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Psalm 103

A sudden quiet filled the delivery room.  Only the whirring hum of medical machines could be heard.  But almost immediately another sound mixed with those subdued noises.  Somebody started crying, and the woman on the bed could not suppress her sobbing.  The nurse in charge nodded to one of her assistants.  “Call the chaplain,” she said.  It was a couple of hours past midnight when the phone rang in the chaplain’s bedroom.  She dressed in a hurry and made her way to the hospital.  The delivery room was already being readied for another birth.  The nurse told the chaplain that there had been a stillbirth.  “It wasn’t that we had not expected it,” she said, “but when it really happened, we were all grief stricken.”  The nurse then referred the chaplain to a room where she found a man and a woman.  After a time of silence, the chaplain introduced herself and asked if she could pray with the couple.  Both nodded without speaking.   After her prayer, the chaplain read a few verses from the Bible; the old words of Psalm 103 came to life.  Some days later after the chaplain had arranged for and presided at the funeral of the stillborn child and at that occasion had read again Psalm 103, the father spoke to her.  “Both my wife and I will never forget your visit in that hospital room,” he said, “and strangely that phrase—forget not all his benefits—is forever anchored in our minds.”

Prayer
Help us, Giver of all good things, to remember your blessings.  Even in times of adversity and sorrow grant us an abiding vision of your help in our troubles.

Psalm 46    

Night!  A cloudy sky hides the moon and stars.  He stands in his foxhole. Water comes above his ankles. The machine gun rests on the sandbags in front of him.  A slight breeze causes movement of leaves in the trees in front of him.  “Is it the wind or is there something going on out there,” he asks himself anxiously.  He peers into the darkness and places his hand close to the trigger.  From far away, he hears the barking of a dog.  His platoon was ordered to hold its position until the rest of the company joined them.  Until that time, he knew, they were pretty vulnerable.  He tries to assure himself that there is no one at the perimeter, but his anxiety does not subside.  He wonders how much time is left on his watch.  Suddenly, from out of the darkness, someone whispers his name, “John,” and the watchword, “Chicago.”  “I am the chaplain,” the voice adds.  Soon John is joined in the foxhole by the battalion’s chaplain who had accompanied them on their patrol.  As the chaplain sinks his feet into the water at the bottom of the hole, he utters a word that he would never repeat from any pulpit.  “I have come to keep you company for a while,” he says.  “I know it is pretty scary all by yourself.”  In that narrow water-filled foxhole, the soldier and the chaplain brush shoulders, and in that touch John finds courage.

Prayer
Sometimes Father, we do fear.  Life can present us with frightful circumstances and happenings.  Help us remember that we never walk alone. 

John 3:16–21

The room is half empty, but the eyes in the faces of people are emptier than the room.  These are Alzheimer patients, many no longer aware of themselves or their surroundings.  Yet, the chaplain holds weekly services for them.  The chaplain begins the service with prayer.  Then, she turns around and fiddles with some knobs on the CD player and the sound of an old familiar children’s hymn begins to fill the room.  Softly the chaplain hums the tune.  When the music stops, she starts it again, and, while she does that, she reaches into a vase and takes out a single red rose.  She walks among her parishioners holding the rose under everyone’s nose and invites the people to smell the flower.  While she walks among the few rows of chairs, the music continues.  A children’s choir sings, “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  As she is about to present the rose to the last row of patients, a woman in the first row of chairs suddenly joins the choir.  Her voice, unsteady and quavering, but nevertheless clearly audible, makes as it were a confession: “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  A smile that could light up a dark night appears on the chaplain’s face.  She concludes the service with a benediction.  Raising her hands she says: “Jesus loves you all.  Amen.”

Prayer
Holy Father, we know of your love.  Even when our minds are clouded and our memories begin to fail, Your love continues unabated.  In that certainty we live with grateful hearts.

Isaiah 40:28–31

She sat and sat and sat.  Hours and hours every day she sat at the bedside of her daughter who, for weeks, had been in a coma.  The days became weeks, and the weeks became more than a month.  Her daughter was cared for in a private room and the whirring of machines was the only sound.  From time to time, medical staff checked all the tubes and instruments that went in and out her daughter’s body.  No family or friends visited, because of the geographical distance.  One day after a long morning of waiting in vain for any sign of returning consciousness, she became acutely aware of her loneliness.  It pressed her like a heavy burden.  God chose that moment for the chaplain to make an appearance. No sooner had he introduced himself than she began to cry long heaving sobs of pain and sorrow.  The chaplain gently took her by the hand, helped her into her coat, and walked her to a nearby park.  There they sat down on a bench.  The chaplain did not speak, but he did hold her hand.  After a long while he said, “Waiting is hard isn’t it?” She told him the story of her daughter’s car accident and her serious injuries and brain damage.  “This is the first time I have been outside in the daytime away from my daughter’s bed,” she said.  Still holding her hand, the chaplain asked God to give her hope and strength.  Later, after her daughter had regained consciousness, she said that after that hour on the bench she could face the future again.

