At Sea & Adrift
But Alive in God’s Hands

At Sea and Adrift but Alive in God’s Hands
A daily devotional for use between Ascension and Pentecost 2020
It is said that “idle hands do the Devil’s work” and this, of course, is the great fear of every good pastor and
every humble hearted preacher. If searching the scripture is a passion, then doing so with enthusiasm and
determined focus is what breathed life into this endeavour. It was with a fear of idleness (instilled by the likes
of John Calvin himself) and with a passion for the Good News that a group of twelve pastors turned to the
scriptures for a word of hope and comfort this life changing Eastertide.
We decided to focus on the last week of the season, the week between the feasts of Ascension and Pentecost
during this most peculiar of years, the year of the Covid19 pandemic. All of us were confined to our homes (in
South Africa but also as far afield as Australia and Scotland), during a worldwide ‘lock down’. Most of us were
trying to work out ways to lead congregations in being church when health regulations prohibited us from
doing practically all of the things that were normal for church – worship services, group meetings and pastoral
care. Nobody trained us to be televangelists and yet we were recording services on mobile phones and
computers, to be broadcast to the faithful. We were arguing about whether or not the sacraments could be
celebrated and how. We were phoning and praying and weeping for the deep sense of loss of community.
So, we started writing – pouring our grief and disappointment, our prayers for the people we love, and the
hopeful words the one we serve was pouring back through us into the written word. We hoped to use these
words, incomplete and tentative as they are, to bring consolation into your homes and lives. We are convinced
that “the one who is in (us) is greater than the one (scary virus) that is in the world” (1 Jn 4:4) and that our
words may be to all of you a gentle reminder.
Thanks to Peter Langerman for the inspiration of tracking Acts 27 and 28. Thanks to Alan Maker, Melanie Cook,
Tony Robinson, Rod Botsis, Jaco Bester, Chris Judelsohn, Iain Kemp, Neil Meyer, Stephen van Schalkwyk, Gavin
Lock and Peter Langerman for the reflections. It has been my privilege to edit the material and write the prayers.
The Ascension of Jesus reminds us of God’s sovereignty – over all spheres of life, not only the Church. It is
comforting to know that the pandemic will not leave us shipwrecked and adrift. The Pentecost event is an
assurance that we’ve not been left without God’s protection and outside the reach of God’s love. Our stories
are meaningful because they are connected with God’s great story. Come Holy Spirit!
With love.
George Marchinkowski
Lead Minister, Somerset West United Church, Western Cape.

THURSDAY 21 MAY 2020
THE ASCENSION
Acts 1: 1 - 11
In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach 2 until the day he was
taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. 3 After his
suffering, he presented himself to them and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to
them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. 4 On one occasion, while he was eating
with them, he gave them this command: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised,
which you have heard me speak about. 5 For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized
with the Holy Spirit.”
Then they gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to
Israel?”
7
He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. 8 But you
will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
6

After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.
They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood
beside them. 11 “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who
has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.”
9

10

In a modern, scientific and technological world we try to eliminate any thought of mystery. The Ascension, however, is exactly that, a mystery that no amount of words can explain. We stand before it in awe and wonder.
We believe God created the heavens and all the worlds. We also believe the story of creation in the second
chapter of Genesis provides a clear picture of God’s intention for that creation – the harmony of Eden in which
peace exists between God and humanity, people with one another, humanity with nature, and nature with God.
One of the strands in scripture is the story of how God tries to re-create the harmony of the Garden with
humanity as partner.
We are fortunate God is patient. Having broken that relationship, humanity has resisted God’s many attempts
from Noah through Abraham and the people of Israel to persuade women and men to work together with God
in the task of restoring that peace.
The essence of our faith is that the Word became flesh and “pitched his tent” amongst us. Paul Tillich, in complicated words, sets out the view that Jesus lived the life of the Garden outside it. God was in Christ reconciling the
world to God’s self, St. Paul tells us. Jesus preached and lived the kingdom of God, another way of speaking
about that primeval Garden. This led to his crucifixion but not the end of the story. God raised Jesus from the
dead to open the way for us to God’s presence.
One of the understandings of the Ascension is that the Jesus who brought to the world the true view of God’s
nature, took our humanity back to God. Karl Barth puts it beautifully in speaking of the Ascension as “the homecoming of the Son of Man”. The Ascension completes our restoration to God and so we become God’s adopted
sons and daughters.

Our adoption is not merely for our own good, but so we can become God’s fellow-workers in restoring the
harmony of the Garden. The resurrection speaks to us of the victory of good over evil, justice over injustice, love
over hate, and life over death. The Ascension calls us to be God’s partners in the struggle for the good, for justice, love, and fullness of life.
God gives us the Holy Spirit to empower us in that work. It is a hard task, frustrating and disappointing. We have
learned that no victory in these endeavours is complete and final. While we may be raising the triumphant flag
of harmony on the hill-top, there are enemies planning how to scale the mount and pull it down. Nevertheless,
we can continue because of the Ascension. The Jesus who was with those disciples long ago is with us now,
empowering and forgiving us.

