
COVENANT PROMISE 

 

Covenant Bible study meets a very basic human need for connection. 

 

The felt need is the basic longing for new life. Life that fits and connects. Life that makes sense. Life that 

finds its Source. Life together. “Covenant Life” names our met yearning to live and belong in fitting 

relationships with self, God, and a world of others.   

 

A Covenant Bible study consists of:  

• a group of 10-12 adults who pledge to read and study the Bible individually and together for an 

extended period of time for the purpose of deepening their commitment to live as faithful 

disciples of Jesus Christ. 

•  a user experience that trains disciplined daily bible reading, prayer, reflective or interactive 

reading, and responding to additional learning materials (workbook, CEB Study Bible, video, and 

devotional resources). The experience drifts until it becomes accountable at weekly meetings in 

a group setting for fellowship, learning, and the shared practice of interpreting scripture. The 

user experience is where scripture meets everyday experience within and beyond the sphere of 

church life.  

• a promise to cultivate a believer’s practical wisdom, so that the capacity of the individual and 

the group is enlarged when interpreting the text and life responsively, responsibly, and 

redemptively. Their covenant relationship with God is used to redeem a broken world of others 

who are in need of transformation. 

The Covenant Bible study “offer” promises participants they will: 

• learn (informed empowerment through content by dispelling anxiety about the Bible) 

• grow (a nurtured spiritual development and maturity through formative practices centered 

around scripture study in community 

• change (through enhanced skills for reading text and life faithfully) 

• discover (discern a sense of general and specific Christian vocation and identity based on the 

scriptural witness and each person’s unique, God-given strengths, gifts, and graces) 

• share (fellowship and belonging with and through friends in faith)  

• experience (sacred power and presence through spiritual reading practices)  

• serve (applied study experience through helping world engagement that brings wholeness to 

others) 

The Covenant Bible study promises to pastors, educators, and churches that the groups will produce 

servant leaders, who can serve more knowledgeable, occupied, or entertained spectators. 

Episode 24 in Covenant Bible Study concludes with a meal and an accessible, up-to-date Covenant 

service.   

  



INCUBATOR GROUPS 

Consider Incubator Groups 

When starting more than one Covenant Bible Study Group, consider formation of an incubator 

group.  This group would include the pastor, staff, and other experienced Bible teachers. The spiritual 

formation that occurs in this sort of group is particularly deep and helps the ministry team draw closer 

to God and each other in a congregation.  These trainers can then go forth and multiply leadership with 

other groups in the congregation. 

Most congregations have established affinity groups. For example, the choir or praise band often meets 

for practice mid-week. Setting aside additional time for Bible study together can be a challenge, but the 

reward from deep Bible study will change the life of the group and make them even more effective. 

Other affinity groups with potential for a rewarding Covenant Bible study experience include the 

women's circle, the men's prayer meeting, the outreach team, and so forth.  Deep Bible study grounds 

these groups in their reason for being together in ministry.     

  



LEADER QUALITIES 

Qualities of a Covenant Group Leader 

 

You don’t need to be a formally trained biblical scholar to succeed as a facilitator. You need only the 

following attributes to do your work well: 

 

Be a learner: You are a participant too on this journey. As you read the daily scriptures and participant 

guide material, you will be tempted to do so exclusively through the lens of a facilitator. Instead, allow 

yourself to be as transformed and inspired by these sacred texts as you hope participants will be. 

Cultivate a curiosity and openness to meanings that are important to you, and others will draw from 

your enthusiasm.  

 

Be a tour guide: You don’t need to be a resident expert on every biblical and theological matter that 

your group will discuss. Instead, like a docent in a museum, your job is to direct their attention to 

aspects of the Bible and the Christian faith that are important for them to notice. You will guide 

conversations with provided structured questions designed to draw their interest and elicit their input.  

 

Be prepared: The success of the group experience is directly related to your level of preparedness 

before each session. By using the materials in the Leader Guide, familiarize yourself with the learning 

objectives and key concepts for each week, carefully craft the questions that will spur conversation in 

your group, and structure the meeting time and setting to stimulate the best learning, devotion, and 

relevance to life.  

 

Be attentive to stories: There’s an easy tendency in a Bible study like this one to get completely caught 

up in the intellectual conversations about theology and biblical interpretation. Sometimes, however, the 

most effective way to deepen our understanding is through storytelling. Allow and encourage people to 

tell their own stories, modeling for them the power of storytelling by being vulnerable enough to do it 

yourself.  

