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Getting Started

In our community, we practice an ancient style of prayer and Bible study
called Lectio Divina. Through this practice, we read the Scriptures multiple times together when we study. The first time through, we notice
what word stands out to us. The second time through, we attend to
what phrase strikes us, and the third time, we ask ourselves what God
might be calling us to do. For this Lenten season, we have compiled a
number of Lectio-style reflections to share with you, taken from the lectionary passages for the Sundays and festival days of the season.
We suggest you begin your daily devotion with a short prayer, simply and
honestly asking God to speak to you for the day. Then read the text for
the day before reading the reflection. Allow the reflection itself to serve
as a voice from the wider community, as you prayerfully consider what
God is saying to you. The prayer at the end of each reflection could be
used to call to mind God’s presence with you throughout the day.
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We hope this little offering might help deepen your own practice of
prayer and reflection as you prepare for Good Friday and Easter.

Ash Wednesday
Lectionary Readings
Joel 2:1-2, 12-17
Psalm 51:1-17

2 Corinthians
5:20b-6:10
Matthew 6:1-6,
16-21
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Ash Wednesday, February 18th
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

Reflection—v. 4, 6, 18, ‘...secret...’
Secrets are odd things; usually we keep them in hopes of protecting someone.
Maybe we do not trust that person with certain information or fear the truth
is too much to handle. Secrets are the fodder of good drama, often resulting
in hurt and a rift in relationships. We are told that ‘honesty is the best policy’
and that we must ‘confess our sins.’ So what is going on with the command
to give, pray, and fast in secret? I suspect Jesus wants to help us explore one
of the grey areas of living our faith: we are individuals who are very easily influenced by others. These instructions outline how we are called to practice
justice. Clearly, it is not that these actions are never to be done in public. But
doing them in secret changes our very experience of those actions. To do
something in secret requires more self-reflection and greater intentionality.
When we do something in secret, we are less afraid of the judging eyes of
others. There is freedom in secret--perhaps enough for us to do good, hard
things.
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Prayer God, in secret with you, I find freedom.

Thursday, February 19th
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

Reflection—v. 3, ‘...whenever you give alms...’
Biblical law did a wonderful job of delineating social structures designed to
prevent poverty, such as debt forgiveness and fair treatment of workers. Not
unlike our own society, however, there remained a wide divide between the
rich and common workers. If you have ever received charity from another,
you are probably aware of how difficult it is. It is hard to admit, ‘I cannot do
it’ or ‘we do not have enough,’ especially in a culture where we proclaim that
everyone has the opportunity to move up in the world if only we work hard
enough. To add insult to injury, it is all the more difficult to receive a gift with
cameras turned on us. We video pledges with public challenges for others to
follow suit and take photos of donation drop-offs to post online and adorn
newsletters. We want to show all the good we do. We want to be able to
measure it. We want to prove what is in our hearts. But we remain blind to
the shame the person on the other end feels, believing they should just be
grateful for our generosity.
Prayer Jesus, help us to show mercy as those who know we need mercy.
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Friday, February 20th
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

Reflection—v. 5, ‘...whenever you pray...’
I love communal prayer and joining my voice with others, knowing they join
me, even in my brokenness. Praying together can be a truly intimate experience. But I suspect many of us do not really tap into the depths of our hearts
when we pray together. We keep it safe. We pray for things that might elicit
sympathy or a kind look. We hide anxiety from our colleagues. We hide anger
from our neighbors or drinking from our loved ones. We hide loneliness, guilt,
and failings from everyone. It would be great if we allowed ourselves to be
vulnerable with others, but perhaps we should first practice being vulnerable
with ourselves and God. When we pray ‘in secret,’ there is nobody but a loving and merciful God to judge us. This does not mean we get off easy. But it
does allow us to become more honest about our struggles and joys when sitting in the presence of God. Actually looking at ourselves and our experiences
before God might lead us to sharing with others.
Prayer God, to you I pray in secret, and you surround me with your love.
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Saturday, February 21st
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

Reflection—v. 19, ‘Do not store up for yourselves treasures on
earth...’
Charity, prayer, and fasting are all about letting go--letting go of things, of worries and control, of injustice. What Jesus encourages and instructs us to do literally requires us to not ‘store up’ things. When we keep things for ourselves,
those same things demand more of our attention. We have to ensure that
they do not break. We must keep them well-maintained. And, above all, we
they must remain in our possession. To do all this, we have to consume even
more. And, sure enough, our hearts start to align with the places where we
put our energy. In letting go, we invest in heaven. In storing up, we invest in
things. The Christian paradox of investment is that in letting go--letting go of
prestige, acknowledgement, status, and things--we find the authentic treasure. Through charity, prayer, and fasting, Jesus’ call to faithful living is just
that--a call to live... now.
Prayer Jesus, align my heart more and more with justice, as I let go of the things
I have been storing up for myself.
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First Sunday of Lent
Lectionary Readings
Genesis 9:8-17
Psalm 25:1-10