Prayer
Eternal God, some days time is upon us like a heavy load.  Help us, then, to focus on you the timeless One who will time and time again renew our strength.

Romans 8:28–39

Eighty-seven years old and on life support in the intensive care unit.  Nurses had wheeled his bed into a private room.  The room was crowded with twelve children and their spouses.  One of his daughters had given birth only hours before, and she carried the child in her arms.  The doctor had told them that their father’s condition presented no hope whatsoever. He left the decision to terminate the life support with the family.  Silence filled the room; each was caught up in his or her own thoughts, memories, and questions.  The oldest son broke the silence: “Let’s call the chaplain.” The chaplain had already gone home because it was late in the evening, but soon after he received the call, he appeared in the room.  The children explained the situation.  “I really cannot advise you in this matter,” the chaplain said, “but I want to pray with you.”  He then took out his Bible and read the conclusion of Romans 8, after which he prayed, ending with a period of silence.  He then left the room but waited outside.  After a long time, the oldest son came out of the room: “We have made our decision, but we have one more request.  Would you conduct our father’s funeral?”  The chaplain agreed to do that.  It was a private service with only the children in attendance.  Afterward the oldest son shook the chaplain’s hand and said: “On behalf of all of us, thank you.”

Prayer
Help us to live joyfully with the knowledge that nothing can or will separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

2 Corinthians 5:11–21

Anxiously he waited in the hall, his heart pounding in his chest.  This was the most important day of his life.  He had not been able to sleep the night before.  Twice earlier he had appeared in front of the parole board and pleaded for conditional release.  This morning, after two years, his third appearance, he had told the three members of the interviewing committee about his conversion to Christianity.  Words, he had said, can be like flakes of dust carried away in whatever current, but one time during one of the chapel services there had been one word that had, as it were, hit him like a bullet.  That word had changed him forever, he said.  He asked them to accept that he truly was a transformed person.  Born again, he had said, but he had noticed how a cynical smile had curled the lips of the woman on the panel.  He knew then that he would be turned down.  To his surprise, though, they told the guard that he should wait outside.  He sat down on a chair by the door.  After a short while the chaplain appeared and went inside.  About half an hour later, he was asked to come back in.  The chaplain was still there.  “Joe,” the woman said, “we have decided to grant you a conditional parole.  I will tell you the conditions later, but I want you to know that the testimony of the chaplain has been the deciding factor in our decision.  We wish you success in your life.”     

Prayer
Father eternal, we pray that you will never cease sculpting us into the likeness of your Son.  Chisel away what is unlike him and evermore carve us into his image.

Ecclesiastes 3:1–11

Wars do not really cease when a peace treaty is signed or when one of the warring parties capitulates.  War does not stop when the big guns go silent and when the smoke of cordite dissipates into the air.  Combat does not come to an end when soldiers lay down their weapons.  War goes on forever in the minds of those who experienced its violence and suffered its wounds.  War goes on in a veteran’s hospital where old soldiers fade away. They relive time and again the horror and the terror of the battles they fought.  In some cases, the awfulness becomes too much for the mind to harbor, and it retreats into another world—a world where no one else can enter, and where the veteran’s mind creates its own reality.  In one of those hospitals, the chaplain sat down with an old man who was again fighting his war.  He sat in his chair, legs crossed; his body shaking.  Sweat dripped from his forehead, and his arms stretched out and swayed as if to ward of an approaching enemy.  The chaplain gently massaged the veteran’s back and spoke soothing words.  The shaking lasted a long time, and, when the veteran’s body regained a posture of rest, the chaplain began to read Psalm 46:9, “He makes wars cease to the ends of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear.”  He took the veteran’s hand and softly prayed for peace.  When he came to the end of his prayer the old soldier said, “Amen.”   

Prayer

Prince of peace, Lord Jesus some of the fiercest fights are fought away from battlefields but in our private lives.  Grant us peace from war with ourselves, our loved ones, our neighbours, and our fellow believers. 

Matthew 25:31–46

He did not even know how long he had lain in that coil of rope at the bow of the ship.  He had fallen there in pure misery.  Seasick!  He no longer got up to the railing to vomit for his body had nothing to offer to the sea.  The ship turned and tossed on the waves like a restless man who cannot find sleep. With every twist and roll, the sky and the sea revolved in his mind like a spinning ferris wheel, wildly spinning round and round.  All care and all thought had left him, replaced by a fervent wish that this misery be ended. He was beyond any reasonable state of awareness, only wishing to be free of his suffering.  He did not know how long ago he had spoken to anyone. He might have been there in his wretchedness for days.   He had closed his eyes wanting to end the spinning of the universe.  Somebody touched his arm.  A soft voice said, “Let’s go for a walk.”  “Go away,” he said, “I don’t want to walk, I want to die.”  The man persisted, “We have to get you up and get some food in you.”  The thought of food made him even more miserable.  He opened his eyes and saw the three stars on the officer’s shirt. “Leave me alone captain,” he pleaded.  “I’m the chaplain,” the man said, “and I want to help you.”  Arm in arm they went for a short walk around the deck.  Later, the chaplain sat with him until he fell asleep in his bunk.        

