the church is “faced with the newness and 
surprises of the Spirit, because the Spirit always surprises us, we should 
address them by meeting, listening, discussing and praying before the 
final decision.”
 
I feel very much like the UMC is in this place and time today—where we’ve 
been surprised (and maybe disappointed) by the decisions now facing us 
as we ponder what life looks like for our congregations after the special 
General Conference.
 
It is my continued prayer during the Advent season, when we celebrate 
God’s greatest surprise—the birth of his Son in a lowly manger—that each 
of us is graced with, as Francis put it, “docility to the Spirit, to go along 
the path that the Lord Jesus wants for each one of us and for the entire 
Church.”



May the God of Surprises delight you, inviting you to accept gifts not yet 
imagined.
May the God of Transformation call you, opening you to continual renewal.
May the God of Justice confront you, daring you to see the world through 
God’s eyes.
May the God of Abundance affirm you, nudging you towards deeper trust.
May the God of Embrace hold you, encircling you in the hearth of God’s home.
May the God of Hopefulness bless you, encouraging you with the fruits of 
faith.
May the God of Welcoming invite you, drawing you nearer to the fullness of 
God’s expression in you.
May God Who is Present be with you, awakening you to God in all things, all 
people, and all moments.
May God be with you.
Amen.
 

—Elizabeth Eiland Figueroa

 

In this season of change, 
may God be with us all. Amen



You are close even as we forget and you go on smiling at us. 
You don’t forget. You love us and will never let us go. Amen

Monday, December 16 Isaiah 44:21-23

Remembering
Evelyn Ahlberg

Sometimes a whole day goes by and I forget to even look at the sky
…… I am the poorer for it
Sometimes I forget to see a flower, I mean really see one
…… I am the poorer for that
Sometimes I forget to give thanks for all that is good in my life
…….I am the poorer for it
Sometimes I forget to be kind to someone who has been unkind to me
…… I am the poorer for that
Sometimes I forget to remember I am loved by the source of all love
…… I am the poorer for that too
Just as when I forget to remember and accept the Great Mystery
…… I am the poorer for that as well
Now I am going to try and remember more

 



God, you are like a good shepherd who finds us when we are lost. 
Thank you for your faithfulness and care.  

Strengthen us to care for ourselves and others, 
just as you care for us. Amen

2 Corinthians 4:3-6 Tuesday, December 17

My Angel
Bruce Ario

I had just had a car accident in which I sustained a Traumatic Brain Injury. I 
was feeling all kinds of negative emotions due to confused thinking. I went 
down to Minnehaha Park to commune with nature. Imagine my surprise 
when I was visited by an angel, my deceased Grannie.

At first I was too surprised to do anything but be in awe. Then it was clear 
my angel wanted to show me something. She was showing me Christ. 
She was integrating Christ into my life. I needed the guidance. I had fallen 
distantly away.

It’s been a long journey back. Every day has its challenges, but also its 
rewards. I consider myself as being in recovery, recovering from being 
separated from God. My angel was just the right thing to help me with this. 
She gave me the freedom to find Jesus again until I could see Him in other 
people.

So, the surprise has been a blessing in the long term. At first I wasn’t sure, 
but I went on faith. I have found that this faith was well-founded.

Submitted by Deb Green

Do not believe that all greatness and heroism are in the past. 
Learn to discover princes, prophets, 

heroes and saints among the people about you. 
Be assured they are there.

—Thomas Davidson



As we move through our days, help us to be willing to pause, to stop—
to always be open to encounters of grace. Amen

Wednesday, December 18 Philemon 3-7

It’s a Small World After All
Bobbie Keller

Small-world moments—when you discover you have something in 
common with a complete stranger—are a blessing to me.
 
My latest happened at National Camera in Golden Valley when I was going 
through trip pictures, deciding which ones I wanted to print. A woman who 
was working on her own pictures two machines down asked me if I was 
working on trip pictures. I said yes, I had been to Ireland. She apparently 
had glanced at my pictures and said, “I thought that was Ireland.”
 
That exchange began what turned out to be at least an hour-long 
conversation. We both enjoyed traveling and compared notes on places 
we’d been. We discovered that we had family cabins on nearby lakes; she 
had boated on my lake with friends when she was growing up. She and her 
family had been to Hennepin UMC to attend “The Nativity” during the years 
we presented that program. One of her children, now grown, currently 
lives in New Zealand, and I had visited his town on a cruise in 2017. 
 
We finally ended our conversation when both of us realized it was getting 
late and we needed to move on.
 
To me an experience such as that is a God-given reminder that we are all 
one big human family and have more in common that we might think.