 

Tip: To stimulate stories in the group, master storyteller Michael Williams offers retellings of ten biblical 

stories, which are available for purchase and by streaming. These stories are linked by citation in the 

participant guides in the episodes where they fit.   

 

Remember that a key to your group’s success will be in training people to listen to stories—not only the 

stories they share with others but the grand, unfolding story of God’s love found in scripture. 

  



TEACHING THE BIBLE 

Teaching the Bible to Adults and Youth, by Dick Murray, Abingdon Press, 1993 

The late Dick Murray, who was professor of Christian education at Perkins School of Theology in Dallas, 

Texas, summarized 25 tips about teaching the Bible in a congregation: 

The Bible is the book of the church, and it belongs to every Christian.  The God of the Bible is our God, 

and we look through every page of the Bible for God.  

All members and participants of the church are called on to study and learn the Bible because it is the 

primary written witness to the love of God we know in Jesus Christ.  

We teach the Bible with both our minds and our hearts, seeking for mental and emotional insights.  

Such teaching results in learning more about the Bible, as well as leading us to become involved with the 

biblical stories and characters themselves.  

All methods and procedures commonly used in education, such as storytelling, lectures, discussion, and 

so on, have a function to perform in teaching the Bible when used in balance with other methods. 

Depth Bible study helps us move from objective understanding of the text, to subjective involvement 

with the Scripture ourselves. 

Theological Bible study helps us ask the key theological questions about God, ourselves, and the 

relationship between God and God's creatures. 

Shared Praxis Bible study pushes us as teachers to examine carefully the reasons for and implications of 

our actions for and the intersection between the biblical story and vision, and our stories. 

Dialogue and Encounter Bible study forces us to ask hard, critical, analytical questions, as well as 

opening our eyes and feelings to the call of God within its words. 

Sensory-Transforming Bible study invites us to use all our senses – hearing, seeing, smelling, touching, 

and tasting – to work our way into the inner dynamic of biblical stories, and to imagine ourselves as part 

of the interaction and demand of the narrative. 

Spectrum Bible study helps us realize how differently Christian understand a particular text, and leads us 

to examine their reasoning for their position. 

In Paraphrasing and Reverse Paraphrasing, the teacher leads the participants to put the biblical text in 

their own words, and to look at some of the negative roots of the Bible’s most positive statements. 

In memorizing key portions of the Bible, Christian students find themselves with an enlarged Bible of 

their own in their heads, rather than on their shelves. 

Using the knowledge and dynamic of biblical scholars on audio and video can enhance our teaching 

when such recordings are “kept in their place.” 

Youth can and want both to know more about the Bible and to become involved with the Bible when 

they are led into the text creatively and lovingly. 



Video and biblical films can make the narrative of the Bible vivid and memorable, but classes should be 

“debriefed” on the tendency of these resources to interpret the Bible too literally. 

Using a variety of dramatic ways to involve our pupils in the biblical text can help “the entire person”—

intellectually and emotionally —participate in the biblical drama. 

The good Bible teacher selects from and brings together the various approaches available for interesting 

and exciting lessons. 

Pastors enhance their sermons by organizing the congregation into study groups to study the biblical 

text before it is preached.  

Some brave preachers enlist a serious, purposeful group of laypersons to share in the biblical 

preparation of their sermons. 

Other pastors organize groups to discuss the biblical text after they have preached on that passage, to 

deepen the participants’ understanding. 

Pastors involve many persons in some Bible study in worship services, while also providing in-depth 

Bible study for a few who want to work quite hard in a pastor’s Bible class. 

Interested pastors use one of the available systematic prepackaged Bible studies (such as Covenant) that 

are available, or they develop their own curriculum of this type, enlisting sizable numbers from the 

congregation. 

Pastors and Christian educators teach Sunday school teachers and others how to use concordances, 

commentaries, Bible dictionaries, and atlases, as well as how to improve their teaching of the Bible in 

their lessons. 

Pastors and Christian educators teach Bible classes themselves for the sake of their own spiritual life. 

  



PASTOR'S LEAD 

It is common for pastors to delegate the task of leading Bible studies to others. Reasons vary, from a 

preacher’s need to streamline his or her weekly workload, to a desire to empower laity for ministry. 

Good intentions back these reasons, yet pastors who rarely lead Bible studies miss out on valuable 

opportunities for growth and development in their ministry. 

1. Bible studies serve as pastoral field immersion. In Leaves of Grass, Walt Whitman describes a scene 

where he was watching a lecture on astrophysics, complete with charts, diagrams, and equations. 

