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How to use The Upper Room

The Upper Room is ideal in helping us spend a quiet time with God each 
day. Each daily entry is based on a passage of scripture and is followed by 
a meditation and prayer. Each person who contributes a meditation to the 
magazine seeks to relate their experience of God in a way that will help those 
who use The Upper Room every day.

Here are some guidelines to help you make best use of The Upper Room:

1 Read the passage of scripture. It is a good idea to read it more than once, 
in order to have a fuller understanding of what it is about and what you 
can learn from it.

2 Read the meditation. How does it relate to your own experience? Can you 
identify with what the writer has outlined from their own experience or 
understanding?

3 Pray the written prayer. Think about how you can use it to relate to people 
you know or situations that need your prayers today.

4 Think about the contributor who has written the meditation. Some users 
of the The Upper Room include this person in their prayers for the day.

5 Meditate on the ‘Thought for the day’ and the ‘Prayer focus’, perhaps 
using them again as the focus for prayer or direction for action.

Why is it important to have a daily quiet time? Many people will agree that it is 
the best way of keeping in touch every day with the God who sustains us and 
who sends us out to do his will and show his love to the people we encounter 
each day. Meeting with God in this way reassures us of his presence with us, 
helps us to discern his will for us and makes us part of his worldwide family 
of Christian people through our prayers.

I hope that you will be encouraged as you use the magazine regularly as 
part of your daily devotions, and that God will richly bless you as you read his 
word and seek to learn more about him.
Daniele Och
UK editor
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Wait and hope

The angel said to the women, ‘Do not be afraid, for I know that you are look-
ing for Jesus, who was crucified. He is not here; he has risen.’
Matthew 28:5–6 (NIV)

As I write this, our world is facing a pandemic. Uncertainty about the imme-
diate future is spreading nearly as fast as the disease, alternately taking root 
as panic or denial. Vast numbers of people are quarantined to help slow the 
spread of the virus. Right now the future is unclear, and we are newly aware 
of the fragile nature of life.

While the themes of uncertainty and the fragility of life have greater 
weight at this moment than at other times, they are not new. Many writers 
in this issue speak about seeking God’s guidance as they make life-altering 
decisions or receive a fearsome diagnosis. Some recall wondering as young 
people what shape their lives would take. Others write about being sur-
prised when they faced roadblocks along the path that they had chosen or 
had to change course entirely. Through it all, however, each writer tells of 
God’s unfailing presence.

How fitting, then, that we will soon be entering the season of Lent. In the 
days leading up to Jesus’ death, the disciples surely experienced confusion, 
fear and denial as they followed Jesus into an uncertain future. As we walk 
with Jesus and the disciples towards Jerusalem and towards the cross, we 
experience their confusion and fear. Where are we going? What will happen? 
How will we go on without our beloved teacher? But when the questions 
become too numerous or the fears threaten to overwhelm us, the gospel 
reminds us that hope waits beyond the cross. Death is not the final word. 
This moment is not the only moment. There is hope of new life ahead. And in 
each moment, our loving God walks with us.
Lindsay L. Gray
Editorial Director, The Upper Room
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Where the world meets to pray

Democratic Republic of the Congo
The Upper Room is now available in 
Kiswahili! This edition is produced by 
the East Congo Episcopal Area, United 
Methodist Church, publishing team.

Editions of The Upper 
Room daily devotional 
guide are printed in:
• Angola
• Côte d’Ivoire
• Democratic Republic 

of the Congo
• South Africa

Gifts to the international 
editions of The Upper Room 
help the world meet to pray. 
upperroom.org/gift
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The editor writes…

‘The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Imma-
nuel’ (which means ‘God with us’).
Matthew 1:23 (NIV)

Thinking about what to write for my first editorial for The Upper Room, I was 
initially reluctant to mention Covid. The US editors, Lindsay and Andrew, 
already had wise words to share (see pages 5 and 67), and I was not sure 
there was anything I could add to them, nor to the many reflections on the 
pandemic that most of you will have already read and heard.