For our holy brother, Dan Johnson, 
and his example of living life to the fullest—

and for all of our loved ones lost too soon—we look to you, Holy God.
We give thanks for their lives. 

Continue to be with us. Comfort us in our grief. Renew us in hope. 
Amen

Psalms 43:2-6 Thursday, December 19

Don’t Wait!
Jeff Smith

For me and many others, the most surprising event of 2019 was the sudden 
death of our beloved brother, Dan Johnson. It happened on October 4, 
and I’m still grieving. My head initially branded the death a “holy surprise.” 
I blamed God. Only God could be responsible, I thought. 

My heart has since been reminded, after preaching from Rev. Frenchye 
Magee, that God is love. It’s not God who commands such capricious 
surprises. In fact, it’s everything but God.

Dan also knew something of love, for fellow humans, for animals, for 
creation. And he was full of holy surprises, especially around Christmas. 
He’d show up when least expected and most welcomed, incarnated as 
Santa Claus. He’d delight the kids on Christmas Eve, with chocolate “coins.” 
He was a mentor to many young people. Dan made every minute count, 
throughout his too-short life.

I can hear him encouraging us all to be open for Holy Surprises in our lives. 
Don’t wait until the “time is right.” Make every minute count.

Congressman Elijah Cummings, whose death we also mourn, often 
invoked the same sentiment with this poem, written by civil rights leader 
Dr. Benjamin E. Mays:

I only have a minute.
Sixty seconds in it.

Forced upon me, I did not choose it,
But I know that I must use it.

Give account if I abuse it.
Suffer, if I lose it.

Only a tiny little minute,
But eternity is in it.

Thanks, Dan, for using every minute of your life.



Your holy presence surrounds us 
and permeates our world every day, O God. 

Keep us aware. Help us to notice. And to be grateful. Amen

Friday, December 20 Proverbs 8:22-31

Paying Attention
Jolene Jeranson

Nature offers so many things that are too often taken for granted. But 
when I take the time to really pay attention, I am often “surprised” by these 
everyday “holy” experiences:
 - deer who come through our yard, and hang around because they know   
 it is a safe place
 - birds that let me know when I put the feeders out, that they have been   
 waiting (patiently!) for them
 - clouds parting to reveal a brilliant full moon
 - the flowers that survive the first frost and continue to bloom
 - the not-so-ordinary experience of being fortunate enough to see 3 otters
 swimming in our wetlands before they moved on

And there are, of course, many human experiences:
 - a warm smile or a kind word from a stranger
 - bear hugs from good friends
 - cookies from a friend who loves to bake
 - something that triggers forgotten memories of loved ones
 - reconnecting with friends from years ago
 - creativity and openness of children.

If I remain aware, there are “holy surprises” everywhere, everyday.



God of Light and God of Darkness, help us to find joy and comfort
 in the many faces of You that we encounter.  Amen

1 John 1:4-7 Saturday, December 21

Winter Solstice

The Intersection
Kathleen McDowell

Years ago, I listened to Celestial Navigations. One of their stories was 
“The Intersection.” The storyteller talked about two people meeting at a 
juncture, arriving from different directions. They hold hands, say, “There 
you are,” and walk together across the street.

It is sentimental for me. When a friend suggested that along our way, 
we have been met by heroes who come along to help us cross the next 
intersection (or two, or three). When we have been in our darkest hours, the 
dark nights of our soul, the celebrations, the bright spots, a hero appears. 
They are an angel, guide, Jesus, or God, cleverly disguised in human form. 
A Holy surprise!

Even though we believe we are slogging through life alone in those trying 
times, the times in the wilderness, the truth is that we are never alone. 
As we travel through life, it is not a do-it-yourself job. If we do not see 
someone there, how often is it because we have turned away from that 
opportunity to hold a hand to cross the street? When we reject or ignore 
the hero who appears, it is our choice, our free will, to decide. Then when 
we wonder where God is in our time of need, maybe we can turn around 
and see who is here, right next to us. God in human form.

Let us take some time to look back on our struggles and see who came 
along. When I was in a very dark time some years ago, my son brought 
a light-filled woman into our circle. She was steadfast in our navigation 
without passing judgment, and her love for us shone the bright light of 
God.  She held our hands until the storm passed.

Where have your heroes intersected with your life? Did you know that in 
the darkness, a lit candle can be seen from 3.6 miles to 30 miles away? Our 
heroes are close by. Take that hand.
 



