
Aj Schwanz

At the start of each new year I feel a bit uncertain about goal setting. 
What if I’m setting myself up to fail? Will this resolution really stick, or 
a few months (days) in, will I set it aside to tackle next year?

After a few years of trying to set up my year with some sort of intention, 
I’ve found a few helpful tools. (1) Set goals in different areas of my life 
rather than one all-encompassing focus. This year I have set a number 
of miles I’d like to walk, a number of books I’d like to finish, a number 
of days to practice meditation. (2) Set goals with an end date. I have a 
number of knitting projects that are UFOs (UnFinished Objects). My goal 
in this area is to “free the needles,” either by completing the project 
or frogging (“rrrrrip” it out) by the end of the year. (3) Some goals are 
best done in community. Back in the day, I enjoyed participating in Bible 
quizzing, but since then I haven’t focused on Scripture memorization. 
This year I joined an online group of women who are committed to 
memorizing two Bible verses every month. I’ve decided to spend my 
time in 2 and 3 John. This week’s devotions have come out of my study 
thus far.

I spend most of my time in Newberg, Oregon, or on a soccer field in the 
Portland area with my husband (Jason) and kids (Judah—13; Abel—10; 
Josephine—8), while our cats (Hobbes, Clive, and Rascal) make sure 
things remain quiet at home.
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Sunday
November 5 Starting with Love

BIBLE READING: 2 John 1-2

As of September, I have entered into new parenting territory: 
my oldest is now a teenager. [Insert foreboding music.] I have 
had a glimpse of what the next few years may involve, as with 
each passing day it’s harder to rouse him in the morning and 
new varieties of moods spring forth. We certainly won’t be 
bored!

As the daughter of an Eagle Scout, I enjoy and excel at 
preparing. Currently this involves reading authors or listening 
to speakers who focus on raising adolescents. This morning I 
was struck by a parenting expert’s reflection on giving your teen 
a break; for example, when they get home from school, they 
don’t need a list of expectations launched at them. There is a 
time and a place for correction, but the teen ultimately needs to 
know that home is a place of love and rest.

I feel like John offers the same sort of assurance to his 
readers, who may have been somewhat “adolescent” in their 
lives as Christ-followers. His letter could have begun with a list 
of to-dos or failures, focusing on the negative. Instead, he em-
phasizes over and over the love that John has for this group of 
people, a love rooted in the truth that is Christ Jesus. As I find 
rest and love in the truth of Christ, I find myself extending that 
to others under my roof, even during times of uncomfortable 
growth and change.

SONG: Rest in You (Hillsong)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, I thank you for your love 

and rest and truth. May these qualities be evident in my daily 
tasks this day.

—Aj Schwanz
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Monday
November 6 When/Then

BIBLE READING: 2 John 3

I think the question I get asked the most is, “Mom, can I have 
screen time?” And the answer I used to give: “No. No. NoNoNo.” 
I couldn’t understand how two little letters strung together felt 
so wearying to the soul.

One day I happened across a pin on Pinterest (an online 
catalog of ideas and tips) discussing how to manage children’s 
requests to watch a video or play a computer game. “When 
you have finished your tasks (insert bulleted list of chores) 
and played outside and read a book, then you may have screen 
time.” Brilliant! It works in so many situations in life. “Can I go 
to a friend’s house?” “When you have packed your lunch, done 
your homework, then you may go to a friend’s house.” The chil-
dren have stopped (most of) the nagging, feeling empowered 
to earn their desired outcome, and I don’t have to constantly 
evaluate how they spend their time.

When I began to memorize 2 John 3, I was struck by the 
lack of when/then. “God the Father and Jesus Christ his Son 
will give you grace, mercy and peace” (NIRV). Period. The verse 
doesn’t start with, “When you spend enough time in prayer,” 
or “When you’ve performed so many hours of community 
service.” God’s not monitoring my time or activity. Because 
we love the truth, these blessings surround and are readily 
available to us. What blessings indeed!

SONG: Your Grace (Tim Brown)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, the work of redemption 

has been made complete in you. My soul is overwhelmed with 
these blessings that you so freely give, therefore, I share them 
with others.