We may not be able to change the world but we can do little things. Jesus laid great emphasis on these – faith as
big as a mustard seed, yeast rather than the loaf, a widow’s mite, a cup of cold water. Each small act of kindness,
grace, and generosity pulls out a weed in the Garden. In the Christ’s kingdom we are gardeners still.

Dr. Alan Maker is a retired minister living in Hermanus, Western Cape.
He was minister of St Columba’s Presbyterian Church, Parkview for 35 years.

PRAYER
Ever living God, your ways are not like ours and your works are beyond our understanding.
You call us to explore your mystery so that we can see and believe. Your ascension reveals the lengths to which
you have gone to make peace with us again so that the world can return to harmony, that Eden which you
created as a home for us all. Thank you for pursuing us. Help us to be reconcilers too, seeking ways to make
peace between all people, even those that seem so different to ourselves.

FRIDAY 22 MAY 2020
Acts 27: 18 - 20
We took such a violent battering from the storm that the next day they began to throw the cargo overboard.
On the third day, they threw the ship’s tackle overboard with their own hands. 20 When neither sun nor stars
appeared for many days and the storm continued raging, we finally gave up all hope of being saved.
18
19

Paul is a prisoner and is being transported to Rome after he requested an appeal to his prison sentence before
Caesar. The journey that would take Paul finally to Rome, meant that he was to be transported mostly by ship.
The journey starts off all well and fine, but the ship soon runs into trouble. Due to the heavy storms and high
winds, experienced at that time of the year, even the best sailors would have avoided the seas.
As predicted by Paul, the ship is in danger and the crew, in desperation, decide to throw the cargo (and then the
ship's tackle) overboard so as to lighten the ship - possibly because they had been taking on water. This decision
to throw things overboard would not have been made lightly, for the whole purpose of the voyage would have
been for the cargo to be used for trade/profit. In addition, throwing the tackle overboard would have meant
that they wouldn’t have been able to steer the ship properly.
Often in life, and especially during life’s storms, we have to make decisions on what we will keep and what we
have to throw overboard. At times we get confused about what the purpose of our life is. For many of us, we
make the mistake of thinking that the “cargo” of our lives, the physical things we have accumulated, are the
most important things and we willingly sacrifice other more important things (we throw them overboard) to
keep the “cargo” safe. Some of us will sacrifice the “tackle” first, the very things that we need to steer us, and
guide us forward. So often we leave turning to God or praying to the last resort because we believe that either
we can sort out our problems ourselves or other things like ‘lady luck’ are easier to trust than God.
Paul is never consulted on the decisions the sailors make and why would he be? He is just a prisoner and has no
sailing experience. However, when all hope has been lost, Paul is the one who takes control of the ship and its
passengers. Paul ends up giving a testimony of faith to all who are travelling with him. He is the one who,
despite the odds and ultimately through his faith in God, saves the ship and crew.
When facing the high winds and heavy seas of life, it is our faith that anchors us as Christians and finally gives us
hope for the future. In difficult situations when we have faith we ultimately become witnesses, standing as
examples to the powerful work of God.
Melanie Cook is minister of St Giles Presbyterian
Church, Norwood, in Gauteng.

PRAYER
Lord Jesus,
one of the earliest stories we can remember being told to us by our parents and Sunday School teachers is
about the time you calmed the storm that terrified your disciples so on the Sea of Galilee. We can remember
how the boat was being buffeted by the wind and waves and you were just calmly sleeping. With a word, the
storm was stilled. We admit to being anxious about the many storms that seem to blow up in our worlds. We
confess that we have not often looked for you when life has been hard. Thank you for the gentle words of
comfort that you spoke when we did. Won’t you speak to the winds of our present crisis, we pray, and tell them
to be still. Amen.

SATURDAY 23 MAY 2020
Acts 27: 21 - 25
After they had gone a long time without food, Paul stood up before them and said: “Men, you should have
taken my advice not to sail from Crete; then you would have spared yourselves this damage and loss. 22 But
now I urge you to keep up your courage, because not one of you will be lost; only the ship will be
destroyed. 23 Last night an angel of the God to whom I belong and whom I serve stood beside me 24 and said,
‘Do not be afraid, Paul. You must stand trial before Caesar; and God has graciously given you the lives of all
who sail with you.’ 25 So keep up your courage, men, for I have faith in God that it will happen just as he told
me.
21

