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			Introduction

			What does the Bible say about grace? 

			Scripture tells us that grace is a divine treasure. Both the Old and New Testament are full of allusions to precious commodities such as gems, pearls, gold, silver, aromatic perfumes and incense, rare herbs and spices, embroidered robes and fine linen. Bible verses are filled with mighty metaphors that cause our imagination to soar and bring joy to the heart:

			
					Fine linen is called the glory of the saints

					The people of God are compared to the precious gems in God’s crown

					A virtuous woman is compared to a ruby

					The Kingdom of Heaven is called the pearl of great price

					Knowledge is more precious than gold

					Wisdom is better than jewels

			

			The writers of Scripture make it obvious that these material treasures are metaphors for spiritual riches, bestowed freely by the Father on his children. These are treasures of God’s favor, treasures of grace.

			Yet, the bible also tells us of treasures that one can see, touch, and experience, such as the breastplate of Aaron studded with twelve varied precious gems, or the Ark of the Covenant or the golden candlesticks of the Jewish Tabernacle. Through our eyes of faith, we believe that the walls of the Heavenly Jerusalem will be bejeweled with every kind of valuable stone, with gates fashioned of pearl and streets paved with gold. Through grace we receive the faith to believe in these amazing verses.

			The analogies and metaphors of grace are abundant and rich in the bible. Yet, grace has a more literal meaning, as well. Grace is one of those concepts that is hard to put into words. It is defined in many different ways:

			
					free and unmerited favor

					the life of God in the soul

					bestowed virtue 

					help in time of struggle, perhaps unsought

					approval, pardon, privilege

					sanctification, reprieve, regeneration, and more

			

			Though these are facets of the diamond called grace, all agree on the most brilliant of its attributes, its most defined and clear definition: 

			Grace is a gift from God, freely bestowed out of love, which enables the soul to become more like God.

			We cannot merit or earn it, as symbolized in the story of the Prodigal Son in the Bible, when the son offered to be a servant in his father’s house but was refused. Instead, he was received back as a son. We cannot earn the treasures of grace, because we are not paid servants in the Lord’s house; we are sons and daughters. But we can ask for it. In fact, we should ask for it. We need it.

			Grace makes easy that which is difficult by nature. Faults we find impossible to overcome on our own power can be overcome by the gift of God’s grace. We have only to ask, accept, and put into practice.

			...but he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” I will rather boast most gladly of my weaknesses, in order that the power of Christ may dwell with me.

			~2 Corinthians 12:9

			What does the Bible have to Say about Peace?

			You and I know that we live in terribly troubled times, perhaps worse than the days of Noah and the Flood. We are beset by trials, faced with the shrinking value of our income and the increasing cost of living; shaken by wars and rumors of wars; anxious about plagues, and fearful of famines. If ever there was a time in history when mankind needed peace, it is now.

			Peace is one of the treasures of grace bestowed on us when we first dedicate ourselves to God. Many people speak of the feeling of deep peace that fills them when they turn their lives over to Christ. But somewhere along the way, troubles and hardships erode the soil and sap the strength of the nascent flower called peace. Rattled by the terrors we see in the world and shaken by the sorrows in our own lives, we let go—bit by bit—of our union with God and thus our serenity. Like the Prodigal Son, we squander the riches of grace given to us by the Father until we have nothing left.

			Fortunately, the Father is waiting for us to return so that he may once again bestow upon us the riches of his household—the grace we desperately need and the crown jewel of peace. In your hand, you hold a map for the road home.

			How to use this Book

			These one-day sessions are perfect for a month-long study, and include personal experiences that will inspire you in your spiritual growth and help you in your prayer life. However, this book lends itself to any situation or time frame, so feel free to pick it up and read any passage whenever you are in need of comfort, inspiration, or encouragement.

			If studying daily for thirty days, set aside a block of quiet time to read the essay and scripture passage. Then spend a little time talking to God in your own words. The first step on the road is prayer. Through this book, you will practice how to pray with the honesty and trust of a child. When a child needs his mother or runs to his father, he comes just as he is—with scraped knees, runny nose, and tears streaming down his face.

			Since we all know which road is paved with unfulfilled good intentions, it is important to turn good thoughts into good actions. At the end of each session, you’ll find a suggestion for one very small but very practical action you can take to implement the grace you asked for. Think of this grace-in-action as one little pearl or bead of precious gemstone. After all, what’s the point of asking for a gift if you never unwrap it?

			At the end of thirty days you will have a string of thirty beads of costly gems, pearls, gold, and silver for your treasure chest in Heaven, freely given by a loving Father.

			Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and decay destroy, and thieves break in and steal. But store up treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor decay destroys, nor thieves break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there also will your heart be.