Sunday, December 22 Matthew 1:18-25

Fourth Sunday of Advent

Will We Receive Him Still?
Judy Zabel

In Pope Francis’s 2013 Pentecost homily, he said, “Let us ask ourselves 
today: are we open to ‘God’s surprises’?” And I wonder, are we open to 
God’s surprises?  
 
In this time of preparation we ready ourselves, our homes, our families, 
and our church for the celebration of Christ’s birth. We can get so caught 
up in our traditions that we miss God’s surprises. It is so easy to get so set 
on our own agendas, making our lists, checking them twice, focusing on 
who is naughty or nice, that we may very well miss God’s surprises.  
 
Christmas is a time in our family when we connect with our Swedish 
heritage. We revisit our traditions at Christmas time more than any other 
time of the year. I can still smell the krumkake coming off the krumkake iron 
and I’m reminded of the year that my sister made a mistake when she put 
in the cream and we ended up having to make a triple batch of krumkake. 
Surprise!  What we thought was going to be just a few hours of cookie-
making, were now many more hours of flipping and rolling krumkake, 
laughing and poking fun at each other to keep each other awake to get 
the job done. I’ll never forget what a wonderful time I had with my sisters.  
 
We have lots of traditions in the church around Christmas. The wreaths 
have to be hung in all the right places. The poinsettias have to be ordered, 
placed and watered. The children gather to learn their songs for Christmas 
Eve service. The Sanctuary Choir works hard on their special Advent 
concert and we eagerly await the gifts that Copper Street Brass deliver 
right on time for Christmas. And these traditions are wonderful! But, are 
we open to God’s surprises?  
 
When Mary found out she would bear a son, she was surprised! When her 
cousin Elizabeth found out she would bear a son who would be named 
John, she was surprised! When the shepherds, who were watching their 



Gracious and loving God, open us this day to your surprises. 
Open us to receive your love today and every day 
as we receive and rejoice in your presence. Amen

flocks by night, heard a chorus of angels, they were surprised! When the 
three kings came from the east to see the one who would be the King of 
Kings, how surprised they must have been to see a baby, born to a poor, 
humble couple from a two-bit town called Nazareth. Surprise! When the 
sick and the lame came to Jesus, they were healed. Surprise! When the 
women came to the tomb early in the morning of the third day, Jesus had 
risen. Surprise!  Death would never have the last word. When we’ve been 
told that we have to straighten up and be good in order to be acceptable, 
God says, “Surprise! My grace is sufficient.” When we feel all alone, God 
says, “Surprise!  I am with you. I will never leave you or forsake you.” These 
are our stories and our traditions. But the question remains, “Are we open 
to God’s surprises?” 

I love the Christmas hymn, O Little Town of Bethlehem. Phillip Brooks 
wrote it many years ago while he was visiting Bethlehem on a pilgrimage 
to the Holy Lands. In the third verse we sing,
 

How silently, how silently
The wondrous gift is given!

So God imparts to human hearts
The blessings of His heaven.
No ear may hear His coming,

But in this world of sin,
Where meek souls will receive him still,

The dear Christ enters in.  
 
“No ear may hear His coming and yet, Christ enters in.” Surprise! But will 
we receive him still?  Are we open to God’s surprises?



Holy One, open our inner eye to paths that lead to You. 
Open our outer eyes to paths where You take us to others, 

especially those in need of Your mercy. Amen

Monday, December 23  Luke 1:46-55
  

Coming Home
Carolyn Bornhauser

Recently I was walking the Chartres Labyrinth pattern mowed on the 
lawn behind the Carondelet Center in St. Paul, the same pattern that 
Christopher and I have often walked with many of you on Christmas Eve 
Day at Hennepin, with silence, quiet cello music and reflection.

Walking this ancient meditative path is ever again a mystical source of 
insight and inspiration for me...
slowing down
centering
negotiating the turns so familiar
spiraling around the blossomed center, symbolizing to me the spark of God 
within...sometimes nearer, sometimes farther away, but finally arriving at 
the heart of the whole pattern that can be symbolic for our life journeys. 
It has been walked by pilgrims on their inner journeys for centuries in the 
cathedrals of Europe and elsewhere.

When I completed the circular journey 
inward and then outward, 
after a longer pause in the center,
I stood with a sense of inner calm 
at the entrance and looked
back upon the whole bigger picture
viewing it again with my “inner eye.”

It was as if the petaled image in the center blossomed. A feeling of awe 
grew in me. The path guided my eye, but also the whole of it seemed to 
expand communicating to my soul: “don’t fence yourself in” too narrowly....
let your life, your soul widen and blossom in the expression of your gifts
and also in the sometimes challenging creative tension of living a bi-
national life...
opening inner space to the bigger picture.