But then, as I was reading again the guidelines on using The Upper Room 
that are listed at the beginning of each issue (see page 3), some words 
resonated with me. Long-term readers of these notes will probably skip over 
this page each issue, as I have often done. This time, however, I noticed the 
following regarding the importance of a daily quiet time: ‘Meeting with God 
in this way reassures us of his presence with us…’

For me, the dominant theme that has emerged from this year of lock-
down and social distancing is the importance of presence. While video calls 
and other technology have been a blessing in enabling people to continue to 
see and hear their loved ones and participate in communal activities, there is 
nothing like being actually present with those we care about. It did not take 
the pandemic to make me realise this, but being compelled to self-isolate did 
show me how much I take for granted the gift of being present with others.

And it has given me a new appreciation for what it means that God is pre-
sent with us. The reason that a daily quiet time of reading the Bible reassures 
us of God’s presence is because the whole book is about our creator God 
longing – indeed dying – to be with us. 

God’s love for us is such that he does not settle for a video call or text 
chat; God wants to be present with us, to dwell with us, to meet with us face 
to face. The ultimate expression of this is, of course, Jesus – the one who is 
known as ‘God with us’.
Daniele Och
UK editor

The Bible readings are selected with great care, and we urge you to include the 
suggested reading in your devotional time.
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Maddie Falk (Texas, US)

PRAYER FOCUS: SOMEONE HANGING ON TO AN OLD HURT

FRIDAY 1 JANUARY

The junk drawer
Read Luke 9:1–6
It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do 
not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.
Galatians 5:1 (NIV)

Every time I opened the junk drawer in my kitchen, I became stressed 
out and frustrated. I could never find what I needed, and the clutter 
was unbearable. Finally one day I decided to clean out that jam-
packed drawer. In doing so, I discovered that I was holding on to a lot 
of un necessary items that I had tossed into the drawer because ‘I might 
need that later’ or ‘I just can’t give that up’ or ‘I don’t know what to do 
with this.’ In reality, I didn’t need those things at all, and they ended up 
as burdens – making the drawer a cluttered mess.

In life I carry around my own personal junk drawer filled with har-
boured hurts, worries, shame, sin – you name it. I lug it around every 
day, avoiding dealing with the contents but also refusing to let them go.

Reading today’s quoted scripture, I realised that for me the yoke of 
slavery was symbolised by the clutter of my junk drawer. Now, every 
time I open my newly cleaned drawer, I remember that I don’t have 
to hold on to sin, shame and anger because living with Christ has 
set me free.

Prayer: Father God, help us rid our lives of harboured hurts and 
needless fears that keep us from the joy of your abundant life. Your son 
has set us free; help us to walk in that freedom. In Jesus’ name. Amen

Thought for the day: Christ sets me free to live with abundant joy.
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Craig Sanford (Kansas, US)

PRAYER FOCUS: CYCLISTS

SATURDAY 2 JANUARY

Perseverance
Read Isaiah 40:28–31
Those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar 
on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk 
and not be faint.
Isaiah 40:31 (NIV)

When I was younger and rode my bicycle long distances, the lesson of 
today’s quoted verse was made very real to me. I remember seeing hills 
in the distance that appeared to be nearly vertical and impossible to 
pedal over. The mirage of the looming challenge stirred apprehension 
and dread in my mind, and I entertained thoughts of quitting and 
turning around to go home. But I always made the decision to forge 
ahead and confront the situation. Each time, to my surprise and 
delight, the impossibility of the climb evaporated as I started to ride up 
the hill. The steepness of the road melted away, and I was emboldened 
with the confidence to conquer the challenge. The ride required much 
effort, but with one pedal stroke after another I accomplished my goal 
and a sense of achievement and confidence blossomed.

How many times in our lives has each of us encountered a ‘steep 
hill’? With a strong faith in God and a personal resolve to see a task 
or difficulty through, we all can overcome obstacles that at first may 
cause us to recoil. But each victory we achieve strengthens us. As we 
strengthen our faith so as to move mountains, we can imbue others 
around us with the same strength.