			~Matthew 6:19–21
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			All That and a Bag of Chips

			Making Peace by Developing Virtue

			by Kira Marie McCullough

			I’m overcoming the vice of gluttony, which means that I am learning to avoid mindlessly eating bowls of popcorn or plates of chocolate brownies while I’m watching reruns of The Andy Griffith Show. The key word is learning. If you invite me to your house for a party, please do not put a large container of potato chips in front of me. And definitely do not include a variety of cheesy-beanie-guacamole side dips. If you do, there may be nothing left but a few salty crumbles and half-eaten dips for the rest of your guests.

			My children will tell you that when they were growing up, my gluttonous eating habits were an embarrassment to them. They would chastise me, pleading for portion control by saying, “Mom, pour some in a small bowl,” hoping their intervention would prevent me from experiencing an artery-clogging medical emergency. Sometimes, they even hid the super-sized party bags of potato chips beneath piles of laundry or at the back of a dark closet.

			For many years I have been a connoisseur of salty snacks, which I love almost as much as sweets (should I add that it is just as dangerous to put a plate of gooey fudge or oatmeal cookies within reach?). However, my children had grown and flown the nest before I realized that my problem was not potato chips, chocolate brownies, pizza, or rhubarb pie. Rather, I suffered from something much more serious.

			The day of discovery occurred while I was automatically stuffing my mouth with apple slices and goat cheese. A healthy snack, right? I was feeling rather satisfied with my food choice until I experienced an unexpected and brilliant illumination of conscience. Unlike the Apostle Paul, I wasn’t riding a horse when the Lord spoke to me, but I was riding the thin line between a virtue and a vice. Suddenly, with surprise and guilt, I became aware that I was eating and eating and eating—without being hungry. In fact, I felt rather bloated and full. Yet, I continued munching fruit and cheese. The truth dawned on me—eating without being hungry had become a habit so ingrained that I had never realized it until that very moment.

			Over the next several days, I prayed and tried to understand the source of this bad habit. This led to another epiphany: Overeating my favorite foods had become a way of dealing with overwhelming stress. If I felt depressed, insecure, or anxious, I would turn to the pantry or the fridge. This seemed a fair trade, and a more benign habit than drinking a six-pack of beer or binge-watching my favorite TV shows (neither of which, fortunately, has ever been a temptation for me).

			It was humbling to admit that I had been flirting with the vice of gluttony. In fact, I have to admit with chagrin that it was worse than flirtation—gluttony and I were seriously dating.

			We might be tempted to attach this vice to those with extended bellies and oversized clothing. However, in my case, gluttony was never obvious, for I am a small-boned woman who has mostly maintained a proper weight. Perhaps that is one reason this vice escaped my notice for so many years.

			You may be asking, what is the definition of vice? It is the tendency to reach for the forbidden fruit of a pleasure that is taken to an extreme. Eating tasty food is enjoyable. Regularly eating too much is a vice.

			Vices often begin with a tiny sin that turns into a lifelong habit. When our passions and desires become disordered, we seek the good in what is forbidden, just as Adam and Eve were tempted to eat the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

			

			The woman saw that the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eyes, and the tree was desirable for gaining wisdom. So she took some of its fruit and ate it; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it.

			~Genesis 3:6

			Sin offers us a temporary happiness that eventually pops like a balloon, exploding into regret. Adam and Eve’s choice to eat the forbidden fruit turned into original sin, which has infected all of mankind since the dawn of time. But God had a better plan. He sent his Son, Jesus, to show us how to overcome our vices and live holy lives of joy and peace. Instead of bringing us a long list of do nots he made a short checklist of do’s.

			“Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” He said to him, “You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and the first commandment. The second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. The whole law and the prophets depend on these two commandments.”

			~Matthew 22:36–40

			We are designed by our Creator to love what is good, beginning with God himself, and then we are called to love our neighbor. Love is at the heart of the kingdom of God. The obstacle is our tendency to meet our deepest needs for love in ways that are sinful.

			The funny thing is, we are all easily deceived into believing that the sinful choice we make is a “good one.” We want to subdue our anxieties and experience peace, so we choose to overeat, or complain, or gossip, unaware that the temporary pleasure of indulging our flesh comes at a price. Like the serpent slithering through the Garden of Eden, there is a seductive temptation at work within the shadows of our vices. We want God’s peace—which is a good desire—but we want it our way. Gluttony was my way. However, indulging in salty or sweet snacks resulted in a faux peace.

			This is why vices become habitual, because we crave the feeling of all is right with the world, even if fleeting.

			But there is something more to be desired, if we will ask for it, and that is the peace of God, his way. Such a peace is certain as the sunrise and lasts much longer than a gallon of tutti-frutti ice-cream.

			In contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no law..

