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Doing the Faith: Devotions  
 

Christianity, as we have detailed in our two 
previous articles, is something you do, 
something we may better conceptualize as a 
verb. Here is how we expressed this: Salvation 
is Christôs work, which we receive by faith. 
Christianity is our work, which we do in word and 
deed. We reinforce this faith through our 
actions, habits, and rituals.1  
 
In our first two articles we addressed the action 
of worshipðspecifically the three-dimensional 
gathering of the gathered to receive Godôs 3D 
gifts of forgivenessðand the action of Bible 
reading (remember, No Dusty Bibles!), 
specifically the practice of Word before World 
and The Regular Return.  
 
This month we turn to devotions. You have 
surely heard pastors and pastor-types speak 
about and exhort hearers to ñdo devotions,ò but 
we rarely detail what that means or what it 
entails. Thus the reason Iôm writing this article! 
In the following paragraphs Iôm going to lay out 
a method for doing family/individual devotions.  
 
Before I do, though, I want to address a few 
items as preface. First, what are devotions? The 
word gives us a clue. You can hear the word 
devote in devotions. Devotions, then, would be 
about devoting ourselves to something. In this 
case, weôre devoting ourselves to Jesus by 
intentionally setting apart time to hear His Word 
and to reflect on it. At heart, then, doing 

 
1 We have referred to the churchôs ancient dictum, lex 
orandi, lex credendi (the law of praying is the law of 
believing). The churchôs practice of praying/worshiping 

devotions entails a regular ritual of reading, 
hearing, reflecting on, and considering Godôs 
Word. 
 
One of the keys to devotions is establishing 
them as a individual/family ritual. Rituals are 
regular and repeated actions to which we 
ascribe meaning and from which we derive 
benefit. For example, athletes often have 
pregame rituals (certain foods, music, warm-
ups) that they regularly turn to / perform to help 
calm and focus them. Pastors will often kneel to 
pray (to calm their nerves and to ask God to 
work through them) before preaching a sermon. 
Employees will often enjoy a cup of coffee 
before work (or on their way to work) as a 
calming/preparatory ritual.   
 
Rituals provide anchor points, safe and 
predictable harbors, in the often-chaotic oceans 
of our lives. To state the obvious: We need 
rituals. Individual/family devotions are important 
spiritual rituals that will anchor us in the faith and 
provide safe and predictable harbors for our 
souls.  
 
Finally, as my last item of preface, I need to 
make clear that I will lay out a method for 
devotions. I am not writing about the way. The 
beautiful thing about devotions is that they can 
be customized. If you have a devotion ritual that 
is working for you/your family, fantastic! Take 
what is useful from what Iôm going to share and 
ignore the rest. You donôt need to do exactly 
what Iôm going to describe, but you do need the 
ritual of individual/family devotions.   
 

(the things of the faith that we do), both reveals what 
we believe and shapes what we believe.  
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Before I get into the meat of the article, I also 
want to acknowledge that some people enjoy 
devotional books. Portals of Prayer is a 
perennial favorite. Many have also appreciated 
the depth and breadth of Concordia Publishing 
Houseôs Treasury of Daily Prayer. And you have 
heard DCE Kathryn recommend excellent 
devotional resources in previous newsletters 
and me recommend The Lent Project and 
Advent Project online from Biola University. For 
this article, however, Iôm going to skip the 
devotional books/webpages and give you a 
method for how to read Scripture successfully 
as an individual/family (as a complement to 
Word before World and The Regular Return, 
which I detailed last month).  
 

Scalable Individual/Family 
Devotions  

 
The heading here is important. What Iôm going 
to share is intended to be scalable. In other 
words, you might not be able to do everything 
every day ï and thatôs okay. Life isnôt always 
predictable or regular, but you should strive to 
do something every day.  This is about ritual, 
about establishing a safe harbor for your soul 
and a solid anchor point for your mind.  
 