1 Peter 3:18-22
Mark 1:9-15
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Sunday, February 22nd
Mark 1:9-15

Reflection—v. 15, ‘...repent...’
Traditionally, Lent is a time of penance. Of course, words like penance and
penitential sometimes conjure images of severity and sorrow--or even prisons and doing hard-time. But for me, those words bring a different picture
to mind: the little poor man, Francis of Assisi. Francis is the archetypical holy
man, a thirteenth-century Mother Teresa: someone who decided to follow
Jesus so completely that he gave up everything to more fully imitate his Beloved. But Francis never saw himself as anything more than another penitent.
He reminds us that penance has less to do with a continual focus on our sins
and more to do with a life of holy and ever-widening love. Francis inspires us
because he never lost that sense of daily turning, moment by moment, ever
more fully toward the flame of love--warming himself thereby and being himself utterly transformed into the living, loving flame.
Prayer God of holy fire and unquenchable love, teach me like St. Francis to turn
moment by moment toward you until my heart is ablaze in love.
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Monday, February 23rd
Mark 1:9-15

Reflection—v. 15, ‘...repent...’
‘I don’t change!’ said a friend recently. ‘I’m still the same guy.’ Not changing can be a sign of consistency. But my friend was proud of a certain stubborn refusal to grow, to develop, to deepen, to broaden. Most of us aren’t
that proud of it--or that open about it--but we are often just as guilty of
refusing to grow beyond where we are. My friend had only recently returned after having been banned for making threats involving pepper
spray against another member of the community. To be fair, he saw his
action as a kind of pre-emptive self-defense. ‘You have to punch a bully in
the nose,’ he says. This is the way of thinking he refuses to give up. But the
gospel calls us to face life in new ways--and that means we must change.
My friend does not want to hear that--nor do most of us, most of the time.
The gospel gives no ground on that score. One translation says it simply
and succinctly: ‘Change your hearts and lives.’
Prayer God, soften our stubbornness and grant us courage to change.
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Tuesday, February 24th
Mark 1:9-15

Reflection—v. 15, ‘…the kingdom of God is at hand...’
Our repentance is joined to the good news that Jesus preached: the kingdom
of God is at hand. At Mercy, everyone likes to take part when we study the
Bible. Adam would often raise his hand first--even before I had finished reading. One of his toughest questions still lingers: ‘What did Jesus mean by the
kingdom of God?’ I am not sure I ever gave him a satisfying answer. But
what strikes me now is that Jesus embodied the content of his proclamation.
He was the practice of the gospel he preached; the walk of the kingdom he
talked. In Mark, we have been told from verse one that the whole life of Jesus
is the good news. That means all that Mark shows us about Jesus is the answer to Adam’s question. The kingdom of God is casting out demonic powers,
healing the sick, and forgiving sins. It is eating with outcasts, challenging the
powers-that-be, and going out with nothing for the sake of a greater mission.
The kingdom of God is dying on the cross--and leaving an empty tomb.
Prayer God of Good News, help us to practice the kingdom your Son preached.
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Wednesday, February 25th
Mark 1:9-15

Reflection—v. 14, ‘Jesus came to Galilee…’
To ‘change our hearts and lives’ because the ‘kingdom of God is at hand’ is to
turn continually toward the presence and power of God in Jesus. Jesus fulfills
the promise of the prophets that God would come again--presence--to set his
people free--power. This is Isaiah’s good news: ‘Here is your God... your God
reigns’ (40.9, 52.7). In Jesus, we come to understand what that presence and
power truly mean for us. The presence of God is not billowing clouds and
thick smoke. It is Jesus, a human being like us, poor like us, experiencing the
depths of the struggle we also experience. This is God come to us, with us,
for us. And wherever God is present, there is also saving power. Mark makes
sure we see Jesus as the ‘Stronger One’ (1.7). Jesus shows God’s liberating
power in the very first act of his public ministry in Mark--casting out a demon
on the Sabbath (1.26). God’s relational presence is Jesus of Nazareth, who has
come to save us with power--freeing us from every other power that seeks to
destroy human life.
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Prayer Jesus, I turn to you; come to us and save us.

