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I have been serving in Budapest, Hungary, since January 1998 (and in 
the Teaching Abroad program of Northwest Yearly Meeting since 2002). I 
work with home-school families and partner with International Christian 
School of Budapest to help meet the needs of the students, which 
include children of Christian workers and international students. In 
recent years, my teaching load has included AP (Advanced Placement) 
classes in physics, chemistry, calculus, statistics, and psychology.

These devotionals grow out of a series of lessons presented to my 
Sunday school class at Newberg (Oregon) Friends Church during a recent 
sabbatical. The lessons were inspired by a bridge-building project I have 
done with my middle school and AP physics students, and by travels on 
the Balkan Peninsula last summer.
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Sunday
June 11 Beam Bridges

BIBLE READING: Matthew 6:25-34

Bridges are fascinating structures, whether built by man or cre-
ated by nature. We build bridges to get us where we want to 
go—across a creek, a canyon, a river, a highway, or a large body 
of water. The simplest type of bridge is a beam bridge, which 
consists of a horizontal beam resting on supports at each end. It 
can be as simple as a log or wooden plank resting on two rocks.

To stand strong under the weight of its load, a bridge 
needs to be designed to deal with forces of compression and 
tension. With a beam bridge, those forces are easy to visualize 
if you think of a sponge as the beam. As the beam sags under its 
load, the sponge bends. As it bends, the top side is squeezed or 
compressed, and the bottom is stretched in tension.

Similarly, in our lives, we experience times of being 
pressed or stretched. For me, I have been stretched living in 
a different culture and teaching a wide variety of classes. And 
I feel the daily pressures of life when things do not go as ex-
pected. What about you? What things in your life create com-
pression or tension?

Bridges are designed to deal with the forces of compres-
sion and tension in different ways. One way is to transfer the 
force from an area of weakness to an area of strength. Similarly, 
Psalm 68:19 reminds us the Lord “daily bears our burdens.”

SONG: God Will Take Care of You
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, as we seek first your 

kingdom, thank you for strengthening us to withstand the 
compression and tension we experience in our lives.

—Karen Swenson
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Monday
June 12 Arch Bridges

BIBLE READING: 1 John 4:7-12

An arch bridge is one of the oldest types of bridges. In fact, 
many have been standing for more than two thousand years, in-
cluding several built by the Romans. One of the unique bridges I 
saw last summer was the hump-backed Stari Most (Old Bridge) 
in Mostar, Bosnia and Herzegovina. Built in the sixteenth cen-
tury by the Ottomans, the Old Bridge stood for 427 years until 
it was destroyed in 1993 during the Croat-Bosniak War. Now 
rebuilt, it is one of the country’s most recognizable landmarks.

Originally, arch bridges were built by tightly fitting to-
gether wedge-shaped stones, which were held in place by the 
pressure of the weight on the bridge. The semicircular struc-
ture distributes the compression through its entire length and 
diverts the weight onto its two abutments (supports at the ends 
that rest on the banks) and into the ground. Because the arch 
changes the downward force of gravity into a sideways push, 
an arch bridge has more strength than a simple beam bridge.

Just as the arch lends support to the deck or roadway 
of the bridge, Scripture reminds us we are to lend support to 
“one another” in our walk with the Lord. A sample includes 
admonitions to encourage one another (Hebrews 10:25), serve 
one another (Galatians 5:13), submit to one another (Ephesians 
5:21), offer hospitality to one another (1 Peter 4:9), and live in 
harmony with one another (Romans 12:16). The most frequent 
admonition is to love one another (John 13:34-35), a command 
given by the Lord himself.

SONG: They’ll Know We Are Christians by Our Love
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, may each of us see 

practical ways we can be an “arch” that helps support 

—Karen Swenson
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Tuesday
June 13 Truss Bridges

BIBLE READING: Psalm 46:1-10

The truss bridge is a type of beam bridge developed to meet the 
growing needs of railroads. To design bridges that could carry 
the shifting weight of one-hundred-ton trains as they crossed 
the bridge, builders added a pattern of triangles called a truss 
to the bridge’s beam. Triangles are very rigid and do not change 
shape when a force is applied. Because their shape spreads 
the force evenly around the sides, triangles add support to the 
beam and spread the weight of the load along the bridge.

Just as bridges must deal with stress, in our lives we also 
deal with stress—the physical and emotional response to those 
things that challenge or endanger us. Hungarian-born Hans 
Selye suggested that the body passes through stages of alarm, 
resistance, and exhaustion as it responds to stress. And if stress 
is prolonged, the body’s resources may be depleted, leaving us 
more vulnerable to illness.

What strategies do you use to cope with stress? According 
to Scripture, how are we to respond to stress? In Matthew 11:28, 
Jesus encourages those who are weary and burdened to come to 
him for rest. In John 14:27, Jesus admonishes us not to be trou-
bled or afraid, but instead we are to receive his peace. And in 
Philippians 4:6-7, Paul tells us not to be anxious, but by prayer 
and petition, with thanksgiving, to present our requests to God.

SONG: A Mighty Fortress Is Our God
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Father, that you are 

the “truss” that undergirds and supports us in our times of 
stress. May we always turn to you when we are anxious.

—Karen Swenson



90

Wednesday
June 14 Cantilever Bridges

BIBLE READING: Ecclesiastes 4:8-12

The cantilever bridge is a type of truss bridge built using canti-
levers, which are structures, like diving boards, that project 
horizontally into space, supported only on one end. Diagonal 
tubes, sticking out from the top and bottom of each support-
ing pier, are the trusses that hold the arms in place. A simple 
cantilever bridge is formed when two cantilever arms meet at 
the center. More commonly, a suspended span rests on the ends 
of the cantilever arms. This central truss bridge is “suspended” 
because it does not rest on a pier.

