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Advance Praise for Every Season Sacred

Every Season Sacred is a perfect blend of storytelling and liturgy, inviting us to slow
down, stay present, and reorient our eyes to the love of God, even in the midst of a
distracted, busy world. Filled with charming stories and poetic prayers, this book is
a must-read for the whole family.

ASHLEE GADD
Founder of Coffee + Crumbs and author of Create Anyway: The Joy of Pursuing Creativity in the
Margins of Motherhood

In Every Season Sacred, Kayla Craig does not offer us something new but something
ancient—inviting us to embrace the rhythms of the created world as gifts that are
meant to orient us toward a life rooted in the love of God. Instead of asking us to fill
our lives with more, she gently invites us to embrace what's already been given—
the unforced rhythms of grace.

DREW JACKSON
Poet and author of God Speaks through Wombs and Touch the Earth

Kayla has written the book I have been in search of. Her words invite us into a space
of exhale in away that is accessible even for amom like me. I know I will be dipping
into this book often for many years to come, likely for the rest of my life. | hope it is
welcomed into the homes of every family.

HEATHER AVIS
New York Times bestselling author and narrative shifter

Every Season Sacred sets me up to more fully know the life-giving presence of God,
inch by inch and moment by moment. What a gift.

JUSTIN MCROBERTS
Author of Sacred Strides: The Journey to Belovedness in Rest and Work

Flexible, poignant, and (best of all) practical, Every Season Sacred reminds us that
the Holy Spirit is working in and through our families and invites us to join in on that
holy and nurturing work.

ERIN MOON
Cohost of The Bible Binge podcast



I've so often prayed Kayla Craig's words over my life, family, home, and community that
the books have become dog-eared companions by now. In this new book of prayers
and blessings, she gives us language for the nuance, delight, tragedy, and beauty of
being alive right now.

SARAH BESSEY
New York Times bestselling author of A Rhythm of Prayer and Jesus Feminist

At turns tender and funny, thoughtful and profound, this practical guide makes the
seasons of the church year accessible for today’s families, with prayers for all ages,
relatable reflections, and engaging questions for faith conversations. Every Season
Sacred draws from real-life stories and diverse voices to offer an enduring gift for
parents, children, and communities of faith.

LAURA KELLY FANUCCI

Author of Everyday Sacrament: The Messy Grace of Parenting and To Bless Our Callings:
Prayers, Poems, and Hymns to Celebrate Vocation

Kayla sees our everyday as the very place we meet God, and in this book, she shares
with us how we might too. But the best part is that she’s offering us this lens not for
ourselves alone but for the children we're raising.

MEREDITH MILLER
Pastor and author of Woven: Nurturing a Faith Your Kid Doesn’t Have to Heal From

Kayla has the unique ability to capture these moments—the great and the mundane—
and give perspective and words to the celebrations and the memorializations. If your
heart needs words, you will find them in Every Season Sacred.

JONATHAN PITTS
Pastor at Church of the City and president of For Girls Like You ministries

I am thrilled Kayla's words will grace the kitchen counters, bedside tables, and hearts
of thousands. We need her grace-filled hope, prayers, and encouragement in every
season.

ANJULI PASCHALL
Author of Stay and Awake



Kayla Craig compassionately takes us by the hand and invites us to remember that the
Creator of the universe walks with us through each and every season. With stunning
prose, heartfelt prayers, and deeply rooted contemplative rhythms, Every Season
Sacred is an invaluable resource for families. | cannot recommend it highly enough.

AUNDI KOLBER, MA, LPC
Therapist and author of Try Softer and Strong like Water

Every Season Sacred poignantly and profoundly meets us in the messy middle of life:
a place few, if any, find comfort, but as parents, it's where we most often reside. These
pages filled with meaningful prompts, prayers, and reflections are sure to nurture my
family while nourishing this weary mama’s soul.

PATRICIA A. TAYLOR
Writer and anti-racism educator
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“Sacramental moments can occur at any moment,

atany place, and to anybody.”

FREDERICK BUECHNER

To my kids:
Our stories have converged,
and now we write a new book,
moment by moment, day by day.
No matter what, we are together.
Today, tomorrow, for all the days to come,
with Christ alongside me and before me,

I will love you to the end.
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Introduction

| HOLD MY SON ABRAM'S HAND as we climb to the top of the waterslide. After a day at
the pool, his squishy fingers are wrinkled. I squint into the sun, feeling its hot rays warm
my shoulders. I wonder if I remembered the sunscreen.

The Midwest humidity hangs thick in the air, mixing with the smell of chlorine. We
stand together, warm and content, waiting our turn to plummet down the twists and turns.
I soak in my son’s blond curls and ocean-blue eyes. He looks lost in thought. With his
surfer vibe and laid-back attitude, it seems like God made him for summer.

“Mom,” he says, squeezing my hand, “will it be winter soon? I love snow!”

Parenting brings us in and out of seasons. Babies turn into big kids; big kids turn into
teens. Change is gradual yet seems to happen all at once. As my husband and I raise our
four children, we spend our years journeying through a cycle of four distinct weather sea-
sons, helping us mark the passage of time.

Just as nature follows the rhythm of autumn fading into winter, winter bursting into
spring, spring breaking forth into summer, and summer easing into autumn, we also transi-
tion through different ages and stages as families. Seasons help us understand our physical
and emotional growth, and they guide us into a deeper understanding of our relationship
with God.

Seasonal structure plays an essential role in the Christian calendar as well. The church
calendar (also known as the liturgical year) helps believers journey through a cycle of sea-
sons that reflect on the life of Jesus, such as His birth (Advent/Christmas), death (Lent/
Holy Week), and resurrection (Easter). As we walk through these holy days, we discover



EVERY SEASON SACRED

“who we are as followers of Christ and beloved children of God.”" Whether or not you
grew up in a tradition that follows the church calendar and whether or not you attend
one now, keeping these rhythms in our families helps us stay rooted in God’s unchanging
goodness throughout all seasons of life (and all stages of parenting).