Thursday, February 26th
Mark 1:9-15

Reflection—v. 13, ‘...for forty days…’
Lent is a season, having a beginning and an end; we enter it, and just as surely,
we will leave. But while here, we are called to engage it, wrestling with its
challenges and discovering its hope. These forty days deliberately point to
Jesus’ own forty days in the wilderness before setting out on his public ministry. The convergence of forty and testing and wilderness echo the journey of
God’s people for forty years in the wilderness--a time of testing and trial for
them--before a new generation was ready to enter the land of promise. While
their sojourn was marked with disobedience and a lack of faith, Jesus endures
the wilderness and all its temptations with faithfulness. Jesus is purposely reworking the story of Israel in his own story. Even so, each time we enter the
season of Lent we are called once again to make the story of Jesus--and with
him, the larger story of all God’s people--our own story, too.
Prayer Jesus, be with me these forty days, and lead us to the life you promise.
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Friday, February 27th
Mark 1:9-15

Reflection—v. 12, ‘...into the wilderness…’
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Wilderness is ‘wild’ space. Untamed and dangerous, it is outside any domesticating control. It is a place is for ‘outsiders,’ those who survive just out of reach
of the powers-that-be and the rule of law. Bandits, thieves, and outlaws hide
there. Wild animals roam there--and apparently the random wild prophet.
And, if we take our text at its word, it is the domain of devils and angels, too.
Its sands carry memories of a people on-the-run, led by an outlaw, escaping
the long arm of Pharaoh. The same wilderness still shimmers with shadows of
Jesus and his own lonely pilgrimage and testing there. Why does God choose
a place like this to act? Maybe God is more free to act for us when we are
outside the bounds of our safe, secure lives. The streets where many of us live
are a modern wilderness--the over-grown back alleys, the dank shadows beneath bridges, the dirty concrete, and the ‘catch-out corners’ where very little
is ever caught. God still prefers to work in these places, outside the world we
have made for ourselves. Here God can remake the world--if we are willing to
brave the wilderness.
Prayer Spirit, drive me into the wilderness of the streets.

Saturday, February 28th
Mark 1:9-15

Reflection—v. 12, ‘...into the wilderness…’
The heart is a wilderness, too. There are many ways to describe the geography of our interior life. But imagine that beyond our active thoughts and feelings, beyond our memories and the narratives we construct to make sense of
our lives, beyond all our worries and anxieties and fears--beyond all of these
familiar terrains of the spirit--there is a wilderness of the heart. At the center
of our being, it is a place deeper than our daily distractions, persistent addictions, and convenient lies. It is silent--but not because we are alone. God
dwells there--freely, truly, powerfully, and beyond our capacity for control.
Like the wilderness Jesus experienced, it is an ‘outsider’ space, even though it
is found in the depths of the heart. It is the ground within each of us where
we encounter God in the most profound way. The mothers and fathers of our
faith, who spent their lives in the desert, understood this. ‘Enter your cell,’
they tell us, ‘and it will teach you all you need to know.’ Alone at last, we are
forced to enter the divine wilderness of our hearts and encounter the God of
our salvation.
Prayer Spirit, drive me into the wilderness of my heart.
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Second Sunday
Lectionary Readings
Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16
Psalm 22:23-31

Romans 4:13-25
Mark 8:31-38

15

Sunday, March 1st
Reflection
As we continue into Lent, we begin even now to enter into the passion with
Jesus. There is no other way, really, to follow Jesus. His way is one that leads
to the cross, a way that is made by carrying the cross. Our summons in Lent
and in life is to enter ever more deeply into the passion of Jesus--to enter the
interiority of discipleship, of what it means to follow Jesus, to say ‘yes’ to his
call. Perhaps even that first call, which we heard again last week--to repent,
to turn, to change heart and life, to become a penitent--is to embrace the
passion as a way of life, a way toward living. Every turning away from something else, something that formerly seemed to be life or held itself out to us
as life but was instead some form of death, is a kind of dying. To such false
life we must die in order to live. The passion is not just an event on the way
of the disciple--it is the whole of it.
Prayer Jesus, you call me to life through the hard bearing of the cross.
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Monday, March 2nd
Psalm 22:23-31
Reflection

In Christian tradition, Psalm 22 is understood as the prayer of Jesus, the faithful but suffering servant, as he hung upon the cross. ‘My God, my God, why
have you forsaken me?’ is known as the ‘cry of dereliction.’ These are the
haunting last words of Jesus from the cross in both Matthew and Mark. They
are also the opening lines of Psalm 22. In the ancient world, to quote the first
lines of a longer literary work was to bring all of it to bear upon the minds of
your hearers. Matthew and Mark are telling us that the whole of this powerful psalm is in the heart of Jesus as he lifts up his voice from the cross. The
cry of dereliction is in fact a cry of faith--a profound faith that still prays even
when prayer can be nothing more than anguished cry. When our emptiness
and lament are addressed to God, they are, for all their sorrow and pain, powerful and profound prayer.
Prayer My God, my God, as I cry out to you, I trust in you; hear me in your great
mercy.
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Tuesday, March 3rd
Psalm 22:23-31
Reflection

