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Welcome
Amid the challenges and turbulence of recent times, isn’t it wonderful to 
know that in our ever-changing lives and world there is one constant: our 
unchanging God? And not only does he never change, but he also never 
grows faint or weary (Isaiah 40:28) and is never taken by surprise.

He knows the challenges we’re facing, the hopes we cherish, the secret 
sadness we hide and the desires of our hearts. And as we come to him in 
his word, we are assured of his strength, his promises, his comfort and 
his guidance.

It has been so encouraging to hear from readers who have written to tell 
us how different notes have spoken into their situation or inspired them, 
and we pray that this issue, too, will bring God’s word alive to you.

We begin with something a little different, as our contributors each 
share a verse or passage that means a lot to them. Isn’t it amazing how 
God guides us to a scripture just when we need it? I wonder if any of your 
favourites are there.

We end with a new contributor – Maxine Hallett – who has worked 
with Jennifer Rees Larcombe and loves to encourage others in their faith. 
 Maxine shares a little of her testimony before drawing the year to a close 
with a study of Psalm 30. 

In between, we are thinking about how we can honour God with our 
bodies, delving into the book of Micah, learning from Gideon, being chal-
lenged about our attitude to money and studying some of the stories Jesus 
told. As we move towards the season of Advent and through to Christmas, 
we focus on the image of light, find inspiration from Mary’s song of praise, 
keep company with Elizabeth and Zechariah and explore God’s promises 
to those who wait.

The evenings may be drawing in and the sunshine giving way to chilly 
winds, but we’re praying that God’s Spirit will warm your hearts as you 
 follow these readings through the autumn and winter months, and remind 
you that he is with you in your walk of faith.

Let us pray for one another as we draw close to the one who loves us 
and receive strength from him.

Jackie Harris, Editor
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A feast of good things
Jackie Harris writes:
Before we fell in love with the Scandinavian concept of hygge (cosiness, 
comfort, conviviality and wellness) there was the smorgasbord, a collec-
tion of hot and cold dishes served together which originated in Sweden. It 
has largely become just another word for a buffet meal, but it is more than 
simply a collection of dishes. The essence of a real smorgasbord is all about 
taking your time to eat and to talk to your guests as you graze through a 
wonderfully laid-out table.

It’s an image I had in mind as I commissioned this first study, for the 
Bible is often described as food for the soul. ‘When your words came, I ate 
them; they were my joy and my heart’s delight,’ says Jeremiah (15:16, NIV). 
Ezekiel, too, was given God’s word to eat (Ezekiel 2:8—3:3) and, like the 
psalmist, declared it ‘sweeter than honey’ (Psalm 119:103, NIV).

And Jesus himself spoke of the importance of drawing nourishment 
from God’s word when he was tempted in the desert: ‘Man shall not live 
on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God’ 
(Matthew 4:4, NIV). 

Reading and studying God’s word is vital if we are to grow in our faith. 
I love the NLT version of 2 Timothy 3:16–17: ‘All Scripture is inspired by God 
and is useful to teach us what is true… It corrects us when we are wrong 
and teaches us to do what is right. God uses it to prepare and equip his 
people to do every good work.’

Over the next few days, we will be studying a variety of scriptures which 
each mean something special to this issue’s contributors. There is a mix of 
Old and New Testament readings, single verses and whole passages, famil-
iar and perhaps less well read. Some are words of comfort and encourage-
ment; others challenge us or call us to action. 

As you come to read them, imagine a table laid before you full of 
good things. You are invited to dine with the Holy Spirit, so make your-
self  comfortable, slow down and savour each word. What does God want 
to share with you as you read and what do you want to say to him in 
response? Bon appétit! 
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WEDNESDAY 1 SEPTEMBER GENESIS 19:1–26 

Don’t look back

As soon as they had brought them out, one of them said, ‘Flee for your 
lives! Don’t look back…’ But Lot’s wife looked back, and she became a 
pillar of salt. (NIV)

I was back home in Guernsey to care for my poorly mother but popping out 
for daily exercise. After one particular clifftop walk, I looked back for a final 
glimpse of the familiar beauty, which pulled at my heart for a life that could 
have been if I hadn’t moved away. But then some words came to mind with 
profound clarity: Stop looking back at where you have been and concentrate 
on where you are going. Later, while prayerfully mulling over this, another 
phrase nudged me – ‘Remember Lot’s wife!’ (Luke 17:32) – prompting me 
to reread her story. 

The Holy Spirit was convicting me of my discontent, arising from my 
looking back at what was – or could have been – instead of staying focused 
on God’s presence in my present. It was a disgruntlement I was allowing 
to fester while distracted with fond memories of that cherished place, and 
I had to make a choice: stop looking back or, spiritually speaking, turn into 
a lifeless pillar of salt!