Prayer
Eternal One, Giver of life and breath, when he was among us your Son called us to compassion.  Help us to obey and follow him and evermore become compassionate people.

I John 3:16–20

It is one of the most terrifying sounds that people can hear—that dreadful clang of a cell door being closed behind a prisoner.  It shuts a person away from all that is normal for people who live in freedom.  This particular inmate went into a deep depression.  For reasons unknown, he was in solitary confinement, and the only people he saw at regular intervals were the guards.  He had not touched his food for more than three days when one of the guards alerted the chaplain.  The chaplain spoke to the man through the cell bars.  He introduced himself and asked, “How are you doing?”  The prisoner did not answer, and when his silence continued, the chaplain read a few verses from his pocket Bible and closed his eyes, starting to pray.  Before he uttered his first word, the prisoner blurted out, “God won’t forgive me,” “Why not?” the chaplain asked.  “I can’t tell you that,” the man said, “but I know for sure that there is no forgiveness for me.”  “Come here to me,” the chaplain said.  As the man came forward and almost leaned his head against the bar, the chaplain put his hand on the man’s head and prayed: “God you forgave so many for so much.  Let this man know that you will forgive him too.”  A couple of days later one of the guards said to the chaplain, “That guy you visited is eating again.”
Prayer

We all have sinned.  At times the memories of our transgressions become a heavy burden on our minds.  Send your Spirit to convince us again and again that you forgive all our sins.
Isaiah 49:13–16  
The telephone rang.  He expected it to be another telemarketer, but it was a different message.  A question really “My mother died this  morning, she had not been able to attend church for a couple of years and my sister and I wondered whether you would be willing to speak at her funeral.”  He promised that he would, but he asked to meet with the family to find out about the life of the diseased.  They met in the nursing home where the woman had spent her last years.  They told him that their mother had suffered from dementia and that she had been a church member many years ago.  She had been, so the daughter said, a very friendly woman always willing to help others.  After they told him more about their mother’s life, he left.  On his way out of the building, he met a woman who lived in a room next door to the woman who had died.  “Did you know your neighbor?” he asked.  The woman said that on one occasion she had found her neighbor in a confused state in the corridor, and she had guided her back to her room.  As she was about to open the door, she said, “I forget many things, but I am so glad that God for sure will not forget me.”  At the funeral, he spoke about the God who does not forget and who remembers even when we are beyond remembering. 
Prayer
It is we who all too often forget your holiness and your will for our lives.  We are comforted by the knowledge that you have called us by name and engraved that name on the palm of your hand. 

Isaiah 1:18–20

The Roman Catholic chaplain had come to hear confessions.  Although none of the officers had told them.  They all knew what that visit meant. They were being sent to the front again.  A visit from the chaplain indicated the seriousness of the move.  Their platoon had already lost a significant number of men due to casualties, and the other groups were similarly depleted.  A loaded expectation hung around the bivouac like mist on a sunless morning.  The chaplain would be available for two hours in the afternoon.  After lunch, he set up a sort of makeshift altar of empty ammo boxes in the field beside the last tent.  On the boxes, he placed a white linen table cloth, borrowed from the officer’s mess.  Then he waited.  After some time, one of the men appeared at the altar.  He knelt down and spoke words that were inaudible to the others who stood or sat at a distance.  After a while, a short queue formed in front of the altar.  Not all the men in that queue were Roman Catholic, but they all had the profound human need for forgiveness.  The chaplain did not ask about the men’s religious affiliations; he simply administered the mercy of God.  In his loving mercy, God hears the confession of anyone who repents, and there is joy in heaven when that happens.  

Prayer
At this moment, we humbly confess our sins.  We do so with repentance but also with the firm conviction that according to your mercy though our sins are like scarlet, they shall be white as snow. 

John 14:1–4

“Would you please go and talk to her?” the doctor asked the chaplain. “There is nothing more we can do for her.  She hasn’t much more than a month or so to live.”  The chaplain retreated to the hospital chapel and prayed.  Next, he went to the woman’s room.  She was a young woman, twenty-six years old.  He introduced himself.  “I know what you are going to tell me,” she said.  “I am going to die.  Isn’t that what you came to tell me?” The chaplain nodded.  Her reaction really surprised him.  “I am glad that there is finally someone with whom I can talk about dying,” she said.  “My family says that I am doing well.  The doctors, and believe me there have been quite a few, say that I am holding my own, but deep in my heart I know that my time has come.  Will you talk to me about dying?”  He took out his pocket Bible and said to her, “let me first tell you what someone else said about dying.”  He read John 14:2: “in my Father’s house are many rooms…I am going there to prepare a place for you.”  The chaplain and the woman discussed the life hereafter to which, as she said, she looked forward.  As the chaplain was about to leave, she asked, “Will you come back?”  “As often as you want,” he answered.  A month or so later, he preached at her funeral.  “A place has been prepared for her,” he proclaimed.

Prayer
Jesus, our Lord, we thank you for preparing a place for us in the Father’s house. Help us to live lives worthy of being guests in that house.