Reading Psalm 22 as the prayer from the cross opens up for us a way into the
inner meaning of the passion, while at the same time showing us the inner
reality of our own discipleship. From the perspective of this psalm, the cross
is Jesus-being-with-us. It is the sharing of Jesus in the suffering of humanity-in our abandonment and hopelessness, our experience of death and dusty
burial. Choosing to be with Jesus is what following him means. Taking up the
cross of discipleship, therefore, is making the choice to be with all who suffer,
just as he did. In a profound sense, we are also choosing to be with ourselves,
in the brokenness we so often hide from ourselves and others--even as he is
with us there, too. To be with Jesus as a disciple is to be with Jesus on the
cross, to accompany one another and ourselves in our own dereliction and
very real feeling of God-forsakenness. Jesus has shown us the way by choosing our part, by being with us. Let us follow him.
Prayer Jesus, you are with us in our suffering; help me to be with you in your passion for the world.
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Wednesday, March 4th
Psalm 22:23-31

Reflection—v. 24b, ‘...he did not hide his face from me...’
No part of this psalm and how it shapes our understanding of the cross needs
to be heard more than these pivotal, transformative verses. The one who
cried out in anguish, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ affirms
in praise that God did not ‘hide his face from me’ but ‘heard me when I cried.’
Some suggest God could not look upon Jesus on the cross, holiness somehow trumping love. But the psalmist declares God ‘faced’ him in his suffering.
Taken as Jesus’ prayer from the cross, and borrowing Trinitarian language, the
Father could not turn his back upon the Son in his passion. God sees us--and
does not waver--fully present to us, in all our suffering. Psalm 22 reminds us
that faith gives us the freedom to express our fears in their rawest and most
primal forms, but it also knows that God will not surrender us to our suffering
outside his own suffering presence with us.
Prayer My God, my God, when I cry out to you, help me see your face, unhidden
from my sorrows.
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Thursday, March 5th
Romans 4:13-25

Reflection—v. 22, ‘faith was reckoned to him as righteousness.’
Faith, however else we may define it, is a fundamentally relational quality.
The Greek word can just as easily be translated ‘faithfulness.’ Talking of faith
that way, we remove it from the realm of doctrine and dogma and restore
it to the realm of relationships, where it finds a more natural home. Notice
the sheer number of relational phrases Paul uses to describe Abraham in this
passage, and you will get a better feel for what faith is. Abraham is ‘hoping
against hope’ and ‘no distrust made him waver.’ He ‘grew strong in faith’ and
became ‘fully convinced.’ Abraham was not right in relationship with God because he kept the terms of a contract or even because he always did the right
thing. We he know better. God reckoned Abraham righteous because he held
to their relationship more tightly than to anything else. Abraham kept faith,
not just for a brief moment but with a faithfulness tested over time.
Prayer God, beyond all the things I believe about you, lead me to a deeper faithfulness with you, as I seek to live daily in your presence.
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Friday, March 6th
Romans 4:13-25

Reflection—v. 19, ‘...when he considered his own body…’
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Human bodies matter. Both the Bible and Christian tradition bear consistent
witness to the dignity and sanctity of our bodies. Genesis describes the very
hands of God forming the first humans from the dust of the earth. We believe
God is uniquely revealed in the mysteries of the Incarnation and the Resurrection. The many works of healing in the ministry of Jesus testify to the sacredness of our bodies. And the ‘works of mercy’ call us to nurture our suffering
bodies--right on up to and including burial, returning ‘dust to dust.’ Abraham was not in denial. He duly ‘considered his own body’ and knew full well
he was ‘about a hundred years old.’ He understood such a body, in practical
terms, was ‘as good as dead.’ And in our culture, which discards the aged and
infirmed and most vulnerable, such an appraisal would be even more likely.
But Abraham also knew what we often forget: our bodies are sacred even in
their frailty and brokenness--then perhaps most of all.
Prayer God, teach me to consider my own body, and all bodies, with compassion--and to treat all bodies with the care and dignity befitting a vessel so holy.