Operation Dynamo, was carried out in 1940, during the Second World War. A flotilla of over 800 vessels crossed
the English Channel and rescued British soldiers pinned down at the French coastal port of Dunkirk. In a daring
manoeuvre, skippers of vessels ranging from 30 foot to over 100 foot, risked rough sea conditions, and the
attack of a capricious and cruel enemy, to save the remainder of the Royal army. The lines of Versailles were
greyed by the fact that civilian vessels had entered into war activities, increasing the risk of attack, but nearly
340 000 soldiers were evacuated in only ten days.
The year 2020AD has the entire human race united against a common enemy but one of the pictures that is
stuck in my mind is of cruise ships moored with passengers quarantined on board. It is never a luxury to be
quarantined, but if one is to be forced to stay at sea, the “luxury” of a cruise liner is surely the best place to be.
NT Wright, in his book Jesus and the victory of God, writes, “Jesus summoned his followers to a strange kind of
revolution—a double revolution, in fact, through which Israel would become the light of the world, the heavensent answer to paganism, not through fighting a military battle like Judas Maccabaeus, but through turning the
other cheek, going the second mile, loving her enemies and praying for her persecutors.” (p564)
I wonder which of these maritime pictures sounds more like revolution. Covid-19 has forced the Church to
re-evaluate. An elaborate building, with smiling, warm, greeting welcomers at the door inviting all who enter to
enjoy a quiet, safe space for an hour sounds nice. An encouraging message will mitigate the sameness of each
hum-drum week, but it hardly sounds like a revolution. However, an unsteady craft hurriedly being boarded by
the battle-weary, hungry and afraid refugees of a broken land: now that sounds more like it.
The church has been forced to disembark the cruise ship. She’s now a flotilla of unsteady craft in a restless sea.
A comforting cup of coffee is handed to a night-shift medical professional with a kind word. Christians visit
Police officers, and pray for them. Mask-wearers deliver food parcels into areas of confinement for the hungry.
Pastors think deeply about how to provide real encouragement to soldiers afraid for the future. Like Paul’s
words, the hope sounds frightening, but victory is assured. The Church has mobilised.

Churchill warned in his “fight them on the beaches” speech: "we must be very careful not to assign to this
deliverance the attributes of a victory. Wars are not won by evacuations.”. He warned that Operation Dynamo
lost France, but that the victory secured an army to continue the fight.
For us, the war is won by Jesus’ death and resurrection, but the evacuation is the battle at hand, following his
example by moving into places desperately in need of rescue from poverty, hunger, disease and depression.
May the church disembark the sinking cruise ship, offering comfort to those who can afford it or who fit in, and
become the revolutionary flotilla offering real hope to all, until the cruise-ship of Christian comfort is finally
destroyed and we become once again the revolutionary hope to a needy world.

Tony Robinson is minister of Stellenbosch United Church, Western Cape.

PRAYER
Holy Spirit, founder and sustainer of the Church.

We have settled down within the comfort of your fellowship. We have loved the ones you gave us, who sit in the
pew on either side but we have grown complacent and comfortable. We have enjoyed the benefits of your saving grace and your sustaining power. We have forgotten the great calling that you gave – that we should be salt
and light in a world longing for flavour and guidance. We feel you forcing us out of our safe place to be carriers
of Good News and sharers of all the gifts you have lavished on us. Amen.

SUNDAY 24 MAY 2020
Acts 1: 6 - 14
Then they gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to
Israel?”
7
He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. 8 But you
will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
6

After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.
They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood
beside them. 11 “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who
has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.”
9

10

Then the apostles returned to Jerusalem from the hill called the Mount of Olives, a Sabbath day’s walk from
the city. 13 When they arrived, they went upstairs to the room where they were staying. Those present were
Peter, John, James and Andrew; Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew; James son of Alphaeus and
Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James. 14 They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the
women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers.
12

When I was studying to become a minister, one of our Professors regularly used to say to us: “You are asking
the wrong questions!” It was frustrating but I have come to understand and appreciate his remark many times
over the years. Most times when I conduct a wedding and return home, I am asked: “What did the bride wear?”
I want to say “You are asking the wrong question.” How about: “Did the bride look happy?” or “Did the groom
treat her with gentleness?”
You may know the famous children’s book, “The Little Prince”. In the book, this little prince expresses frustration that adults ask the wrong questions: “Adults always ask about numbers”. How old was he? How many
people were there? How many kilometers did you travel? When all the important questions are not about
numbers. For example: Is your heart happy enough so you can sing songs? Do you smile and give thanks when
you see children play?
So, here in this passage (v7-8), Jesus is persuading the believers to ask the right questions. The Jewish believers
thought Jesus would chase the Roman overlords out of Israel, that the throne and kingdom of David would be
restored, that Israel would be a great nation again. These were all political questions, all about nationalism, the
power to be ‘us’, to be stronger, better, wiser, safer than any other nation. They were all questions about
survival. Long before Darwin spoke of the survival of the fittest and strongest, humans were missing the right
questions about what is really important in life, and about life itself.
Jesus tries to tell them: “It is not for you to know what God has kept to God’s self.” Deuteronomy 29: 29 says it
like this: “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children
forever, that we many follow all the words of God”.
What Jesus had already taught them at the Last Supper (John 14, 15 & 16) about the Holy Spirit and was again
teaching them after his Resurrection (Acts 1: 4&5) is that the Father is going to give them the Holy Spirit just as
Jesus was filled with the same Holy Spirit. So this was not a question of ‘when will our political power come?’
but ‘who will empower us every day in all the aspects of our lives?’

