
Ron Woodward

In 2016 I reached the ripe old age of eighty-one. (My father died from 
a heart attack when he was sixty-six, but my mother lived to be one  
hundred eight, so I definitely have a mixed genetic inheritance.) Since 
I retired from full-time pastoral ministry in the Friends church over 
fifteen years ago, and since I was diagnosed with prostate cancer last 
fall, it seems like a good time to look back on life and see the good hand 
of the Lord’s providence.

On more than one occasion I have shared a personal testimony which 
I’ve entitled, “Five Phone Calls from God.” Each of these phone calls 
was from an ordinary person; in each case the substance of the call 
resulted in a major turning point in my life—and clear evidence of God’s 
providence. I am recounting these phone calls in this week’s series, and 
have sought to match them with passages from Scripture.

The photo of Nancy and me was taken between Christmas and New 
Year’s when we joined our son and his family, Mark and Marta, Daniel, 
Eli, and Micah Woodward for an enjoyable week in Puerto Rico.
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Sunday
August 14 Trusting His Leading

BIBLE READING: Psalm 16:7-11

I was raised in a loving Christian home and a supportive 
Friends church in Long Beach, California. Like many other kids 
in a similar situation, I memorized Scripture verses in Sunday 
school but knew nothing of a personal relationship with Christ 
until age sixteen. It was then that I attended a Christian En-
deavor convention in Los Angeles, went forward in response to 
an altar call, and invited Christ into my heart at the urging of a 
counselor who shared with me Revelation 3:20.

Soon afterward I claimed Psalm 16:11 as a life verse. I 
believed and trusted in God’s promise to “show me the path of 
life.” Before my conversion I had aspired to be a forest ranger, 
but after taking high school chemistry I changed my mind and 
felt that I wanted to become a chemical engineer. However, in 
the fall of my freshman year at Long Beach City College—in 
keeping with King David’s testimony in Psalm 16:7—I began to 
feel strongly that God was leading me into a pastoral ministry 
in the Friends church. At the same time I decided to change my 
major to liberal arts, and to attend a Christian college.

Once again I could identify with Psalm 16:7, as I decided 
after much prayer that I should attend Taylor University in  
Upland, Indiana, even though I didn’t know a soul at the school 
and the campus was almost two thousand miles away. At age 
eighteen my parents put me on a train for the long journey to 
the Midwest. I never regretted that decision and have felt ever 
since that God unerringly provided his leading.

As you look back on your life, what incidents of God’s 
leading stand out in your mind?

SONG: Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I rejoice in your 

salvation, and in the way you provide guidance through life.

—Ron Woodward
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Monday
August 15 Learning While Serving

BIBLE READING: Acts 16:1-3; 1 Timothy 4:12-16

When Paul visited Derbe and Lystra on his second missionary 
journey he was so impressed with a certain young man that he 
chose Timothy as a member of his itinerant team of gospel pro-
claimers. Even fifteen years later when Paul wrote his first let-
ter to Timothy, he refers to Timothy, one of his favorite “second 
lieutenants,” as a youth. By that time Timothy may have been 
at least thirty-five years old. In Greek, youth was descriptive of 
anyone of military age, up to the age of forty.

The message to Timothy is clear: as you continue to learn 
while serving, be an example of what it means to live a consis-
tent Christian life. Exercise your spiritual gifts and commend 
yourself to others in ministry, love, and moral purity.

My very first “phone call from God” came from Dean 
McNichols at Bell Friends Church in Southern California. I 
was just twenty-one years of age and was enrolled as a first 
year student at Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena. I had 
absolutely no experience in youth work, and yet McNichols 
asked me if I would consider being a part-time youth director 
at Bell Friends. My inexperience in youth work appeared even 
more glaring when I learned that my predecessor had been the 
much-loved C. Peter Wagner, then a student at Fuller, and later 
the author of a number of popular books on church growth.

My three years at Bell Friends while attending semi-
nary were definitely an experience of learning while serving. 
A number of young people met Christ as Savior during those 
years, and the Lord definitely blessed.