Read Scripture  
 
To start, pick a book of the Bible. You get to 
choose. If this is a new ritual for you, start in one 
of the Gospels or the Psalms or Proverbs. 
These are great entry points. Then pick how 
much you want to read. It could be one chapter, 
or even part of a chapter. If you are doing this 
as a family, you should read this out loud. You 
can designate who reads it. Dads, you should 
take a key leadership role in this. Even if you are 

doing this as an individual, consider reading it 
out loud. It will add a layer of hearing and a 
dimension of focus.  
 

Whatõs your one thing?  
 
When youôve finished reading, ask each 
member of the family to share their ñone thing,ò 
one thing that stood out to them, that 
encouraged them or challenged them or 
bewildered them. Talk about everyoneôs one 
thing. You can decide how long the 
conversations will continue. Some days it may 
only last a couple minutes. Some days it may 
last longer. And donôt be afraid of not knowing 
what a particular text means. God gave you a 
pastor for that! Call/text/email/stop in and ask 
your questions. If you are doing this as an 
individual, consider journaling your one thing or 
developing a regular ritual with a friend or family 
member centered in your one thing.  
 

Confess the Creed  
 
When you have finished your/everyoneôs one 
thing, confess the Apostlesô Creed. Say it out 
loud. The Creed is a tremendous gift from the 
early generations of the church to the latter. Not 
only does it succinctly summarize the truths of 
Scripture, enabling us confidently to confess our 
faith in our Triune God, but it provides the first 
line of defense against false teachings. If you 
are raising children, give this gift and protection 
to your children. If you live alone or do devotions 
by yourself, celebrate this gift and treasure this 
protection. Confess the Creed. Out loud.   
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What was your high/low?  

 
After the Creed, give everyone the opportunity 
to share their high and their low from their day. 
What was the thing they enjoyed most about 
their day and the thing they didnôt enjoy? What 
made them happy? What made them sad? 
What excited them? What frustrated them? As 
with the ñone thing,ò if you are an individual, you 
may find great benefit in journaling your highs 
and lows and/or committing to this with a friend. 
If you are doing this as a family, this is a key part 
of your family devotions. This is the part that 
establishes a time and a place for sharing, for 
listening, and for supporting, which is critical for 
family unity and identity (and will pay dividends 
far into the future as children grow, marry, and 
begin families of their own). This will be a key 
piece in strengthening the family bond. It will 
allow parents and siblings opportunities to 
celebrate together and to grieve together. It will 
pull individuals out of themselves and situate 
them within the family. As with the ñone thing,ò 
you can decide how long this piece of devotions 
continues. Some days you may have to have 
ñlightning rounds,ò placing limits on 
conversation, for the sake of time. Some days 
you may have time to linger longer. You get to 
decide.  
 

Pray 
 
When you have finished sharing highs and lows, 
pray. You can decide how this will work best for 
you/your family. In our house the ñassistant of 
the dayò (our system for eliminating childrenôs 
tendency to fight over whose turn it is) prays and 
then I pray. These prayers can draw from the 
themes or teachings communicated in your 

Scripture reading and from your/your familyôs 
highs and lows. Over time your family will learn 
how to pray for each other and how to let 
Scripture inform your prayers.   
 
If youôre interested in learning more about how 
to let Scripture guide your prayer, I recommend 
Rev. Dr. Matthew Harrisonôs (President of our 
church body) translation of Martin Lutherôs 
booklet on prayer entitled A Simple Way to Pray. 
I have copies available in my office. Hereôs the 
simple summary: Read the text and ask these 
questions:  
 

¶ What is this text teaching me?   

¶ What in the text moves me to thanksgiving?   

¶ What in the text moves me to confess my 
sin?   

 
As you answer those questions you go to God 
in prayer. You can tell God what youôve learned. 
You can thank Him for what Heôs taught and/or 
given you. You can confess the sin Heôs 
exposed. And then you can consider how the 
text might move you to lift someone else up in 
prayer.   
 