Immersing himself in theoretical abstraction left him “tired and sick,” until he stepped outside and 

“look’d up in perfect silence at the stars.” Pastors too easily bubble themselves into the confines of 

theory and abstraction, especially when it comes to sermon preparation and study. While it is certainly 

critical for preachers to engage in such private disciplines, a lack of regular interactions with 

parishioners, specifically in the context of a Bible study, can leave one “tired and sick.” Leading a Bible 

study gets the preacher “out into the field,” where the love of God intersects with the lives of people. 

Theorizing becomes listening as people name their experiences of God’s activity in their own words, 

with their own voices. In that living, dynamic laboratory of relationships, our preaching and pastoral 

ministry are enhanced beyond the theoretical. 

2. Leading Bible studies broadens the conversation. A seminary professor once told me that sermons 

shouldn’t be the forum for doing “first-order theology.” This means that the pulpit shouldn't be used as 

a forum for didactic teaching about hardcore doctrines or theories of interpretation. This is not to say 

that sermons shouldn't be intellectually stimulating; rather, it is to acknowledge that perhaps the best 

place to engage such matters with curious, earnest people is in a small-group setting, not a sanctuary. 

This is the context where questions have room to breathe and answers come not from monologues but 

in communal discernment. Some of the deepest, most complicated mysteries of the faith are best 

illumined by people who see themselves both as coteachers and colearners walking the same path. 

3. Leading a Bible study recalibrates the relationship between pastor and people. Parishioners who only 

interact with their pastor in the context of the Sunday morning sermon can often drift into an inaccurate 

view of the pastor’s scriptural authority. They might perceive the Bible–Preacher–People dynamic 

incorrectly, with the preacher and the Bible on one side, and the people on the other. In this model, 

biblical wisdom comes only through the voice of the preacher. A pastor who facilitates Bible studies, on 

the other hand, can recalibrate that image in a way that is truer to the way the Bible speaks to 

communities: The pastor and the people are in a symbiotic relationship with each other, and the Bible is 

the mutual bond that holds them together in love and understanding. Once, when I was leading a Bible 

study for a group of parishioners, a church member asked me a question about how to interpret a 

difficult passage. I contained the impulse to demonstrate my breadth of knowledge and, instead, 

directed him to resources he could use to investigate the matter for himself, encouraging him to share 

any discoveries with the class. “What—” the man said. “Do you mean you don’t know the answer?” My 

efforts to bite my tongue nearly led to a bloody mouth. The point was not for me to impress with my 

scriptural knowledge but to encourage a new relationship the Bible—not primarily one in which the 

preacher is in sync with the Bible to deliver wisdom, but one in which we are all there to teach each 

other and learn from the Bible’s truths. 



4. Pastors who lead Bible studies become learners themselves. In his preface to his Standard Sermons, 

John Wesley describes what happened whenever he read a scripture and was unclear of its meaning. 

After following a process of prayer and continued scriptural reflection, he would turn to others for their 

opinions: “If any doubt still remains, I consult those who are experienced in the things of God . . . and 

what I thus learn, that I teach.” As a preacher, and writer, he learned to depend on a circle of fellow 

Christians to discern the scriptures and mature in his faith. Without fail, pastors who lead others in the 

study of the Bible will discover deeper truths for themselves that will enhance their own spiritual and 

vocational lives. 

5. Pastors who lead Bible studies can identify new leaders. In an attempt to empower the laity, pastors 

often justify their delegation of Bible study leadership to lay people in the church. Often, however, the 

way pastors identify such people for ministry is by leading them in a small group first. In an incubation 

context, a person with a teaching gift often experiences his or her own inner curiosities and capacities 

for learning that will make him or her an effective teacher. And sometimes, it is only under the 

nurturing, watchful shepherding of a pastor that those gifts can fully blossom. Pastors who lead Bible 

studies can help identify, encourage, and model effective teaching for potential leaders in their groups. 

Magrey R. deVega is the pastor of St. Paul’s United Methodist Church in Cherokee, Iowa, and serves as 

the leadership editor for Covenant Bible Study.  Repurposed from Circuit Rider, May 2014. 

  



24 OPPORTUNITIES TO SERVE 

COVENANT 24 Opportunities to Serve 

Episode 1 

Remember faith takes action: 

During each Group Meeting Experience, a Covenant group is encouraged to put learning and faith 

formation into practice.  During this first episode the group learns about the value of being in a 

committed and accountable relationship with God and with each other.  In other words, simply showing 

up ready to learn and talk for Covenant Bible Study is a step in the right direction toward practicing the 

faith. 