Life will inevitably change. We may suffer a decline in health, income or 
comfort, lose an identity, role or partner, etc. But Jesus urges us to keep 
our hearts focused on the tasks of today, leaning into his presence through 
prayer and the word. When we do that, his promises become our reality 
and not just words on a page; peace and well-being, wisdom and guidance, 
provision for our needs, equipping for purpose… 

It is good to be grateful for the gifts of yesterday, but if they unsettle our 
contentment in God, holding us back from delighting in him and yielding 
to his will, then looking back is risky. Life may have changed, but God with 
us remains the same – and God’s presence is an unchanging reality that 
we can enjoy for eternity. 

Father, I name before you the root of my discontent with the life you have 
blessed me with today. I still my thoughts and emotions, to focus on your 
presence, your promises and your ongoing purpose. Amen

ANNE LE TISSIER
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Lord, thank you for the confidence that you really are in control of matters 
large and small, in world events and in personal details. Thank you that I can 
trust you and your good purposes, even when I don’t understand. Amen

ROSEMARY GREEN

THURSDAY 2 SEPTEMBER JOB 40:1–16; 42:1–5

God is in control

Job replied to the Lord: ‘I know that you can do all things; no purpose 
of yours can be thwarted.’ (NIV)

Forty years ago, I was in a mess. Angry and depressed, everything seemed 
to be crashing around me. I thought the book of Job would speak to me. 
His life had crashed around him, too. 

I found much of the book confusing. I wasn’t sure what was truth and 
what was half-truth as Job and his three friends talked – they in their smug 
accusations, he in his self-righteous defence. Finally, they had no more to 
say, and the young man Elihu, hitherto silent, told Job to stop talking and 
listen to God. God spoke of his wisdom, his existence from eternity, his 
creation of the world and everything in it. Job was humbled. 

When I reached chapter 42, it was as if God took his highlighting pen to 
my Bible (a rare experience for me), as Job affirms, ‘I know that you can 
do all things; no purpose of yours can be thwarted.’ I saw that God really 
is sovereign, all-wise, all-powerful, all-loving. And he makes no mistakes. 

There is no point in trusting a God who is right only 98% of the time; 
he has to be 100%, yes 110%. As I read those verses in Job, God seemed 
to take a huge mallet and knock a 25-cm-diameter post solidly into the 
ground, a post I can clutch tightly. That conviction has remained with me 
ever since. 

There are still times when, like Peter stepping out of the boat to walk on 
the water, I look at the ‘waves’ of the difficulties around me and fear takes 
over. I have to choose whether to focus on the waves of uncertainty or 
whether to pray, with Peter, ‘Lord, save me.’ The situation may not change, 
but my attitude does, and I find renewed joy and freedom as I choose to 
trust the all-reliable God.
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Be still. Can you discern God’s presence? He is the ‘I am’ – always present.  
In the quietness, praise him, out loud or in your heart.

SHEILA JACOBS

FRIDAY 3 SEPTEMBER PSALM 46

Quiet blessings

‘Be still, and know that I am God.’ (NIV)

Like many people, I live life at a hectic pace. The nature of my work often 
means tight deadlines. I live alone, so I like to meet up with friends as much 
as I can. I love being involved in a retreat house as a day chaplain and 
leading retreats and, of course, there’s church and house group, as well as 
maintaining a house and large garden.

When we found ourselves in weeks of social isolation due to the corona-
virus outbreak, I began to feel a creeping anxiety. It reminded me very 
much of the years I suffered from agoraphobia, not able to get out, not 
free. During that time, I turned to and relied on God in a very real way. It 
was only when I was once again in enforced solitude that I realised I had 
started to drift away from that close relationship when I became well. In 
effect, I’d started to ‘do Christian life’ without actually connecting with 
Jesus much of the time. 

The tracts of time alone were difficult but presented an opportunity to 
regain that stillness so that I could know his presence again. So much of 
our relationship with God is about being still before him. Following that 
comes the knowing – who he is; understanding that he is the ‘I am’; and 
there is no one and nothing else we can truly rely on.

