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      My ex-wife is the reason I became a Christian, for which I am eternally grateful. Early in our marriage, she spent her Sundays visiting area churches, searching for one she thought I might like. When she found one, she asked me to attend a service with her. The weird part? This church met in a large conference room in the basement of a Marriott Hotel. I remember thinking, Well, this isn’t getting off to a great start.

      I attended Catholic schools from kindergarten through my sophomore year of high school. Aside from the services held at school, my family didn’t regularly attend Mass. My father was more religious than my mother, but as far as I can recall, no one in the house ever really talked about God.

      The church service in the basement of the chain hotel was unlike anything I had ever experienced. The worship band featured an electric and acoustic guitar, a bassist, a drummer, and a keyboardist. The music was fast, catchy, and full of energy. Everyone sang along with heart and passion. It drew me in, though I was a bit resistant—maybe even defiant. I stood stiffly, refusing to even tap my foot to the beat. I don’t think I wanted to enjoy the songs, even if they did stir something inside me.

      The pastor was a little Italian guy, likely just a few years older than me. I won’t lie—once he began preaching, I was hooked. He was incredibly relatable, and I found myself listening intently from start to finish.

      After service, I took my family to breakfast.

      And from that day forward, it became a tradition.

      Eventually, the church grew too big for the hotel. We began meeting in a nearby high school auditorium. Not long after, the church purchased land and started constructing its own facility. It was an incredible journey to witness and be a part of.

      I never fully expected my immediate family to understand my newfound faith. While they knew I went to church with my wife and kids, I don’t think they anticipated I would convert, want to get re-baptized, or strive to live a different life. Still, on March 17th, 2005, I was baptized by Pastor Vince DiPalo at Lakeshore Community Church in Greece, NY.

      I even began writing weekly devotionals, which were emailed to everyone on the church’s mailing list. At one point, I found myself considering seminary school to earn a pastoral degree.

      And then everything changed.

      My marriage of nearly fifteen years crumbled. My very supportive and loving mother-in-law believed the Devil was after me, trying to prevent me from fulfilling my plans of becoming a pastor. She was confident I would have been a powerful preacher, and perhaps that’s why the Devil targeted my family. She may have been right. But the truth is, it was my fault. I sabotaged myself. I was the one who walked away from God—not the other way around.

      Thankfully, I spent as much time as possible with my three kids, and the separation remained as amicable as it could be. Still, I found myself alone. For a while, I lived in a studio apartment, then moved to a bigger one. In 2017, I bought a small house and rescued a dog—Ziti—who, in many ways, rescued me.

      From 2008 until not that long ago, I had been as far from God as a person can possibly get. I wasn’t even in shouting distance.

      Fast forward to the end of 2023, and my father suffered another stroke. This one was devastating. On February 21st, he passed away. Roughly a week later, my Aunt Carol—my father’s sister—also passed. Just a few weeks after that, a good friend from work, a young man who had just recently married, passed away suddenly.

      I found myself in the middle of a raging storm.

      The ironic yet oddly comforting part was that, even as death surrounded me, I felt drawn closer to God. There was no logical reason for this shift. If anything, such painful losses should have pushed me further away from Him.

      Yet, the opposite happened. I can’t fully explain it, but I knew I needed to express myself in some way. Was I excited? Joyous? Grateful? Humbled? Embarrassed?

      I didn’t just restart my walk with God—I began a new one. It wasn’t about picking up where I had left off but starting fresh. I bought a new large-print Bible because my eyesight had changed drastically in twenty years.

      As I began reading the Bible again and started watching select church services online, a deep need, a desire, stirred within me to write once more. I thought a 52-week devotional about my struggles—assuming they are at all relatable—would be the perfect place to begin.

      In all honesty, while I strive to write consistently on a schedule, there have been times I’ve had to step away from this project because my personal struggles still hold me back. I am far from perfect—so, so far—and while I’ve sought forgiveness for my sins, true repentance has sometimes been missing. I kept stumbling into the same holes.

      I’m still a work in progress, and I will continue striving to grow with God’s grace, love, and forgiveness. If you’re reading this book, it’s safe to say that God has given me the strength, courage, and comfort to see this task through.

      
        
        Phillip Tomasso

        Psalm 107:2

        2024
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        Joshua 1:6-9

        Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.

      

      

      Moses led his people out of Egypt and spent 40 years guiding them through the desert toward the Promised Land. However, due to disobedience (Numbers 20:12), both Moses and Aaron were forbidden by God from entering Canaan.

      Joshua led the Israelites across the Jordan River and into Canaan. God commanded him to be strong and courageous, trusting fully in His guidance. Joshua’s leadership was rooted in following and relying on God, who is ultimately in control. It’s a truth we must all strive to understand and embrace.