 

Remind group members that they are committing to a 24-week Covenant experience together where 

they will: 

• read the Bible daily and write responses in their participant guides; 

• pray for other members of the group each day; 

• meet with the group every week; 

• listen for God speaking through the Bible and each other; and 

• invite the Holy Spirit to change their lives through exposure to the good news of salvation 

through 

• the faithfulness of Jesus Christ, who is encountered in the scriptures. 

 

Participants are encouraged to conceive and share tangible ways that each week’s readings will alter 

their priorities and perspectives and shape their behavior. Most vital Covenant groups will mature to the 

point where they put their faith into practice over twenty-four weeks. A well-balanced learning 

experience gives weight to piety (reading scripture, prayer, Christian conversation) as well as mercy 

(tangible signs of faithful love in the community). 

Ask group participants who are willing to share how each has volunteered to serve or to help others in 

the past. Make a list of the tangible things they have done for others, and affirm the scope and range of 

their experiences.  

Something your group can do: 

• mowing an aging neighbor’s lawn as they recover from surgery;  

• mission trips to build housing for impoverished families at home or abroad;  

• repairing playground equipment at a local park;  

• providing transportation to doctor visits for those who no longer drive;  

• tutoring second graders in basic math at a local elementary school;  

• honoring first responders; and so on. 

Episode 2 

Remember who we are: 



Episode 2 on Torah: Genesis deals with a people born from promises that start with the community of 

life. For these writers, covenant faith has  

• a concrete place, where a 

• a distinct people,  

• accompanied by sacred saving presence,  

• presents and provides blessings to the broader world 

 

Something to Do: 

Have someone in the group bring a map of your city/region. Identify places on the map where group 

members or your church's outreach ministries are already making an impact for good in your 

community. Add these to the map (virtual or hard copy) using markers or pins with post-it notes naming 

the what, where, and who of these outreach efforts. 

Ask "how could our covenant group add to or enhance these acts of service?" Or "which ministries 

would our group like to pray for each week?" Or even, "how could our covenant group identify a place 

and group of people on the map that could use some grace and help?"  

See where this leads your group in imagining a better life for those in the community that surrounds 

your church. In the coming weeks identify one or two group ideas that you will implement some time 

during the 8 weeks of Creating the Covenant. 

 

One example: Environment and creation care opportunities in your church or community. 

    Begin a recycling program for cardboard, aluminum cans, and plastic bottles in your church or local 

elementary school.  

    Offer to clean up or adopt park/recreational space in economically distressed areas on your city's 

map. 

    Choose a neighborhood close to your church and pick up trash on a Saturday morning. 

Episode 3 

Remember where we start: 

Faith often begins its work at the scene of a wound (C. Winquist). The Exodus story starts with the pain 

and cry of a captive people and God's response by calling Moses to be the instrument of their liberation. 

But the starting point is another's need or hurt and their cry for help.  

So our thoughts on serving, like God's rescuing efforts, begin with hearts and ears carefully calibrated 

and tuned to hear another's cry for help. And hearing God's call in this cry almost always ends in being 

part of God's strategic aim to rescue perishing people by loving in tangible ways.  

Something to Do: 

Write the names of each group participant on a whiteboard or flipchart page, creating a circle of names 

for the whole group (include your name). Then have each participant offer the name of one neighbor 

they know and one they are barely acquainted with (write these above and below their names). Have 

the group come up with ways to discover more about these known and unknown neighbors (listen to 



their story) and one way to help them in the coming weeks. Pledge to pray for neighbors during the 8 

weeks of Creating the Covenant. 

 

Episode 4 

Remember the saving example of Jesus:  

Who teaches a counter-cultural way of life that brings healing, help, and a new covenant relationship 

with God where the last are first.  

Something to Do: 

Jesus invites us to reverse the relationships of power that determine status and standing in the 

dominant culture. God's love empowers others to belong whom the society has assigned to lower 

ranks.  

Identify someone in your zip code who works a job typically viewed as less prestigious/status-conferring 

than higher wage occupations (food preparation, dishwashers, nursery/childcare, farmworkers, 

housekeeping cleaners, parking lot attendants, sanitation workers, etc.).  

Ask your group to think of something they can do this week to express appreciation for the important 

services these workers provide (say thank you, praise them to their supervisors, show gratitude by giving 

them a gift certificate to a local restaurant, etc.).  