Luke 12:22–31

It is a medium-security facility—not your most violent criminals, but not sweet goodie goodies either.  There are the daily prison routines and fights. Life in prison is no picnic because prisoners, separated and isolated from family and friends, are caught up in conditions that are far from restful.  Prison life is a continuous day in, day out sentence; portal to hell, a released convict once called it.  The chaplain in this place saw a need and initiated a different kind of ministry.  With permission from the warden, he distributed paper and pencil to the inmates and encouraged them to write whatever they wanted.  The prisoner’s literary output turned out to be amazing.  Many wrote poems about their lives and feelings.  Sometimes the chaplain asked one of them to write something that could be part of the order of worship in the chapel.  It is amazing how often the writing speaks of regret and longing for a better future.  “These are men who on the outside never read a book, let alone poetry,” says the chaplain, “but here in this world of iron bars and concrete they are willing to give expression, in whatever limited way, to their deepest feelings and longings.  It gives me an opportunity to connect with them and speak with them on a spiritual level.  It is a bit like the way in which Jesus could lead the discussion from lilies of the field to the care of our heavenly father.”

Prayer
Lord Jesus we remember how once you said to the crowd I was in prison and you came to visit me.  Grant our chaplains who minister to prisoner’s wisdom and stamina to continue in their often difficult ministry.
Psalm 29

He was on his way to one of the patients.  As was his custom during his rounds, he wore his clerical collar.  It was a key that gave him easy entrance to places and rooms where visitors were not allowed.  He passed by the open door of a four-bed ward where four patients lay.  A voice from in the room called out to him: “Father will you bless me?”  He entered the room and saw the woman who had called.  She was an elderly lady in a bed by the window.  He knew that she presumed that he was a Roman Catholic priest because of his collar, and he experienced a moment of doubt.  In his denomination, blessings were only pronounced at the conclusion of worship services—the benediction, it was called.  He had never pronounced a blessing on an individual.  He approached the woman’s bed.  She closed her eyes and made the sign of the cross.  His reservation vanished in that moment.  He placed his hand on her forehead and he said, “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, peace be to you and God’s love. Amen.”  He would never forget her look of happiness and her answer, “Thank you Father.”  With those words she pressed a five-dollar bill into his hand.  For a moment he was tempted to refuse the money, but then he thought the better of it and put the money in his pocket.  “Please come back soon Father,” she said as he left.  The five-dollar bill went to the Salvation Army, and the woman’s thankfulness for the blessing went somewhere else. 

Prayer
Dear Lord, with Saint Francis of old we pray that you will make us a channel of your peace and where there is sadness and sorrow help us to show your compassion.

Isaiah 43:1–3

It was one of those hospitals that used to be called psychiatric institutions.  Further in the past, more derogatory designations were used.  Nowadays, they are all renamed into some or other mental health facility or center.  This particular health establishment consisted of many, many patients with all different kinds of needs for healing.  Two chaplains served the institution, one a Protestant minister and the other a Roman Catholic priest.  One day a visitor was shown around the hospital.  The chaplain, with a sense of pride, had shown the chapel and the offices of the spiritual-care department where he had told about all the services the chaplains and their many volunteers provided.  Later, both men walked toward the cafeteria along a seemingly endless corridor.  The visitor noted how many of the patients greeted the chaplain; he seemed to know them all by name.  Patient after patient stopped the chaplain and wanted to talk to him.  At one point in their long walk toward the lunchroom, the chaplain stopped to talk with a female patient.  After some chit chat about each other’s well being, the chaplain introduced the visitor to the patient.  “How do you do?” the visitor asked, “And what is your name?”  The answer he received would forever be indelibly etched on his mind.  “I don’t know, the woman said.  Pointing to the chaplain, she said, “Ask him, he knows my name.”  In that one answer of that patient was the essence, the heart, and the deepest meaning of ministry: He knows my name.

Prayer
With David of old we know and are comforted by the fact that you know when we sit and when we rise.  We are never hidden from you, and you will always remember our name.  We thank you Father!

James 5:13–16

The service in the chapel of the nursing home was conducted by a young Roman Catholic priest; many of the residents attended.  The priest celebrated the Eucharist and went around the many wheelchairs to present the wafer with the words: the body of Christ broken for you.  The service lasted about an hour, and the priest left due to a very busy agenda.  The residents exited the chapel, many in their wheelchairs, others on foot with walkers or canes.  One woman, visibly well advanced in years, stayed put. While others made their way to the elevator, she made no effort to get her wheelchair going.  One of the nurses approached her and asked if she wanted to be assisted back to her room, but the woman adamantly refused to leave the chapel.  “Would you rather go to the commons room,” the nurse asked.  Again, no she did not want to go there.  “Well what is it you want,” the nurse asked with a slight tone of exasperation in her voice.  The woman’s answer betrayed an unmovable determination.  “I want to make confession,” she said.  “But the priest has left already,” the nurse replied, “You can make your confession at next week’s service.”  “I need to do it now,” the woman said steadfastly.  A call went out to the chaplain.  He came and asked people to leave the chapel.  Then he knelt at the woman’s wheelchair and heard her confession, assuring her of God’s forgiveness.  The woman wheeled herself to the elevator, and the peace in her heart was visible on her face. 