      Yet, being strong and courageous while trusting that God is in control is often easier said than done. I know it’s something I struggle with personally. I wear a black, stainless steel cross with a blackened image of the American flag on the front. On the back, it is engraved with the verse that inspires this reminder.

      When I take the necklace off at night and put it on again in the morning, I read the verse aloud. It’s a grounding ritual—a perfect way to end and begin each day. Yet, if I’m honest, what scares me is… everything. My list of fears feels never-ending. I face discouragement daily, sometimes even hourly.

      Walking a Christian path isn’t easy for me. Temptation is relentless, and far too often, I give in. That failure discourages me. Each time I make a bad decision, I know I’m falling short of the life I’m called to live. It terrifies me. How can I be strong and courageous when I keep stumbling? Especially when I trip over the same struggles again and again.

      It’s hard not to fear that my constant failures might one day cause God to turn away from me. After all, Moses spent 40 years leading his people through the desert, yet when he disobeyed God, he was barred from entering the Promised Land. Who am I compared to Moses? I’m no Moses! Why should God have more patience with me than He did with him? This thought terrifies me. Right or wrong, it scares me deeply.

      And yet, this is where I feel truly blessed and loved. In the book of Joshua, I find encouragement: to be strong and courageous, to resist discouragement, and to trust that God is in control.

      I’d like to end this week’s devotional in prayer:

      Lord, I pray, with Your help, I can do better. Each day, I pray I can at least do better than I did the day before. I pray I can avoid stumbling blocks I placed in front of myself, that I can remove the obstacles I manufactured, and that my walk with Jesus is always inspired by improving my Faith in Jesus, and that His Love, Grace, and Forgiveness strengthen my relationship with Him. In Jesus’s name, Amen.
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        Matthew 6:16-18

        When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show others they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to others that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.

      

      

      There is so much more than fasting being discussed in the above verse. In fact, I sometimes wonder if fasting isn’t just a metaphor used in making His point. This is what amazes me about the Bible. The layers and layers within each verse. Yes, Jesus specifically said if you fast, don’t walk around moaning and holding your stomach so people know you are fasting. But smile. Dress nicely. Hide the fact you are fasting. God knows.

      The reason I am fasting is for God and not for anyone else. This should be the only reason for the fast.

      I am often guilty of this behavior—not for fasting, but for doing something and then telling others I did it. “Hey, on my way into work, I was stopped at a red light. A homeless guy came up to my window, so I gave him the orange out of my lunch sack.”

      Am I bragging when I do that? Hey, look at what a nice guy I am. I gave a starving person an orange. Pat myself on the back. Tell others so they can pat me on the back.

      Doing good deeds for the wrong reason could be the point Jesus is making. When I give someone food, lend someone money, or offer a shoulder to cry on, and then I tell everyone what I did, am I glorifying God, or enjoying the praise and looking for glory from others for myself?

      Jesus could be making the point that doing good deeds for the wrong reason is a sin. When I give someone food, lend someone money, or offer a shoulder to cry on and then tell everyone what I did, am I glorifying God or enjoying the praise and looking for glory from others for myself? I get it, though. Sometimes, I do this marvelous deed. I pay for the order of the car behind me at the drive-thru. And it felt so good to do it because I saw in my rearview mirror that it was a parent with a car full of kids. I silently thank God I have enough money to get through my days, with some left over, and then I share some blessings with a stranger behind me. It is an excellent opportunity and bound to elate the other person. (It may also plant a seed with the employee at the window witnessing the exchange or the person who received the free order).

      I don’t appreciate it when I see people film their kindness and share the act on social media. That’s not glorifying God. It’s seeking praise and attention for your actions. It probably humiliates and degrades the person or the family of the person you have now exposed by including them in your charade.

      There is nothing humble when making a scene and telling my friends, co-workers, and family about all the great things I have done.

      I have to keep it to myself. Keep my generosity for God’s glory to myself. This is a secret between Him and me. He sees what I do. He knows my heart behind the transaction. The reward will be mine in God’s eyes.

      I’d like to end this week’s devotional in prayer:

      Dear God, why is it so hard for me to do the right things for the right reasons without the need to brag, highlight, and post on social media about what it is I have done? Sometimes I start with the right and good intentions and then blow it. I know I need to fast in secret, and do so for Your glory, not mine. I pray for your continued blessings, and to be humble. Make me more humble, God. Let what I do to glorify You remain a secret between us. I pray this in Jesus’ name, Amen.
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        1 Peter 5:6-7

        Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.

      

      

      Who would agree that “Cast all your anxiety on Him because He cares for you” is among the top ten popular Bible verses? The idea of taking your anxieties, all of them, and bundling them up so you can hand them over or cast them to God—to cast means to throw, and an example is for throwing the hooked and baited end of a fishing line out into the water—sounds simple, doesn’t it?