Saturday, March 7th
Romans 4:13-25

Reflection—v. 20, ‘... he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory
to God...’
Abraham considered his weakened body, but it did not weaken his faith. He
knew God’s promises were good, even for good-as-dead bodies like his. Not
only this, but he ‘grew strong in faith’ because he gave ‘glory to God.’ Aware
of his own inability, he trusted the ability of God. Our weakness does not
lessen the power of God because our weakness draws his mercy ever more
powerfully toward us. Giving glory is about truly seeing, about clearly recognizing--and therefore rightfully acknowledging someone for who he or she really is. Abraham gave glory to God because he realized ‘good-as-dead’ means
very little to a God who ‘gives life to the dead.’ He rightly discerned the nature
of the all-powerful and life-giving God to whom he had entrusted his life, even
as he honestly faced his own weakness.
Prayer God who gives life to the dead, I give you glory, for you look on my weakness and do not despise what you see; in your great mercy, you come to save me.
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Third Sunday of Lent
Lectionary Readings
Exodus 20:1-17
Psalm 19:1-14

1 Corinthians
1:18-25
John 2:13-22
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Sunday, March 8th
John 2:13-22

Reflection—v. 16, ‘Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace’
In three of the four Gospels this story takes place after Jesus enters Jerusalem
for the final time and serves as the final act which leads to his arrest. John’s
version of this story has some marked differences, including the fact it is one
of Jesus’ first acts of ministry. This action of frustration and anger toward the
Temple system is a defining characteristic of Jesus’ ministry in John. In the
other Gospels, Jesus proclaims, quoting scripture, that God’s ‘house of prayer
has become a den of thieves.’ In John, it is not just those who cheat the poor
but the entire system itself. In a fit of righteous anger, Jesus yells, ‘Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace!’ while pouring out money and clearing
the scene with a whip. Jesus finds offensive the sacrificial structures that undergird the Temple’s sustainability and define most of the faithful’s interaction
with God. I sometimes wonder how Jesus would view the ways in which we
fund our churches and the activities around which we gather.
Prayer Jesus, drive out the merchandisers from our temples.
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Monday, March 9th
John 2:13-22

Reflection—v. 19, ‘...destroy this temple...’
We are creatures of habit, creatures of comfort—which I do not necessarily
think is bad. The thing is, we believe in a God of salvation. But it is on blank
canvases, in voids, and within rubble that there is the space for a new creation
to emerge. It requires us to let go of old habits and to destroy old systems for
God’s resurrection to truly have a place from which to spring forth. Surely,
we have old systems to which we sacrifice our time, money, energy, and attention--and miss the presence of God incarnate and what God is doing in the
world. May we be so bold as to destroy the structures which distract us from
God’s liberating and saving grace.
Prayer God, you tear down, but only to bring me to new life.
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Tuesday, March 10th
John 2:13-22

Reflection—v. 20, ‘This temple has been under construction for
forty-six years...’
We consistently invest a lot of time and money into structures which maintain our status or security. And I am not just talking about temples, either.
We spend lots of time and money, for example, to avoid things that trigger
particular feelings--rather than deal with them at the root. We buy things
that are beyond our means in hopes of convincing others of our worth. We
spend years in school in hopes of having a high-paying career. When we let
go of societally influenced plans and structures, it is amazing how quickly God
can resurrect a new way of life. Mind you, it may disrupt everything we have
known and worked for, but we will be all the better for it.
Prayer God, hard as it is, grant me the faith to give to you all the structures I
have built around my life to provide me with status and security; if these things
be destroyed, you will raise up for me a new and abundant life.
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Wednesday, March 11th
John 2:13-22

Reflection—v. 21, ‘...the temple of his body...’
The idea that God’s temple, God’s sacred dwelling place, could be found in a
human body is an outrageous claim--today as much as it was then. I firmly
believe Jesus is the perfect model for how we are called to live. An embodied
God has powerful implications for how we are called to see and treat both our
own bodies as well as other people’s bodies. Bodies have bellies that need to
be filled. Bodies have feelings that need to be felt. Bodies need to be cleaned
and cared for and clothed. Bodies need a safe place to rest. When sick, bodies need medical attention. To honor God in the temple he chooses means we
must live in a more radically faithful way toward one another, honoring and
caring for the bodies of one another as we would Jesus in our midst.
Prayer Word made flesh, help me to honor you as I honor and compassionately
care for my own body and the bodies of my sisters and brothers.
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Thursday, March 12th
1 Corinthians 1:18-31