Prayer
Holy Father, God eternal, forgive us that our confessions are often routinely made following a formula of prayer. Help us to be honest and open in our confessional prayer and likewise assure us time and again of your forgiveness.

Psalm 139:1–18

On his usual rounds in the hospital, he came to a ward where a male nurse, out of concern for his wife, asked the chaplain if he would visit his wife.  “Of course, the chaplain assured him, and the next day he made the visit.  He found a severely depressed woman who told him that she was pregnant and that she was planning an abortion.  The chaplain prayed with her and asked her to hold off on the abortion for two more days.  She agreed to the chaplain’s request. Two days later, there was another visit. This time the chaplain asked the woman to pray. “I can’t,” she said, “because I am planning to abort this pregnancy.  It is an evil plan; I know God will punish me for it.  Don’t ask me to pray.”  Again the chaplain pleaded that she postpone the abortion for a couple of days, and, after his prayer, the woman once again agreed.  Many times the chaplain visited the woman, asking her every time to postpone the abortion.  Finally, the pregnancy had progressed to a point that made abortion impossible.  It was then that the woman’s depression left her, and she asked the chaplain to baptize the child after its birth.  “I do have a question,” she asked, “Do you mind that if my child is a boy I name him after you?”  “I would be honored,” the chaplain said.  At the baptism, the father carried the child to the baptismal font.  The chaplain spoke the words of the ancient formula: “John, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”  Not many people noticed that when the chaplain took his seat he had tears.

Prayer
Heavenly Father, be near to us when, on the crossroads of life, we are faced with difficult decisions, and guide us so that what we decide may be good and acceptable in your eyes. 

Psalm 121 (read following the story)
He had volunteered to go with the platoon on patrol.  Starting out early in the morning, they hoped to be back before sunset.  The platoon commander had received no specific instructions; it was to be a “show the flag” tour in relatively safe territory.  They set out in the usual formation: three groups of ten men, three Bren guns, and one mortar.  Two scouts walked in front of the platoon.  The chaplain walked with the second group. Just before noon, with the sun pouring down its heat, they ran into an ambush.  Before they had a chance to dig in, four men had been wounded, among them the chaplain.  Using the radio, they called for support, and, before dark, armoured trucks appeared; the enemy vanished.  They returned to camp, and the medics took care of the wounded.  The chaplain was transported to the field hospital where doctors removed the shrapnel from his legs.  There were about eighty men in that hospital.  Some could not be moved because of the seriousness of their conditions.  Others were awaiting transfer to the main hospital.  “Is there a worship service on Sunday,” the chaplain asked.  “No Sir,” answered one of the doctors, “this hospital does not have a chaplain.”  “Well I am a chaplain” said the patient.  “But you cannot walk, and you are not allowed to get up, Sir,” the doctor said.  The chaplain offered a solution: “Roll my bed into the big tent and tell the guys there will be a service.”  From his bed he preached, what he later called, his best sermon.  The text was Psalm 121.

Prayer   
As the pilgrims of old were encouraged by the distant sight of Jerusalem’s hills, help us to be confident on our pilgrimage of life, acknowledging your assurance of a safe arrival.   

Isaiah 55:1–5

It was going to be quite a banquet.  A great banquet with all the trimmings: fine damask table linen, crystal glass, and all kinds of delicacies, but something went wrong.  The RSVP’s showed that many of the invited guests had previous engagements—real estate business, family affairs, and work related obligations.  The host, however, did not want to cancel the feast, and in reaction to all the “declines” he issued a general invitation to who ever wanted to come.  He even sent his servants into the slums and alleys to make sure there would not be any empty chairs.  Imagine the crowd that came in; it must have changed the ambiance of the banquet: Those always looking for a free hand-out; dumpster divers who lived from the garbage of the affluent; smelling a bit yet of cheap whiskey and wiping their nose with the sleeve of whatever jacket they got from the Salvation Army.  Somewhere in that story Jesus, of course, makes a point.  Probably even more than one point.  Without any doubt, there is also a tie-in to the ministry of many chaplains.  Think about our prison chaplains and may others.  Their ministry is to those who probably would not fit into your regular, white-shirt-and-tie parish, but notice the wide-ranging, almost universal tone of Jesus’ invitation.  Isaiah spelled it out: “you who have no money come by and eat.”  Jesus repeated it many a time and on many an occasion.  Whoever is a word that our Lord uses, and the apostle John remembered it.  Chaplains too reach out to whomever, regardless of social status.
Prayer

Heavenly Father, we are thankful for the invitation to be guest at the great feast of your salvation.  Help us to rejoice in it every hour of every day, and may we ever live in hope and the anticipation of the wedding of the Lamb and his bride. 