In the overwhelm and constant demands of family life, it may be difficult to feel
present in the season God has you in right now. (It often feels like I need every ounce
of energy just to make it through the day.) But even on the days we drag ourselves to
bedtime, it’s not out of reach to be awake to ourselves and to the kids who have been
entrusted to us.

We must slow down enough to be awake to the glory right in front of us.

According to author and minister Jan Richardson, the liturgical year “is itself a circle
that draws us into the ongoing story of God with us. Season by season, the Christian year
invites us to travel through the stories, traditions, rituals, and memories that help us know
who we are as the people of God.” When we are in tune with these rhythms, we are able
to “enter into time with intention and mindfulness, rather than letting events propel us
along.”? Amid the push and pull of life’s demands, the pages of this book offer an invitation
to embrace a thoughtful spiritualitcy—an opportunity to enter into reflection and explore
where God is in all seasons of your life.

We don’t get awarded honorary theological degrees when we become parents. And
yet, suddenly, we have this child to nurture, protect, and guide as they have their own

wonderings about the life of faith. Most of us don’t have the privilege of embark-
ing on yearlong pilgrimages to hear God. (It feels like a silent retreat when I

can run to the post office alone.) So how do overwhelmed parents like

us nourish our souls in order to help our families live out a flourishing

“We, as faith?

parents,

must envision

who our
children can
become in
God's story,
then be that
ourselves.”

MARK AND JAN
FOREMAN,
NEVER SAY NO

In Matthew 11, Jesus tells people to get away with Him so they
can learn to live freely and lightly. He shares that if they follow Him
this way, He will teach them “unforced rhythms of grace” (Matthew
11:28, msaG). That opportunity is still available to us today.

This book is not another item to check off on your to-do list—it’s
an invitation into unforced rhythms. It's permission to release that
breath you've been holding. As you parent your children and explore
your questions together, may God reveal sacred moments to you—in
each season of your life.



INTRODUCTION

How to Use This Book

This collection of spiritual reflections, prayers, and prompts is split into four seasons:

> fall

> winter
> spring
> summer

Each section is broken into thirteen weekly chapters, one for every week of the year.
You are welcome to read them in order or jump around in whatever way works for you.

At the beginning of each section, you'll find a reflection and a prayer for the season.
You can return to this whenever you find yourself wanting to feel rooted in the deep love
God has for you—and your family. These prayers include themes from liturgical seasons
and holy days on the Christian calendar to accompany you in your spiritual formation.
(For example, in “Winter,” you'll discover Advent and Christmas reflections and prayers;
in “Spring,” you'll find meditations on Lent and Easter.)

The explorations in each season cover a wide range of what makes up your days. In
“Fall,” you'll find themes such as fresh beginnings, letting go, and embracing mystery; in
“Winter,” topics include fostering generosity, working through loneliness, and making
memories; in “Spring,” you'll reflect on learning to play, becoming new, and choosing to
forgive; in “Summer,” we'll cover embracing boredom, redefining freedom, and growing
despite distractions.

Each short chapter includes two parts: one for you to read alone and one to share with
your family. The weekly reflections are intended specifically for you—musings for your
parenting journey as you reclaim your identity as a beloved child of God. This section is
followed by spiritual conversation prompts and communal prayers, which are meant to
be shared with your family.

WHAT YOU'LL FIND EACH WEEK

REFLECTION

As a parent, you must tend to your own soul to nurture your family’s faith effectively. You'll
find a reflection for you to read and think about each week of the year. My hope is that
these words will speak to your real life and the world we live in. They’re meant to invite
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you into a story that holds a mirror to your experiences and moves you to reflect on the
story God is writing in your life and the life of your family.

Along with exploring Scripture, I share bits of my life as a child and as a parent, and I
borrow wisdom from writers, theologians, artists, and leaders who have much to teach us
as we journey through this life together. Give yourself time to read the reflection before
embarking on the rest of the chapter. (If you're short on time, it’s okay to read it in fits and
starts.) The reflection is for you, the parent—no need to read it at the table with everyone.
(Unless you want to. It’s your book, after all.)

Pop in and out as you're able. An index in the back offers a list of themes and topics so
you can find what you need for a particular season. Keep in mind that even if you've been
through a season before, you may find yourself changed. “As we journey again and again
through each season, our path is never precisely the same. The seasons change us. With
each one, we move ever further into the circle that encompasses us and into the grace we
find there.” You'll see there are no specific dates in this book—it’s meant to be kept at
your bedside for years to come. Jot down notes or dates, return to them a year later, and
see how your conversations and questions have changed and how the reflections hit dif-
ferently, season after season, year after year.

SCRIPTURE
Each weekly reflection includes an invitation into Scripture. Ruth Haley Barton says it
best: “The sad truth is that many of us approach the Scriptures more like a textbook than
like a love letter.” This book is not a Bible study, but the passages are connected to the
readings and provide a way to get into the best Story of all.
I recommend having a Bible you can turn to in a translation that’s
easy to understand. I suggest 7he Message paraphrase for read-alouds and

“Parenting the New Living Translation (~NLT) or New International Version (N1v) for
reshapes personal reading. I often turn to the New Revised Standard Version
(NRsv) for deeper explorations, and I have found myself moved by the
the Core. of First Nations Translation (FNT) of the New Testament. I also turn to
your being Bible apps such as YouVersion and online tools such as BibleGateway.
to help you com so I can quickly read a variety of translations.
love more like Audio versions are also fantastic, accessible options for kids and
God loves.” grown-ups alike. I recommend streaming or downloading the work
RONALD
ROLHEISER,

DOMESTIC
MONASTERY



INTRODUCTION

of Streetlights, which shakes the dust off whatever old-fashioned ideas you (or your kids)

might have about listening to the Bible.

“God’s Word is to be heard by everyone in his own way and according to the measure
of his understanding,” wrote Dietrich Bonhoeffer. “A child hears and learns the Bible for
the first time in family worship; the adult Christian learns it repeatedly and better, and he

will never finish acquiring knowledge of its story.” In other words, the Bible isn’t only for

you, and it’s not just for your kids; God speaks through it to all of us.

