
Patricia Thomas

This past year brought a major change in our lives: Doug and I have 
moved off the farm and into a lovely little one-story house two blocks 
from Wilmington College where I continue as adjunct faculty, teaching 
global issues to incoming students. I am pleased to be the author of 
“Friendly Perspective” for the Illuminate: Friends Bible Study, Mark for 
Winter 2016-17 by Barclay Press. You might want to check it out.

That’s me and my sweetie of eighteen years, all ready for another 
season of Blue Jackets hockey.
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Sunday
April 2 Up to Snuff?

BIBLE READING: Philippians 2:1-4

You have heard it said that the Bible is the Word of God; 
I would say that Scripture becomes life-giving as it is inter-
preted. Interpretation often means prayerfully wrestling with 
teachings that are uncomfortable in the hearing and challeng-
ing in the doing. What has become increasingly troublesome 
for me is what I call the “litmus-test-approach” employed by 
many Christians in which a single factor is decisive in deciding 
who is right (in) and who is wrong (out), and so I ask myself, 
did Jesus have a litmus test to determine who is acceptable 
and who is not, and if so, what did it measure when the paper 
changed color?

I invite us to spend the coming week together listening for 
Jesus’ answer to the following query: What characteristics are 
you looking for in those who claim fellowship with you?

Paul’s letter to the Philippians sets the tone for our explo-
ration in this way: If, then in Christ any encouragement comes, 
if there is any persuasive power in love, if there is any commu-
nion with the spirit, if there is any tenderness or pity, I entreat 
you to make my happiness complete—live together animated 
by the same spirit and in mutual love, one in heart, animated 
by one spirit. Nothing should be done in a factious spirit or 
from vanity, but each of you should with all humility regard 
others as better than yourself, and one and all should consider, 
not only their own interests, but also the interests of others.

SONG: Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, give me the patience and 

wisdom to figure out what it is you are asking me to do in the 
particular situations in which I find myself each day.

—Patricia Thomas
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Monday
April 3 Litmus Test 1: Love

BIBLE READING: Mark 12:29-30

Over the weekend, I attended a memorial celebration of a life 
well lived. As open worship unfolded, friends, relatives, and 
co-workers shared stories about this funny, compassionate 
human being. Though I did not know the deceased well, I left 
the church convinced we had paid tribute to a man who loved 
his wife, his life, and God.

There were the usual descriptions of a person who loves 
God: he prayed and went to church, belonged to a men’s Bible 
study group, and volunteered in the local community, help-
ing those less fortunate. All good stuff which serve as lovely 
examples of what many of us mean when we talk about loving 
God. It is a list of things to do, activities which can be tallied, 
but it’s not by any means the whole enchilada.

I believe that Jesus is describing a condition, a way of 
being fully present in this life when he answers the scribe’s 
question about the first of the commandments. To love God in 
this manner is all encompassing: all your heart, all your soul, 
mind, and strength—not just on weekends or when things go 
our way or during a quick, half-hearted grace before a meal. 
Love the Lord with everything you’ve got, every fiber of your 
being, from the inside out.

The elder who presided over the memorial service closed 
with an invitation to join him in a practice he has been follow-
ing for some time now: when you are greeted with “How are 
you?” respond with “Grateful,” and to the follow-up question 
“For what?” respond accordingly. An attitude of gratitude feels 
like the result for someone who loves God.

SONG: O Love That Will Not Let Me Go
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, I am grateful that it is 

because of your love that I live and move and have my being.

—Patricia Thomas
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Tuesday
April 4 Litmus Test 2: Love Expanded

BIBLE READING: Mark 12:31

The second commandment is like the first (love God), you must 
love your neighbor as you love yourself. We hear this as direc-
tive for the good Christian life from our parents, our pastors, 
and our Sunday school teachers—as well as straight from God 
in prayer, in Scripture, and in times of quiet contemplation. We 
are taught “there is no other commandment greater than these”; 
that love forms the foundation of the faith and practice upon 
which Jesus lived his life.