When the prayers conclude, pray the Lordôs 
Prayer out loud. Even if youôre doing your 
devotions alone, pray the Lordôs Prayer ï and 
consider doing it out loud. As with the Creed, 
saying it out loud focuses your mind and 
reduces distractions ï and we need to have our 
mind focused! How often have you started 
praying silently and discovered several minutes 
later that your mind wandered off before you 
finished? Praying out loud doesnôt ensure our 
mind wonôt wander during prayer, but it does 
make focusing easier.   
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The more you pray the Lordôs Prayer (and 
reflect on it), the more you realize how it is a 
beautiful gift from our Lord Jesus that 
encompasses everything we need for body and 
soul. Itôs worth praying out loud daily. Martin 
Luther, in his Large Catechism extolled the 
Lordôs Prayer:    
 

God takes the initiative and puts into our 
mouths the very words and approach we 
are to use. In this way we see how deeply 
concerned he is about our needs, and we 
should never doubt that such prayer 
pleases him and will assuredly be heardé 
Thus there is no nobler prayer to be found 
on earth, for it has the powerful testimony 
that God loves to hear it. This we should not 
trade for all the riches in the world.2 

 
Bless 

 
After the Lordôs Prayer, bless your family. Iôll 
address the individual in a moment. Ideally, Dad 
will speak a concluding blessing, which can be 
something like this: The grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the love of God, and the communion of 

the Holy Spirit T  be with us all, Amen. Notice 
the symbol of the cross. This is an invitation to 
make the sign of the cross. Iôll say more about 
this in a moment, but for now mark the invitation.  
 
At this point devotions are done, but thereôs one 
more piece that remains until just before 
bedtime. This is the personal blessing. This can 
look different in different families, but the 
personal blessing is the opportunity for Dad 
and/or Mom to bless their children with Godôs 

 
2 The Large Catechism, Third Part: The Lordôs Prayer, 
22-23.  

Word. Ideally Dad will choose a verse from 
Scripture to speak over each child individually 
while he makes the sign of the cross on their 
forehead.  
 
This simple act has the power to profoundly 
impact children. Imagine your child(ren) hearing 
this personal blessing spoken over them 
thousands of times during their childhood. Do 
you think it will stay with them? Absolutely!  
They will surely forget many things about their 
childhood, but a personal blessing from Dad (or 
Mom) spoken over them thousands of times is 
something they will remember their entire life. 
Parents, bless your children.  
 
Now we have the basic outline for devotions. 
Letôs discuss how we will implement them. You 
can decide when in your day you will establish 
this individual/family ritual, but it needs to go 
somewhere. Like I said earlier, though, the 
beauty of scalable devotions is that you can 
scale them to your particular situation on your 
particular day. Some days are hectic and full. 
On these days you may choose only to do highs 
and lows, blessings, and bed. Some days donôt 
end until late (getting home late from a ballgame 
or concert). On these days you may simply do 
blessings and bed. But some days might allow 
the full ritual: Bible, one thing, Creed, highs and 
lows, prayers/Lordôs Prayer, blessing, and bed. 
 
Because these are scalable devotions, you are 
free to choose ï without guilt! ï what works for 
you, but no matter what, you will always, at the 
very least, do blessings and bed. This takes, at 
most, three minutes. But these minutes, 



5 

 

multiplied by thousands of repetitions, pay huge 
dividends for children, even into adulthood. As I 
emphasized before, the point is not doing 
everything every day; the point is doing 
something every day. The point is the repetition 
of the ritual. Itôs the repetition that matters, that 
gives the ritual its staying power.  
 
Make the sign of the cross 
 
Letôs return now to the individual. What should 
the individual do after the Lordôs Prayer? I 
recommend the following. In fact, I recommend 
this for everyone. Make the sign of the cross. 
Despite what some have claimed, this is not a 
Roman Catholic practice. Yes, Roman Catholics 
make the sign of the cross, but the cross is not 
limited to any one confession. The cross 
belongs to everyone for whom Jesus died 
(which is everyone!). Make the sign of the cross 
and call the following to mind:  
 

¶ I am baptized into Christ.  

¶ Jesus died for this body.  

¶ Jesus will raise this body. 

¶ I have just traced the shape of suffering 
over me. I am prepared to suffer to confess 
Jesus.  

¶ I have just traced the shape of forgiveness 
over me. There is forgiveness for me.  

¶ I have just traced the shape of hope over 
me. There is hope for me.  