SONG: Where He Leads Me
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, help me to look back on 

my own youth and express personal thanksgiving for your 
hand of providence in my life.

—Ron Woodward
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Tuesday
August 16

A Call from God That Seems 
to Make No Sense

BIBLE READING: Acts 9:10-17

At first thought, God’s call to Ananias didn’t make any sense 
at all. Ananias knew that Saul of Tarsus was in Damascus on 
a mission to arrest believers, haul them back to Jerusalem in 
chains, and to subject them to imprisonment or death. Com-
mon sense would have told Ananias to play it safe. Yet this 
Christ-follower obeyed God’s call and was an instrument in the 
Lord’s grand design to reach Gentiles with the gospel.

My second “phone call from God” came during my third 
year as a student at Fuller Seminary. The phone call was from 
Keith Sarver, California Yearly Meeting superintendent. He 
asked if I would prayerfully consider dropping out of school 
to leave in the summer for Kotzebue, Alaska, for a one-year 
interim assignment as a missionary pastor and teacher in the 
new Friends high school. The idea made no sense to me at the 
time, so I went back to my two roommates and said, “Guess 
what? I’m going to Alaska as a missionary to the Eskimos!” We 
all burst out laughing, myself included.

But I had promised to pray about it. The more I prayed, 
the more the call that made “no sense” seemed to be what I was 
supposed to do. So eventually I said “yes” and made a stab at 
ordering a year’s supply of food (canned goods) to be shipped 
to Kotzebue by the Alaska Steamship Company.

The year was extremely rewarding. I preached, often with 
an interpreter, nearly every Sunday for the first time in my life. 
Several native youth met the Lord and I learned a great deal 
about ministry.

SONG: God Moves in a Mysterious Way
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, help me to wait upon you 

in prayer when some “calling” seems to make no sense at all.

—Ron Woodward
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Wednesday
August 17 Our Heart’s Desire

BIBLE READING: Psalm 37:5

Many years ago while attending an Oktoberfest in Mt. Angel, 
Oregon, we purchased a beautiful copy, in color and calligra-
phy, of Psalm 37:5. We had it nicely framed and it now hangs 
beside our clock in the living room of our home. The message is 
simple: place your greatest delight in the Lord, and he will give 
you the desires of your heart.

After one year in Alaska, I had the opportunity both to 
finish seminary and to spend six years as an associate super-
intendent of California Yearly Meeting. I did a lot of traveling 
and loved my work, which included directing Quaker Meadow 
camp programs and developing a high school trail camp. Yet 
my heart’s desire for many years had been to be a pastor. My 
third “phone call from God” was from the Berkeley Friends 
Church in 1966 asking if I would consider becoming their next 
pastor.

I moved to Berkeley in the summer, made my home in 
the church-owned parsonage, and experienced much love and 
support from a mostly older congregation. However, since the 
late 60s were a turbulent time in Berkeley—with the rise of 
the hippie sub-culture and the Black Panthers in Oakland—
there were quite a few graduate students at the University who 
were genuine seekers and who became committed Christians 
through the ministry of Berkeley Friends.

In your own life, I hope you are able to identify “desires 
of your heart” that have been granted by the Lord. As you do 
so, give thanks for those occasions. And memorize Psalm 37:5 
if you haven’t done so already!

SONG: Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I give thanks for the 

way that many of my desires have been granted.

—Ron Woodward
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Thursday
August 18 An Unexpected Adventure

BIBLE READING: Acts 13:1-3

I have no idea what Paul and Barnabas might have been think-
ing as they sat down to pray and fast in Antioch. But in that 
time of prayer and waiting they heard the call of God to a vitally 
important new work. It would be difficult to overemphasize the 
importance of Paul’s missionary journeys on the subsequent 
history of Western civilization.

My experience cannot be compared to that of Paul and 
Barnabas apart from the fact that the following adventure was 
unexpected. In my office in Berkeley in the winter of 1968 I 
received the fourth “phone call from God” from Bill Griggs, 
youth secretary of Friends United Meeting in Richmond, Indi-
ana. He asked if I would consider leading a small group of high 
school and college young people to Kenya that summer in a 
ministry to young Kenyan Friends. With the church’s blessing 
I said “yes” and the time in Kenya was a genuine highlight 
for me. The big “plus” on that trip was that I met my wife, 
Nancy. She was from Iowa and was one of the college students 
selected for the team. Since she was in Spain during the next 
academic year, we corresponded by cassette tape, got engaged 
over Christmas, and were married the next summer.