It surprised me to discover how much I’d been building my life on sink-
ing sand, when all that really matters is being close to the one who isn’t 
surprised by the magnitude of life’s ups and downs. Being still leads to 
peace, faith and confidence in the one who holds the future.
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Listen to God’s love and longing for you. Read Hosea 6:4, replacing ‘Ephraim’ 
and ‘Judah’ with your own name: ‘What can I do with you…?’ Pray: Thank 
you, Jesus, that you make a way for us to return to God. Amen

HANNAH FYTCHE

SATURDAY 4 SEPTEMBER HOSEA 6:1–4

God’s longing for us

‘What can I do with you?… Your love is like the morning mist, like the 
early dew that disappears.’ (NIV)

Hosea is a prophetic, poetic Old Testament book. Through his prophet, 
God speaks to his wayward creation with great anger – and with even 
greater love.

His people’s love is like ephemeral morning mist, we read. We experi-
ence this too, for we are God’s people. Our devotion is like dew that is 
burned up quickly, gone before noon. We find it hard, I think, faithfully to 
return to God each day, especially when times are tough.

Yet despite our fickle devotion, we are dearly loved. God asks through-
out Hosea: ‘What can I do with you?’ Because his love for us is faithful, he 
longs to help us live in a way that rings true with the opening words of 
Hosea 6: ‘Let us return to the Lord.’

I  first read Hosea when I was 15, sitting in an empty dorm room at 
 summer camp. I can’t put this experience into words – my heart simply, 
undeniably burned within me (to borrow Luke’s phrase) at this message 
of God’s anger and love. 

This complicated poem of God’s feelings towards his people opened 
my eyes to his heartbreak; it showed me that God yearns for me to know 
him, and that it – incredibly – pains him when I damage my life by turning 
from him. 

It showed me that I  needed to learn to receive Christ’s strong and 
 precious grace. Without God forgiving and sustaining me, my devotion 
will always be like morning mist. Yet Christ Jesus is the brilliant answer to 
God’s question: what God can do with us is help us – not because of our 
merit, but because of his love – by coming to live, die and rise among us. 

This means that the opening words of Hosea 6 can finally ring true: we 
can return to the Lord, whose appearing is as sure as the sunrise.
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Dear Father, today help me to reflect on the many extraordinary aspects of 
your character and hold you in balance as David did. Amen

BRIDGET PLASS

SUNDAY 5 SEPTEMBER  PSALM 139 

Amazing God

Your thoughts are far beyond my understanding, much more than 
I could ever imagine. I try to count your thoughts, but they outnumber 
the grains of sand on the beach. And when I awake, I will find you 
nearby. (CEV)

The whole of this psalm is a favourite for many of us. The idea of God knit-
ting me has always charmed me! So why these few verses? Because to me 
they sum up the God I believe in.

As a child, attending a Catholic primary school, I loved the chapel. The 
colours and the smell of incense opened a window to a world belonging to 
someone distant, mysterious and rather frightening. What a relief to later 
be introduced to an approachable Father God. 

However, I began to feel that the constant emphasis on the familiar-
ity of God suggested he was almost on our level, passing the marmalade 
over the breakfast table, chatting about the weather, saying yes to our 
every small request. No mystery. No mighty power. No wonder many of 
us became disappointed that our requests appeared to be ignored and 
felt rejected! 

David had a very special relationship with God. Growing up as a boy 
shepherd and later on the run from Saul, he lived amid danger for much 
of his life, but discovered a mighty protector God under whose wings he 
would be safe. 

His psalms show how tuned-in he was to the vagaries of weather, the 
danger and beauty of the night, the wildness of the mountains, the wonder 
of water. His was a truly awesome God, but also a protective parent who 
loved him and watched over him. Can we, too, hold this balance? Can we 
believe in a God so powerful and omniscient his thoughts outnumber the 
grains of sand on the beach, and yet so loving and caring he will be there 
every morning, waiting for each one of his children to wake up so together 
we can face the day?
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Why not take a walk with God and look for fruit trees and wild berries grow-
ing in the hedgerows? Then praise the Lord for all the pruning that he has 
done and is doing in your life. 

MAXINE HALLETT

MONDAY 6 SEPTEMBER JOHN 15:1–2 

With God we can flourish

‘I am the true Vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. Every branch 
in Me that does not bear fruit, He takes away; and every branch that 
continues to bear fruit, He [repeatedly] prunes, so that it will bear 
more fruit [even richer and finer fruit].’ (AMP)

Walking along a cycle path next to a busy, polluted and noisy motor-
way, I was surprised to see a line of cherry trees with huge ripe cherries. 
I thought that the pollution from the traffic would have hindered their 
growth in some way, but the fruit looked delicious, vibrant in colour and 
very edible. It was not an ideal location for these trees – no doubt they had 
been planted years ago – but their branches bowed with luscious fruit.

Looking at them, I was reminded of these verses in John’s gospel, which 
have always encouraged me. They teach us that it does not matter to God 
that we have been polluted with toxins from our past. As long as we stay 
connected to him through prayer and studying his word, he will enable us 
to blossom, flourish and produce the fruit of the Spirit that Paul talks about 
in Galatians (5:22–23). What a wonderful promise!