I gave thanks for this life-giving message.



Storyteller God, 
Thank you for all the stories you have written in our souls. 

Quiet us. Center us. Help us to listen well to what is already within. 
Amen

Isaiah 9:2-7 Tuesday, December 24

Christmas Eve

What is a Story?
William Mate

Huston Smith, the author of The World’s Great Religions, says a story is 
something told in a way that makes us aware of something inside us that 
we already know. He holds Jesus up as a prime example of storytelling in 
this way.

I think the stories of Christmas are wondering stories. The disciples and 
followers have been teaching the Way of Jesus and they have begun to 
wonder about his childhood, which has no written record. Where did he 
live? What was it like when he was born? How did he end up being born 
in a manger? The star, the shepherds, the wise strangers? Surprise is 
everywhere in these stories when we open ourselves. 

So listen. Just let the words of the stories settle into a setting of dim light, 
and quiet reflective music with few words of explanation, surrounded by 
loved ones and friends encased by the dark night and its sky of our ever-
expanding universe. Let it open us to what we already know--that the light 
and love in a child’s eyes and the unknown expectation of what lies ahead 
will guide us in the year to come. Open us up to what we already know. 
There is love, joy and hope in this season.



On this holy day, O God, we swim in the ocean of your love. 
Empower us to share this love with others

this day and every day. Amen

Wednesday, December 25 Luke 2:1-7, 8-20 
  

Christmas Day

Love and Surprises
Phyllis Krull

Holy Surprises
Come in many disguises: 
     —A baby who was born in a stable
came to show us that we are able.

To give comfort to those who are ill,
To “pay forward” someone else’s bill,
Give directions to those who are lost,
and share a ride without cost.

Our own surprises in blessings they come
family, friends, caregivers doing what needs done.
A church community to show us the way, 
To live life to the fullest each and every day.
“Holy Surprises,” I give thanks for them.
And stamp them as good with a resounding Amen.

     —Yes, we are asked many things to do
foremost to say: “Love and Surprises” to you.



Amazing God, you astonish us with revelations of your eternal love.  
Open our eyes to see you more clearly, 

and soften our hearts so we may share your love with others.  Amen

Psalm 98:4-9 Thursday, December 26
 

Surprises that Enlighten and 
Transform Us

Bob Brinkley

At the core of our being is an intuition of that which is Eternal. There are 
moments when we have experiences of the Eternal. There are surprises 
when we experience being unconditionally loved. There are experiences 
of awe and wonder that awaken us to our truer and awesome selves.

How does God show up in our daily lives? Might Holy Surprises happen all 
around us in “small” ways? Elizabeth Barrett Browning says it well: “Earth’s 
crammed with heaven, and every common bush afire with God.”

I must be honest here. I know I miss some Holy Surprises that happen in 
the course of my day. I do remember some: I am grateful when a stranger 
opens a door for me (I now need the use of a cane). I melt when a small child 
smiles at me. I smile when I see a couple showing each other affection. I 
am moved by the awesome beauty of the natural world, the soaring of an 
eagle, a single flower, the Milky Way spanning the night sky!

And then, once on a lovely summer day, I was standing under a pine tree 
in the backyard. Suddenly any sense of my being a separate self vanished. 
There was a feeling of deep peace and I was but a part of a great unity of all 
beings. On reflection, it indeed was a Holy Surprise, a gift of grace.

I believe Jesus was a Holy Surprise, his love, his compassion, his life 
revealing the true character of God.

I believe the Spirit of God is ever present,  surprising us if we have eyes to 
see.



Creator God, we are grateful for the gifts that 
renew our faith this Christmas season. 

May it energize us for the work of transforming the world with love. 
Amen

Friday, December 27 Psalm 148 
 

The Christmas Gift of a Lifetime
Susan Dunlop

Faith is a very big deal that makes my heart ache. When we have faith in 
God, people, nature, and the earth, we may feel euphoric. When we lose 
faith it is very difficult, like the wind being knocked out of our lungs or the 
ground beneath our feet shaking.

Is this why Christmas holds such beauty, hope, and love? It makes us go 
all-out to contact every last friend and relative we have to wish them a 
“Merry Christmas” and let them know how much we care about them.

It reminds us of how God cared about the world/the earth to give a 
beautiful new baby to us to open our hearts with love, kindness, and hope.
With faith we can tackle new horizons, share ourselves openly with 
strangers, share our resources with all who are suffering--including with 
animals struggling to live on our ramshackled planet, and with all humans 
who want to maintain their pleasant green home but worry about it 
becoming a brown disaster.

