
Becky Ankeny

My professional life has been as an English professor, a university 
administrator, a general superintendent. Right now, I’m spending time 
just spending time, waiting to hear from God what’s next for the day 
and for the near future. I live in Newberg, Oregon, with my husband, 
Mark, near our children and grandchildren.
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Sunday
July 16 The Violent Seize It by Force

BIBLE READING: Matthew 11:12; Luke 16:16

I often wait to see what a volunteer seedling will turn into be-
fore I consider it a weed. As a result, I have evening primroses 
in my flower bed. They provide a spot of pale yellow and the 
deer prefer them to my plants. Now I like them so much that it 
distresses me to see their blossoms eaten by those deer.

A common hawthorn persistently volunteers. We have 
cut it back for twenty years; now it is bushier and hardier than 
ever. I suspect that the only way to get rid of it is to dig it out 
or poison it. But I just don’t hate it quite that much. And in 
August, the hawthorn provides a lovely spot of color with its 
red berries that feed the birds.

I meditate as I’m trimming this thorny bush. The haw-
thorn has channeled vital force into persisting as part of my 
landscape. It adds red to the beauty of my yard. It feeds birds. I 
think about the kingdom of God and those who force their way 
in, even to the discomfort of local gardeners, clearly respond-
ing to the good news Jesus came to share and be for us. Why 
not appreciate the energy and vitality of their search for God?

We church members frequently set limits on others’ free-
dom to listen to Jesus themselves and obey what Jesus tells 
them and contribute the gifts Jesus has given them to our con-
gregations. Maybe our energy is better spent on our own seek-
ing first God’s kingdom and God’s rightness and justice rather 
than protecting our space and justifying ourselves.

SONG: Take My Life and Let It Be [Consecrated]
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, help me to obey better and 

to be more loving and merciful to others.

—Becky Ankeny
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Monday
July 17 Pruning and Shaping

BIBLE READING: Hebrews 12:6; John 15:2

What am I doing with this intrusive hawthorn? I’m shaping it. 
I mutter to it, “Whom the Lord loveth, he chasteneth,” and “If 
you’re going to stay, you can’t grow into the roses.”

It takes finesse to shape up a hawthorn. I need long 
sleeves, gloves, sharp pruners, and clippers. I need to move 
slowly and cut judiciously. Research revealed I need to cut out 
suckers that grow up from the bottom. So I went in after them.

Severe pruning has caused this hawthorn to send up 
numerous suckers in order to survive. I decided that anything 
less than one-half inch diameter could come out. These stems 
were very tough. I thought my bicep might be the thing to tear. 
Pulling out the cuttings required a firm but gentle grip—firm 
because they were tangled in with the other branches, gentle 
because, well, long sharp thorns. With all my care, I walked 
away with one or two new puncture wounds. But the hawthorn 
looks so much better.

The inexperienced or thoughtless gardener can do harm 
with clippers and pruners. We turned a potentially lovely, airy, 
flowering tree with three lovely seasons into an unwanted pest, 
partly by never bothering to find out what it is in itself and how 
best to help it be beautiful.

What if I get to know the “hawthorns” in my church so 
that I can see how best to welcome them, making space for the 
gifts they bring, helping them fit in without destroying who 
they are? What if I decide I’m willing to suffer a little so they 
can experience God’s freedom?

SONG: There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me to be no narrower 

than you are.

—Becky Ankeny



25

BIBLE READING: Luke 15:11-32

A beautiful rose above a cinder block wall sent up a shoot—a 
scion—at the bottom of the wall, right by the water tap. My hus-
band wants to destroy it because “it thrashed his arm” while 
he was getting out the hose. We are compromising by cutting it 
away from the hose. I asked an expert, my friend Phil, and he 
confirmed my fears. Killing the offshoot might kill the parent 
plant as well.

Children in Christian families often grow up to share 
some of their parents’ values and reject others. Parents can find 
this wounding, and churches can be offended and even blame 
the parents. I remember when I was young and an old saint was 
complaining about young people not being brought up to fol-
low a particular taboo. I said, “My parents brought me up with 
that taboo, and I’ve never shared their belief about it.” She may 
have been offended at my brashness, but she didn’t cut me off 
from relationship with her or the church.

I see parents caught between establishing and seriously 
damaging relationships with their children when their child 
rejects their values. How can parents and children trim back 
the thorny branches so they don’t “thrash” our hearts, causing 
deeply felt estrangement between parent and child?

Looking for “that of God”—the blossoms—in each other 
can help. Parents are responsible to speak healing and affirma-
tion to their children for those unique gifts each child brings 
into our world. Children can initiate loving affirmation for the 
good things they inherit from their parents. We need both gen-
erations to flourish for each to be healthy.

SONG: We Are One in the Spirit
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help us to see the good in 

our family members and encourage it to grow.

—Becky Ankeny

Tuesday
July 18 The Wayward Offshoot
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BIBLE READING: John 10:10

When I began cooking, I used spices and herbs in small con-
tainers bought at the store for large prices. I assumed, because 
of the packaging, that scarcity dominated the spice and herb 
world.

One day, my husband brought home five pounds of cinna-
mon and five pounds of nutmeg. Such a lot of spice! My concept 
of seasonings began to include the idea of abundance (and of 
artificial scarcity). Now, thirty years later, we still have nutmeg 
from that original purchase, though we ate our way through the 
cinnamon years ago. I blame cinnamon toast.

Today, herbs grow in my garden. The spectacular oregano 
plant resists drought, winters over, hosts bees in the late sum-
mer, and produces enough oregano to flavor the sauces of ten 
cooks. I have parsley, sage, rosemary, thyme, lemon grass, basil, 
marjoram, summer savory, and fennel. All produce far more 
than I can use. I discovered that when my cilantro seeds out, I 
can harvest coriander, an actual spice.