BREATH PRAYER

Breath prayers are short meditations to help you focus your body and your mind on the One

who gives each breath. Christians have used this contemplative practice of praying as you inhale
and exhale for generations as a way to be still and know that God is God (see Psalm 46:10).
These simple prayers can act as an anchor, tethering you to contemplation and reflec-

tion throughout the week. Ask God to help you become mindful of your breath and your

body as you breathe in and out. In our overwhelming daily realities, it’s easy to become

disconnected from who God has created us to be—fully human, with a connected heart,

soul, mind, and body. If parenting is a continual undoing, these breath prayers act as a

tangible invitation to let God piece us back together, breath by breath.

“The value of a deep breath is something we must continue to learn and

relearn on the path to peace,” writes poet and artist Morgan Harper Nichols.
In doing so, we exchange “quick, shallow breaths for a cycle of breath that
represents the fullness of how we were meant to breathe—mindfully,
wholly.”®You can say these prayers silently or repeat the words aloud.
Whether you're rocking a baby, helping with homework, or stuck in
traffic, you can integrate these mindful moments into the rhythms

of your day.

PROMPTS
Each week includes prompts for spiritual conversations with your
family to help you notice and name your experiences of God in your
real, messy, holy lives. This is low pressure—no concrete answers or
theological degrees are necessary to tackle these questions.

You don't need to do one ounce of prep, though you may find

“The

breath prayer
is the prayer
of the beggar
and carries
with it the
intimacy of
asking for
what we
need.”

RUTH HALEY
BARTON,
SACRED RHYTHMS
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yourself ruminating over the questions or personally journaling through the prompts after
you read the weekly reflection and before you share them with your family.

Just come with an open spirit for a faithful conversation with the kids in your life. You
know your children best, so choose which questions work best for their developmental
ages and stages—ask one question, or ask them all. You can also put them into your own
words, if youd like. Even if your children are young, they might surprise you with the
depth of their answers and additional questions. There’s an opportunity to read a portion
of Scripture together, too, but if you don’t have the margin to do so, don’t let that stop you
from discussing the questions.

The questions are yours—fit them into a time that works best for your family. Talk
about them on the way to school, around the dinner table, or before you say goodnight.
This will look different depending on the season your family is in, but the purpose remains
the same: for your family to grow in Christ and show up in the world with love.

If getting your kids to talk feels like pulling teeth, just get them to ask more questions!
Spend any time with a preschooler, and you're bound to hear, “Why?” Spend any time
with a teenager, and you're bound to hear, “Why not?” We can learn a lot from the curious
nature of the youngest among us. In Jesus’ parables, we see that the way He answered ques-
tions welcomed His disciples into a posture of learning. His sacred approach to curiosity
shifted paradigms and broke up black-and-white thinking, inviting His followers into a
more vibrant tapestry of life together.

As Dr. Traci Baxley says, “Our role as adults is to guide our children at all ages as they
navigate their natural inquisitiveness and curiosity in ways that expand their knowledge
and their love for others.”” In journalism school, I quickly learned the five ws (and one 4!)
to fuel my questions:

Who?
What?
When?
Where?
Why?

How?

I discovered that if I was going to get a decent quote for an article, I needed to ditch all
yes-or-no questions. Most of all, I needed to work on my listening skills—something I'm still,
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shall I say, refining. When we’re willing to sit in the messy middle with our kids and resist
the urge to tie up faith conversations with a bow, we permit our families to be in process.
Approach these open-ended questions and authentic conversations with nurture and
nuance. You don’t have to have all the answers—and if we're honest, many answers aren't
ours to have. This is faith: holding on to the promise of what we cannot see, like constel-
lations only revealed at the coordinates. Hebrews 11:1 reminds us that “faith shows the
reality of what we hope for; it is the evidence of things we cannot see.” My kids teach me
more about the nature of God than many a theological treatise. The beauty of having a
living God is that we have the Spirit to guide us, even when we feel alone in our parenting.
If your child is a processor by nature or is more introverted, they may prefer to write their
answers in a notebook, and younger ones might like to draw a picture instead. Some children
may need some time before they’re ready to verbally process, so you may want to check back
in after your time together. The questions you discuss will likely build upon one another and
swirl around in their hearts and minds (and yours, too) long after your initial conversation.

PRAYER

Pray these weekly prayers together as a family. There are certainly times to
pray for the children in your life, but the prayers nestled into these pages
are meant to be shared. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “It is in fact the

“Have we
Christians

most normal thing in the common Christian life to pray together.”®

Each week, you'll find two prayer options. The first is more con-
versational and uses more straightforward language. It may connect
better with younger readers. The second is longer and more poetic,
and it may be a fit for older children. Pick what works for your
family.

If you can, get into a rhythm each season. Read it on Monday
morning as a commissioning before you head your separate ways or
on Sunday evening before you go to bed. Pray the prayers together
at mealtime. Maybe you can devote one weeknight meal to going
through the questions and praying together. Perhaps you can set
aside one evening to talk about the questions and pray together
before bed. You may want to split the prompts and prayers into dif-
ferent days or times of the day. Give yourself (and your kids) grace
when things don’t go according to plan.

forgotten the
transforming
value of a
question?
When we
extinguish
questions
from our lives
... we block
ourselves
from new
truths and
possibilities.”

SUE MONK KIDD,
WHEN THE HEART
WAITS
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The words are crafted to connect you and your children to deeper communion with
God. Mark them up. Cross out what doesn’t fit. Add to them. These prayers are yours.
Even if your family isn’t used to reading prayers aloud, I believe you'll find great comfort in
this time together. As you pray, I hope you're reminded in new ways that you're not alone.
A great cloud of witnesses goes before you.