 
There is power in this simple action and in these 
simple confessions. And by physically tracing 
the cross over your body, you are able to feel 
these promises. You can feel them on your 
forehead, in your stomach, and on your 
shoulders. These promises are for your body. 
Making the sign of the cross brings these 

promises into three dimensions so that you can 
feel them. And by repeating them this ritual 
reinforces your confession (lex orandi, lex 
credendi).   
 
One of the reasons Christians have struggled to 
practice the faith is because weôve largely 
reduced it to an idea that sits inactive in our 
headspace. That needs to change. Our actions 
three-dimensionalize our confession. Our 
actions help us embody our confession. And our 
rituals bring our confession into our lived reality.  
 
As I said before, what Iôve shared is a method to 
help you do this. Depending on what youôre 
already doing, you may incorporate all or none 
of what Iôve shared. The point isnôt following my 
suggestions; the point is establishing regular 
rituals to embody your confession. What Iôve 
shared is one way, one way that is doable, and 
one way that works. Whether you adopt this way 
is up to you, but whatever you do, do the faith. 
ï Pastor Conner   
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Just a little reminder of who you are 
By DCE Kathryn 
 
 ñSee what love the 
father has lavished 
upon us that we should 
be called his children. I 
am a child of the one true King.ò ð
Song lyric, ñHello my name isé by Matthew West 
 
Over this past school year, I have had the pleasure 
of doing chapel up at Unity Ridge in Denison. One 
of our districts Lutheran Schools. I absolutely love 
having the chance to lead songs and teach 
children and their teachers about the amazing love 
of our God. I also get the weekly pleasure of 
teaching our own preschool here at Zion music 
every week. I adore hearing their little voices shout 
out praise to the King of Kings, read stories to 
them to help them learn the lessons from the 
songs, and see them each grow over the year. 
Getting to teach and lead children of God is one of 
my greatest and most treasured joys! 
 
But dear reader, being a child of God doesnôt have 
an age limit. And sometimes I think us older ones 
among the flock need reminded that we are also 
still Godôs little lambs and his sons and daughters.  
 
This yearôs theme verse up at Unity Ridge is 1 
John 3:1, ñSee what kind of love the Father has 
given to us, that we should be called children of 
God; and so we are. The reason why the world 
does not know us is that it did not know him.ò Each 
week the students learn one more truth about who 
they are in their identity in Christ Jesus, and they 
repeat I am a child of Godéthatôs who I am! What 
an amazing truth to seal on the hearts of each 
child of God each week.  
 

Too often I think we get distracted by the busy 
messy dark world and itôs easy to forget that these 
truths donôt just apply to the little children but to all 
of us! Young and old! We are all children of God! 
We are all his little lambs! And because of that we 
can rejoice always in the Lord, (Philippians 4:4) for 
the joy of the Lord is our strength. (Nehemiah 
8:10). We can be joyful in the Lordéthatôs who I 
am! 
 
We can forget that we are a part of Godôs family. 
Though at times we may struggle with loneliness, 
especially maybe around the holidays we can and 
should remind ourselves that we are connected in 
Christ Jesus! That we are called to ñlove one 
another. As I (Jesus) have loved you, so you must 
also love one another.ò (John 13:34). And so we 
should ñencourage one another and build each 
other up. (1 Thes. 11a). We are connected in 
Christé thatôs who I am!  
 
And so, I wanted to take just a quick moment to do 
just that. To encourage all us sons and daughters 
of our true identity in Christ Jesus! Because he 
knows our name! Isaiah 43:1b, ñDo not fear, for I 
have redeemed you; I have called you by name, 
you are mine!  
 
He loves us sooo incredibly much. And maybe the 
love we need to share and remember this 
February is the greatest love of all. The love of 
Christ Jesus! And to live out that love each day as 
his children steadfast in our identity in Christ 
Jesus! Hereôs just a little reminder of who you are.. 
 