			~Galatians 5:22, 23

			Once we have tasted God’s peace, there isn’t any vice that will suffice. Still, it can be a battle. Even after recognizing my tendency towards gluttony, I had to resist. I had to acknowledge the temptation immediately, and like a cowboy herding a maverick cow, cut it off at the pass. I made it a practice to stay away from the snack aisle in the grocery store, a near occasion of sin if there ever was one. Pass by the potato chip bowl at the party. Listen to my body when it says, “I am full.”

			Gluttony tempted me to make food an idol. Virtue invites me to grow in moderation and temperance. Every day, I am learning to exercise self-control over my selfish appetites so that I might freely choose what is healthy and good for both body and soul.

			Temptations abound, and often the ones we fall for are those least apparent to our conscious minds. They are easier to see when we understand that vices serve as poor substitutes for the real thing—the genuine peace in our hearts, souls, and minds—which only God can give.

			Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives do I give it to you. Do not let your hearts be troubled or afraid.

			~John 14:27

			Storing Up Treasures in Heaven

			Do you struggle with a specific temptation? Is there one particular vice that seems to easily entangle you? Consider that every vice has an opposite virtue. Pride is a vice that is countered by humility; anger is subdued by patience; lust is conquered through purity. Meditate on the virtue that is opposite your besetting vice and ask the Lord to help you grow in righteousness. Ask God for the grace to desire that virtue, and for the fortitude and persistence to pursue the good, the lovely, and the pure. In a Bible concordance, find scripture verses that mention the virtue, and memorize at least one passage. Find a friend who can be your prayer partner and confidante on the journey. Seek the help of a pastor, priest, or counselor if necessary. Overcoming vices can be challenging, but God will give you the grace to say “no” to every temptation. He will replace your vice with a virtue that will make you happy, healthy, and holy. Don’t give up. You can do it!

			But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control; against such things there is no law.

			~Galatians 5:22, 23

		

	
		
			The Portrait Artist

			Creating Peace Around Us

			by Keb Burns

			I am an artist, and my artwork looks like me.

			I was a teenager when I began to sell my work at local art shows. The shows were fun, and I was always thrilled when a customer liked my work enough to actually pay money for it. It gave me a great deal of joy to paint it and made me happy when someone else found joy in it, too. 

			However, one thing puzzled me. Often, someone would look at the figures in my paintings and say, “They look like you.” How could that be? They clearly weren’t me; they were just figures from my imagination or portraits of other people. I mentioned this to my parents, who were also artists and my first art teachers. At the dinner table one evening I asked, “Why do people say my paintings look like me?” My father glanced at my mother with a knowing smile. 

			“Because they do look like you,” my mother answered. 

			She explained that it’s a common trait of artists to unconsciously paint themselves into their portraits. They also put their personalities into other kinds of art as well: landscape, still-life, sculpture, even abstract. That bothered me. A portrait should look like the subject, not the artist.

			“This must be a characteristic of amateurs,” I said, with a touch of disdain. My mother shrugged. “I don’t think we can help it,” she replied. I wasn’t convinced. Real artists don’t do that, I was sure! I concluded that I needed to study art under an experienced professional to get rid of this bad habit.

			

			At an art show one weekend, I discovered two outstanding portrait artists with many years of experience and excellent reputations in portraiture. Both of these women taught classes, and I decided to choose one and ask if I might be allowed to become a student. But which one? Each had a slightly different style.

			Wandering back and forth between their booths, I saw that each artist had made portraits of famous people to show they could paint an accurate likeness. Both had done portraits of the actor John Wayne, and both likenesses were excellent. And yet they were different. The John Wayne in the first booth looked down on the crowd with a kindly twinkle in his eye. The John Wayne in the second sneered at us with a steely-eyed stare. Both were clearly John Wayne, just John Wayne with two different personalities. Then I noticed that all the portraits in the first booth had soft, smiling, gentle expressions and all the portraits in the second had hard, cynical faces.

			I decided to interview each artist to see which would be the better teacher. The first artist was a kindly, gentle woman who talked about her love of art. She told me about her wonderful husband, her angelic grandchildren, her love for the Lord, and how she enjoyed playing the organ at church on Sunday.

			The second artist spent most of our interview talking about her rat of an ex-husband and how he cheated on her, cheated her out of all her money in the divorce, and turned her ungrateful adult children against her. She went on to complain about dishonest gallery owners (who cheated her), the organizers of the art show (who cheated her), and stupid, rude customers (who cheated her). I looked up at her portraits, hanging all around me. The faces glared down at me as if they thought I was going to cheat her, too.

			I suddenly realized I was witnessing the phenomenon my mother was talking about. These two artists painted excellent, accurate likenesses of their subjects, but they somehow painted their own feelings and personalities into the images. These were not the right teachers for me.