This Book Is Yours

This book is for you whether you grew up attending church or have barely stepped foot
in a sanctuary. If you're simply curious to find out if faith holds any water so you can
pass it on to your kids, this book is for you, too. It’s for all of us—the faithful and the
doubtful (though I'd say were one and the same). This collection is for those who sense
that, despite the deep inequities and injustices in our world, we sit under the stars of a
loving God who doesn’t leave us or forsake us, whose great mystery we may not under-
stand but can feel in the cheek of a newborn or embrace of a child who is suddenly taller
than we are.

I want to note here that God will not love you more or give your family an extra dollop
of blessings if you read every week’s reflection, work through every prompt, and pray every
prayer with your child. God is so much more gracious than that. 7he love already exists.
There’s nothing you could do to remove the merciful, gracious love that flows from God.
The work of Christ has already been done (see John 17:4).

Most parents I know (myself included) are exhausted. Excuse yourself right now from
the pressure to use this book in a certain way. Pop in and out as you're able. If you miss a
week—or a month—it doesn’t mean you've failed. It means you're human. God made you
human. Just take a breath and jump back in.

My prayer is that over the next year (and in the years to come), you will open your eyes
to see in a new way where the divine has been present in every season of your life. I also
pray that when you are reminded of that truth, the love of Christ will propel you to raise
your family to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God (see Micah 6:8).

May what awaits you on the pages ahead be a guide for your journey through seasons
of rest, renewal, growth, and new experiences.



A BLESSING AS YOU BEGIN

May what awaits you on these pages
be a guide for the changing seasons of
your faith and your family life.

May you experience the transformational love
of Christ in the seemingly ordinary moments.

May you move through parenting with intention
and imagination, presence and purpose.

May your family be filled with
holy curiosity, divine wonder, and sacred delight.

May your time of personal contemplation spur you on
to live out your faith in just, actionable ways.

May you release what is not yours to hold as God forms
your soul along with the souls of your family members.

May you grow spiritually alongside your children.

May you feel deep in your bones the glorious truth that
Christ dwells not only in you but also in your children
and in your neighbor, too.

May these words be an invitation into sacred rest for
your stretched-thin mind, heart, body, and soul.

And may all your life—your fantastic, dirty, messy, holy life—be a prayer.

Kayla Craig,
Ordinary Time, Fall 2023







FALL

Introduction

OUR HOUSE IS FLANKED by mighty maples that seem to shed their summer skin all at
once, shaking off their leaves. Nearby oak trees scatter acorns in all directions. I fold school
polos and look out the window, watching the trees’ limbs sway in the autumn breeze. I
marvel that just as our trees are in transition, so is our family, scattered in all directions in
the fall months. I whisper a prayer as I gather backpacks, sharpen pencils, and coordinate
schedules that have shifted with the seasons, balancing appointments, practices, work
events, and school performances.

Our formerly green lawn is blanketed in fields of gold and red leaves. The ground that
once welcomed bare feet and water balloon fights is now preparing for the first freeze. We
box up summer sandals and replace them with sturdy sneakers, which will be exchanged
for snow boots in a few short months. I send the kids out with rakes in hand, knowing
that as soon as they make a pile, they’ll be jumping in—scattering the leaves into the wind,
riding off to their next adventure.

We lug pumpkins to our front steps, carving sloping grins to greet our neighbors. I light
candles in the evening, a simple offering of autumnal warmth—a small way to bring light
to the blanket of darkness that comes ever earlier. A pot of chili simmers on the stove, and
a loaf of bread rises in the oven. All around my neighborhood, families of all shapes and
sizes gather around weeknight dinner tables, sometimes lingering over homecooked meals
and sometimes stopping by drive-thrus so they can pass the peace before soccer practice
and school plays.

Fall invites us inward, beckoning us to notice God’s peace and divine presence, not just
around us but deep inside us too.

As you read these weekly reflections, I hope you can, as Morgan Harper Nichols so aptly
writes, “turn to the sun rising above your head or the leaves of the deciduous trees falling

to the ground and think, ‘Iz the same way there is a rhythm to nature, I have rhythms too.”"

11
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Throughout these selections, you'll find invitations to see the rhythms of your faith and your
family life in a new way, drawing closer to the One who is making all things new, even in
this transitional season. As you read, you'll be encouraged to throw open the windows and
let the fresh autumn air fill your lungs so you can breathe in new possibilities deep within
your soul. You'll also find invitations to explore the God-breathed longings you hold in your
heart—and permission to sit in the darkness of mystery and untangle your deepest hauntings.

Throughout September, October, and November (a block of ordinary time in the
liturgical calendar between Advent and Lent that invites us to reflect on the life of Christ),
you'll find points of connection, beckoning you to listen to the One who breathes all
seasons into existence. As you do, you'll embrace new ways of listening to and journeying
with your children. You'll also find reflections connected to nature’s seasonal changes, and
to autumn’s holidays and holy days.

In the months ahead, you'll be challenged to pursue peace in your parenting. And by
the grace of God, you'll be comforted by Christ, who is ever present not just in your joys
and celebrations but in your fears and failures too.

You'll be invited to create rhythms of gratitude within your family, and you'll be nudged
to shed a scarcity mentality so you can stop your striving and rest in the arms of a loving
God. As autumn wraps you in its embrace, you'll have opportunities to engage in creative
hospitality and consider how Jesus defines abundance and blessing. The readings will
welcome you to create spaces of belonging and encourage you to care for your soul as you
look to the care and keeping of your children.

These devotions have been prayed over and pored over, but only you know what God
might be whispering in your soul as you read and reflect. Release any pressure to read
through everything in one day. You can set aside bits and pieces of your weekly schedule to
contemplate the Christ-centered meditations, breath prayers, family discussion questions,
and communal prayers.

Whether you're in the school pickup line or on your commute to work, take time to
enter into personal contemplation before you invite your family to explore each week’s
questions and close your time in prayer. End your week by considering what action your
family can take to be more present, faithful, and just in your home and your community.

May the honest words and hopeful prayers that follow welcome you and your family
into rhythms of grace this fall.
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A Prayer for Fall

O God, Creator of all seasons,
We thank You for the gift of fall’s

embrace.

Be near as our family embarks on

autumn’s adventures

And new ages and stages of life.