Psalm 130

“Out of the depths I cry to you O LORD.”  This is the first line of the well-known Psalm 130; it is a universal timeless lament.  Ages before the writer of Psalm 130 uttered those words many others had lifted their pain to the heavens, and uncounted millions of people have done so since.  The cry rises from funeral parlors and from who knows how many rooms in how many hospitals.  It ascends to God’s throne from battlefields and prisons. The plea for mercy soars to the eternal One from courtrooms but also from the ordinary living rooms of ordinary people.  A chaplain organized a group session for people who had experienced grief because of the stillbirth of a child.  It was truly an out-of-the-depths session, and tears flowed freely.  When the group had been together for more than a half hour, the door opened and an elderly woman entered the room.  The chaplain supposed that she had gotten lost and had come to the wrong place.  “No,” she said, “my son was stillborn almost fifty years ago, and he was buried before I even saw him.  I am still mourning.”  She burst into tears and sat down in one of the chairs, weeping uncontrollably.  Members of the group gathered around her and one softly stroked the woman’s back.   Silence, which lasted quite a long time, settled over the room.  Then, as the old woman’s crying ceased, the chaplain read Psalm 130 and prayed. Those in attendance did not immediately leave the room; it was as if it were difficult to step back into life. 

Prayer
God of mercy, in his extreme suffering your Son cried out of the depths, voicing the pain of the forsakenness he experienced. We know that in our out-of-the-depths cry you will not forsake us. Thank you for that.   

Acts 16:6–10
He was a successful pastor, and he had ministered to his congregation for many years.  His parishioners appreciated, if not loved, his ministry among them.  Faithfully, he visited, delivered encouraging sermons about God’s infinite grace, and presided with a steady hand at the meetings of the consistory.  Several other churches had extended a call to him, but he had declined all these invitations.  For all to see, his was a happy and thriving ministry.  Yet, unbeknownst to his people there was a certain unrest that ate away at his peace.  There was a beckoning he could not define; a search for what he did not know.  One day, one of his parishioners suffered a sever heart attack. The family had gathered in the hospital waiting room, and, when he entered the room, he found the chaplain praying for God’s healing.  Miraculously, as if a curtain had been lifted, he knew what he had to do.  He announced to his congregation that he would prepare to become a chaplain.  There was quite a bit of disappointment at the church, and some thought ill of him.  He persisted and enrolled in the preliminary year-long study in Clinical Pastoral Education.  Throughout all of it, he faced an uncertain future, but he also knew the certainty of obeying the call he had received.  God’s call comes in unexpected ways and situations.  Happy and blessed, but not always rich in material earnings are those who have heard the call and have said: “Here I am Lord send me!”
Prayer 
Give us clarity heavenly Father about what path you want us to follow and in whatever calling we may be engaged, help us to stay on the path of righteousness and obedience.
Matthew 18:10–4
It happened in a young-offender facility for females.  A sixteen year old girl was brought into the minimum-security penitentiary, where the girl inmates had lots of communal activities.  Basketball was one of the more popular activities, and all the girls participated with great enthusiasm—all except this new girl.  She had hardly spoken to anyone since her arrival at the prison.  Staff had tried to break her silence, but it had been in vain.  Many of the other girls had invited her to participate in whatever activity she wanted, but those invitations, too, had gone unanswered.  At the basketball game, she stood aside, not showing any emotion at all.  “Leave me alone,” she said many times.  Then one day the chaplain entered the gym to watch the game.  He noticed the lonely girl on the sideline and asked one of the staff members why she did not play.  The guard told him all about the girl, her silence, her rather long rap sheet, and that she had lived on the street for some time.  The chaplain went to the girl and without speaking hugged her.  A miracle happened in that instant.  The girl started to cry and seemed unable to stop.  The players halted the game and looked on curiously.  Staff members told them to keep playing.  The chaplain and the girl sat on a bench.  He kept his arm on her shoulders, and she started to talk, pouring out her pain—pain incomprehensible to people with a normal life and a normal upbringing, but through it the chaplain was God’s instrument to bring about change.  

Prayer
Good Shepherd, there isn’t just one of your flock that is lost, there are way too many.  We pray that they may find the way back, and that you will equip many to guide them in their return.
Hosea 11
On her rounds through the hospital she came to the bed of a young woman who was being cared for because of complications in her pregnancy. The chaplain introduced herself, and chatted a bit, but all of a sudden the woman began to cry, shedding her tears for a long time.  The chaplain waited until her sobbing subsided.  “Want to tell me about it?” she asked.  Around shuddering breaths the woman said, “My child will be hopelessly deformed.”  The chaplain at first thought this to be a medical diagnosis and did not say anything, but held the hand of the patient who blurted out: “God will punish me.”  “Why is it that God will punish you?” asked the chaplain.  A long silence followed, and then the woman made as it were a confession “we had pre-marital sex, and I know that that is against God’s will and that we will be punished. That is why my child will be deformed.”  It took many visits and many prayers and much reading from the Bible to convince the woman of God’s love and mercy and forgiveness.  The time came through when she said, “I believe that God will forgive us.”  Not too long after that at another visit the chaplain found the expectant mother a rather changed person with an easy smile on her lips.  “You look really well,” the chaplain said.  The woman told her that the doctor had come and he had told her that the baby was doing fine.