Faith will give us the power, the energy, and the will to pray and think 
about all we can do to be creative, helpful, generous, loving, and strong. 
We need this faith. We know it warms our hearts, empowers our energy, 
and focuses our spirits on the good we can do, speak, and write.

Faith comes to our hearts when we hold the wonder of a Bethlehem baby 
born to a young unwed peasant foreign woman embarking on a path that 
required a lot of faith.

Faith is our Christmas gift of a lifetime.



Great Creator God, thank you for blessing our daily walks with you.  
Amen

Job 12:7-12 Saturday, December 28
 

Weather Walk
Tom Sopoci

Cold and damp my autumn soul
I squint at scudding cloud
Hear the tumbled fall-time leaf
See tree and branches bowed

Walking hunched against the gale
A season’s presence made
The sky so gray, a chill in air
Makes meager light to fade

Why take this morning exercise?
My daily stretch and walk
Around the lake where waves are crashing
Splashing, misting, talk

Habit maybe, but it’s so cold
Hacks at melancholy feel
A shiver stops my wanderlust
Makes trudging on so real

I raise my head up from my stoop
Aware of natures tug
It pulls me out of mindless funk
A seasoned, windswept hug

I blink and stare, I see and feel
Alive, my thought revealing
How on this day, a simple walk
Brings natures spirit healing



Sunday, December 29 Matthew 2:13-23

The “Other”
Kent Peterson

Maybe the only thing each of us can see is our own shadow.

Carl Jung called this his shadow work. He said we never see others. Instead 
we see only aspects of ourselves that fall over them. Shadows. Projections. 
Our associations.

—Chuck Palahniuk

Jesus wasn’t white.

While scholarship confirms the near-certainty of this conclusion—and I 
don’t have difficulty accepting it intellectually and conceptually—I find my 
mental picture of Jesus still naturally reverting to an image that looks a 
whole lot like me: a white, modern, privileged man.

What deep bias exists within me that I expect to see myself mirrored in 
others?

I think of myself as open-minded, well-educated, and well-traveled. Yet 
when I am honest with myself, I see how limited, fixed, and narrow the lens 
is that I use to look at the world. Generally, my family and friends and my 
spiritual community resemble me. And I only rarely move outside my set 
circles. 

It is deeply sobering to face head-on how readily I project my values and 
experience onto others. I almost universally expect everyone to look like 
me, think like me, and share my social and political beliefs. 
 
Even Jesus. The historical Jesus was a small-ish, brown or olive-skinned 
man whose language, clothing, and outsider companions were very 
different from my own. Do I persist nevertheless in picturing Jesus as a 
reflection of myself in order to make his message more palatable? In order 
to make him more palatable? If Jesus was alive today, would I even hear 
what he had to say? I think he would be so much of an “other” to me that 
even accounting for advances in communication and travel, his message 
of abundant life, societal justice, and compassion for the outcast would 
almost certainly not penetrate my awareness.



Spirit God, your holy presence and your sacred voice
 are firmly implanted in all people. 

Expand our horizons. Increase our awareness. 
Remove whatever barriers prevent us from 

truly seeing and hearing the “others” in our midst. Amen

What other messages do I routinely miss? I almost never hear voices from 
the southern hemisphere. The poor? I seldom hear their words firsthand.

God’s sacred presence is as embodied in these lives as it is in the privileged 
white men who look like me. And it has been fully incarnated in women 
since humanity emerged on the earth.

So what sacred messages have been lost throughout history because they 
were delivered by an unexpected messenger—an outsider, an “other,” or 
perhaps a woman—and no one listened?



Spirit, many we love have gone to You. 
Others are walking their way home to You. 

We are grateful for all of our dearly beloved. Amen

Monday, December 30 2 Corinthians 4:16-18

You Are Gone
Art Michalicek

I love those who have been with me in the past, and I always will. I am 
grateful for the adventures that made marvelous memories for me to 
cherish. You inspired and pushed creativity. I am blessed to have a friend 
like you. You make smiles and laughter, never anger or frowns. The times 
together added value to the journey I’m on in my life, and are forever. There 
is a deep feeling of love for your companionship, for many of us on Earth.
 
I love you and always will. I know you have love for all. I realize that you have 
a positive impact on all those who were fortunate enough to encounter 
you on their journeys. It comforts me as I go forward in this dimension to 
think about how privileged I am to have a colorful layer that you put in my 
aura. 
 
Everyone who loves, rejoices from the miracle of their time they shared in 
life. I’m grateful to have time with you, and will smile and think of you with 
each new second on Earth. 
 