God, we breathe the crisp, fresh air
And ask You to guide us

In this ever-changing world.

Be our compass as winds change.
Direct us as we sit in the dusk

And marvel at Your mystery.

As twigs snap and leaves crunch
Under our weight,
We, too, give the weight

Of all we've been carrying
to You,

For we know You care for us.

In the demands of domestic life,
Help us rest in You.

Soothe our discontent

And stoke the fires of our hearts
So we may be a soft place

For our children to return to
When the day grows dark.

May our children know now
And forevermore

That no matter what the day
brings,
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Our arms are always ready

to embrace them

And welcome them home.

As the air around us grows cooler,
Help us to create dwelling places
That are warm and welcoming

So that our neighbors, as well as
our children,

Will know that their presence is
wanted.

As fall stretches out and blankets
us in fields of gold,

Grow in us a sense of belonging
in You, O Lord,

So that we might extend that
warmth to others.

Help us be quick to listen—
really listen—

To the children in our lives.

O God of harvest moons

And campfire tales,

O God of leaf piles for jumping

And apple cider for sipping,

O God of pumpkin pies with
dollops of cream

And the swirl of steam that rises

from

A cup of hot coffee in the cool

morning,

Be near.



EVERY SEASON SACRED

Let us hear You in the bird’s song And clothe us in compassion

As it hops from colorful leaf to Like a warm and worn hand-me-
colorful leaf, down sweater

Rustling a fiery blaze of motion Pulled over our shoulders
in the trees And passed down over the years.

Th d d

atstand rooted even as As the day grows darker earlier,

seasons change. el '
t t

Help us to be a family that Ep 1S get quie

So that we mightsit in the

notices
Th el " darkness
S ¢ seen'n;gg srbna q And dwell in the mystery
o we might be better attune OF who You are.

To receive the big changes You Soothe our fears

have for us too. ) )
And remind us that in every

O Christ who moved in Transitional moment
empathy, And time of change,
Move us in empathy too, You are near.
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REFLECTION 1

Noticing

I’'M PUSHING THE STROLLER around the corner when the podcast 'm streaming cuts
out. I frown and glance at my phone. Out of battery. I've just promised my older kids
thirty more minutes of park time with friends while I walk the nearby sidewalks. What
am I supposed to do with no podcasts, music, or texting? I'm tempted to call them over
and tell them it’s time to go.

What will I do with thirty minutes of silence? With no one to listen to or talk with?

With a life full of loud children, I dream of silence often. But now that I'm forced to
be in the silence and stillness of the day, I don’t love it.

I take a breath and keep walking, determined to live up to the challenge. As I walk,
my daughter giggles. I realize she’s been giggling all along, but I was too distracted by my
phone’s speakers to notice the beautiful melody right in front of me. A few more minutes
in, I start to hear the birds chirping as they keep watch from their perches in the canopy
of trees overhead. The more I walk without manufactured noise, the more I notice: a sym-
phony of hooting owls, the crunching of leaves, and creaking park swings.

My awakened senses bring me more into the present. With each step on the pavement,
I add to the rhythm of the song that has been humming all along. As I walk, I ask God
to help me awaken to what is happening right in front of me, to the beauty I've been too
distracted to notice.

I feel the snap of the twigs as I push the stroller down the boulevard. I feel the embrace
of the afternoon as little wisps of a cool breeze come and go. I breathe in the fresh air, the
last vestiges of summer giving way to the beginnings of fall. A squirrel with a bushy plume
of a tail gathers acorns, skittering across lawns, planning for the cooler days to come.

I'look up to the two mighty oaks that line the boulevards and wonder when their leaves
started to spin into golden hues. I eye the playground, where an elderly neighbor is picking
up bits of trash and the neighborhood kids have joined in, making up a multigenerational
litter brigade.

15
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Would I have even noticed the ordinary grace right in front of me if I had planned
ahead and charged my phone?

Our lives are loud. Even when we think we're clearing our minds, we often fill them with
something else. Being awake to our lives feels almost unnatural. Disconnecting from technol-
ogy so we can be present to where we are and who we're with isn’t easy. Sometimes there are
situations or emotions we'd prefer to escape or avoid. While I'm all for using technology in
healthy ways, 'm aware of my propensity to scroll in an attempt to distract or numb myself,
and then I'll tell my friends how I “just can’t find space to think.”

I often wonder what 'm missing out on—what we are collectively missing out on—
when we default to zoning out on our phones. What delightful interactions pass us by
in the waiting room because we're too engrossed in a Twitter thread? What glimpse of
humanity do we miss because we're checking emails while waiting in line at the gro-
cery store? As Morgan Harper Nichols writes, “After decades of an ever-increasing, ever-
loudening pulse of mass communication, we have all been dealt the task of trying to
navigate a global, growing machine that none of us ever asked for.”*> When my four chil-
dren were young, my husband went out of town on a work trip. I was frazzled from par-
enting two toddlers, a preschooler, and an elementary schooler—by myself. I didn't have
any energy to make dinner, so I ordered a pizza. I herded all the kids into the minivan (an
Olympian feat) and finally made it to the pizzeria.

I unbuckled them, and with a toddler on each hip, I stood in line while my other
children bounced around like they were in a pinball machine. When it was finally our
turn to check out, I grabbed the diaper bag for my wallet. It . . . wasn’t there. The thought
of getting everyone back into the vehicle and doing this all over again felt like too high
of a hill to climb. But the woman standing in line behind me was paying attention—not
scrolling her phone—and generously offered to cover our bill.

Ordinary grace.

Jesus paid attention to people, often those who were unseen. When a woman in the
crush of a large crowd touched the hem of His clothes, Jesus zew. He was awake to the
place He was in and to the people around Him, along with their needs. He was paying
attention.

Much ink has been spilled over our children’s generation and the implications of so much
technology at their fingertips. Navigating online spaces is complicated and overwhelming, to
be sure. But I wonder how much starts with us as parents. We have to contend with our own
habits and how our unhealthy patterns with technology form us—and our souls.