—Aj Schwanz
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Tuesday
November 7 A Life of Love

BIBLE READING: 2 John 4-6

Dear reader, I must confess: this has been a hard section of 
verses for me to memorize. When I began working on verse 4, I 
pictured ways my own children are living out the truth: advo-
cating for friends on the playground when another is bullying, 
helping me out around the house, writing notes on the chalk-
board declaring, “I really love you guys!” Some of these behav-
iors I have intentionally worked to foster in them, but many I 
have no claim to; these individuals are walking expressions of 
a loving Creator who knows them and loves them above and 
beyond what I am capable of. I feel such joy getting to be part of 
who they are becoming in Christ!

I moved on to verse 5: “I’m writing a command we’ve 
had from the beginning. I’m asking that we love one another” 
(NIRV). Images of Genesis flooded my mind; that’s the begin-
ning. Then come the rules and regulations of the Old Testament 
and the suffering of the Israelites, brought on first by outsiders 
and then by themselves. Yet these books also offer instructions 
to care for the widow and the orphan, descriptions of miracles 
occurring to the poor and overlooked. “Love one another.”

Verse 6 has moved me to tears. “The way we show our love 
is to obey God’s commands.” I picture the Ten Commandments 
with all of the shalls and shalt nots. Yet instead, “He commands 
you to lead a life of love.” Love does not mean a life devoid 
of conflict, but one can choose whether to act lovingly in the 
midst of conflict. During these times of conflict—individually, 
nationally, denominationally—I’m clinging to that command: 
live a life of love.

SONG: How Beautiful (Twila Paris)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Now, Father, I turn to you for 

guidance on how to live a life of love. You have said that if I 
ask, you will answer, and I trust in your Word.

—Aj Schwanz
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BIBLE READING: 2 John 7-8

I recently listened to a health and wellness expert explain the 
difference between a fixed mindset and a growth mindset. With 
a fixed mindset, people believe they are who they are; they have 
a certain amount of talent or genius which will never change. 
With a growth mindset, people believe that through effort, good 
teaching, and persistence they may increase their abilities.

The expert went on to show how this applies to following 
a diet plan. He held up two calendars, one with three or four 
blacked-out days, and the other with all but four days blacked 
out. The contrast was stark. The first calendar signified fixed 
mindset people: they attempt to follow a diet regime, mess up 
quickly, believe they can’t change their ways, and throw in 
the towel. The second calendar represented a growth mindset: 
people who practice each day to eat the correct foods, mess up 
sometimes, yet keep on trying to make the next right decision 
because they believe change is possible.

I’m struck by the elder’s admonition in verse 8 to be in a 
growth mindset: “Watch out that you do not lose what we have 
worked for.” His audience is working to lead a life of love; they 
haven’t arrived at a destination or had their love tanks filled 
to full. In fact, this group encountered things and people that 
detracted from the love command: “deceiver,” “Antichrist.” 
Perfectionist tendencies—the voice that says “do it right or 
don’t bother”—deceive me into giving up hope. But when I 
persist, when I practice, when I make a mistake and repent and 
believe that because of Christ my ways will change, I am one 
calendar day further into that complete reward.

SONG: My Soul Finds Rest (Psalm 62)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, you give warnings out of 

love and care for us. Thank you for being the Good Shepherd.

—Aj Schwanz

Wednesday
November 8 Complete Reward
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BIBLE READING: 2 John 9

As a person who enjoys planning, I like to know what’s next—I 
have since I was a little kid. When my dad would read to me at 
night, I wouldn’t let him stop until he told me the title of the 
next day’s chapter.

I remember a time in junior high that this tendency to 
anticipate and jump ahead almost got me into trouble. I was en-
rolled in a new, small Christian school where many of the kids 
had been attending school together for all of their lives—so I 
felt like an outsider. Combine that with finding my identity in 
performance plus having a competitive streak, I did my best to 
stay in the lead of the academic pack. One particularly challeng-
ing class was world history, and I decided to study the current 
chapter and skim ahead to the next. One week after an intense 
essay test involving a lot of study on my part, my teacher called 
me aside: “You did really well on the test, but your answers are 
for next week’s chapter.” Oh, the feeling in the pit of my stom-
ach. He graciously gave me full credit because of my effort, but 
I’ve never forgotten that feeling. I wasn’t content to work with 
what was required of me; I looked too far ahead.