Reflection—v. 18, ‘...for the message of the cross...’
Not only does God not save us in the way we expect, but God saves us in
ways that offend our cultural sensibilities. For Paul, his own people have experienced the divine through signs--the parting of the seas and the sending
of plagues, but certainly not in the death of God. Paul characterizes Greek
culture as one that experienced the divine through reason--well thought-out
arguments, victorious achievements, and rational explanations, but certainly
not the death of God. The message of the cross means we must let go of
control and see something bigger at work. We must default to mercy and
compassion, realize the value of life, and remain open to the questions you
cannot answer. It is not an easy or glamorous life. In fact, it is extraordinarily
difficult and goes against much of what we have been taught. I believe it is a
message impossible to live unless you have a firm grounding in God and your
own belovedness. Otherwise, it could feel as if you are being bled dry by others. This kind of salvation can only come from God.
Prayer God, the cross may cause offense, but only by the cross can I be saved.
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Friday, March 13th
1 Corinthians 1:18-31

Reflection—v. 18, ‘...to those who are perishing...’
I never find myself drawn to identify myself with the ‘perishing.’ I like to think
that I am fully alive and that I am among the ‘saved,’ whatever that means. I
believe in God, so I must be good. I certainly do not see myself as dying, being destroyed, ceasing to exist, or slowly breaking apart—that all seems a bit
dramatic to me. So who are these who are perishing? Jesus came to give us
abundant life, and to truly live is to truly love. Anything that does not foster
love brings about death. Anything that does not foster love of God, self, and
others is perishing. We are perishing when we over-indulge in drink, drugs,
and material possessions; when we blame others; when we yell; when we
refuse to admit wrongdoing or to say we are sorry or forgive; when we manipulate, scapegoat, bully, and judge; when we worry about ‘number one’;
protect things more than value life; need to be seen as a hero; and suppress
our feelings... the list goes on. Perhaps I have more in common with the ‘perishing’ than I would like to think.
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Prayer God, I am perishing outside your way of love and life; save me, too.

Saturday, March 14th
1 Corinthians 1:18-31

Reflection—v. 18, ‘God chose what the world considers low-class
and low-life--what is considered to be nothing.’
Salvation as God offers it goes against everything we know. It cuts across all of
our societal impulses and understandings. Almost never do we hear of someone striving to be ‘low-class’ or ‘low-life’ nor do most people strive to associate with those so labeled. Yet the ones described in these terms so despised
by the world are the very ones that God chooses. It is precisely in lowering
ourselves that we find new priorities and begin to discover the beauty of the
cross. At the foot of the cross, our lives may look foolish to others. Some may
even say, ‘I could never do that’--and alone they could not. But with Christ’s
help, from this strange new vantage point, life will be both full and fulfilling.
Prayer God, you choose us, no matter what others may think of us, and you call
us to humble ourselves, as we kneel at the foot of the cross.
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Fourth Sunday
Lectionary Readings
Numbers 21:4-9
Psalm 107:1-3,
17-22

Ephesians 2:1-10
John 3:14-21
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Sunday, March 15th
Ephesians 2:1-10

Reflection—v. 5, ‘...by grace you have been saved...’
As we move deeper into Lent, we get closer to Jerusalem. In Jerusalem, triumph and tragedy await us, with the unexpected ending which, beyond all
hopes, becomes a new beginning. Our scriptures this week move us, in their
own unique ways, to consider our redemption. The central truth of redemption, a reality that will make possible everything we will consider over the next
few days, is grace. Grace, purely and simply, is gift. It is the unilateral initiative
of God; grace is God’s choice. It is generous, lavish, overflowing--and never
stingy. Grace is free; there is no fine print, no strings attached. Grace is the
character of all life--because life with all its wonder and possibility is freely given to every one of us by God. And though we have disdained the gift, in ways
big and small, in ways we can all see and in ways hidden and secret, it is the
grace of God that saves us nevertheless. None of us earn it; none of us could.
We can only welcome it with the same generous heart in which it is given.
Prayer God of grace amazing, help me to live each day conscious that every
breath is a loving gift.
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Monday, March 16th
Ephesians 2:1-10

Reflection—v. 3, ‘...all of us...’
Lent calls us to ponder once more the unbounded breadth of God’s love.
Paul’s distancing ‘you’ soon gives way to the more inclusive ‘all of us.’ As
church folks used to say, there are ‘no big I’s and little you’s.’ In God’s lavish
mercy, there are no ‘righteous’ and ‘sinners,’ no ‘Jews’ and ‘Gentiles’--and,
for us, no ‘homeless’ and ‘housed.’ Labels that kept us apart no longer exist
in God’s ‘all of us.’ We are all sinners, and by grace, we are all righteous. Far
from removing the urgent need of housing for all of us, we are reminded we
share in a common struggle together. All of us are broken. All of us struggle.
All of us are bound to a way of walking in the world that is destructive. But
absolutely all of us--as absolute as our brokenness and struggle are absolute-belong to God. In Jesus, we have found a new way of walking--toward life, in
freedom, and with God.
Prayer God of lavish mercy, all of us have been lost, and all of us are being found
in you.
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Tuesday, March 17th
Ephesians 2:1-10