Similarly, my understanding of the love of God has ex-
panded. When I was a child, I saw the love of God as scarce and 
expensive, something I had to work hard to earn. I began to be 
aware that the scarcity was artificial, perhaps even promoted as 
a way to shape and control my behavior. Now I find through ex-
perience and belief that the love of God is abundant, that it just 
needs a heart ready to let it plant itself, and God will produce 
enough love to satisfy an individual and even pour out over an 
entire village.

SONG: The Love of God
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, help me to love abundantly 

as you have loved me.

—Becky Ankeny

Scarcity and Abundance
Wednesday
July 19
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BIBLE READING: John 10:16; Matthew 12:41-42, 50

I love many plants from the mint family, “a family of flower-
ing plants…frequently aromatic…basil, mint, rosemary, sage, 
savory, marjoram, oregano, hyssop, thyme, lavender, salvia, 
dead-nettle” (Wikipedia), found all over the plant-supporting 
globe. Many are grown to eat or drink, some for beauty, some 
for repelling deer. 

When I breathe in the scent of salvia, I am deeply pleased. 
I say, “Thank you for smelling so wonderful.” When I water 
mint, oregano, and sage plants, they release their aromas. I love 
the strong mint tea I bought at the souk in Tunisia; I’m fond of 
“curiously strong mints.”

I am astonished at how many members there are in this 
family, how tenacious they often are of life, and how they send 
out runners underground and seeds over ground to ensure 
their existence. Lemon balm propagates very successfully and 
crowds other plants out, so I pull it up, but I can never pull it 
all up.

The gospel propagates by root—faithful families, and 
seed—new converts, who give heart space for it to sprout and 
grow. The sweet scents, lovely nectar-filled blooms, the mul-
tiplicity of uses are an aspirational analogy to us individually 
and congregationally. Do we make our communities more 
beauti ful, livable, and equitable for our neighbors? Do we 
soothe their pains, sweeten their existence, and spice up their 
days? To paraphrase Jesus, “Other mint varieties I have that 
you do not recognize. These also fulfill God’s will and provide 
beauty, pleasure, and healing.”

SONG: We Are God’s People
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, help me make our world 

more beautiful, livable, and equitable.
—Becky Ankeny

The Diverse Mint Family
Thursday
July 20
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BIBLE READING: Genesis 3:8; Psalm 91:1-4;  
Matthew 23:37

A shy, quiet, and well-behaved young man lived with my hus-
band and me for several months. Years later, I discovered that 
he went hungry; we were middle-aged, eating salads and light 
meals to lose weight. He, however, had a metabolism that can 
eat an entire cow. I am still embarrassed at my lack of percep-
tiveness. I could have been so much more hospitable, so much 
more welcoming.

He planted some plants that are still here a decade later. 
A fall-flowering sedum has survived consistent neglect and 
drought to bring forth lovely flowers right on time. So today, in 
late September, I weeded and watered them. I’d like to actually 
see the blooms free of grass. I hope they don’t die of shock.

I am constantly learning how to pay attention to those in 
my orbit and under my care. What they need is not identical to 
what I need. Asking them if they have enough to eat, literally or 
figuratively, is a good place to start. Valuing their gifts helps us 
become friends. Taking time to check in helps our friendship to 
thrive. Remembering that sometimes we are entertaining God’s 
messengers might help us to listen better and learn more.

Sometimes we neither bother to get to know what God 
really wants from us, nor do we value the gifts, particularly the 
grace-filled love, that God has given us. We might do well to 
take a little time to listen and to weed out the things we have 
let grow that make it hard to see the beauty of God and our 
neighbors.

SONG: Let Us Break Bread Together
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, open my eyes to see you 

in my neighbor, to see the beauty of the gifts you have given 
them, and to see the beautiful gifts you have given me.

—Becky Ankeny

Sedums and Gifts
Friday
July 21
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BIBLE READING: Isaiah 53:4-6, 12; Matthew 27:28-31

I love roses. They need clipping. I love berries with prickly 
vines. They need pruning and tying up to wires. I loved my 
horse with burdock burs in her mane and tail. I had to remove 
them without pulling out all her hair. My life is filled with—
wait for it—thorny problems.

Sometimes, a day after working among thorns, my wrists 
and fingers ache, like arthritis. I have discovered that thorns 
are a little poisonous to me. The medical term is “plant thorn 
arthritis.” I go after each with needle and tweezers and then a 
little rubbing alcohol. (Sometimes a doctor has to help.)

The work of ministry can include thorny patches, leaving 
the minister scratched and perhaps a bit poisoned. Sometimes 
careful self-examination and removal of the poisonous bits 
from the soul can be done at home, and sometimes the ache and 
swelling remain and the minister must seek professional help. 
It’s important to address small problems before they become 
systemic infection.

Jesus finds ministry to be wounding. He is despised, re-
jected, mocked, betrayed. He knows what we are, and he still 
acts out his love for us. He also felt thorns both figurative and 
literal, and he died to give us new life, abundant life. By his 
wounds we are healed. We are grateful every day that Jesus 
shows us God’s true nature of love. We repent for protecting 
ourselves from God’s pruning with strategies that wound oth-
ers. Let’s lean in to God’s love, trusting that God will take away 
what we need to lose and give what we need to gain.

SONG: Trust and Obey
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Help me, Jesus, to give of myself 

cheerfully and when it hurts too much, to take time to heal 
with your help. Help me to accept help from others as well.

—Becky Ankeny

Caring for Plants and Their Thorns
Saturday
July 22