And he promises:
The Holy Spirit, the Father’s promised gift, will be given to us;
The Holy Spirit will give us power;
The Holy Spirit will enable us to be witnesses of who Jesus is and what he did and continues to do;
The Holy Spirit will be with us no matter where we may go or be or live in all the world.
In Luke 11, Jesus’ disciples ask him to teach them to pray and he tells a story about asking for bread – we pray
for “bread things”. He ends up saying: “How much more will the Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask
Him”.
Is it not time for you and I to ask: “Holy Father, will you please give me your Holy Spirit?” Now that’s the right
question!

Rod Botsis has been minster at the Bellville Presbyterian Church, Western Cape, for more than 40 years.

PRAYER
Wise Father, who gives us what we need and so much more.
We discover, to our shame, that we’ve developed appetites for all the wrong things. Forgive the shallow longings
and lusts that consume us and raise our eyes above the immediate and the obvious. Give us eyes to notice the
little ones, the forgotten ones. May we be filled afresh with your life giving Spirit so that we may want what is
needed and need what will be used for the fruitfulness of our neighbourhood. May we place our trust in you and
consider whatever is lost on account of following you a sacrifice of praise. Amen.

MONDAY 25 MAY 2020
Acts 27: 27 - 32
On the fourteenth night we were still being driven across the Adriatic Sea, when about midnight the sailors
sensed they were approaching land. 28 They took soundings and found that the water was a hundred and
twenty feet deep. A short time later they took soundings again and found it was ninety feet deep. 29 Fearing
that we would be dashed against the rocks, they dropped four anchors from the stern and prayed for daylight. 30 In an attempt to escape from the ship, the sailors let the lifeboat down into the sea, pretending they
were going to lower some anchors from the bow. 31 Then Paul said to the centurion and the soldiers, “Unless
these men stay with the ship, you cannot be saved.” 32 So the soldiers cut the ropes that held the lifeboat and
let it drift away.
27

In the past few months of dealing with the Covid-19 crisis, we’ve been reminded time and again by leaders,
activists and social commentators that “we are all in the same boat”. It’s a lovely phrase that engenders a sense
of solidarity, and reminds us that the only way to beat this virus is together. It calls to mind our interdependence during times of crisis and compliments a social conscience that is rooted in a culture of “Ubuntu”… so,
especially in South Africa, these words have rung true.
The problem is that this is a pretty big boat and, while we’re all on it together, some have better cabins than
others. We may well be on the same boat but the view is dramatically different from one deck to another. The
temptation will always be to look out for ourselves as the ship makes its way through this terrible storm – this is
our default setting after all. This is a temptation that must be confronted and overcome by God’s grace if we are
truly to come through this crisis stronger.
In Acts 27:27-32 we read a portion of the story that recounts Paul’s final journey to Rome. Imagine the drama
of this scene: the storm raging mercilessly and the waves beating violently against a helpless vessel being
thrown about in the wind like little more than the paper boats we used to sail in gutters as children. Paul and his
companions, the centurion and the soldiers, the captain and the sailors, all in the same boat – but their experience would have been very different from one another. Paul seems to have an almost angelic inner peace and
sense of security that allows him the clarity of mind to make decisions and offer advice. The centurion is so
bewildered and overwhelmed that he follows the instructions of his prisoner. The sailors, and their captain,
have seen storms like this before and they’re so sure the ship will sink that they cunningly make a plan to lower
the lifeboat and make a stealthy escape.
The great tragedy of this story is that the only ones who had any hope of seeing the others through this storm,
were the very ones who tried to jump ship and save themselves. The sailors were the ones with the knowledge
needed to make good decisions, they had the experience to measure the storm and see a way through, they
had the skills to keep the ship afloat (if it was going to be saved at all)… but their desire for self-preservation
clouded their judgment. They were all “in the same boat” facing the same storm, but the opportunity and competence for making it through was dramatically different, and the sailors would have made the devastating
choice for self-preservation if their plan had not been spotted by Paul.
In the next few weeks and months, we will continually be reminded that “we are all in the same boat”, and the
only way to overcome this tragic crisis is to “do it together”. There will always be the temptation to “jump ship”,
to look after ourselves (and those who, like us, are lucky enough to have the resources to make it to safety). But
the Gospel calls us to give expression to our faith in Jesus and therefore we will need to stick with the ship and
offer all we have for the safety of others.

Will this be risky? Yes. It will be as scary as being in a dinghy drifting towards a raging storm! Will it be costly?
Yes, it’ll require us to chuck most of our cargo into the sea. But it is the only way to make it through and stay
true to the faith we hold dear.

Jaco Bester is colleague minister of St Columba’s Presbyterian Church, Parkview, Gauteng.