I pray every day for peace in our hearts. I feel every day for those who no 
longer share my time with me on Earth. My time with you is holy. 
 
I pray every day for global disarmament and peace on Earth. I know some 
are praying with me.  Earth can be a beautiful planet with all working 
together to create health and prosperity. In the end our hopes will survive. 
I am sad that some have gone, but am in love with what they have left. 
Their spirit moves me in mysterious ways. They are gone, and I am still 
here. They are here with me.
 
I love you and always will.



Allow my heart to be drawn 
into the cradle of your loving hands, Spirit God. 

Sustain me in the call you have for my life. Amen.

Revelation 21:1-6a Tuesday, December 31

New Year’s Eve

But I Say to You...
Dwight Haberman

Some of you know that I draw spiritual strength and vision from the late John 
O’ Donohue, Irish spiritual writer and poet. One of his favorite comments is, in 
his thoughtful and deeply moving words:

That it was not so much a miracle that:
       water was turned to wine or
       that the Red Sea was parted,
       but there is something rather than nothing.

SURPRISE!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Many people associate religion and the church with that which is outmoded, 
out of touch. They would not associate church/religion with surprise. They 
would be surprised at the association. Get it? You may have noted in a recent 
Star Tribune the results of a survey of Roman Catholic youth--probably most 
youth --39% of them disagree with or don’t accept church teaching. So they 
would find little if anything in the church approach that would bring them 
genuine surprise. Part of that could come from their personal needs and 
expectations, but I believe that some of the responsibility also rests with the 
church. If you read the Bible at all you may recall that those who heard the 
words of Jesus were continually surprised. They questioned and argued with 
him. I suspect that he spoke of living a life they did not like. “It has been said 
of old BUT I say to you.” He spoke of love, justice, turning the other cheek. So 
it should come as no surprise that we and “the world” should expect to be 
surprised and challenged as his disciples.

Somewhat recently my surprise has been the fact that I have sensed God 
drawing me into a deeper spiritual place. What was most surprising is that 
the energy was God’s. Somewhere along the line it has felt to me that I should 
be doing the seeking. But now I am reminded that I should not have been 
surprised for Jesus said to those who grumbled at this teaching, ”No one can 
come to me unless they are drawn to me by the Father who sent me.” That is 
how God’s love can work. Surprised?

 



Holy One, keep us alert to all of the ways that you reveal yourself to us. 
Thank you that you stir us to new awakenings and new wonder. 

Amen

Wednesday, January 1 Psalm 8

New Year’s Day

Revelations
David Smith

I sat once under a tree near a little stream, holding in my hands a bunch 
of flowers. Suddenly, from the air came swooping down upon them a little 
bird. He had not seen me; when he did so he instantly fled:  but he could not 
take from me the sweet surprise and the exciting pleasure of his visit. Thus, 
comes flying to us the new revelation from our God. New in effect, though old 
in letter. Like the bird that only touched me with its little feet and bill, it may 
but alight a moment on our heart, and depart as suddenly as it came, but it 
does its work.

—Henry Ward Beecher, Revelation[1]

Authors like these are Holy Surprises to me.  In the past week I have been 
surprised by many revelations. A jazz guitarist and pianist improvising. 
An unexpected hug. A tree saying, “You thought my greens were nice, 
now see my reds and yellows.” Seeing Greta and my friends on TV and 
in the newspaper leading ways to save the planet. A squirrel thanking us 
for the flowerpot to bury a nut. A radio playing “Feed the Birds” from the 
movie, Mary Poppins. A cloud painting white accents on leaves with fluffy 
snowflakes. A minister friend from Californian calling to relate that his wife 
was in hospice. His wanting us to be part of his life at this time was a Holy 
Surprise.

May some of these words be a Holy Surprise to you.

[1] Henry Ward Beecher, Notes from Plymouth Pulpit: A Collection of Memorable Passages, 
ed. Augusta Moore (New York:  Derby & Jackson, 1859) pp. 35-6.



Spirit of Creation, we confess that you will always be a mystery to us.
Open our minds and hearts to be in awe of your presence and 

strength.  Amen

Luke 8:16-21 Thursday, January 2

A God Surprise
Bob Janssen

I came to the Church and the Bible when I was in my early 30s--so I wasn’t 
carrying much theological “baggage” coming to Hennepin in my late 30s. 
Hennepin helped me develop my own ideas (theories) of how to pray and 
what the word “God” meant. I learned a lot when I joined the Sacred Journey 
service. Much to my satisfaction, I became and am becoming what I think 
is a liberal, progressive Christian. One of the toughest battles surrounded 
prayer: how do you pray and get answers from a God that I didn’t believe 
was some superhuman being up in something called heaven? My idea 
was that “God” is a spirit that pervades the universe in very mysterious 
ways. These God thoughts are beyond my explanation, but come from my 
thoughts and actions, your thoughts and actions, everybody’s thoughts 
and actions. As Jesus says in the Bible, “Even the stones (the earth and all 
of creation) will cry out.”