Prayer: Dear Lord, grant us the strength and peace that comes from 
faith in Jesus Christ so that we will not shrink from obligations and 
opportunities we face each day. Amen

Thought for the day: God can help me persevere to reach my goals.
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Angélica Afú (Panama)

PRAYER FOCUS: POLICE OFFICERS

SUNDAY 3 JANUARY

In every circumstance
Read Habakkuk 3:16–19
As for me, I watch in hope for the Lord, I wait for God my Saviour; my 
God will hear me.
Micah 7:7 (NIV)

One of my favorite scripture passages is Habakkuk’s prayer. The passage 
became personal for me on the day my car battery malfunctioned on 
my way home. I stopped in the parking lot of the local shopping centre 
because it had started to rain. It was getting dark, my daughters and 
I were hungry and I had hardly any money – not even enough to make 
a phone call.

I approached some police officers to ask them to call my husband, 
and when I returned to my car I prayed out loud to God. Soon people 
gathered around us offering help. God’s presence was evident during 
this stressful moment. Although the problem was not yet resolved, 
I began to experience a sense of calm.

Being faithful does not simply mean attending church services and 
singing hymns every Sunday. It means praising and looking for God in 
every circumstance, no matter how bleak.

Habakkuk was in deep anguish and still prayed and praised God. 
Habakkuk reminds us to wait patiently. God did not forget the prophet, 
and God will not forget us.

Prayer: Faithful God, help us to remember that we are yours when 
chaos descends on us. Strengthen our resolve to praise you in all 
circumstances. In Jesus’ name. Amen

Thought for the day: In moments of crisis, I will remain strong and 
praise God.
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Gary E. Crum (Virginia, US)

PRAYER FOCUS: PASTORS OF RURAL CHURCHES
*Luke 11:2–4 (NIV)

MONDAY 4 JANUARY

God’s blessings
Read Psalm 103:1–8
Bless the Lord, O my soul: and all that is within me, bless his holy 
name. Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits.
Psalm 103:1–2 (KJV)

Today’s quoted verses were my childhood pastor’s favourite open-
ing greeting to our small, rural congregation. He worked as a church 
planter and started many churches throughout the 1950s, 60s and 70s. 
I was one of the first he baptised in that church when I was eight years 
old, and he preached the gospel to me throughout my childhood. The 
church is now large, and that pastor has long since passed on.

Today, my soul praises the holy name of the Lord for the many 
Christian congregations that have prayed for me throughout my life, 
from the church and pastor of my faith’s beginnings to the loving 
congregation currently blessing me and my loved ones. The Lord’s 
blessings are many. When we recount them in our hearts with gratitude, 
these blessings encourage us in all circumstances and help us rejoice in 
God’s abundance in the past and in our continuing blessings.

Prayer: Dear Lord, thank you for the many blessings you have sent 
throughout our lives and for all blessings yet to come. We pray as Jesus 
taught us, ‘Father, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come. Give 
us each day our daily bread. Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive 
everyone who sins against us. And lead us not into temptation.’* Amen

Thought for the day: Remembering past blessings with gratitude 
strengthens me for today.
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Irene E. Chomicki (Texas, US)

PRAYER FOCUS: THOSE WHO WORK IN INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

TUESDAY 5 JANUARY

Meeting with God
Read 1 Corinthians 2:9–16
There, above the cover between the two cherubim that are over the 
ark of the covenant law, I will meet with you and give you all my 
commands for the Israelites.
Exodus 25:22 (NIV)

I was in my 20s and working in the IT department of a hospital. The 
department was located in the basement of the multistorey car park, 
so I took walks at lunchtime to get out in the sun. I often walked to the 
chapel at the hospital, which is where I first found The Upper Room. As 
a new Christian, I hungered to meet with God and to hear God’s voice, 
and God spoke to me through this publication and the Bible.

Today I still have that hunger, and God continues to speak to me 
through this devotional guide and the Bible. I read it every morning 
during my quiet time. I pray, ‘Please, Lord, speak to me through your 
word.’ And the Lord does! 

In the scripture quoted above, Moses met with God at the ark. Thank-
fully today we have God’s Spirit living in us, allowing us to meet with God 
throughout the day, every day. God is our source of love, forgiveness, 
encouragement, teaching and direction. I hope to continue growing in 
the practice of praying and meeting God throughout the day.