      I feel peace believing I can do this, cast my troubles, burdens, and anxieties onto the Lord, and just be done with them. And I can. We can.

      Peter tells us this in this week’s verse. God wants us to turn over what troubles us, what weighs heavy on our hearts, and what makes us anxious. Why? The answer is simple. It also says why in the verse. Because He cares for us.

      Some people neglect the first part of the sentence; when I say some people, I mean me. I mean myself. I neglect the first part of the sentence.

      Verse 6 reads: “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.”

      In a way, it sounds like an If / Then situation. That is fair. Why shouldn’t God have expectations in place?

      If we humble ourselves in time, God will exalt us. He will lift us. Some Bible translations say “exalt You” rather than “lift You up.” Exalt, by definition, means to raise one in rank, power, or character. And God wants to do this for us, lift us up—exalt us—IF we humble ourselves.

      My friend Lisa said, “Once you cast your problems and worries aside, you need to trust Him completely. Sometimes, it is not the outcome we want, but He knows best.” It is His timing and His plan. I am grateful to be a part of it all. Lisa spoke some wise and true words.

      I am not much of a talker. When things are wrong in my life, I rarely share the issues or problems with anyone else. I internalize them and work through them on my own. You know what would be humbling? Sharing any piece of my anxiety with anyone else. I am not sure I can do that. I know it has hurt relationships in the past because I couldn’t or wouldn’t open up about the things troubling me, the fears and anxieties eating me up inside.

      I am just starting to share my tribulations with God in prayer. Let me tell you something: It is humbling. When I am open, raw, and honest about my feelings, troubles, fears, and anxieties, it is humbling. It is as if I am standing in front of a mirror, as I have done a million times before, but I can finally see myself for myself.

      I’d like to end this week’s devotional in prayer:

      Dear Lord, as our relationship grows and as our walk together continues, I am thankful You allow me the ability to humble myself. I don’t do it well, and I don’t do it often, but You let me share with You all of my pain and suffering, and You allow me to cast those troubles to You. I am patiently waiting for the time when You exalt me, and I pray I recognize when it happens. Please keep me safe, humble, and under Your protection. In Jesus’ name, Amen.
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        Isaiah 58:1

        The Lord will guide you continually, satisfy your soul in drought, and strengthen your bones; you shall be like a watered garden, and like a spring of water, whose waters do not fail. (NKJV)

      

      

      Do you remember how you spent time picturing your future when you were young and full of dreams? You tried imagining where you might be in life when you were … let’s just say, older. In my life, I am not at all where I expected to end up.

      I was forced to change careers in 2008/09, which led me down a different path. It turned out to be a financially better path and a more gratifying vocation, but it was not what I expected.

      Additionally, in 2008, my wife and I separated forever. We had been married for nearly fifteen years and together for almost twenty. Although I have three amazing children (grown adults now), being divorced and single for the better part of the last sixteen years was never something I thought would happen to me.

      After the separation, I did plenty of dating and had a handful of girlfriends. It wasn’t the same. My family was split and broken, even if we all eventually adapted. Thankfully, we did adapt because we had to accept the reality. The divorce impacted all of our lives, but I was the one who was actually separated from my family. I was the one who had to move out. I missed so much while my kids still lived at home with my ex-wife. It still breaks my heart today. It more or less ruined me. It was at this time I walked away from God.

      Although I have an outstanding relationship with my kids, perpetual loneliness swims inside my lifeblood and pumps through my arteries day and night. I don’t know if I will ever meet and fall in love with another woman or if I will marry again. At this point, I don’t even think I have it in me to date. Where does that leave me?

      At work, I say it all the time: It is just me and my dog, Ziti. And that is all I need. Just the two of us.

      But that is a lie.

      I have been in a drought for nearly two decades now. When things went sideways, I walked away from God. He didn’t turn and walk away from me.

      When I returned (to God), it felt as if He were at the window of His house, a porch light on, waiting for my return. I remember feeling immediately overwhelmed by His love. It almost felt as if He were hugging me and asking, Why did it take you so long to come home?

      It sounds melodramatic, doesn’t it? I assure you, there was nothing obscure or crazy about the flood of warmth I felt at that moment.

      I know I am not alone when it comes to feeling lonely. Countless people file for separations and divorces. Dating couples break up all the time. Whether kids are in the mix or not, one party is always more heartbroken than the other. There is always one party who suffers the break-up worse than the other. One person always feels the loss and loneliness more than the other. It is hard to be strong and courageous when you are crying inside (or actually crying). It is easy to plummet into a hole of despair, unwanted solitude, and depression. Sinking down is more straightforward than rising up.