I really appreciate the Amplified Bible’s wording of 
verse 9: “Anyone who runs on ahead and does not remain 
in the doctrine of Christ [that is, one who is not content with 
what He taught], does not have God; but the one who contin-
ues to remain in the teaching [of Christ does have God], he has 
both the Father and the Son.” I need reminders to continue 
to remain in Christ’s teaching. It’s a daily practice of choosing 
contentedness.

SONG: This I Believe (The Creed) (Hillsong)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, my eyes so easily 

wander. Train my vision to remain steadfastly on you.

—Aj Schwanz

Remain in the Teaching
Thursday
November 9
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BIBLE READING: 2 John 10-11

My family lives by a golf course, which brings about the pleas-
antries of open spaces and well-manicured lawns that don’t re-
quire effort on our part. It also requires some coaching for our 
children on golf course etiquette.

My boys and I often walk to our local grocery store, and as 
they’ve gotten older, I feel comfortable letting them go on their 
own. We have guidelines: walk in groups of three, text when 
you arrive and when you are leaving, be appropriately quiet 
when walking by the golf course.

The other weekend a friend of theirs came over, and they 
asked to walk to the store. They walked together as a group, 
and they let me know when they arrived and when they were 
leaving. Shortly before the boys were to arrive home, I received 
a ping on my phone. A friend and her kids were taking golf 
lessons, and a boy walking by—who looked a lot like one of 
mine—was hollering at the group: “Hey golfers! We’re soccer 
players!” Upon arriving home, my sons swore it wasn’t them, 
that it was their friend who was yelling. “But what did you 
do about it?” I asked them. We talked about how appropriate 
behavior by the golf course applies not only to them but also to 
their friends, how the people on the course could be distracted 
by yelling, and how quickly information about their behavior 
could circulate.

Correcting peers is tough, in the small things and the big-
ger things. Yet standing by can, as the Amplified Version notes, 
“unwittingly” provide encouragement and make me a partner 
with teachings that don’t line up with that of Christ.

SONG: He Is Exalted
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Christ, you said that we would 

know the truth, and the truth would set us free. Give us divine 
insight to see your truth today and respond as you lead.

—Aj Schwanz

Partners
Friday
November 10
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BIBLE READING: 2 John 12-13

Recently, a friend went to coffee with someone who wanted 
to pick her brain. “What was it about?” “Oh, my view on the 
current events taking place in our church.” You see, the faith 
gathering I’ve been a part of, and the larger organization that 
I’ve grown up in, are going in separate directions. I’m not quite 
sure how it all happened, but I suspect at the heart of the mat-
ter we haven’t been putting into practice part of the Sermon on 
the Mount: When “you suddenly remember a grudge a friend 
has against you, abandon your offering, leave immediately, go 
to this friend and make things right. Then and only then, come 
back and work things out with God” (Matthew 5:23-24 MSG).

My friend and her acquaintance didn’t see eye-to-eye on 
the matter, so I was surprised to hear about their meeting. My 
friend said the woman asked good questions and took time to 
regard her answers, reflecting, “I can see how that makes sense 
to you.” These women were able to respect each other, to get 
beyond the issues and hear from each other’s hearts.

John closes by reminding his audience that they are part 
of a larger group, a family. “Everyone here in your sister con-
gregation sends greetings” (v. 13 MSG). The NIV points out that 
the congregation is “chosen by God.” After calling out the good 
(leading a life of love) and offering words of warning, John re-
minds the readers of their identities: nothing we have earned 
on our own, but all because of the choices of a gracious and 
merciful and loving God. What would it look like if we too 
could meet face to face and remember this foundational truth?

SONG: How Great Is Our God
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father God, thank you for 

making our joy complete in Christ Jesus. May we be reminded 
that we are united in you, yesterday, today, and forever.

—Aj Schwanz

Heart-to-Heart
Saturday
November 11