This fourth “phone call from God” led to several incred-
ibly important events in our lives, including a return to live in 
Kenya twenty years later where two of our kids graduated from 
high school. What “unexpected adventures” in your life have 
proven to be part of God’s leading?

SONG: We Rest on Thee, Our Shield and Our Defender 
(sung at our wedding)

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Again, Lord, as I look back on 
my life and consider your providential leading, I thank you for 
the unexpected turns in the road!

—Ron Woodward
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Friday
August 19 A “Macedonian Call”

BIBLE READING: Acts 16:6-10

One can only imagine the frustration that Paul and his compan-
ions must have felt as they sought to follow God’s leading on 
the second missionary journey. God had closed the door to the 
southwest (the big city of Ephesus), and also said “no” to mov-
ing north (Bithynia). The team didn’t feel right about turning 
around and going home, so they proceeded west to Troas—the 
only direction left. It was in Troas that Paul had the vision of 
the man from Macedonia saying, “Come over...and help us.” 
Paul’s response took the gospel from Asia into Europe, and of 
course changed history.

My fifth “phone call from God” came in my eighth year 
of pastoral service in Berkeley when Vivian Thornburg called 
and asked if Nancy and I would consider flying up to Oregon to 
interview for the lead pastoral position at Newberg Friends. We 
spent fourteen years in Newberg before leaving for our second 
experience in Kenya. For us, this was a “Macedonian call.” It 
was a thrill to be part of a stimulating team ministry. All three 
of our kids had good experiences in the Newberg schools and 
were nurtured in the faith by dedicated church leaders for chil-
dren and youth. The ministry was fulfilling, and we were privi-
leged to “rub shoulders” with some remarkable Quaker saints.

Prior to receiving the key phone call, I had experienced 
a mild form of what might have been Paul’s frustration as I 
felt—as other pastors have felt—that my work was finished in 
Berkeley. Have you ever felt that you responded to something 
akin to a “Macedonian call”?

SONG: All the Way My Savior Leads Me
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Lord, for the 

privilege of serving happily in one place for a lengthy period 
of time.

—Ron Woodward
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Saturday
August 20 Pleasures Forevermore

BIBLE READING: Psalm 16:11; John 14:1-3

As I mentioned in my devotional on Sunday, very soon after I 
became a Christian at sixteen years of age, I chose Psalm 16:11 
as a life verse. At that time my focus was on the first part of the 
verse which I had memorized in the King James Version: “Thou 
wilt shew me the path of life.” I really trusted that God would 
guide me in regard to life’s major choices.

Today I want to give more thought to the latter part of 
the same verse: “at thy right hand are pleasures forevermore.” 
Forevermore is a long time! Yet frankly, even at my age, I don’t 
think much about heaven. Yes, I do remember the time when 
we sang a lot of gospel songs about heaven, but now we don’t 
often sing those songs. Many of us have a holy fear about “being 
so heavenly-minded that we’re of no earthly good.” And yet, 
spending eternity with Christ is a vital part of our faith.

I distinctly remember the day in the 1960s when Stuart 
Hamblen wandered into Quaker Meadow Camp right at lunch-
time. Hamblen was hunting cougar in the southern High Sierras 
and had gotten lost. We fed him lunch after which he borrowed 
a guitar and was kind enough to sing for an appreciative gang 
of high school kids. One song he wrote, “Until Then,” has these 
words in the chorus:

Until then my heart will go on singing,
Until then with joy I’ll carry on

Until the day my eyes behold that city,
Until the day God calls me home.

How much attention are you giving to heaven—this vital 
reality and important part of our faith?

SONG: Face to Face
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, help me to factor in from 

day to day my firm belief that I will spend eternity with you!

—Ron Woodward