16



FALL

How can we hope to form the souls of our families when were drinking from a firehose
of information, entertainment, and connectivity twenty-four hours a day?

Andy Crouch, author of The Tech-Wise Family, writes, “We are made to live and learn
in a physical world. And no human beings are more exuberantly and fundamentally rooted
in the body than children. As children, our bodies are full of energy and primed for physi-
cal learning. We are designed to explore our world and learn through all our senses.” The
youngest among us have much to teach us about paying attention. My six-year-old con-
stantly stops on a walk, marveling at the shell of a fallen walnut or the wing of a butterfly.

With God’s help, we can set our beeping and buzzing distractions aside, becoming like
children as we awaken our senses to the glory that is unfurling all around us. When we
partake in this holy work of noticing, we become aware of where we may extend ordinary
grace—and where we're receiving, again and again, the grace that God lavishly pours into
the nooks and crannies of our seemingly ordinary lives. We can pay attention to our inner
worlds and to what's going on all around us. In this sacred noticing, we're given the ability
to see not just the beauty springing up around us on a fall day but also the divine gift of
seeing and serving Jesus in those often unseen.

In Matthew 25, Jesus tells His followers that people who consider themselves faith-
ful will come to Him, but Jesus won't know them because they never noticed Him. He'll
tell them, “I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me
nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you
did not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me” (Matthew
25:42-43, NIV).

Jesus says that people will be taken aback: “What are you talking about? We never saw
you and ignored you!” And Jesus will reply, “Truly I tell you, whatever you did not do for
one of the least of these, you did not do for me” (Matthew 25:45, N1v).

May we not get so busy that we miss Jesus in the people in front of us.

A practice I've been trying to incorporate to help me pay attention is praying the
Examen, a reflection developed by Ignatius Loyola in the sixteenth century that has
been used by the church for centuries (see appendix 2). As I prayerfully reflect on several
questions each evening, I have an opportunity to examine and reflect on God’s presence
throughout the beautiful and challenging moments of my day.

When the lights are low and all the creatures of my home are asleep, I plug in my
phone, silence it, and grab a book from my bedside table. When it’s time to turn off the
light, I begin to play back my day.
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Where did I see God in the morning, afternoon, evening, and night?
What brought me joy?

What challenged me?

What disappointed me?

This prayer practice helps me stay rooted in the love of Christ that dwells within and
around us (see Ephesians 3:17). When I pray the Examen, I look back and talk to God,
not just recounting what happened or how I felt but also asking for help in exploring the
deeper why within the contours of my day. Some people journal their Examen prayers, but
I prefer the freedom of letting my mind wander through them.

When I pray this way, I feel like a child hashing out the day with a parent who is
delighted to be in the presence of their beloved child. With the help of the Holy Spirit, I
sometimes find myself convicted and other times comforted in this reflective examination
of the soul.

I can tell when I've mainlined news and mindlessly doomscrolled, because I have a
difficult time recalling the day. But no matter what my day was like, I am reminded of the
presence of God with me through all of it—the joys, the sorrows, and all the mundane
parts in between.

As theologian Wendy Wright says, “The fundamental art of the spiritual life is the art
of paying attention. By this, I do not mean simply being aware of what is going on around
you; I mean a contemplative attentiveness that is alive to both the outer and inner dimen-
sions of life and especially alive to the deep ground of silence that undergirds all that is,
an attentiveness that can discern, amid all the noise and confusion, the still, small voice
of God.” In appendix 2 at the back of this book, you'll find a guide to help you and your
family pray through the Examen. You can also revisit these reflective prayer prompts at

the end of a season too.

SCRIPTURE
Matthew 9:20-22; Ephesians 3:17; Matthew 25

BREATH PRAYER

Inhale: Help me see You
Exbale: In and around me.
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FAMILY DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Read Matthew 25:31-46 together.

» What makes you feel most noticed? When did someone pay attention to

you when you needed it?

» What distracts you from what’s happening in the moment? What outside

influences have been clamoring for your attention lately?

» When did you notice God’s presence today?

» How did Jesus give us an example of paying attention?

» What happens when we don’t pay attention to those around us who are hurting?

» What do you think Jesus meant when He said that what we do for the

least of these we do for Him?

» Why do you think people spend so much time looking at their phones?

How often do you look at a screen when you are waiting somewhere?

» What is one habit you can try to help you pay more attention to your life

and the ways God shows up in it?

FAMILY PRAYER

Dear God, we live in a noisy world.
Distractions are all around us, and it feels
like everything is shouting for our atten-
tion. We need your help to focus on what
You have for us.

Help us to pay attention to the places
we're in and the people around us, because
what we do for the hurting, we do for You.
Help us to pay attention to our feelings

because our emotions have a lot to teach us.

Help us to ger quiet so we can be
noticers—in our family, our neighborhood,
and our world. Amen.

older
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O God of presence, we come to You and
confess that weve been distracted, tangled
up in our own thoughts and in the work of
our own hands.

In a world that clamors for our atten-
tion, help us to be still so we remember that
You are with us. In a world that is hurting
and crying out, help us to notice so we may
better love our neighbors. Release us from
the grip of technology, and help us look up
s0 we may truly live.

Jesus, thank You for leading us as we
work to be a family of noticers. Amen.



PUT IT INTO PRACTICE

If you're feeling distracted or having a hard time
turning off the noise, try a grounding exercise. This
practice will help you become aware of your five senses.
It can be used by kids and grown-ups alike. As you
breathe in and out, naming what you're noticing,
ask God to be with you in the moment.

Sit quietly. Take in your surroundings and
use your senses to start noticing

5 things you can see (your hands, the sky,
a potted plant)

4 things you can physically feel (your feet on
the ground, a ball, your friend’s hand)

3 things you can hear (the wind blowing,
children’s laughter, your breath)

2 things you can smell (fallen leaves, coffee, soap)
1 thing you can taste (a mint, gum, fresh air)
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REFLECTION 2

Pcace

THEY SCREAM WITH TEARS in their eyes as they wrestle and fight. “MO-OMMM!” they
shout, beckoning me to referee yet another match of brother vs. brother.