Writing this meditation, I wondered what could I pos-
sibly say that would add to this image of neighbor love, and 
decided to revisit the Gospel of Thomas, one of 51 manuscripts 
found near the Egyptian town of Nag Hammadi. Thomas con-
sists of 114 sayings—short and pithy parables, proverbs, and 
aphorisms—attributed to Jesus. And though many of these say-
ings appear in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, more than half are 
unique to the Gospel of Thomas. And there, in Saying 25, I 
found a new image of love of neighbor: “Love your brother or 
sister like your soul. Guard each of them like the pupil of your 
eye.”

I carefully wash my eyelids every morning to make them 
clean and fresh, apply eye drops throughout the day, and wear 
dark glasses in the bright sun. The one aim is to protect and 
preserve my vision—my eyesight. I love the admonition to 
guard my brother and sister (neighbor) as I guard my own pre-
cious eyes.

SONG: Open My Eyes, That I May See
PRAYER SUGGESTION: May I move ever closer to seeing 

those around me and those far away as you do. Show me what 
it means to guard them as precious in your sight.

—Patricia Thomas
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Wednesday
April 5 Litmus Test 3: Love Your Enemy

BIBLE READING: Matthew 5:43-48

Whenever we hear Jesus say: “You have heard that it was said…
but what I tell you is this,” we know we’re about to hear a fresh 
and challenging interpretation of what we’ve always consid-
ered the right way to do things. Perhaps our first response is 
something like, “Now wait a minute here, Jesus. Everybody 
says that the only way to survive is to go after those who hate 
me, destroy them before they destroy me. But now you’re tell-
ing me to love and pray for those people? How’s that work?”

If we hear Jesus out on this one, we understand that what 
he’s talking about is becoming complete “as your heavenly 
Father is complete.” Merriam-Webster defines complete as 
“having all necessary parts, elements, or steps.” When Matthew 
uses the Greek word for perfect in 5:48, he’s talking about being 
inclusive in our love. And though humans are never consid-
ered perfect (flawless), we are nonetheless exhorted to be per-
fect (whole or complete) through our steadfast faith.

Love of enemy remains a goal of the virtuous Christ-filled 
life. Though seldom attained and even less often sustained, 
all-encompassing love is worth every ounce of the mind, body, 
soul, and spirit energy we can muster. For surely if we love 
only those who love us, hang out only with those with whom 
we are comfortable, then what are we doing that sets us apart as 
lovers and followers of Jesus the Christ?

SONG: I Am Thine, O Lord
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Dear God, this is hard work and 

this is scary work; yet the challenge to love everybody remains 
at the top of my list. As you make the rain and sun fall on the 
good and the bad, so may I keep trying with your help to love 
those I don’t.

—Patricia Thomas



11

Thursday
April 6 Litmus Test 4: Forgiveness

BIBLE READING: Luke 6:37-38

Whoa! As one who jumps to judgment very easily (and is 
equally willing to change my mind), this admonition brings me 
up short. There’s no wiggle room: you will be judged by the 
same standard you use to judge others. Period! And, as my kids 
would add, “nothing can fight against it.” Well, actually, there 
is something that can alter the outcome: forgiveness.

A quick word search of the Gospels serves up seventeen 
results for forgive, beginning with the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 
6:12 where we pray for the same kind of forgiveness that we 
extend to others. Ending with John 20:23, we are reminded that 
if we forgive the sins of others, then they are forgiven, but if 
we retain the sins of any, then they are likewise retained. Paul 
in his letter to the Colossians picks up the theme: “just as the 
Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive” (Colossians 
3:13). If we toss forgiveness into our word search, an additional 
seven instances pop up, culminating with Jesus’ instruction to 
drink of the cup he passed around at the Last Supper, which 
represents the “blood of the covenant, which is poured out for 
many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28).