I had an experience of this a few days ago. Suzanne was in the hospital, 
very sick, and I was concerned if she had the ability and strength to recover 
after all she has been through. She did not want visitors because she was 
too sick to carry on a conversation. I was in the room with her in the late 
afternoon after 48 hours of effort by the doctors and nurses to help her 
recover. Nothing seemed to be working.

The door opened, and there was Steve Blons. I said, “Let’s go down the hall 
and talk.” For the next 20-30 minutes, Steve and I talked about life, death, 
recovery, renewal, how God works, how to pray for Suzanne, and Sacred 
Journey. I thought I had better get back to the room so I thanked Steve for 
the conversation and went back. I found Suzanne partially awake and kind 
of smiling.  She said, “I am feeling better.” Had the conversation with Steve 
“floated” into Suzanne’s room as a prayer? I believe it had; she came home 
the next day.

I thought of what Moses asked God, “What shall I call you?” The answer 
was, “I will be what I will be.” What a beautiful surprise and mystery we can 
somehow communicate with. The Spirit was at work at Methodist Hospital.



God of Grace, nudge us to examine our habits 
and become aware of our prejudices.  

Guide us to nurture peace and kindness within ourselves 
so that we might share these gifts with the world.  Amen

Friday, January 3 Proverbs 1:1-7

What Is Being Nurtured Within Me
Submitted by David McNally

Words and images are designed
to stimulate fears, desires, and prejudices.

Fears increase and breed violence.
Desires increase and breed dissatisfaction.

Prejudices are reinforced and breed fear.
The circle continues.

So the sage reads with great care,
views with discernment,

and listens with mindfulness.

We fret about the viewing habits
of the younger generation

and rate their movies G or R.
But we have habits formed by years

of exposure to the media.
Each book, program, and newspaper

must be approached with subtle awareness.
Do I read and watch for wisdom,

or to torture my fears
and reinforce my prejudices?

What is being nurtured within me?

—from The Sage’s Tao Te Ching, by William Martin



Holy God, help us to awaken to the gifts hidden in even our darkest moments.
And thank you that you are present with us through it all. Amen

Jeremiah 31:10-14 Saturday, January 4

An Unexpected Gift
Peggy Kjorstad-Kaatz

I was diagnosed with breast cancer and told I needed to have a 
lumpectomy. But could that wait until after I get back from my trip with 
John to celebrate our 10-year anniversary? Airline tickets and hotel 
reservations were made for Paris—is this cancer diagnosis going to get in 
the way of a celebration? My Family Medicine doctor stated, “Go and enjoy 
the celebration!” ‘Enjoy’—is that possible to do with all of the questions 
and ‘what ifs’ running through my mind?

But go, we did. The first night in France we actually set the alarm to watch 
the debate between John Kerry and George W. Bush. I couldn’t believe that 
we were giving up sightseeing time for this event. I knew that John would 
sleep in and I would get frustrated as we were wasting time sleeping while 
the sights went unseen. But watching the debates was important to John, 
and he thought it was pretty cool that we were experiencing this American 
ritual in a foreign country. I awoke the next morning and watched him 
sleep. I also looked out the window and watched the streets of Paris wake 
up. Yawning, I went back to sleep next to my husband of ten years. This is 
what is important—spending time anywhere with the one you love. The 
diagnosis of cancer was a gift that helped me see that.
 

Submitted by Deb Green

We are not alone, beyond the differences that separate us, we share one 
common humanity and thus belong to each other. The mystery of life is that 
we discover this human togetherness not when we are powerful and strong 
but when we are vulnerable and weak.

—Henri J.M. Nouwen



Sunday, January 5 Ephesians 3:1-9

God Wants Me to Do WHAT?
Ann Carlson

How does God communicate with you? Through dreams? Burning bushes? 
Through other people’s influence? Feeing strangely warmed? God “speaks” 
to me through curiosity and strong intuitive impulses to do something or 
not do something and through other people. When I decide  to follow my 
curiosity, intuition or invitation from someone, it most often turns out to 
be the “right” decision.