			Since neither of these two artists could teach me how to avoid this fault, I thought perhaps I could learn better from the great masters. I decided to go to the library (no internet in those days) and check out every book on every famous portrait artist I could find. Perhaps by studying their works I could learn how to overcome this flaw. The revelation came with the first books I took home. On page after page, the paintings all reflected in some way the life of the artist. The coffee table edition of the collected works of Rembrandt struck me the most.

			Rembrandt painted a vast collection of works over his lifetime: historical and mythological scenes, allegories, Biblical characters, portraits of civic leaders, and more. The truth hit me as I saw Rembrandt’s soft, doe-like eyes looking out from every face, whether it was his own self-portrait, the Head of Christ, or the father of the Prodigal Son. Even the faces of animals! His sketch of a resting lion has the same eyes and expression as his self-portraits.

			That’s when I began to understand this phenomenon. It’s not a flaw. We don’t put ourselves into our work because we are amateurs; we put ourselves into our work because we are artists. The expression of self is the essence of the creative instinct. Creation is the visible manifestation of the invisible “Me.” Manifesting our thoughts and feelings is the artist’s raison d’etre. While we can sometimes suppress the trait by following a disciplined formula, such as in commercial or technical art, we can’t hide it when we are creating something for the pure joy of creating.

			When you look at a work of art in a museum, you are looking at a material object that was once an immaterial thought in someone’s mind. This is quite an extraordinary thing, when you think about it, that we can take invisible thoughts and feelings and create a physical object that radiates those same thoughts and feelings to the viewer.

			I found this fascinating. How do we do this? How do we glop our feelings and personalities onto a paintbrush and spread our souls all over a piece of stretched linen cloth? I am many decades older now, and I still don’t know how we do it.

			

			The ancient Greeks were likewise fascinated by this phenomenon of how thought and feeling can be turned into physical matter. They gave this phenomenon a name. They called it “logos”, a force of creative thought so strong, it could manifest visibly as a physical thing.

			The Apostle John brilliantly used this logos concept to introduce Christ into Greek culture. In the first lines of his Gospel, John explained that the creative thought behind the existence of all things was not an impersonal cosmic force but a Divine Person, the Second Person of the Trinity. “In the beginning was the Logos, and the Logos was with God and the Logos was God…”

			Unfortunately, there is no exact translation in English for the word logos. It has traditionally been translated into English as “word”, but this is far short of its rich meaning. Whenever I read the first Chapter of John, I like to read it this way:

			“In the beginning was the Divine Intellect, and the Divine Intellect was with God and the Divine Intellect was God…All things came to be through him and without him nothing came to be…and the Divine Intellect became flesh and made his dwelling among us.”

			Here, John tells us that the logos, the creative force of the Divine Intellect, is so powerful, not only did it turn God’s invisible thoughts into material things like stars and trees and rocks and animals and water and people, the Divine Intellect Himself manifested as a visible, touchable, material man.

			He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. For in him were created all things in heaven and on earth, the visible and the invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers; all things were created through him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.

			~Colossians 1:15–17

			

			So what does this have to do with the subject of peace?

			Because we are made in his image, we have his characteristics. Just like God, we too impart our thoughts, feelings and personalities into what we create. And here is where this phenomenon gets a little scary. Human beings create more than just paintings and pottery. We create families, homes, workplaces, schools, communities and cities. We create tools and factories and machines and computers and software. We create books and magazines and websites and movies and music. We create civilization. Everything we create will visibly manifest what is going on inside us. We can’t help it; it’s in our nature. The state of the world around us is a picture of our souls. Is our world at peace?

			Storing Up Treasures in Heaven

			Looking Within:

			As I begin this thirty-day devotional for peace of soul, I begin with an examination of conscience to look at what my past choices have created so far. I can see a picture of the current state of my soul by looking around me. Do I like what I see? What have I created so far on my piece of canvas, that part of my life that is under my control?

			
					Is my home in chaos or in order? 

					Within my family, among my friends, have I created peace or war?

					Is my neighborhood, workplace, classroom a more beautiful place when I am there?

					Is my life a masterpiece in the making? 

			

			Prayer:

			My Jesus, the wonderful thing about being an artist is that I can always start over if I don’t like what I have created. Every morning is a fresh sheet of paper, an untouched white canvas. I ask you to completely fill my soul so that from now on, all my creations will not look like me anymore, they will look like you.

		

	
		
			Peas and Honey

			Creating Peace with Others

			by Kira Marie McCullough

			When I was growing up, the graphic scenes of the Vietnam War appeared on our television set during the 10:00 news, long after I had gone to bed. In the evenings, my parents would listen as CBS anchor Walter Cronkite’s dulcet voice announced another victory or defeat, alongside gruesome images of decimated buildings and slaughtered bodies.

			In the 1960s, this was the first war to be broadcast on TV, rattling the sensibilities of the most staid. I was eight years old, and though my parents shielded me from the terrible images on the tube, they could not protect me from their own angst about the overseas conflict.
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