Of course, Jesus indicates that this might involve some pruning in our 
lives of old habits and attitudes, but the ‘fruits’ we will experience – and 
others will see in us – are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. 

When we remain in Jesus, we are given hope and the promise that we 
will change. It may take years, but God is at work in our lives, enabling us 
to become the best version of ourselves.
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How has the Lord brought comfort to your heart? Remember and savour his 
tender love.

FIONA BARNARD

TUESDAY 7 SEPTEMBER JOHN 20:1–18

The folded grave clothes

Simon Peter arrived and went inside. He also noticed the linen 
wrappings lying there, while the cloth that had covered Jesus’ head 
was folded up and lying apart from the other wrappings. Then the 
[other] disciple… saw and believed. (NLT)

It was 4.00 pm on Easter Sunday. I still could not write the sermon for a 
baptism in two hours. Panic was rising as I pictured a church full of cele-
brating friends and family on a day of such significance. I had nothing to 
say. My mind was too full of grief.

My father had died just a month before and I was going through my 
parents’ correspondence. I had found a letter written to my 13-year-old 
mother by her mother. It was a ‘when you read this, I’ll be dead’ note full of 
love, full of sadness, full of advice. I wept and wept at the cruelty of death, 
the enormity of my mother’s loss, the pointlessness of it all. Meanwhile, the 
non-sermon loomed. ‘Lord,’ I cried, holding the folded letter before him, 
‘you have got to do something!’

‘Folded.’ The folded page triggered a memory of the word ‘folded’ in the 
resurrection story. When the disciples looked into the empty grave, they 
saw a folded cloth which had been around Jesus’ head. It struck me as odd 
that amid the energy and excitement of the resurrection, either Jesus or 
the angels should pause to fold some material, all neat and tidy: why? Then 
it hit me. It was because Jesus no longer needed it. He was alive. 

I stared at the folded letter. ‘It is folded because it is not required,’ Jesus 
seemed to whisper. ‘The grief of your mother and grandmother is done. 
Their separation is over. They are together now with me.’ Resurrection 
 suddenly was so much more real. The truth of it touched me where it never 
had before. In the light of a glorious eternity, a new perspective on decades 
of pain emerged. And I was comforted. (Enough to write that sermon, and 
beyond that, to process my bereavement.) 
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Lord God, thank you for fighting for us. Help us to be still and trust 
in you. Amen

CHINE MCDONALD

WEDNESDAY 8 SEPTEMBER  EXODUS 14:14

Trust in God’s strength

‘The Lord will fight for you; you need only to be still.’ (NIV)

I am one of those people who likes to keep myself extremely busy. I am 
excited by too many opportunities and find it very difficult to say no. At 
times I have found that my busyness has tipped over into chaos and I am 
teetering on the edge of burnout. Sometimes the work seems overwhelm-
ing, the to-do lists never-ending, and I feel like I’m trying to keep my head 
above the water, constantly flailing. 

Sometimes the world feels overwhelming. Occasionally I have stopped 
listening to the news because there is so much going on in the world that 
causes stress and anxiety. At those times of stress, it can be tempting to 
either keep going without stopping or to collapse under the weight of the 
pressure – a place from which it feels there is no way out. 

In Exodus 14, the Israelites find themselves at one of the most dramatic 
scenes in the whole Bible. After God has freed them from the Egyptians and 
led them – a pillar of cloud by day, and fire by night – right to the Red Sea, 
Pharaoh and his army are gaining and threatening to catch up with them. 
Of course, they are terrified. With the Red Sea in front of them and Pharaoh 
right behind, it feels like their grand escape will not have its happy ending. 

They then cry out to Moses, doubting God’s provision for them, asking 
so many fear-filled questions. And Moses says these astounding words that 
I often think about when I feel overwhelmed and afraid: ‘The Lord will fight 
for you; you need only to be still.’ It is so releasing to trust in God’s strength 
rather than our own. Because we all know the end of this story. 
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Father, thank you for the many lessons you teach us through your creation 
and for your assurance that you care for us and will provide for us. Help us to 
trust you more and to have an eternal perspective. Amen

JACKIE HARRIS

THURSDAY 9 SEPTEMBER  MATTHEW 6:25–34

Don’t worry!

‘[Don’t] worry about everyday life… Look at the birds. They don’t 
plant or harvest or store food in barns, for your heavenly Father feeds 
them. And aren’t you far more valuable to him than they are?’ (NLT)

I think the instruction not to worry is one of the most repeated in the Bible. 
Certainly I have a number of verses on this theme underlined, but this one 
kept popping into my head when I was sitting at home following my redun-
dancy and wondering what to do next.