 

Episode 5 

Remember the gift of Jesus' faithfulness on the cross: 

Grace is truly understood when it is extended to those with whom we disagree. 

Something to Do:  

Before your group gathers this week, look online or in a local paper for a list of churches in your area 

with traditions significantly different than your own (theologically, socioeconomically, ethnicity or racial 

diversity, etc.). Print a screen shot of this church or email an image from their website to every group 

member and ask them to pray intentionally that God would use that church to make a powerful impact 

in the surrounding community. Some groups will want to add the pastors and/or staff of this church to 

their prayer list. Still others will create opportunities to partner with a Bible study/small group from this 

other church in some shared outreach ministry at their church  or even share a meal with them. 

Episode 6 

Remember that "a better covenant" is one where obstacles to God's presence are removed and fear is 

replaced with confident expectation of God's love and favor: 

Celebrate the "downward mobility" of Israel's faith heroes who provide a reliable template for faithful 

life in Jesus (see Hebrews 11). 

Something to do:  

Connect with a synagogue and/or rabbi in your area and invite them to share with your group some of 

the ways modern Judaism has rethought covenant life beyond the priestly sacrificial system that is no 



longer a part of Jewish faith. In silent gratitude for the gift of Jesus, offer to help support one of their 

community outreach efforts in a way that their rabbi finds appropriate and helpful. 

 

Episode 7 

Remember that the logic of the cross balances individual freedom with Christ-shaped responsibility for 

others: 

Having the mind of Christ means laying aside "I can do what I want" for "how can I help?" 

Something to do:  

Invite group participants find and identify a local shelter or ministry that works with victims of domestic 

abuse. Contact the organization and ask if your group can sponsor a baby shower for those who have 

newborns or babies on the way. Give your church and/or local vendors an opportunity to donate items 

for this event. Then throw a party with no other goal than to help this family with needed baby supplies. 

 

Episode 8 

  

Remember the first and greatest commandment to love God with all your heart and strength: 

Our own security and plenty in the good land God promises can lead us to think our prosperity is our 

own possession and the work of our own hands. Sharing with others reminds us that God is our source 

and that we are called to be channels of God's favor in the hungering, thirsting lives of others. 

Something to do:  

Ask the group to bring items for a complete meal (several courses) to support a local food pantry or 

outreach effort in your community that distributes food to persons in need. Use paper plates, napkins, 

etc., and set the table with the food items in the center. Lead the group in a prayer and imagine the 

members of the family who will enjoy eating each item brought. Ask God to help every participant see 

that the physical needs of others and the spiritual needs of Christ followers coincide when bread is 

shared.  

For those who want to do more:  

Assign a member of your study to be the liaison to the local help center or food pantry. They will 

communicate the ongoing needs of this ministry and organize efforts within your community of faith (or 

coordinate with those in the church already involved with this kind of ministry). 

 

Episode 9 

Remember that covenant is about relationships and a new identity that comes when previously 

unrelated individuals risk being bound together by faithful love: 

God's "crazy" love for us is on full display in the generosity of Boaz, the faithfulness of Ruth to her 

mother-in-law Naomi, and the courage of Esther to take a risk to save her people. And it resonates in 

the passion of the Song of Songs, set in lush garden where delight in this life is always shared delight in 



God's good creation. 

Something to do: 

Explore creating a community garden sponsored by your group or church (or offer support to one in 

your area) that shares it's produce with families in need.  

For those who want to do more:  

If the landscape allows, encourage the donation of many 4'x8' plots to be tended by different 

groups/classes in your church. Invite these adopting groups to include families in need to adopt or share 

a plot and share a meal together. You may want to invite families selected by a local Help Center or 

relief agency to tend their own plots (with the church providing seeds, fertilizer, agricultural advice, and 

friendship in the process). 

 

Episode 10 

Remember those in your community and on its fringes who seem outside the boundaries of your church 

or other circles of believers. 

In Luke and Acts the work of Jesus is to bring saving, helping love into conversation and contact with the 

lives of persons whose geography or social standing keeps them from enjoying the benefits of a healthy 

community. 

Something to do:  

Identify places where people gather in your community on Sunday morning (or whenever your church 

worships). Plan a field trip to one of these places (soccer fields, coffee/donut shop, restaurant) and pray 

for the people you see/meet there (not ostentatiously or with public display). Ask God to guide your 

group in discovering places outside church walls where friendship and kind gestures can be shared. 