Prayer: Dear Father, thank you for your word and your Holy Spirit. 
Thank you for allowing us to come to you at any time and for giving us 
ears and hearts to hear when you speak to us. In Jesus’ name. Amen

Thought for the day: I can meet with God all day, every day.
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George Peters (British Columbia, Canada)

PRAYER FOCUS: SOMEONE UNSURE OF HOW TO SERVE GOD

WEDNESDAY 6 JANUARY

Choosing a path
Read Proverbs 16:1–9
In their hearts humans plan their course, but the Lord establishes 
their steps.
Proverbs 16:9 (NIV)

For a long time I believed that there was only one clear path for my life 
and that if I missed it, I would be out of God’s perfect will for me. But 
I think that obeying God is not that clear-cut. I now believe God has 
given us interests and talents in areas that will bring us a joyful life. 
Surely we have a say in the outcome, but I believe God can bless any-
thing we put our hands and hearts to as long as we are seeking God. 
Proverbs 16:9 says, ‘In their hearts humans plan their course, but the 
Lord establishes their steps.’

What liberating words! When I faithfully plan a course of action, God 
will be with me every step of the way. God has given me talents and 
desires; it is up to me to use them. I was always afraid that God would 
call me to go somewhere I didn’t want to go – to preach the gospel 
there. Maybe someday God will; but I also believe that God will place a 
desire in my heart to do so. For now, I just want to use the talents God 
has given me and minister in the circles I live in, remembering that God 
wants the best for me. 

Prayer: O God, thank you for gifts and talents we can use to joyfully 
serve your people. Amen

Thought for the day: God blesses my acts of service.
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Lisa Stackpole (Wisconsin, US)

PRAYER FOCUS: THOSE WITH INSOMNIA

THURSDAY 7 JANUARY

A good night’s sleep
Read Psalm 4
I will praise the Lord, who counsels me; even at night my heart 
instructs me.
Psalm 16:7 (NIV)

In the past, sleep sometimes eluded me. Though I would try to relax, 
I would replay conversations from the day and consider how I might 
have responded differently. Sometimes I would fret about a difficult 
situation at work or the health of a loved one.

As my faith grew, I realised such brooding was counterproductive 
– God was calling me to focus on positive things (see Philippians 4:8). 
I started what I now call my ‘blessing book’. At the beginning of each 
year, I purchase a weekly planner with several lines for each day. Before 
going to bed I spend a few minutes reflecting on the day – its accom-
plishments, challenges and blessings – and list things for which I am 
thankful. These blessings can be as ordinary as a call from a friend or 
as remarkable as recovering from surgery. When I’m concerned about 
something, I make a note to remind me that God is in control and 
prayerfully turn the situation over to the Lord. As I write, I give thanks 
for the many ways I encounter God’s love.

Lately it has become common for me to start my list of blessings 
with ‘a good night’s sleep’. My night-time anxiety has been exchanged 
for the peace only God can give. 

Prayer: God of peace, thank you for the gift of rest. Help us to trust you 
with our worries. Amen

Thought for the day: Counting my blessings can bring me peace.
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Julia Cutting (England, United Kingdom)

PRAYER FOCUS: HOTEL STAFF

FRIDAY 8 JANUARY

Plugged in
Read 1 John 1:5–10
 The sun shall no longer be your light by day, nor for brightness 
shall the moon give light to you by night; but the Lord will be your 
everlasting light, and your God will be your glory.
Isaiah 60:19 (NRSV)

‘That’s a good start to the weekend. This kettle is faulty; it won’t switch 
on!’ I looked up from unpacking the suitcase. After a long drive to the 
hotel, my husband was trying to make a cup of tea. He left the kettle 
and went to plug in his phone charger. ‘There’s no electricity!’ he said.

I sighed. Then I noticed that the key fob was not in the slot by the 
door. It had to be inserted and remain in place for the electricity supply 
to work. Apparent fault rectified, my husband soon had his cup of tea. 

The episode made me think of our relationship with God. Many 
people ‘plug in’ to God when in need or want, but don’t bother when 
things are running smoothly. God desires us to leave our key – our trust 
in him – in place at all times. This ensures us unlimited access to his 
love and almighty power.