Two years ago, God surprised me with an opportunity to help develop a 
new ministry in Baiwalla, Sierra Leone, through the  support from HAUMC 
people to pay the school fees of individual children so they can go to 
school. The first year, HAUMC people paid school fees for 110 kids. The 
second year, HAUMC people  sponsored 157 kids. Pastor Judith Banya 
from Baiwalla has shared stories about how grateful the families are 
that HAUMC people enabled their kids to attend school. The school 
sponsorships give them hope for having a better life through education.  
I’m glad that I said “Yes” to God’s subtle invitation to help kids in Baiwalla 
attend school.

To get prepared to lead HAUMC’s new ministry to Baiwalla, I traveled to 
Sierra Leone, saw the impoverished conditions of the people, observed 
the excitement of the community  in anticipating the opening of the new 
secondary school, and observed the outstanding leadership capabilities 
of Pastor Judith Banya. So  when Pastor Judith asked me to help her plan 
for the opening of the new secondary school including the design of the 
program and the raising the start-up funding, I said, “Yes.” God surprised 
me again! I was more comfortable working with Pastor Judith to design 
the school program than organizing the fundraising for obtaining the start-
up costs. I didn’t know whether I had the capability of raising the money 
needed for opening the doors. But over the 6 months that I have been 
fundraising for the school, the money has come in. While all the money 
needed to get the school operating at full capacity with 600 students and 
12 teachers has not been donated, I feel confident that God will provide 
for the rest of the money. The big lesson I have learned is: When God 
surprises you with an invitation to to do something, God will support 
you with the resources needed to do the job!  You don’t have to be 
afraid of not succeeding. Amen!



Renew us, Holy God, as people of people of promise.
Replenish us so that we might transform our world with Love. Amen

Surprises Come in Many Forms
leslie Wille

Holy surprises come to me sometimes when I’m looking for them, and 
oftentimes when I’m not.

When I go to my LYFE group, or a bible class led by Bill Tipping, I’m 
definitely looking for a holy surprise, a faith gem to take home. My spirit 
gets renewed by the insights of my oh-so-wise and vulnerable friends, who 
are both fearless and willing to open up, and share their faith experiences 
through good and bad times.

Holy surprises have also come to me when I did not want them. Through 
my parent’s divorce, my infertility, and my father’s death, somehow the 
whisper of God came through, not necessarily during the heartache, but 
definitely in the aftermath of growth. 

The best holy surprises often come to me in the form of birds—the bald 
eagle that dashes before my car when I’m deep in thought, thinking my 
life is a mess. Or a tiny wren that sings its heart out just for me at my cabin. 
Those are the best holy surprises that take me out of myself and make 
me in awe of the God that created such beauty, just for me, in that tiny 
moment. They are my signs.

New Beginnings
Submitted by Jan Bucher

O God of new beginnings,
who brings light out of night’s darkness

and fresh green out of the hard winter earth,
there is barren land between us as people and as nations this day,

there are empty stretches of soul within us.
Give us eyes to see new dawnings of promise.
Give us ears to hear fresh soundings of birth.

—John Philip Newell



Almighty God, at times we are astounded by your compassion. 
Your “everyday” miracles comfort and sustain us. 

Thank you for blessing us so that we may become blessings to others.  
Amen

Monday, January 6 Isaiah 60:1-6

Epiphany

The Magi
Denny (Denise) Smith

The surprise came with an October due date. Not miraculous: I was a 
28-year-old healthy, married mother of one.

But later came the pain and shock of cramping, bleeding, and the rush to 
the hospital. The jarring instructions to remain there. The “…we want you 
to lose the baby here rather than at home.”

Then, several days later asking, “Where are you taking me now?” 
“Well, we have this brand new machine, an ultrasound. We can see if the 
pregnancy is viable.” Another gurney ride, another sterile room. A cold 
glob on the tummy and we’re slip sliding away. Then, ages later, “A baby! 
We have a baby here!”

A week later: home for two weeks’ bed rest. I was physically weak, 
experiencing emotional whiplash, and lonely…our four-year-old daughter 
had been whisked away to her grandparents three hours away. It was so 
quiet.

The doorbell rang. I lumbered towards the door and opened it slowly to 
reveal two female friends. Their arms were weighed down with grocery 
sacks and quilted casserole carriers. I didn’t understand. Why were they at 
my house? They had to tell me.  

There was no place in my brain for this; no experience nor recollection from 
reading that connected to purchasing, preparing, and delivering food to 
the house of someone who was ill or aggrieved. They astonished me. The 
nourishment, the kindness, the generosity, the compassion all wrapped 
around my soul. I cry again remembering it as I write. They were my Magi. 

Our six-pound, nine-ounce surprise was born that October and declared, 
“…fine…she’s just fine.”
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