Treat this as an opportunity to find out what God is already doing in these places by listening to the 

stories of the people who gather there. Share these stories at your next Covenant Bible Study meeting. 

 

Episode 11 

 

Remember that preoccupation with power and the distractions of multiple "idols" clamoring for our 

attention can distract us from our loyalty to God: 

Truth-tellers in our lives remind us that compassion for others is key to healthy relationships and the 

mark of a true leader. 

Something to do:  

Have your group make a list of distractions in everyday life that masquerade as "three alarm fires," each 

demanding undivided, right now attention. How do they sound/what do they look like? Are they as 

important as they seem? What is the effect of these all together? Think of one demanding voice you can 

set aside this week and then try the suggestion below. 

 



Something More: 

Create (or support) a minor maintenance team in your church that helps single parents, 

widows/widowers, senior citizens, and others with basic home repair needs. For bigger projects, ask 

your pastor or other leaders to help compile a list of unofficial but trusted, affordable, and reliable 

contractors/plumbers/home repair professionals from your church to provide assistance/advice to folks 

with home repair needs. 

 

Episode 12 

Remember that the grace of God in Jesus is on full display in our lives (at home, on the job, and in our 

communities):  

Our example precedes and gives flesh to the witness of our words. We can make a tangible difference in 

the lives of those younger in the faith who are looking for models of faithfulness. 

Something to do:  

Ask participants in your group to take the video segment activity in the leader guide 2 steps further:  

1. Write a letter or postcard to a younger version of themselves with advice that they would share with 

that younger self about how (specifically) to prioritize their life in Jesus (knowing what they know now). 

Address this to the time and location they imagine (example, their college self in the dorm, their first job 

self at work, early married life self in their first apartment or home, etc.). 

2. Make themselves available to be a mentor or guide to those younger in the faith who need guidance 

like Timothy needed Paul's advice (for example, sponsor a Confirmation student, be a youth ministry 

volunteer, befriend newly married couples in the church/provide an example of healthy married life, 

lead a financial planning class with faith priorities and sound advice from your experience, offer to lead a 

parenting group, etc.).  

 

Episode 13 

  

Remember that wisdom is the "on the ground" application of the right word at the right time:  

With a keen moral imagination born of time spent with Jesus, we "put a moment around proverbs" and 

use spiritual discernment instead of thoughtlessly "stapling" verses to situations. 

Something to do - wisdom for others:  

Invite thoughtful persons in your group to be sensitive to someone in their circle of friends or 

acquaintances that needs a wise word spoken into their life this week. Encourage them to read the Bible 

on another's behalf and ask God for sound advice to share so it can become scripture in a friend's life. 

Better, suggest that it take the form of a story shared (how this passage was a good word from God in 

their own life). 

 

 

 



Episode 14 

Remember that reconciliation calls for both self-emptying sacrifice and a deep awareness that we 

belong to one another as equals in Christ: 

Conflict is a part of our lives and the violations that mar our relationships often lead to resentment in 

the violated and overwhelming guilt in the violator. Only Jesus can shatter the power of these rift-

hardening dynamics and free us to be reconciled in Christ. 

Something to do:  

Identify a local church-sponsored prison ministry and do two things: (1) find a family hurt by the 

experience of incarceration and ask how some in your group might encourage/support the person 

imprisoned and their family; and, (2) find those in your community who have been victims of criminal 

activity and offer assistance, help, friendship, etc. under the guidance of victims advocacy organizations. 

Don’t do the former without doing the latter, too. Above all, do no harm and help in ways that create 

un-coerced opportunities for reconciliation. 

 

Episode 15 

  

Remember that God does not play favorites and is unimpressed by privilege and power:  

Covenant people are keenly aware of how words and gestures reveal who's really on our V.I.P. list. 

Beyond angels, we entertain the Savior when we welcome those who aren't our culture's A-list people. 

Something to do:  

Ask people in your group to do an informal silent audit of how people are welcomed in their church or 

community. From parking lot to entry areas and educational space (even public spaces), have them 

observe who gets V.I.P. treatment (who is spoken of with esteem, highlighted, offered the best seat, get 

the most face time and smiles, etc.) and who does not. Instead of judging, create new V.I.P. treatment 

strategies for those who might not be on the radar (invite those who are not rich, strong, or the most 

attractive by cultural standards to places of honor). Example: what neighborhoods tend to be forgotten 

when your church looks for new families or members? Look for ways to roll out the red carpet for 

people in those geographies. 