I am redeemedé thatôs who I am!  
I am renewedéthatôs who I am! 
I am connectedéthatôs who I am! 
I am lovedéthatôs who I am! 
I am chosenéthatôs who I am! 
I am joyfuléthatôs who I am! 
I am connectedéthatôs who I am! 
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I am his masterpieceéthatôs who I am!  
I am markedéthatôs who I am! 
I am saved by graceéthatôs who I am! 
I am set apartéthatôs who I am! 
I am forgivenéthatôs who I am! 
I am savedéthatôs who I am! 
I am a child of Godéthatôs who I am! 
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Trinityõs 140th Year is Upon Us 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here at Trinity Lutheran Church in Manilla, IA, we 
give thanks to God for providing us with 140 years 
under His grace! 
 
If we were to look back on our history, we would 
recognize many interesting facts such as our 
humble beginnings gathering in Aspinwall. Our 
move to Manilla purchasing lots 1 and 2 of block 
30 in the town of Manilla for a parsonage and 
church. The church was built on lot 2 for a total of 
$520 in 1893. To this day, the parsonage still sits 
on lot 1 of block 30 in the town of Manilla.  
 
In a note of our history we are told: ñThe first 
church building of Trinity Lutheran Church was 
converted into a dwelling and still stands west of 
the present parsonageò (as of June 27th, 1954). 
 
Enjoy the pictures of the original church from 1893 
and the current dwelling place that stands just 
west of the current parsonage (Above and top 
right).  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These glimpses into the past of our congregation, 
give us a memory of blessings.  Blessings to be 
able to have our own building to gather together in 
worship. Blessings to be able to expand across 
the street and to continue receiving the blessings 
of God in this town and community.  
 
The history of this congregation tells of growth and 
providence. It shows the living and active Word of 
God alive and well in the faithful people who attend 
this piece of heaven as they receive both Word 
and Sacrament and become children of God 
amidst the fellowship of believers. 
 
The history of this congregation tells of sorrows 
and loved ones lost. It tells of faithfulness to God 
in the midst of sadness. It tells of a people falling 
on their knees in prayer in the midst of grief. This 
is something that history has captured. 
Steadfastness and healing even despite some 
rough patches. 
 
This 140th year is a blessing from God! Lord 
continue to place your hand of blessing upon us. 
Enliven our faith and strengthen us to share this 
joy with all the world starting right here in Manilla 
and beyond as we go about ñProclaiming Peace in 
Christôs Crossò. ï Pastor Staehr 
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Preschool Praises for January   
 
January was a joyful and busy month as we settled back into our routines 
after Christmas break and jumped right into learning and growing together. 
The children adjusted well to new table and rug spots and were excited to 
reconnect with friends and teachers. 
 
In the classroom, we explored winter-themed topics such as snow, snowflakes, snowmen, and Arctic animals. We 
practiced important early learning skills through hands-on activities like counting, shape matching, sorting hot vs. 
cold, and letter recognition. A favorite story this month was The Mitten, which we enjoyed retelling in many creative 
ways through play, discussion, and activities. 
 
During chapel time, Pastor Conner shared several Bible stories with us, including the Epiphany, the Baptism of 
Jesus and Jesus turning water into wine. We continued learning about these stories in the classroom. We also 
talked about how God made each of us unique, just like snowflakes. 
 
This month, we began practicing new songs with Miss Kathryn. The children are eager to share what they are 
learning and are especially excited to invite their grandparents to join us next month. 
 
We ended the month by celebrating National Lutheran Schools Week. This special week provides more than 1,800 
Lutheran preschools, elementary schools, and high schools the opportunity to proclaim and celebrate Godôs work 
among us in schools of The Lutheran ChurchðMissouri Synod. This yearôs theme, ñLetôs Make a Joyful Noise!ò 
(Psalm 98:4), reminded us to celebrate God with joyful hearts. Each day included its own theme along with fun 
dress-up days that added extra excitement to our learning. We are truly grateful for the opportunity to share Jesusô 
amazing love with our students and their families each day. 
 
Looking ahead, we are preparing to celebrate a very special milestoneð40 years of Zion Preschoolðon Sunday, 
February 8th during church service. The celebration will include photos on display, a short slideshow, and the 
presentation of our 40-year anniversary certificate. We are thankful for the many years of blessings and look forward 
to celebrating together! 
 
 
Blessings, 
Miss Amy & Miss Melanie 
 



14 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thank you for loving these 
children and enabling Zion to 
share the love of Jesus with 
them and their families!  
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