I sigh and sit on their bedroom rug, motioning for them to take a seat next to me. Arms
crossed and brows furrowed, two tearful, sweaty boys begrudgingly join me.

I look into Abram’s eyes, the ones that hold the big blue waves. “Abram, the truest thing
about you is that you are a beloved child of God.”

I look into Asher’s eyes, chocolate with a honey glaze. “Asher, the truest thing about
you is that you are a beloved child of God.”

“What is true for you is true for your brother,” I say. “The words you said, the ways
you chose to hurt and harm? Those aren't the truest things about you. And your brother’s
words, the ways he chose to hurt and harm? Those aren’t the truest things about him,
either.”

I ask them to look into the eyes of their brother and affirm this truth: “The truest thing
about you is that you are a beloved child of God.”

All too often, we have spiritual amnesia. We're prone to forget who we are—and the
One who calls us beloved. This leads us down paths far from the peace God holds out for
us. Instead of being people who heal, we're overwhelmed by the violence of our world,
clamoring over ourselves, choosing to harm ourselves and others.

How can we raise peacemakers when our own hearts are bruised and battered? If we
want our children to choose paths of peace, we must also keep choosing these paths for
ourselves.

To follow Jesus is to embark on a lifetime path of healing and wholeness. Jesus 75 peace.
All His ways are peace. But this path is often at odds with a world that’s not only saturated
with violence but even celebrates conflict, aggression, and acts of war.

My sons can’t walk down the toy aisle without being bombarded with violence. Plastic
weapons meant for play come packaged in all shapes and sizes, marketed to the youngest
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among us. Plot lines of video games and movies glorify violence, forgoing creative problem-
solving or collaboration when a gun, sword, or blaster will do. Children as young as tod-
dlers are sold the lie that peace is weak or passive, that justice comes through vengeance.

But Jesus taught a different way.

Jesus gave us His teaching—and, indeed, His very life—so we can be free from vindic-
tive violence. As theologian Miroslav Volf wrote, Jesus “broke the vicious cycle of violence
by absorbing it, taking it upon himself.”

Thousands of years ago—long before Jesus broke into the world and ushered in a new
understanding of peace—the prophet Isaiah foresaw a world brimming with peace that
would be ushered in by the Messiah, one where violence wouldn’t have the final say: “He
will judge between the nations and will settle disputes for many peoples. They will beat
their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up
sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore” (Isaiah 2:4, N1v). Other ver-
sions say, “Neither shall they learn war anymore” (Esv) or “They won't play war” (MsG).
As people who worship a God who was violently killed, our hearts should not be calloused
when it comes to violence.

We are our children’s first teachers. At a young age, they’ll learn peace—or violence—
from us by watching how we navigate conflict and how we mediate our anger. Through
the rhythms of life at home, they’ll see if we lean toward reconciliation—or retaliation.
They’ll watch how we treat others and see how we advocate for a more just and peaceful
world for everyone.

To raise children who pursue peace, consider that roaring fires start with a simple
spark (see James 3:5). Peace isn’t something we just teach but something we live out, by
the grace of God.

Let the fragrance of peace linger like your favorite fall candle in your home. Bring your
family into conversations about why you choose rhythms of peace at home, at work, and
in your neighborhood. Ask them questions. Look to faithful leaders who have followed
Jesus and advocated for peace, often at a great cost, such as abolitionists and civil rights
advocates.

I often find a sense of peace sifting through used-book sales. While on a writing retreat,
I stumbled upon a stack of vintage books for fifty cents apiece. My eyes fell on a small
pamphlet about peacemaking from the 1980s that stopped me in my tracks. On the first
page, it said, “Nurturing the spiritual potential of our children is also essential for devel-
oping peacemakers. Peacemaking calls for risk taking and suffering. Whether it is finding
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the courage to reconcile oneself with another person, or challenging a government policy
or policy maker, peacemakers must pay a price. But so did Jesus!” In our parenting, it’s
important to remember that Jesus went first, inviting us into a true and abundant peace
that is so much bigger than false unity or passive peacekeeping. When we truly pursue
peace, we come alongside the marginalized and oppressed, just like Jesus did. We call out
the belovedness we see in others. We seek to heal where others intend to hurt or harm.
And like Jesus, we don’t bow to the whims of the empire, of those in power. We worship
God—and God alone. We realize that our words and actions may ruffle feathers, but in
our peacemaking, we don’t resign ourselves to false unity, saying, “Peace, peace when there
is no peace,” as the prophet Jeremiah warned about (see Jeremiah 6:14; 8:11).

If parenting for peace feels overwhelming, take heart. We are not in this alone. Begin
to pass on peace to your child by reminding them of their belovedness. Show them that
they can choose to live a life that flows from the peace of Christ—that we love because He
first loved us (see 1 John 4:19).

Our children are not too young to follow Jesus into ways of peace. They can create
peace at the playground. Not only can they choose not to bully, but they can defend the
one who is being hurt. Peacemaking isn’t passive—it’s an active stance. This kind of peace
is fueled by Christ’s power and passion, and it creates spaces where everyone’s beloved-
ness is honored. As contemplative writer, mother, and peacemaker Osheta Moore says,
“Peace is fierce—it has to be, because violence and discord won’t go down without a fight.
Those who wield peace in the face of the world’s violence do it fiercely.”” The prophet
Jeremiah was daunted by the life God had for him. Jeremiah felt like he was too young to
enter the work that God invited him into. But here’s what he sensed the Lord telling him:
“Do not say, ‘I am too young.” You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever I
command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you” (Jeremiah
1:7-8, N1v). We can point even our youngest children away from the hurt hurled by the
world and toward a God who heals.

I ended up finding a couple of quarters to purchase the little booklet. As I walked
through the trees, I read, “We need to teach our children about a healing God, who loves
and forgives unconditionally. Without self-esteem and compassion, our children will never
become peacemakers—the people who are willing to work for change, reach out to the
suffering, and take a stand against injustice.”