Prayer
It is often so difficult for us to accept that you accept us the way we are, because we all too often have difficulty accepting others.  Forgive us the often wide-ranging limits of our forgiveness.

John 2:1–11

It was exactly fifty years ago that they had married.  Sometimes they were forgetful like many people of their age, but they had not forgotten that long- past day.  They remembered the Bible passage from which the minister had preached in that little village church.  They knew to the very last person everyone who had been present at their reception.  There was no reception this day.  They had invited the children, but there was a wild snowstorm going on outside.  The police had warned people not to travel unless it was critically necessary.  “It will be different than fifty years ago,” the wife said to her husband.  “I don’t think anyone will be able to come and visit us.  We have to celebrate together–just the two of us.”  Just a few weeks earlier they had moved into a nursing home because it had become difficult to keep house in their old place.  They looked out their window, wanting the snow to stop, but the storm increased in intensity and great heaps of snow blew in front of the home.  “Well,” the old gentleman said, “so be it, we shall celebrate–just the two of us.”  He went to the kitchen and came back with a bottle of wine.  He poured two glasses and they were about to lift them and pronounce a toast when there was a knock at the door.  It was the chaplain of the home.  “I heard you had an anniversary,” he said.  “Congratulations!”  After some time, the chaplain asked what their wedding text had been.  He read with them that part of the Bible and ended his visit with prayer.

Prayer
Lord Jesus, you were invited to the wedding in Cana, but we confess that sometimes we not only do not invite you we avoid you.  Come then with your Spirit and again make your entrance into our plans and into our lives. 

2 Kings 20:1–11

It was late at night, almost midnight. All nurses had been called in because the hospital expected a convoy of trucks with many wounded soldiers.  Doctors had been alerted, and surgeons readied two operation rooms.  When a new day had just begun, the convoy arrived at the hospital.  Many stretchers were unloaded.  Triage nurses divided the wounded into groups.  Some would have to be attended to right away, the treatment of others did not present an emergency, and there was a small group who were brought on their stretchers into a separate room—those who were thought to be terminal.  They had been wounded so critically and severely that the only thing to be done for them was to make them as comfortable as possible.  It was in that room where the chaplain went from stretcher to stretcher.  Some of the men were still conscious and could understand him. He would kneel on the floor beside the stretcher and pray with the wounded man.  Many a time he wiped a soldier’s forehead with a compress of cold water.  Many of the men in that room died before the sun announced the birth of another day.  The chaplain stayed in the room.  He sat on the floor in one of the corners.  All night he continued to pray, committing the soldiers into the Lord’s mercy.  At daybreak a surgeon entered the room.  He checked a soldier who, although suffering from a stomach wound, had survived the night.  He ordered the man to be brought to the operation room.  The soldier survived, and the chaplain visited him when he was recuperating.  He called him a son of his prayer.

Prayer     
Lord God Creator, with you is the fountain of life.  Our times are in your hand.  Grant that we may use the time allotted to us in a wise and loving manner, and help us to eat our food with gladness and drink our wine with a joyful heart, rejoicing in your love and mercy.

Ephesians 4:17–32

The head nurse had asked him to come and see her.  They met for coffee in her office.  “I am concerned about one of the nurses,” she said, “and I would appreciate it very much if you could talk to her.”  The chaplain agreed, and the next morning he asked the nurse, a middle-aged woman, if she would like to talk to him.  “Why would you want to talk to me?” she asked with a bit of bite in her voice.  “I thought we could get to know each other,” the chaplain said, not wanting to reveal that the head nurse was concerned about her.  “I am too busy,” she said and moved on.  A few days later there was a knock at the chaplain’s door.  It was the nurse he had spoken to a few days before.  She sat down and began somewhat haltingly to share her misery.  Her husband was about to leave her, and the atmosphere at home was terrible.  She could hardly sleep at night and even became gruff with her patients.  Tears came into her eyes.  The chaplain listened for a long time.  “Let me pray with you and for you,” he said, and he did.  Some days later, he received a telephone call from the nurse’s husband.  He, too, wanted to talk to the chaplain.  After that visit, the chaplain became involved in a rather long counselling process with many sessions—some with only one of the partners and others with the two of them.  The end was not what the chaplain had wanted; the couple decided to separate, at least for a while, but they did agree to seek further counselling. They continued to be in the chaplain’s prayers as he pleaded before God for their reconciliation.   

Prayer
Lord God, help us to be honest and forthcoming in our dealings with one another and let kindness be our rule of conduct in our fellowship with others. 