PRAYER
O God, our generous provider.
Whenever we think of those who become victims to tragic existence, to poverty and grief, to loss and violence,
we wonder why we have had it so easy. We wonder why you have been so kind to us. Then we remember the
Covenant promises you made to our father Abraham – he was blessed so that he could be a blessing to others.
We ask to be such a blessing too. Teach us generosity so that we can be like you, giving everything for the ones
you love. Amen.

TUESDAY 26 MAY 2020
Acts 27: 33 - 36
Just before dawn Paul urged them all to eat. “For the last fourteen days,” he said, “you have been in
constant suspense and have gone without food — you haven’t eaten anything. 34 Now I urge you to take some
food. You need it to survive. Not one of you will lose a single hair from his head.” 35 After he said this, he took
some bread and gave thanks to God in front of them all. Then he broke it and began to eat. 36 They were all
encouraged and ate some food themselves.
33

There is an English idiom that speaks of having a turn of fortune for the better: “When my ship comes in, I am
going to tour the world” or perhaps more modestly, “when my ship comes in, I am going to get those real Italian
leather shoes I have always wanted” or perhaps more realistically, “when my ship comes in, I am going to pay
off all my debt”
But what happens when your ship is wrecked, not only the fictional one that will bring you unexpected wealth,
but the real one you are currently in? What happens when things we take for granted and consider ‘signs’ of
God’s provision and care, are lost (a job, a home, a loved one, a full stomach)? What happens when the things
we have always counted on to bring us comfort, security and relief are taken away? What happens when even
our plan B, our ‘lifeboat’, is also lost, and it seems like the inevitable shipwreck is happening, and we “finally
give up all hope of being saved”?
This was the experience that the Jews had at the time of the exile in Babylon. All they cherished and placed
their hope in had been lost: their land and livelihood (which they believed God had promised them), their
worship (the Temple had been destroyed) – where was God now? Their very identity as the nation of Israel was
gone. They wept and wailed in Babylon, lamenting their loss and their sorry situation. “Where is the Lord?
How long must we suffer?”
The message Jeremiah received from God for them was similar to the message Paul gave to the passengers on
that ship and is the same message to you and me today. In Jeremiah 29: 5-7, the Lord sends word to the exiles
through a letter that Jeremiah writes to them, “Build houses and settle down. Plant gardens and eat what they
produce. Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons and give your daughters in marriage, so
that they too may have sons and daughters. Increase in number there, do not decrease. Also, seek the peace
and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it.”

Paul says a similar thing after recognizing the strain that his shipmates have all been under: “Now I urge you to
take some food. You need it to survive.” In other words, get back to living! You cannot stay in fear and worry
any longer and allow yourselves to be overwhelmed by the circumstances and loss, you must get on with living
in the midst of the new circumstances, whatever they may be. And above all, “Keep up your courage, for I have
faith in God”.
Lamentations 3:21-23 serves as a great encouragement, “Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope:
Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. They are new every
morning; great is his faithfulness.” The Proverbs give us good advice for this uncertain time: “Trust in the Lord
with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding, in all your ways acknowledge Him and He will
direct your paths” (3: 5-6).

Chris Judelsohn is minister of Midrand Presbyterian Church, Gauteng.

PRAYER
Faithful Saviour, Generous Friend,
we come, bearing nothing in our hands that would impress you, no trinkets that would affect our value in your
eyes.
We long for a heart that trusts your provision and a will that is content to rely on your love.
We feel quite confused and hopeless in this uncertain time. There are no precedents to guide us and our plans
keep turning to dust. So, we hear the words of comfort from St Paul, we offer each other practical advice but in
the end you are all we have to cling to and we refuse to lose hope in your unfailing love. Amen.

WEDNESDAY 27 MAY 2020
Acts 27: 37 - 44
Altogether there were 276 of us on board. 38 When they had eaten as much as they wanted, they lightened
the ship by throwing the grain into the sea.
39
When daylight came, they did not recognize the land, but they saw a bay with a sandy beach, where they
decided to run the ship aground if they could. 40 Cutting loose the anchors, they left them in the sea and at the
same time untied the ropes that held the rudders. Then they hoisted the foresail to the wind and made for the
beach. 41 But the ship struck a sandbar and ran aground. The bow stuck fast and would not move, and the
stern was broken to pieces by the pounding of the surf.
42
The soldiers planned to kill the prisoners to prevent any of them from swimming away and escaping. 43 But
the centurion wanted to spare Paul’s life and kept them from carrying out their plan. He ordered those who
could swim to jump overboard first and get to land. 44 The rest were to get there on planks or on other pieces
of the ship. In this way everyone reached land safely.
37