Our culture doesn’t make it easy for followers of Jesus to resist the violent trappings
of this world. In the United States, the months leading up to Election Day are full of
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rhetorical violence. Politicians hurl verbal assaults and vitriolic accusations. Violent words
(and sometimes deeds) can run rampant among those who are charged with leading our
nation. People who stoke fearful fires and political platforms that harm the vulnerable
often garner millions of votes. It’s overwhelming and disheartening.

If this behavior sounds antithetical to the gospel, that’s because it is. But you can cast
your ballot for peace. You can take heart that we do not parent as people without hope.
Jesus offered a blessing for those who make peace, saying that “they will be called the
children of God” (see Matthew 5:9). This is good news! We are set free from culture’s
claims that we need to be vengeful, powerful, and dominant—that we have to hurt one
another with our actions or words. Instead, we can follow Jesus, who rebuked Peter after
he attacked someone, thinking he was defending Jesus with his act of violence. But Jesus
told him to put his sword away (see John 18:10-11).

It’s easy to be like Peter, thinking we're fighting the good fight by taking vengeance (and
violence) into our own hands. But while our intentions may come from a good place, our
potential to harm someone else is not God’s best for us or them. Jesus tells us to put our
weapons (literal and figurative) down. This means we don’t berate others on social media,
even if we're convinced we're right. We don't speak violent words to our children or spouse.
We advocate for victims of violence and oppression. We get involved in community advo-
cacy and dismantle systems that harm others.

Instead of being combative toward each other, we can choose compassion. Instead of
fighting with each other, we can choose communal flourishing.

We are not alone in this journey of peaceful parenting. Paul wrote these words to believ-
ers: “My sacred family members, let your hearts be glad. Mend your ways, walk side by
side with each other, sharing the same purpose and living in harmony with one another.
In this way, the Great Spirit who gives love and peace will walk with you on the road of
life” (2 Corinthians 13:11, Fnv).

May you and your family remember your belovedness so you may welcome the peace
of Christ all the days of your lives, choosing to walk in God’s good ways each day (see
1 Peter 3:11). May this way of seeking true peace cover all aspects of your life: your voca-
tion, your work, your friendships, your neighboring, and your parenting. As Jeremiah
cast in his vision long ago, may you seek the peace and welfare of the place you live (see
Jeremiah 29:7).
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PRAYING THROUGH
THE FALL

Fall is full of days that invite us to pray for peace.

INTERNATIONAL DAY OF PEACE:

On September 21, people around the world observe
aday to reorient their hearts to the way of peace,
lay down their weapons, and commit to working

toward the flourishing of all people.

FEAST DAY OF SAINT FRANCIS OF ASSISI:
On October 4, many Christians honor Saint
Francis, who devoted himself to a life of prayer
and intentional poverty. He cared deeply about
honoring God's creation and pursuing peace.

ELECTION DAY:
Consider spending time praying for peace during
your country'’s election day as well. In the United States,
Election Day is typically on the first Tuesday of November.
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SCRIPTURE
Luke 15:1-7; Isaiah 2:4; Jeremiah 6:14; 8:11; Matthew 5:9

BREATH PRAYER

Inhale: Lord, make me
Exhale: An instrument of peace.

FAMILY DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Read Matthew 5:9 together.

» What do you think it means to be a peacemaker? Who in your life is a
peacemaker?

» Who are some historical figures that led the way in peacemaking? (If
your family is having trouble thinking of someone, you might want to
investigate Saint Francis, Martin Luther King Jr., or Dorothy Day.)

» Do you know someone who is a victim of war or violence? What have you
learned from their stories?

» How can our family get more involved in speaking against violence in our
community?

» What talents and abilities has God given you to use as you work toward
peace?

» How did Jesus approach violence? Why do you think Jesus is called the
Prince of Peace?

» What toys, games, movies, or TV shows have you seen instill a sense
of violence? How should you respond when you're confronted with
something like this?

» How does our family work through conflict? Why is forgiveness better
than retaliation?
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THE PEACE PRAYER
OF ST. FRANCIS

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace:
where there is hatred, let me sow love;
where there is injury, pardon;

where there is doubt, faith;

where there is despair, hope;
where there is darkness, light;
where there is sadness, joy.

O divine Master, grant that | may not so much seek
to be consoled as to console,

to be understood as to understand,

to be loved as to love.

For itis in giving that we receive,

itis in pardoning that we are pardoned,

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.
Amen.
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FAMILY PRAYER

Jesus, we know You are called the Prince of
Peace. Bur our world is often scary. It can be
hard to feel peaceful, especially when we're
angry or upset. Forgive us for the ways weve
hurt one another.

Help us to be gentle like You are. Help
us to forgive as You forgive. Help us to ask
for forgiveness when we hurt a sibling or a
[friend. Give us the bravery to speak up for
what’s right and to help people who need it.

God, we know that true power doesn’t

come through violence; it comes from the
peace of Jesus. Help us remember that.
Amen.

PRAYING
THROUGH MUSIC

As a family, listen to
the song “Instrument
of Peace” by The
Porter’s Gate. It's a
new song with lyrics
inspired by Saint
Francis's ancient
prayer. Reflect on the
nature sounds at the
beginning and the
end. Discuss what

it means to be an
“instrument of peace.”
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O Prince of Peace, we come to You, for our
hearts don’t feel peaceful, and our world
doesn’t either. All around us, chaos swirls.
We want to follow You, even in times of
upheaval . . . especially then.

We seek the peace of Your Kingdom,
and we ask You to help us be makers of
peace too—in our community, our world,
our family, and our hearss.

O Lord, we know we have confused
passive peacekeeping with active peace-
making. We have sought a false peace that
doesn’t ruffle feathers and avoids conflict
instead of the true peace that comes from
being under the shelter of Your wings. Help
our family to choose Your paths of peace
and renounce the allure of what our world
says will bring peace, like wealth, prosper-
ity, and prestige.

May we be peacemakers, walking hum-
bly with You, O Lord. Amen.’
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