Prayer: Father God, forgive us for neglecting you when things are 
going well. Help us to remain in you at all times; seeking you in the 
good times as well as the bad. Amen

Thought for the day: God’s power supply is always on.
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Charity M. Kiregyera (Kampala, Uganda)

PRAYER FOCUS: SOMEONE WHO IS ANXIOUS

SATURDAY 9 JANUARY

The God who cares
Read 1 Peter 5:1–10
Cast all your anxiety on [God] because he cares for you.
1 Peter 5:7 (NIV)

While preparing to plant cassava (Manihot esculenta), I had to clear 
tall grass from the plot of land. I decided to burn the partially green 
and partially dried grass. Because it was not a dry season, I thought 
this would be safe, but the fire burned much faster than I expected. 
I began to panic as the fire threatened to engulf the neighbouring plots 
of land. Frantically, I threw sand on the fire to put it out. The smoke was 
choking me.

Then I remembered to call on the Lord. I prayed through the panic: 
‘Lord, help me; you always help me when I ask. Please don’t let this fire 
cross the boundaries.’ The fire eventually died down, and I lifted my 
hands and thanked God.

Anxiety is a natural response to misfortune and danger. When we 
hold on to our anxiety and allow it to overwhelm us, fear may keep us 
from being able to think calmly or trust God.

Today’s verse reminds us that we can cast our fears on the Lord. In 
times of anxiety, we can trust that the God who cares for us will move 
to help us solve our problems.

Prayer: Dear God, help us when we cast our anxiety on you. In Jesus’ 
name. Amen

Thought for the day: I can give my anxiety to God.
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Rachel Turner (Texas, US)

PRAYER FOCUS: THE PEOPLE OF HAITI

SUNDAY 10 JANUARY

Take heart
Read Galatians 6:1–9
If we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.
Romans 8:25 (NRSV)

As a teenager, I would wake my sister every Sunday morning and ask, 
‘Do you want to go to church with me?’ She always said no, but then 
one day she said yes. So then I started asking, ‘Will you go on a mission 
trip with me?’ Again, she kept saying no until one day she said yes. 
While we were in Haiti, my mentor, who knew how much I had wanted 
my sister to be part of the church, gave me a hug and said, ‘You did it.’

But you see, I didn’t do anything; God did. I was just a voice for God. 
Every Sunday morning that I asked my sister to come to church and 
she declined, God was one week closer to having another child in the 
kingdom and was smiling. As my mentor congratulated me, I realised 
that God was also thanking me for trusting God’s timing. Every new ‘no’ 
for me might be one less ‘no’ for God. I just need to trust God’s timing. 

We don’t always get an immediate answer from God, but it is our 
duty to serve God and do God’s will even when we can’t yet see God’s 
plans or gifts. God has an answer; we may just need to give it more time.

Prayer: Dear God, provide us with the endurance to do your will and 
the patience to wait on your timing. Amen

Thought for the day: Today I will trust God’s timing.
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Zach Schaar (Ohio, US)

PRAYER FOCUS: SOMEONE FEELING EXHAUSTED

MONDAY 11 JANUARY

Stretch out your hand
Read Exodus 14:15–22
Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and all that night 
the Lord drove the sea back… and turned it into dry land… and the 
Israelites went through the sea on dry ground.
Exodus 14:21–22 (NIV)

The year 2018 was one of enormous change for me. My daughter was 
born, and both of my grandmothers died within a three-month period. 
After constant prayer I came to the conclusion that the best way to find 
peace and rest is to always raise our hands in praise and prayer to God.

When the Egyptians were closing in on the Israelites after Moses led 
them out of Egypt, God commanded Moses to raise his staff and stretch 
out his hand over the sea to part the waters. After decades in bondage 
and slavery it would have been easy for Moses to decline in fatigue, 
doubt or anger. Instead of allowing the situation to defeat him and his 
people, Moses chose to listen to God. He raised his staff and stretched 
his hand over the water. This one act of obedience opened the window 
for a miracle and delivered the Israelites from the hands of Pharaoh.

When we choose to worship God no matter our circumstances, 
God can do things that to the world seem impossible. No matter how 
exhausted we are under the weight of our struggle, God does not want 
us to despair. God is with us as we persevere.