      I may feel physically lonely from time to time, but when I willingly opened my heart to God once again, I definitely knew I was not spiritually alone (anymore). As I, again, began reading my Bible regularly (okay, I had to buy a new one. I needed an X-Large Print Edition), I knew I was indeed home. I cannot explain it, but I felt happier, calmer, and at peace. My needs were being met and satisfied, as promised. There was no doubt about it; the change happened almost immediately.

      Wherever you are, whatever you are going through, you are not alone. If you choose so, God will be with you. There is so much hope in that statement. So much truth. Have the faith to follow Him. Get lost in prayer and reading the Bible. You won’t regret it.

      I’d like to end this week’s devotional in prayer:

      Lord, I am thankful I found my way back to You, and You accepted me. I know You never left me, or my side. You were just waiting on me. And when I returned, You made me feel welcomed, and loved, and forgiven. You took away a lot of the pain I was feeling, the loneliness I was suffering through, and the depression that made my heart hurt for years. Your Word brings me comfort. And thank You for Ziti. She was a rescue dog who rescued me. We needed each other. I know You knew that. Your timing is everything. Thank You for bringing us together. I pray You in Jesus’ name, Amen.
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        Daniel 9:3

        So I turned to the Lord God and pleaded with him in prayer and petition, in fasting, and in sackcloth and ashes.

      

      

      I have not always been a strong prayer person. I never knew what to say or how to say it. I didn’t know if what I said was wrong or said incorrectly. Was I asking too much or too little? Was my prayer insignificant? Should I even bother God with … this?

      Do you ever feel like that, as if your prayer is insignificant compared to everything else in the world around us?

      Daniel read prophecies concerning Jerusalem’s suffering and knew the best thing he could do was pray to God. He was not selfish in his desire to speak to God about what was on his heart. He was determined. When it says in the verse, “I turned to the Lord God,” it means Daniel turned away from everything else. He ignored all distractions, temptations, and desires and focused everything he had within him on God and the act of praying. He fasted. He dressed in scruffy, uncomfortable clothing and covered himself in ashes (these were things he did externally, humbling himself before God physically).

      But how does this verse apply to us? It screams out to me because I often struggle with prayer, and I still pray inconsistently and too infrequently. I try remembering this verse before prayer. I need to pray more like Daniel and turn my face to God when we speak. More importantly, I need to be free from distractions, such as having the TV on, my eyes open, my phone in my hand, or doing anything other than giving God all my attention when I pray.

      Have you ever been out to lunch with a friend, and when you tell them something, you immediately realize that they aren’t listening? They are distracted by watching people, texting, or just looking at the menu opened in front of them. They are, at best, half-listening.

      How would that make you feel? It’s happened to me. I can guess it has happened to most people. I know it made me feel lousy and unimportant when it occurred to me. It was as if what I had to say just didn’t matter.

      There is another side of the table in this scenario. Perhaps you are the friend who is distracted and texting or people-watching while someone is talking to you or sharing something with you. I have sat on both sides of that table many times—too many times.

      There is a third scenario to explore. It happens to me often, as well.

      I have been the listener, and the one telling me a story is the distracted one, checking their phone, telling me to hold on while they text or take a call. Have you ever been in these kinds of situations? This can also make someone feel lousy and unimportant.

      All three examples show disrespectful and, quite frankly, obnoxious behaviors. I regretfully have been the disrespectful, obnoxious, and ultimately distracted person in the three situations described. Don’t get me wrong; I have also been the one disrespected.

      When you pray, God is always ready to listen. Always (Luke 1:13, 2 Kings 20:25, Deuteronomy 26:7, Psalms 37:7, and Jeremiah 33:3). He is prepared to and willing to hear your prayer, undistracted! When you pray, you should “turn to the Lord” undistracted, giving Him all your attention. Show your God the same level of respect!

      Your prayer is important to Him. You are important to Him, and He has promised to listen to you when you call on Him, and he will. That is the beauty of prayer. (This does not mean you get everything you ask for, nor do all your prayer requests come true. That has to do with God’s plan for you and me. That is another topic about prayer entirely. It just means He will give you His full attention and listen to your prayer). There is pure beauty in understanding the significance of the verse.

      When you pray, focus all of your heart and attention on God. Give him that level of respect! He deserves your full attention. This will greatly strengthen your walk with Him and improve your overall prayer quality.

      I’d like to end this week’s devotional in prayer:

      Lord, I have learned to talk with You more often, and more regularly. When I do this, I can feel You there, listening. Someone who doesn’t pray might not understand the serenity this kind of conversation delivers. I am thankful as I grow closer to You, that I understand the importance of prayer. I pray those struggling with prayer stick with it so they too can feel You near. It is a powerful sensation! I pray this is Jesus’ name, Amen!
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