 

Episode 16 

Remember that God’s deep pain and disappointment when we don’t care for one another doesn’t leave 

us there:  

God sends us messengers who not only illuminate our failures to love but also show us how to live 

faithfully by creating a more just world. This becomes a message of hope because God refuses to give up 

on a faithless people.  

Something to do:  

Have someone in your group to look up definitions of justice (beyond legal definitions of “just desserts” 

to the prophetic sense of the word as used by Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, Dr. 



Martin Luther King, Jr., etc.—the kind of freedom where everyone in every zip code has the conditions 

for a dignified life where they can work, love, flourish, and be a blessing to others).  

Then listen to interviews or read accounts from persons who are crying out for this kind of justice. 

Specifically, listen for the pain in their voices as they describe being disrespected, forgotten, de-

humanized, and ignored in their pain. Write down the words that speak pain and ask the group what it 

means to say their pain is God’s pain, their heartbreak, God’s heartbreak, their loss, God’s loss.  

Then carefully choose one group that fights for justice for the least or the last and ask how your group 

can help. 

 

Episode 17 

  

Remember that the "looking-for-us-first" God we meet in Jesus is the Word made flesh, the One who 

keeps coming into the world and going out of the way to be in relationship with us: 

Jesus meets his followers and those thirsty for grace in whatever ways they need, always drawing them 

back into the community. 

Something to do:  

Have your group picture 2 or 3 organizations/businesses in your community that would be really 

surprised to get a visit from Jesus (who wouldn't, right? The idea here is those places that wouldn't 

expect Jesus or his followers to show up): Liquor store? Bus station? Hedge fund manager's office? 

Youth detention facility? New age gift shop? Competing religious group with unorthodox beliefs? Then 

ask them to imagine something they could take with them to one of these places that would provide a 

material image of God's love in Jesus found in the Gospel of John (Living Water-John 4:10; Living Bread-

John 6:51; Light-John 9:5; Gate-John 10:7; True Vine-John 15:1). So, for example, bottled water for 

prison security personnel or warm, home-made bread for a liquor store owner or bar tender, etc. Be 

creative but choose something to share that honors the real-life needs of the persons you meet. 

 

Episode 18 

  

Remember that songs, poems, and prayers express our deepest longings, greatest fears, and dearest 

hopes: 

Psalms teach us to pray honestly in shouts of praise, cries for help, and expressions of gratitude to the 

God whose rescuing, faithful love lasts forever (Psalm 107). 

Something to do:  

Identify an underserved retirement/assisted living facility in your zip code and arrange to take an 

accompanist and a group of volunteers with hymnals to sing old hymns once a month or quarter. Invite 

the people you are leading in song to pick the hymns and songs they would like to sing. Look for 

memories (however vague in some cases) of gratitude, praise, and lament as they play across the faces 

of this group of saints. 



Episode 19 

  

Remember that the suffering of the innocent (and the guilty) is something more than an intellectual 

puzzle to be solved: 

We tell stories to account for the unaccountable, for the anguish and unspeakable suffering of those we 

love in a universe that seems indifferent to their pain. But the accounting can seem like bad math. 

Images of God as righteous judge, unjust tyrant, testing teacher, or even teaser of order out of 

necessary chaos leave us without comfort. But God is with us in ways even our friends can't explain. And 

while some of us are resigned to accept gains and losses without balancing the cosmic scales, others will 

never stop demanding an account and looking for God to meet the mess. 

Something to do:  

Invite select persons in your group to connect with a chaplain at a children's hospital and ask how your 

group might offer support or encouragement to parents and children dealing with pediatric cancer or 

other health crises. If possible, identify a child/family to pray for, allowing your feeling response to 

unearned sorrow to shape your group's questions about God's presence and love. A caution: thoughtful 

groups will not try to offer reasons for suffering or defenses of God's action (or inaction). Simply be the 

friends Job should have had (according to the voice of God in Job 42:7b). 

Episode 20 

  

Remember that unsettling things happen which defy or even eclipse our expectations of how God acts in 

the world: 

The disaster of exile can provoke a survivor's denial of reality, pretending that death and devastation are 

not all around us when we behold dry bones in the desert (Ezekiel 37). Yet God asks the priest and 

prophet in exile, Ezekiel, a question that only God can answer: "can these bones live again?" Ezekiel's 

answer ("LORD God, only you know") is a yielding to the One who promises to shepherd a people with 

remade hearts into a new covenant and breathe life into the seemingly hopeless dead zones of our lives. 