Reflection—v. 2, ‘...following the course of this world…’
This simple phrase creates an evocative image for me of the ways that powers
beyond our control hold sway over us. Imagine walking with a great crowd,
pushed along well-trod paths. Walls too high to scale or see over enclose you.
Heaven above is distant, dark. Over time, you become aware there must be
more--something beyond the walls that segregate and manipulate humanity.
Your very heart tells you so, but you find no way to escape this slow, mindless
death-march. Then suddenly comes grace, breaking across your path unexpectedly, shattering walls, revealing openings. Such walls do not come tumbling down all at once. But grace creates opportunities for new choices, in line
with the deepest longings of the heart--desires for justice and for peace. Our
little community is a place for that kind of grace, where walls that segregate
show cracks and begin to fall away. So let us stop the march and set tables for
a feast: the time has come to build a new world in the shell of the old. Mercy
happens in the rubble.
Prayer Lord, help me see where your grace is breaking down the walls.
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Wednesday, March 18th
John 3:14-21

Reflection—v. 17, ‘God did not send the Son... to condemn the
world...’
God did not send Jesus into the world to condemn it. That might come as a
surprise to those of us who have listened to a lot of preaching about Jesus; we
preachers do more than our fair share of finger-pointing to make up for Jesus’
lack of it. But God, whom the Bible consistently portrays as the only just judge
of human injustice, does not rise to condemn us. That in itself is surprising.
But what John says next leaves us speechless: we condemn ourselves. We
cling to darkness and make war with light because we think shadows cover
our wrongs. The implication is clear--and it is devastating. God has no need
to judge us, for we have already judged ourselves. We are fully aware when
what we do is wrong. And we would rather hide it--justifying, rationalizing,
excusing, and blaming--than change it. But we are fooling no one--least of all,
ourselves. The light comes to us, not to condemn us, but because we need it
to find our way out of the dark.
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Prayer Jesus, lead me from the darkness of deception into the light of truth.

Thursday, March 19th
John 3:14-21

Reflection—v. 14, ‘...so must the Son of Man be lifted up…’
‘Lifting up’ is John’s way of talking about the crucifixion. It is linked to the
story of Israel’s rebellion and redemption in the wilderness. There the image
of the serpent that is destroying them is lifted up on a pole as a source of healing for everyone who looks on it. We also have rebelled against life, choosing darkness and rejecting light. Threatened by the life Jesus represents, we
crucify him. But in doing so, we are forced to look upon our own violence,
our own evil, our own hatred of innocence. We must take a hard look at our
collusion with the same dark powers we self-righteously protest. Again, this
lifting up is not to condemn us; we already know, somewhere deep within, the
utter wrongness of it. No, the cross is an offer of life--to see not only what we
have done, but beyond that, to behold the love of God embodied in the one
hanging there on the rough beams we have fashioned. This is truly the Word
made flesh.
Prayer For me, Jesus, you were lifted up; in you, I behold the way of life.
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Friday, March 20th
Ephesians 2:1-10

Reflection—v. 4, ‘God who is rich in mercy…’
In a simple chapel, Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity pray each day. Just
around the corner from our daily chaos, the little room is dominated by a
large, dark crucifix. Beside it, the words ‘I thirst,’ as if falling through time from
the lips of a dying Savior, are printed in block letters. The tender, haunting
melody the sisters sang today still echoes in my ears: ‘What wondrous love
is this...’ And I must confess, this poor sinner is undone. The cross makes no
sense. There is no logic to it. It overwhelms our senses, until numbed by it,
we are left with nothing but the utter senselessness of it. No preacher can
explain it; we can only tell it. Even then, we know our most eloquent words
are no more than the stammering of fools. There is no theology before the
cross; there is only silence. Only this can rightly be said, only this which we
can scarcely grasp: only love, only mercy could hang on the cross for us. Only
mercy can make sense of what makes no sense and somehow fill the universe
with a deeper meaning than our hearts can hold.

37

Prayer What wondrous love is this, my God, that you give your life for mine?