In the passage we are reading this week, Paul is on a ship with several hundred other people having spent two
weeks at sea during a suspenseful, stressful and anxious time. There was a whole lot of unknown. I can imagine
that there were some who were frightened and anxious, spreading negativity and pessimism. Perhaps some
were hysterical and saying things like, “We are all going to die!” or “God is punishing us!” There were also likely
people who would be trying to encourage others to keep hope and to turn their attention to helping one another and doing practical things which could keep them going. Paul was one of those who encouraged and
strengthened the resolve of the people around him. He was able to do this because of his faith in Christ, the
rock and foundation of his life. He was not afraid of death, but he was also confident in what God could do for
them. His instruction, in this suspenseful time, was not a once off display of courage and leadership. This was
the continued result of his faith in Jesus, seeking Christ in prayer, speaking with him and being
open to the Holy Spirit’s empowering and working in his life.
In this passage, Paul encourages everyone to eat and gain strength for what they were about
to attempt. The ship had come to a place where they would be able to reach land and
safety. What is intriguing is the way Paul encourages them. He takes bread, gives
thanks, breaks it and then begins to eat. This encourages everyone to eat. The image
reminds me of what we do when we share in the Lord’s Supper. It reminds me of what
Jesus did with his disciples, before facing his perilous journey. He took the bread, gave
thanks, broke it and gave it to his disciples to eat. The meaning of this ‘breaking of the
bread’, Jesus tells the disciples, is to remember his body given for them. It is not
only the sustenance of the physical bread which will give them strength. “I am the bread
of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger…” said Jesus in
John 6:20ff. The breaking of the bread is a reminder of Jesus
with us, the living bread, in whom we have life in its
fullest sense. And so, the breaking of the bread shows how
there is strength which comes from knowing and remembering Jesus, present with us.
As a country, and as a world, we entered a very stormy journey
in March. There was, and perhaps still is, a very real element of
the unknown, fear, panic, and negativity. There is likely a myriad of
voices we hear, those who are pessimistic, spreading negativity, and
those who are optimistic, trying to give hope, encouragement

and strength. Which voice will we listen to? I hope that we find strength in the rock, the firm foundation of the
living bread, whose presence gives us strength to face the stormy seas we encounter in life.

Iain Kemp is minister of Trinity Presbyterian Church, Edenvale, Gauteng.

PRAYER
From Ancient times, O God, people heard you calling out to them –
Abraham, who was called to trust, Moses, who was called to lead a liberation, and Samuel, who was called to
communicate uncomfortable news.
It is so hard to differentiate your still small voice from all the voices that we hear. Yet this is the very thing that
we must do. So, we commit ourselves to listen for your voice in this unsettling season and not to be deterred by
the many nervous and tortured voices. We listen for the still small voice of hope and then we follow, wherever
you may lead. Amen.

THURSDAY 28 MAY 2020
Acts 28: 1 - 2
Once safely on shore, we found out that the island was called Malta. 2 The islanders showed us unusual kindness. They built a fire and welcomed us all because it was raining and cold.
1

When Karam and Rima arrived in our village from Syria, they had nothing but their two little girls and painful
memories of life in a Lebanese refugee camp. We communicated through a Google app on Karam’s phone,
smiled a lot, and said very little. A year later, through the pragmatic yet deeply caring hospitality of local council
staff and church folk they had a home and a garden to tend and their girls were making good headway at the
local school. That’s when they invited our family to dinner.
Hosting our new Syrian neighbours for dinner had proven a challenge that only a few church families were up
to. Halaal food is not readily available in rural Aberdeenshire (Scotland) But it was much easier to be hosted by
them. The dinner they prepared for us was lavish, their attention to us as guests impeccable and the conversation (thanks largely to the daughters whose progress in English had far outstripped that of the parents) joyous.
They showed us “unusual kindness”.
Hospitality was a preeminent virtue among the first Christians. Following the example of Jesus, the faith community was built and nurtured around a table. The earliest cathedrals of the Church were dining rooms. Shared
meals were occasions for both fellowship and evangelism, where the faithful could be nourished and the newcomer could hear and see and taste the Good News of God’s embracing love. It is interesting, then, that our
reading for today is not about the hospitality of Christians but that of the Maltese natives who found Paul and
his travelling companions washed ashore following a shipwreck. These unbelievers showed them “unusual kindness”.
What I find instructive in the story is the way that the New Testament writers were as quick to recognise the gift
of hospitality in strangers as they were to commend it to their readers. It reminds me that generosity of spirit
works two ways, both in the offering and the receiving of hospitality.

This is a lesson my church community is learning during the coronavirus lockdown. Many of our members are
elderly and many have been instructed to self-isolate as they are vulnerable people. Accustomed to being selfreliant and the bringers of Christian hospitality to others, they are learning to accept help, care and protection
from strangers. It’s hard because it demands humility to admit you need help.
Rather than seeing it as a humiliation though, could we perhaps see the kindness of strangers as an opportunity
for grace? What dignity was returned to a refugee family when, after years in a borrowed tent, they were once
again able to act as hosts in their own home? What doors of friendship may swing open when non-believers see
Christians in a new light – not as the purveyors of the dominant religion, but as humble travellers willing to
receive hospitality?
Neil Meyer is minister of the Church of Scotland congregation in Kintore, Aberdeenshire.