The image of a suspended span being held up by the canti-
lever arms reminds me again of the importance of community 
in our Christian walk. Sometimes, we may be the suspended 
span supported by others; at other times we may be the arms 
who are providing the support.

The members of my Sunday school class have experience 
in fleshing this out. In addition to praying faithfully for each 
other, for their families, and for the ministries of the church, 
they have provided food for those who are ill or bereaved. They 
have also formed work parties to come alongside and help a 
couple prepare their property to be sold. They have washed 
dishes at a gathering for international students so that the stu-
dents could participate in the program. And they stocked my 
cupboards and refrigerator when I arrived in the United States 
for my sabbatical.

SONG: Bind Us Together, Lord
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Father, for putting 

us in community where we can support one another. May we 
look for opportunities to be the “cantilever arms” that hold 
others up.

—Karen Swenson
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Thursday
June 15 Suspension Bridges

BIBLE READING: Psalm 61:1-8

Unlike the earlier bridge designs in which the roadway (deck) 
rests on piers, the deck of a suspension bridge, as the name 
suggests, is suspended from two tall towers by cables, ropes, 
or chains. The towers support the majority of the weight and 
dissipate the resulting compression directly into the earth.

On the other hand, the supporting cables receive the 
bridge’s tension forces. These cables stretch horizontally be-
tween anchorages at each end of the bridge. The anchorages are 
essentially solid rock or massive concrete blocks in which the 
bridge is grounded. The tension force passes to the anchorages 
and into the ground.

Suspension bridges are able to span greater distances than 
the other designs, but they depend on tall towers and strong 
anchorages. When we face tension and stress in our lives, we 
also need “strong towers” and an “anchor.” Scripture reminds 
us that “the name of the Lord is a strong tower” in which we 
find safety (Proverbs 18:10). Similarly, the Lord is our rock, our 
fortress, our stronghold, and our refuge (Psalm 18).

God has been my stronghold amid the everchanging na-
ture of the expat community. He has been my refuge when I 
faced criticism and rejection. And he is my anchor as I face the 
uncertainties of the future. In what ways has God been your 
strong tower or anchor? Could you encourage others by sharing 
with them how God has blessed you?

SONG: My Hope Is Built on Nothing Less (The Solid 
Rock)

PRAYER SUGGESTION: When the winds of adversity 
buffet our lives, thank you, Father, that you are our strong 
tower, our anchor, and our refuge.

—Karen Swenson
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Friday
June 16 Cable-Stayed Bridges

BIBLE READING: John 15:1-8

As our bus approached Dubrovnik, Croatia, I was struck by the 
graceful Franjo Tuđman Bridge across Rijeka Dubrovačka. Its 
design, with one tall tower and slanting cables connecting the 
roadway to the tower, was not one I had seen before. I have 
since learned it is a cable-stayed design and have seen several 
other such bridges. The cable-stayed bridge is one of the newest 
bridge designs, first used in the 1950s. Nevertheless, its basic 
design dates back, interestingly enough, to a Croatian inventor 
in the sixteenth century.

A cable-stayed bridge looks like a variation of a suspen-
sion bridge, but it is unique in important ways. In particular, 
cable-stayed bridges do not need two towers, nor do they re-
quire anchorages. Cables, running from the roadway up to a 
tower, are attached at the top of the tower or at several levels 
along the sides. The tower absorbs the compressional forces 
and together the tower and cables support a balanced portion 
of the deck.

The cable-stayed bridge requires a strong tower, for 
it alone bears the weight of the bridge and its load. Further, 
the cable-stayed bridge fulfills its function only as long as the 
cables remain connected to the tower. Similarly, we fulfill our 
function and bear fruit for the kingdom only as long as we re-
main connected to Christ, who is the true Vine. What about 
you? Are you staying connected?

SONG: Abide with Me
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, help us to abide in you, 

and thereby bear much fruit for your glory.

—Karen Swenson
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Saturday
June 17 Build Bridges, Not Walls

BIBLE READING: Luke 10:29-37

Another of the sights I saw in Dubrovnik, Croatia, was Old 
Town surrounded by its massive walls. For a fee I could walk 
the 1,940 meters (about a mile and a quarter) around the top of 
the wall, including up and down many steps along the way. A 
hot summer day was forecast and the trip generally takes two 
hours, so I made sure to get an early start. From the unique 
vantage point on top of the wall, I had amazing views over the 
city’s red roofs and the wide main street crowded with tourists.

Ancient and medieval cities were surrounded by walls 
for protection. The walls were designed to keep enemies out 
and discourage invaders. Sometimes walls became unnec-
essary barriers between people. At other times, when people 
were confined in the towns crowded within the walls, diseases 
could spread more easily.

Throughout his ministry, Christ broke down walls—walls 
of tradition and prejudice—and built bridges between people. 
In the story of the good Samaritan, he provided a model of one 
who crossed the barriers and built a bridge. In doing so, the 
Samaritan demonstrated a willingness to leave his comfort 
zone, to see anyone as his neighbor, to meet the need he saw, 
and to have mercy on a stranger. In Galatians 3:28, Paul re-
minds us that the walls which once separated us have been 
removed and we are all one in Christ Jesus. So where in your 
life can you work to build bridges?

SONG: Reach Out and Touch
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Father, that you are 

with us as we build bridges for your kingdom.

—Karen Swenson