Perhaps it was the regular visitors to our garden which I began to notice 
and look forward to seeing. A pair of blackbirds appeared both morning 
and evening and seemed to find plenty of treats on our lawn. A little group 
of sparrows took it in turns to enjoy a splash around in the bird bath, and 
a couple of magpies would swoop in for a stroll around and a drink. One 
of them had only one leg and struggled to balance as she stooped down 
to pick something off the lawn. She persevered, though, sitting down for 
short breaks before trying again. Two rather portly pigeons also seemed 
to make themselves at home, soaking their feet in the bird bath when it 
was hot and clearing up the bird seed which the sparrows let fall from 
the feeder.

These feathered friends not only kept me entertained, but also led 
me to this passage, which speaks of God’s care and provision for us. As 
I reflected on it, I was reminded of how God had cared and provided for me 
in the past. Surely he would do so again. 

But Jesus is offering more than words of comfort. He encourages his 
listeners not only to trust in God’s provision, but also to focus on God’s 
priorities. There is always work to be done for him. I am slowly learning 
that shifting our attention from ourselves to his goodness and purposes is 
the best antidote to worry.
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Heavenly Father, I thank you that I am fearfully and wonderfully made in 
your image. I thank you for the person I am; created and loved by you. Amen

SARA BATTS-NEALE

FRIDAY 10 SEPTEMBER JOHN 15:16

Finding the best fit for our life

‘You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and 
bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever 
you ask him in my name.’ (NRSV)

In the chapel at Westcott House, the theological college where I trained, an 
icon sits to the right of the altar. Illuminated by a candle, Christ is depicted 
holding an open Bible, and pointing at the text with his right hand. The text 
reads, ‘Ye have not chosen me but I have chosen you.’ I, and others, spent 
many hours in prayer and contemplation before this beautiful icon. I keep 
a card of it on my desk as I write, reminding me of those years of training 
and the path I have walked. So these words have just become part of me, 
part of my being. 

Although it’s a verse that is deeply helpful to a confused trainee vicar, 
it is not just a message for the ordained. It reminds us all that we have a 
calling, that we have been chosen and that we have a purpose. 

But the fruit we will bear will look different for different people – and it 
is a mistake to judge ourselves by what others do or don’t do. An apple tree 
produces apples – a plum tree isn’t a failure if it gives a harvest of plums 
and not apples. It might be the fruits of the Spirit; we might learn patience, 
be a prophetic voice, speak in tongues. We might be great teachers. We 
may be natural evangelists, bringing our friends and family to know the 
love of God. What I do won’t be the same as you. 

It is so important to remember that God chose you just as much as he 
chose me. I believe we serve God best when we stay true to our identity as 
God’s unique creation instead of worrying about what other people are up 
to. This verse reminds me daily of this truth.
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Father, teach me to be rooted where you have placed me. I pray for my city – 
may it prosper and thrive. Show me how to love it well – and remind me again 
that your character is unchanging, no matter where I am. Amen

ALIANORE SMITH

SATURDAY 11 SEPTEMBER JEREMIAH 29:4–7

Settle where God has placed you

‘Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried 
you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, because if it prospers, you too will 
prosper.’ (NIV)

I moved around a lot as a child. As the daughter of two vicars, I’d lived in 
eight houses and five cities by the time I was 16 years old. 

As someone who isn’t a massive fan of change, I didn’t adapt particu-
larly well to this. As a source of comfort and encouragement, people would 
often direct me towards Jeremiah 29:11 – a well-loved, frequently taken 
out of context passage. One day, however, I decided to read the whole 
 passage, to get some perspective on God’s promise.

The Israelites had been taken into exile. They did not want to be where 
they were. They missed their regular haunts, the places where they were 
known and loved. They wanted to go home.

Despite this, however, God has a simple instruction for them: ‘Settle 
yourself where I have placed you. Put down roots. You may not want to be 
here. This may not have been part of your plan for your life – but I brought 
you here, so it is here that I will grow you. 

‘Get stuck in, get rooted, get engaged with the city. For if it prospers, 
you too will prosper. I am going to bring you home eventually, but for now, 
 worship me here. I am the same God here as I was back home. Let me 
mould you and shape you and love you here. I know what I am doing.’ 

This passage brought me great comfort as I moved from place to place, 
often reluctantly. I hope it does the same for you – wherever you find your-
self, whether you want to be there or not. Get stuck in. Get rooted. Get 
worshipping. 
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