Something to do:  

Ask group participants to identify and visit a hopeless place in their community (blighted zones of 

poverty, industrial waste, urban decay, or even empty places of excess and self-indulgent affluence). 

With the words of Ezekiel 37 in mind have someone ask God's question aloud and let the words hang in 

the air: "Human one, can these bones live again" (Ezek 37:3a)? Pause for 2-3 minutes of silence and then 

have the group respond together: "LORD God, only you know" (Ezek 37:3b). If someone in your group is 

bold enough, have them read Ezekiel 37:4-11 out loud. Encourage the group to identify one thing they 

will do that week to help create life in that place. 

Episode 21 

Remember that God is no regional deity tied to the places where we first encountered something 

sacred: 

God the creator, comforter, restorer, and justice-bringer is always with us, in the chaos that washes us 

away and the fire that threatens to extinguish every memory of God's covenant love. We belong to God 



and our home is where God's love happens (Isaiah 43). 

Something to do:  

Ask your group how they can make the promises of God to a people coming home from exile (don't be 

afraid, the One who formed you is with you, loves you, and will gather you home - Isaiah 43:1-7) real in 

the lives of disaster victims looking for a place to call home. Invite the group to identify and contact 

agencies that help refugees and/or those living in the wake of natural disasters (United Methodist 

Committee on Relief, the American Red Cross). They may want to connect with local organizations that 

help persons after the ravages of a house fire or flooding (local law enforcement agencies or social 

services programs are great points of contact, too). Find out if there are families in your area that your 

group could adopt as they rebuild their lives and make a new home. Then do this in Jesus' name. 

 

Episode 22 

  

Remember that coming home from exile and being restored to faith's homeland means making worship 

central to our life together: 

Space matters. And worship is more than an afterthought or group-building exercise for those who 

would live as covenant people. Step one in the life of faith is God-esteem, carving out time and space to 

extol the excellence and beauty of the One who restores life and makes home-coming possible.  

Something to do:  

Ask group participants to spend time together in your faith community's primary worship space. Pray 

quietly for a few minutes and then look around. If there are furnishings or aspects of the environment 

that need upkeep or refreshing, have them contact the pastor, trustees, and worship leaders to find out 

ways the group could serve to make this space hospitable for experiences of the holy. In this way, they 

echo the priestly work of those returnees who rebuilt the Temple in Jerusalem and brought home the 

"equipment" for worship together. 

 

Episode 23 

Remember that the court stories of Daniel show us hope, courage, and confidence in God's goodness 

when competing forces demand our loyalty: 

Saying "no" and speaking truth to the powers of our age can be a perilous undertaking. Civil 

disobedience in the Book of Daniel is so much more than political action, though. It is the very revelation 

of faithfulness: God's saving faithfulness even in our captivities and our faithfulness to the One whose 

promised presence empowers the struggle against the pretentious idols of this world. 

Something to do:  

Ask members of your group to identify those virtually un-questioned authorities in their 

community/world (political, cultural, religious, educational, etc.--the King Nebuchadnezzar's of our 

time). Have them recall instances when a small group stood up to the powers-that-be and defended 

what was right. Now identify persons currently resisting some top-down policy or law that needs 

changing. Ask several willing group members to pray for these folks and then offer them support 



(encouragement, financial help, organizational assistance), communicating that this is a matter of 

faithfulness to God for your group. Remind the group that this is risky business and that like Daniel (and 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego) such efforts should always be grounded  in prayer, vision, and trust 

in God. 

 

Episode 24 

Remember that Jesus is leading Covenant people in an Exodus to the New Jerusalem: 

Faithful witnesses to God's love in Jesus do not wrestle against destructive forces with the same 

weapons used by the powers that be. Their loyalty and testimony is to God and the slain Lamb. And 

through faithful resistance and perseverance they fully trust in the God who makes all things new 

(Revelation 21:5). 

Something to do:  

Invite members of your group to select 3 churches in your zip code, 3 churches from surrounding states, 

and 1 church outside the country. Have them do a little research on what these churches are known for 

(positive contributions to their community, welcoming strangers, caring for the poor, providing worship 

experiences that invite love and commitment, etc.). Then write seven letters (one to each church) 

naming the specific praiseworthy strength of that faith community. End the letters with thanks and 

encouragement to each church to continue as faithful witnesses of Jesus. Sign the letter from your Bible 

study group with a pledge to pray for each church's ongoing work in its community. 