Prayer: Faithful God, give us the strength to lift our hands to you when 
we are weak from struggle. Amen

Thought for the day: I can praise God through my struggles.
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Faith Ford (England, United Kingdom)

PRAYER FOCUS: TO TRUST THAT GOD HEARS MY PRAYERS

TUESDAY 12 JANUARY

A knock at the door
Read Isaiah 65:17–25
Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the 
door will be opened to you.
Matthew 7:7 (NIV)

Growing up in the suburbs of London, I remember mischievous children 
knocking at our door and running off before my mother had time to 
open it. She would be puzzled and then upset that her work had been 
interrupted. When I moved to a new town as an adult, I experienced the 
same prank and discovered how frustrating it was to open the door to 
find no one there.

For many years I tried to lead my life without God’s guidance. Finally, 
when everything fell apart, a wise Christian friend suggested I pray to 
God for help. Somewhat sceptically, I ‘knocked’ in prayer and to my 
amazement discovered God’s door opened to me. With God’s help and 
the assistance of Christian friends, I got my life on track. Over the years 
I have come to trust that when I knock at God’s door, God will always 
open it to me.

I wonder if there are times when I am like the children playing their 
game. When have I knocked at God’s door in prayer but not waited 
around long enough to hear an answer? Does God open the door to 
find I have vanished? The miracle of grace is that God constantly listens 
for our knocking and always responds in love by being there for us.

Prayer: Heavenly Father, grant us perseverance and persistence in 
prayer. Amen

Thought for the day: God always responds when I call.
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Rosario ‘Roz’ Picardo (Ohio, US)

PRAYER FOCUS: MILITARY CHAPLAINS

WEDNESDAY 13 JANUARY

Encountering God
Read Psalm 34:4–19
Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the Lord rescues them 
from them all.
Psalm 34:19 (NRSV)

During my senior year of college, all was well in my world. I planned to 
go to seminary and to marry my college sweetheart. But then she broke 
up with me. A few days later my marine corps reserve unit was activated 
to go to Iraq, and I was told to be ready for an 18-month deployment. 
At the same time, I had a delay in receiving my commission as a 
navy chaplain.

I felt rejected and alone, so I got on my knees and prayed. Right 
after praying, an idea came to me – I could work with my professors 
to acceler ate my graduation before going to Iraq. By the grace of God, 
I was able to graduate early, I was accepted to seminary, and shortly 
after that I received my commission as a navy chaplain. Then my 
marine corps reserve unit called to tell me that my position for deploy-
ment wasn’t needed.

We all experience rejection and loneliness. While David was on the 
run from Saul, he must have felt rejected and lonely (see 1 Samuel 
21—24). However, in today’s reading, we see that David’s relationship 
with God reassured him that God had not forsaken him but was close 
and wanted him to have salvation. And the same is true for us.

Prayer: Lord Jesus, help us to follow your example and draw close to 
God, even when it seems like our world is falling apart. Amen

Thought for the day: Today, I will remember that God is with me in my 
troubles.
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Carolina Maia Faria (Minas Gerais, Brazil)

PRAYER FOCUS: FOR SPIRITUAL RENEWAL

THURSDAY 14 JANUARY

A butterfly’s lesson
Read Jeremiah 18:1–6
Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by 
the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve 
what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will.
Romans 12:2 (NIV)

I once had the opportunity to visit a butterfly garden, where I saw a 
variety of species of butterflies with their beautiful shades of colour 
and differing sizes. I thought about the various stages through which 
these insects must pass to reach adulthood and become butterflies.

As I meditated on this image, I stopped to think about our spiritual 
life. We too must experience transformation in order to renew our-
selves, to grow and to share our faith with others by showing what 
God does in our lives. As followers of Jesus, we become ‘the light of 
the world’ and the ‘salt of the earth’ (Matthew 5:13–14). Our words and 
actions are transformed!

How do we experience such a transformation? Through a life of inti-
macy with God – by reading God’s word, by praying and by serving in 
Jesus’ name. Just as nature renews itself every season, our spiritual life 
will be renewed when we follow the way of Christ.

Prayer: Transform us, Lord! Search us and change our whole being, 
giving us a new and sanctified life. In the name of Jesus. Amen

Thought for the day: Christ has the power to change my life.
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