Psalm 62

The fare-thee-well service was now a couple of weeks behind him.  It had been a moving and emotional event, with many speeches and expressions of appreciation.  He had started a new chapter in his life: CPE, clinical pastoral education.  He was about midway through the first quarter of the program.  He had earned his academic theological degrees without much difficulty.  He had been an excellent student, and had enjoyed the study immensely, but this was a way different kind of learning.  He was busy trying to understand himself.  His supervisor had prodded him to dig ever deeper into his consciousness, to be even more honest with himself, and to share his findings with his fellow students.  So far, it had been a rather painful process.  Theological clichés were anathema, and the supervisor did not allow superficial statements or conclusions.  He had had difficulty voicing his fears, he had found it almost impossible to confess his shortcomings, and he had not expected to be required to know his sins and admit to them so explicitly.  It all had been a very distressing, even an anguishing couple of weeks.  One night before going to sleep he read Psalm 62, and the words of the psalm unexpectedly brought a serene calm to his anxiety.  It was as if the same Spirit who had breathed upon David had now taken hold of him and created a tranquil peacefulness in the knowledge that God not only loved and accepted him but also would enable him to stay the course.  He finished and became a successful chaplain who helped many people find the God who accept sinners.

Prayer 
Father of all mercy, there is no hiding from you.  You know me better and deeper than I know myself.  I want to thank you again for the glorious knowledge that in spite of all that is wrong with me, you still love me.

Psalm 90

Candlelight illumines the room.  The glistening flames create shadowy dancing figures on the wall of the small chapel.  There are bouquets of flowers all around, but at the center in front of the lectern is a vase filled with long-stemmed red roses.  The scene is the annual memorial service in a large metropolitan hospital.  The chairs in the chapel are filled with people who have accepted the chaplain’s invitation.  He welcomes all present, and, following a short prayer, begins to read names.  Softly, the organist plays the tune of the familiar hymn, “O God Our Help in Ages past.”  Every time a name is called, a person rises from his or her chair, takes one of the roses out of the vase, and returns to his or her chair.  When the last name is called, the vase is empty.  The chaplain prays, simply repeating the words of all the stanzas of the hymn.  He asks for silence in which there will be personal remembrance.  A hushed stillness settles on the room; the organ, too, has fallen silent.  Here and there is the sound of subdued sobbing.  Who knows how many memories fill these moments, hallowing the chapel with recollections of a plethora of grief and joy.  The chaplain ends the silence with his concluding prayer, reciting once more the last verse of the hymn: “O God, our help in ages past, our hope for years to come, still be our guard while troubles last, and our eternal home!”  He then makes his way to the rear of the chapel and the people file out.  Many shake his hand in a wordless gesture of gratitude.

Prayer
Father of all consolation and mercy, under the shadow of your throne your saints have dwelt secure. May we, too, experience the security of living with the knowledge of ever-abiding grace in our lives. 

John 2:1–11

It had been almost a year since he had been honourably discharged.  His wounds had healed, and he had enrolled in a private school to obtain his high school diploma.  The years of the war had prevented him from following the common course to an education.  He also wanted to get married, and although his girlfriend had lovingly promised to be his wife, neither his fiancé’s family nor his were in any way supportive of the planned marriage.  Their objections were stated in economic terms.  He had no money, and she had no job.  The wedding, however, did take place in a little village church.  His army chaplain had consented to preside at the ceremony, and he preached on that well-known verse regarding the wedding in Cana:  “Jesus…had also been invited.”  There was a short and modest reception following the wedding.  He and the chaplain strongly experienced again the tie that binds veterans forever together.  They sat side by side.  He told the chaplain about the uncertainty of his future, his still not being comfortable with civilian life, and then he confessed.  “I really did not invite Jesus to our wedding; we were both too busy with a lot of other things.”  He would never forget the Chaplain’s answer, “John you didn’t have to invite him.  He already stands at the door of your life.  All you have to do is open the door.”  A year or so later they met again at the occasion of the baptism of his firstborn daughter.  He told the chaplain that he had opened the door.  Each understood the other.   

Prayer
Lord Jesus, thank you for your presence even when we did not think of inviting you.  Help us to remember and experience your promise that you always will be with us.

Psalm 23

The room was dimly lit. A lamp at the bedside threw strange shadows against the white wall.  The chaplain did not know how many hours he had sat by that bed.  He had promised her that she would not die alone and that he would not leave her.  That had happened when she was still conscious and lucid.  Together they had prayed, and he had read Scripture for her.  Like a child who wants repeatedly to hear the same story, she had asked him many, many times to read Psalm 23.  Then she slipped into a coma.  He had continued to read Psalm 23 while holding her hand, but he had not received any affirmative sign that she had heard him.  Early in the afternoon, the doctor alerted him to the fact that the end was near.  The nurse had brought him a plate with food, but he had no appetite, and he did not touch the dinner.  The patient’s breathing had become quite irregular and laborsome.  Every hour or so, he had read the psalm that had given her so much solace when she was still able to hear the words.  In a move of sudden inspiration, the chaplain decided to softly sing the hymn.  He knew that she was familiar with that music.  He brought his mouth to her face and softly hummed the words into her ear.  As he finished, he spoke the words of a well-known blessing.  To his great surprise, there was an ever-so-slight pressure within his hand.  She died shortly after that, and the chaplain went home when the dawn of a new day spread its light across the city.

Prayer

Eternal Father of us all, bless we pray the ministry of chaplains who so often minister in difficult and often sorrowful situations.  Continue to inspire them with courage and the ability to proclaim your wonderful grace.  Amen
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