PRAYER
Lord Jesus, you were a travelling preacher who did not enjoy the fame and fortune that we so desperately seek.
You travelled around from home to home, accepting the hospitality of sinners – you had the grace to offer the
Pharisee and Zacchaeus the tax collector the privilege to offer you shelter and nourishment. We are far better at
giving than receiving. Help us learn the vulnerability and the humility that accepts a gift with gratitude. Amen.

FRIDAY 29 MAY 2020
Acts 28: 3 - 6
Paul gathered a pile of brushwood and, as he put it on the fire, a viper, driven out by the heat, fastened itself
on his hand. 4 When the islanders saw the snake hanging from his hand, they said to each other, “This man
must be a murderer; for though he escaped from the sea, the goddess Justice has not allowed him to
live.” 5 But Paul shook the snake off into the fire and suffered no ill effects. 6 The people expected him to swell
up or suddenly fall dead; but after waiting a long time and seeing nothing unusual happen to him, they
changed their minds and said he was a god.
3

They’d been battered by a violent storm for more than two weeks; they’d been saved from perishing at sea.
The indigenous people were treating them with “unusual kindness” and, while helping out with menial chores,
Paul is bitten by a snake. People see him shake the beast off into the fire and they fully expect the inevitable:
swelling and death. There’s a reason, the locals surmise: Paul is a murderer - and the careful reader knows it too
(See Acts 7: 58, 22: 4, 26: 9-11 and 1 Cor. 15: 9).
But Paul’s life is saved once more. And this is where the Christian way parts company with all other ways. The
pagans think he must be a god, and again, they see some truth ‘dimly’. Luke and the followers of Jesus
recognise the Missio Dei - the gracious work of God to recover right relationship with all of creation. It is a fulfilment of Isaiah’s dream-prophecy: “The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child
shall put its hand on the adder’s den (Isaiah 11: 8, NRSV). It’s an object lesson showing that God will perform
mysterious acts of power to make known the best news of all: that not even suffering or death can stop God’s
good intentions.
And yet there is the matter of choice, the dignity given uniquely to people by, and in the service of, Love. It is
the one thing that seems to stand in the way, the one decisive act determining life or death, communion or
alienation, salvation or damnation.
Could a bite from a snake convince you of death, as it did Eve and Adam? Would seeing a holy person shrug off
the ‘bite’ of death convince you (even ‘dimly’) of truth? If you saw the snake thrown into the fire, would that
convince you to entrust heart, soul and mind to the One who offers this “Best News” of forgiveness of debt,
reconciliation and a lifestyle that will inherit undeserved and eternal Life?

Stephen van Schalkwyk is a Uniting Church minister in Wagin,
Western Australia (approximately 225km South East of Perth)

PRAYER
Our friend Jesus the miracle worker.
The stories of your life are filled with miraculous healings and unbelievable spectacles like water turned to wine
and yet you warn the people not to shape their faith on spectacles. What is it going to take for the likes of us to
be convinced of your intentions? How much proof will we demand before we join your transforming cause? Help
us to tell “the old, old story of Jesus and his love” with enthusiasm because it really is the best news of all. Amen.

SATURDAY 30 MAY 2020
Acts 28: 7 - 10
There was an estate nearby that belonged to Publius, the chief official of the island. He welcomed us to his
home and showed us generous hospitality for three days. 8 His father was sick in bed, suffering from fever and
dysentery. Paul went in to see him and, after prayer, placed his hands on him and healed him. 9 When this had
happened, the rest of the sick on the island came and were cured. 10 They honoured us in many ways; and
when we were ready to sail, they furnished us with the supplies we needed.
7

I can remember, as a boy, when petrol service stations were closed from 5pm and from Friday afternoons until
Monday mornings, watching my Dad syphon petrol from his petrol tank into a container for a customer who
had got stuck. This is the kind of generosity we see in action on the Island of Malta after Paul and Luke are
involved in a shipwreck.
Paul and Luke, probably along with some of the other 276 stranded passengers (the Greek does not mention
‘all’ ) are generously accommodated by Publius, the primary official of the Island of Malta after the unfortunate
maritime disaster.
It would have been so easy for Paul and Luke to focus on their suffering, tragedy and trauma so that they
missed this magnanimous act. In our current Covid19 crisis, there are many reasons for us not to see the acts of
kindness and generosity going on around us. One of our greatest challenges and disciplines is to learn the art of
being able to witness Grace in the midst of suffering. So much of our society operates on entitlement and it is a
real art to cultivate the discipline of being able to recognize kindness and generosity with the appropriate
thankfulness and gratitude.
Does God expect us to ‘pay back’ acts of kindness and generosity? There is a
of the prosperity movement in our time in which we reduce God to a slot
magical formula: If I give my dues in finance and praise then God will pay me
with blessing. This is denying of relationship and fueled by superstition.

very worrying emergence
machine, based on the
back what he owes me

Publius’ generosity creates space, trust, insight and a
heart that opens him up to receiving the gift of Paul’s
ministry. When we are generous, we create a witness
to Jesus’s sacrificial love for us and an example to others
to show how they may emulate the same, thus becoming
beneficiaries of the very generosity we have shown.
Simply put, the more we establish God’s kingdom on
earth, through the power of his Holy Spirit, the more we
benefit from that kingdom ourselves.
Let me give you an example: So I’m stuck in ‘lockdown’
and I’m showing generosity of Spirit. I’m being kind,
helpful and giving to those in my household. I’m creating an atmosphere that is as pleasant for me to live in as much it
is for anyone else.
Syphoning (petrol) is interesting; as you suck a little petrol through the pipe

and gravity pulls it down-

wards so it creates a vacuum behind it, which draws more petrol after it. This analogy shows us that as we show
generosity to others, so we create a space behind us where generosity can’t help but follow. This is called Grace.