So which comes first: God has forgiven me or I have for-
given you? Perhaps this is the classic chicken and egg conun-
drum where the two are so intertwined that separating them 
is impossible. Either way, Jesus is clear that forgiveness is an 
integral component of the reign of God here on earth. How can 
it be otherwise when we strive to live the truth of “love as I 
have loved because I loved you first.”

SONG: The Wonder of It All
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Dear God, I fall to my knees 

with gratitude and thanksgiving for your unconditional love 
and forgiveness. Help me do likewise.

—Patricia Thomas
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Friday
April 7 Litmus Test 5: Reconciliation

BIBLE READING: Matthew 5:23-26

The great reconciliation scene in Genesis 33 between Esau 
and Jacob is one of Scripture’s most powerful and instructive 
scenes. These two brothers have accumulated enough trickery 
and contention, with all its subsequent distrust and hatred, to 
virtually guarantee that even a truce seems out of the question. 
As Esau and Jacob head toward each other on the vast plain, 
everyone, including the reader, is braced for a slaughter of bib-
lical proportion. Yet not one person loses their life that day, and 
we witness a miracle: “Esau ran to meet Jacob, and embraced 
him; he threw his arms around his neck and kissed him. And 
they wept” (Genesis 33:4).

Perhaps Jesus retold this story as he taught the crowds 
from the mountain. It would have been a good one to illus-
trate the point he was making: “First go and be reconciled to 
[your brother or sister]; then come and offer your gift” (v. 24). 
He goes on to urge his listeners to come to terms quickly with 
their accuser while on the way (to court) so as not to end up 
“thrown into prison” where getting out is not going to happen 
until “you have paid the last penny.” (A footnote in my Jewish 
Annotated New Testament (NRSV) states, “Jews were required 
to seek peace with their neighbors before reconciliation with 
God was possible.”)

Be reconciled—find a new way forward—with your 
neighbor/enemy/brother/sister/friend before you come to wor-
ship God, and then God will accept your gift.

SONG: Just As I Am
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, it feels impossible 

sometimes to overcome the damage done between me and 
those whom I have harmed or those who have hurt me. 
Please grant me the wisdom and courage to take steps toward 
reconciliation.

—Patricia Thomas
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Saturday
April 8 Litmus Test 6: Fear Not!

BIBLE READING: Luke 12:32; Mark 4:35-41

For Jesus there is a clear connection between fear and a lack of 
faith or trust in God. People are afraid of the authorities; afraid 
of what the angel’s latest message might portend. Folks worry 
about the impact of what Jesus has just said or done in their 
individual lives, and they stew over societal changes he has 
in mind—because it’s pretty clear that Jesus has no interest in 
business as usual.

In the Christian Testament, fear has several meanings. 
There is worldly fear which implies timidity, dread of dangers, 
enemies, and death, all of which we are delivered from in the 
new life in Christ. It is from this place as a child of God, we cry 
“Abba! Father!” and from this place that we recognize our love 
for God as a reflection of God’s love for us. And it is this divine 
love—this perfect love—that casts out all fear (1 John 4:18).

Fear is sometimes characterized as being filled with joy 
and amazement at the words and deeds of Jesus. In the epi-
sode where Jesus calms the storm, the disciples’ worldly fear of 
dying is quickly replaced by a sacred awe (fear) at the power of 
their Lord and Teacher, who has just intervened in their lives in 
spectacular fashion! How can it be that the seas and the wind 
and the water obey this man?

But notice what Jesus does immediately after rebuking 
the wind—he speaks to the sea, “‘Quiet! Be still!’ Then the 
wind died down and it was completely calm” (v. 39). Now “It 
is I. Don’t be afraid” (Matthew 14:27) resounds with the power 
and authority to keep us safe.

SONG: God Will Take Care of You
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, I am so easily thrown into 

fear; whether or not there is something to fear, I am anxious 
nonetheless. Remove my uneasiness and replace it with trust 
in your abiding love for me and all creation.

—Patricia Thomas