Gavin Lock is minister of St James’ Presbyterian Church, Bedfordview, Gauteng.

PRAYER
Generous and forgiving God.
We cannot begin to repay the debt of love for all you’ve done for us. Still, we are used to a world of ‘you scratch
my back and I will scratch yours’ and ‘there’s no such thing as a free lunch’. Show us again the futility of trying to
repay you for your saving love and help us to see how ridiculous our striving to demand blessings from you is. You
call us to be peacemakers and reconcilers not for our own sakes and without promise of reward. Help us to love
you and one another so that the world becomes a place where love is the currency and everyone is rich. Amen.

PENTECOST SUNDAY
31 MAY 2020
1 Corinthians 12: 4 - 13
There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit distributes them. 5 There are different kinds of service,
but the same Lord. 6 There are different kinds of working, but in all of them and in everyone it is the same
God at work.
4

Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good. 8 To one there is given
through the Spirit a message of wisdom, to another a message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit, 9 to
another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by that one Spirit, 10 to another miraculous
powers, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds
of tongues, and to still another the interpretation of tongues. 11 All these are the work of one and the same
Spirit, and he distributes them to each one, just as he determines.
7

Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it is with Christ. 13 For
we were all baptized by one Spirit so as to form one body — whether Jews or Gentiles, slave or free — and we
were all given the one Spirit to drink.
12

Corinth was a major port which also commanded the land route from the Peloponnesus peninsula to central
Greece. An industrial and ship-building centre, it was also a centre for the arts. Its inhabitants were diverse. In
this letter, Paul answers two letters he has received concerning lack of harmony and internal strife in the Corinthian church, a church he founded. Paul probably wrote this letter from Ephesus (now in western Turkey), in
about 57 AD.
We are all aware that it is easy to get carried away in any discussion about spiritual gifts and that these sorts of
discussions may become heated. In this we are not alone – this was the situation at Corinth in the first century
when Paul wrote. Paul strikes straight at the heart of the controversy by saying that the main issue is not about
the gifts themselves but about the Lordship of Christ. Acknowledging the Lordship of Christ is much more than
simply making a statement, it must flow from the heart. A question to interrogate as we live out of the Pentecost reality is the extent to which the use of the gifts that God has given to individuals in the church expresses
the Lordship of Christ. Are we serving Jesus as Lord through the use of the gifts, or are we seeking to enhance
our own reputation?
The passage ends with an allusion to baptism. Since we drink from that one source, we have been incorporated
into the one body. For Paul, the body is more than a mere metaphor. The Christian church (the believers together) constitutes a living body that continues the work that Christ began when he was on the earth in his physical
body.
Paul speaks in this passage about gifts, but gifts are not ends in themselves. They are the means by which the
Spirit enables the members of the body to serve God and each other. In your congregation, are you using your
gifts to serve God and to serve each other? It’s when the gifts are treated as the personal possession of the
individual believer, or as some reward given to a person by God, that the gift itself can become a problem. In
verse 7, Paul acknowledges that people have different gifts, but all the gifts must be used for the good of the
body.

When people are open to the Holy Spirit working within them, then beautiful things happen within the Christian
community. As beautiful and as special as these gifts are, and no matter if the gifts are given through a particular
person, they continue to be gifts of the Holy Spirit, given by the Spirit for the building up of the Body of Christ.
The gifts, rather than underlining elitism and superiority, are actually a means to remind us that all God’s people
matter because each person has been given a gift and the body only functions well when each member uses
their own gift for the purpose of building up the rest of us.

Dr. Peter Langerman is minister of Durbanville Presbyterian Church, Western Cape,
and at time of publication, the Moderator of the General Assembly of the UPCSA.

PRAYER
Spirit of God, breathed into us by the Father at creation so that we would have life.
Thank you for this day, this Pentecost, when you called us to unity and embracing love.
Thank you that there is space for us, all of us, in your beloved community.
Thank you that there is room for us with our unique and peculiar gifts.
How often we have made assumptions about our usefulness to your kingdom. How many times you have had to
coax us to come closer, persuading us of how important our presence at the banquet is for you.
We are bolder now, not in our own strengths, but because of the confidence we receive from your love.
Use us to call others closer, Holy Spirit. Make us instruments of your Grace. It is our joy to be yours. Amen.