Saturday, March 21st
Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22

Reflection—v. 2, ‘Let the redeemed of the Lord say so...’
Ever been in a testimony service? It can be deeply moving and inspiring, funny and, if I am honest, a bit of a show sometimes: part spoken word, part
performance art. New folks tell the story of what God has done for them,
and old-timers preach the same old story again--sometimes word for word.
Sure, ego gets involved, but is there anything free from that? More of our
churches should make room for testimony--for letting those of us who have
experienced the reedeming hand of the Lord say so. Even if it is the same old
story, we need to hear it. And we need all the little stories still in the making,
where just one day clean means a mountain climb. You can not know what
I had to go through to get it or how Jesus reached way down to pick me up
when I was steady sinking--unless you let me tell you. Twelve Steps realized
long ago that getting well from our addictions and staying well means we have
to talk about it. So tell somebody--it just may be you need to tell it as much
as we all need to hear it.
Prayer Lord, I will tell the story of what you have done and listen as others testify.
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Fifth Sunday of Lent
Lectionary Readings
Jeremiah 31:31-34
Psalm 51:1-12

Hebrews 5:5-10
John 12:20-33
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Sunday, March 22nd
John 12:20-33

Reflection—v. 24, ‘unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth...’
Jesus often talks about living and dying in paradoxical terms. According to
Jesus, to truly live is to die to the unhealthy facades with which we have come
to identify. So often we cling to things about ourselves that are not really ‘us.’
I am not my emotions—those come and go, are felt more strongly and fade. I
am not my memories. I am not my thoughts—which are sometimes so dark,
and other times repetitive, flighty, or light. Instead, I am the one who notices
the change in emotions, the making of memories, and the flux of thoughts. I
am the one that God loves; I am beloved. Everything else is inconsistent. But
God and God’s love for me--and my ability to see the ebb and flow of events-those things are forever. This is the knowledge that helps us to truly live. If
we cling to nothing more than our belovedness, we will not fear death in its
many forms, but will live truly fruitful lives instead.
Prayer Jesus, I hold to your love for me; in dying and living, I will always bear fruit.
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Monday, March 23rd
John 12:20-33

Reflection—v. 24, ‘...glorified...’
Jesus talks a lot about God being glorified. But what does this mean? We
rarely use this word outside of the context of church. Traditionally, other ways
of translating the greek word doxazo are ‘honored’ or ‘praised.’ At Mercy, we
like to throw another verb into the mix: to recognize. Glorifying God requires
us to see who God is--and to tell the truth about what we have seen. It is not
too fine a distinction to say that giving glory means we both recognize and
give due recognition to God. Jesus not only recognizes God for himself, but his
way of living in the world demonstrates that recognition. Jesus gives glory to
God because his faithfulness--his ‘loving until the end’--shows us clearly, powerfully, and unmistakably who God truly is. This is more than honor or praise.
In the cross, we recognize who God is by the self-giving act of Jesus: this is the
one who so loved us that he gave himself for us, saving us from death that we
may enjoy the abundant, eternal life of God now and forever.
Prayer Jesus, in your love I see God; may I also give God the glory of a loving life.
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Tuesday, March 24th
John 12:20-33

Reflection—v. 31, ‘Now is the judgment of this world...’
Jesus’ resurrection is not just some display of power for power’s sake. Instead
it is an act of reconciliation in which all people are drawn to God. Jesus understands that God is truly honored in reconciliation. Yet so often we are people
of division. We test one another and draw lines in the sand. ‘You are either in
or out, for us or against us,’ we say. Our criminal justice system, for example,
does nothing to reconcile people to one another, but doles out punitive sentences to the offending party instead. But God’s judgment looks like mercy.
God’s judgment grants undeserved forgiveness and creates a reconciliation
that draws us together. How different might the world look if our judgment
were meant to draw us together? How different would things be if we forged
a world where we were constantly looking to find common ground, to gain
mutual understanding, and to show empathy for one another?
Prayer God of reconciliation, you draw us together by your cross and resurrection; may I be a means of reconciliation, an instrument of your peace.
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Wednesday, March 25th
John 20:1-18

Reflection—v. 32, ‘...when I am lifted up...’
One of the themes of John’s Gospel is the conflict between Jesus as king and
the kings of the world. Daniel Schowalter, a professor of religion, notes that
the language of elevation and glorification that is used in this passage is reminiscent of Roman imperial propaganda. Jesus stands as an alternative authority to the Roman government. In combating an enemy who stands in cruel
contradiction to God’s love, Jesus does not use violence to take his stand. Instead, he challenges Roman authority through his death on the cross, a barbaric and shameful punishment usually reserved for slaves and enemies of
the state. This is Jesus’ ‘lifting up’; this is the coming of the kingdom Jesus
brings. But it is not the only lifting up. Early in the morning on the first day of
the week, the one who has been laid low in death for the sake of love will be
lifted up in new life. Glory be to God, who turns death into life.
Prayer Jesus, teach me to fight my battles with the dark powers of this world by
your way of laying down my self so that all of us may be lifted up in life.
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Thursday, March 26th
Psalm 51

Reflection—v. 1, ‘Have mercy on me...’
I find this plea striking--and I don’t think this phrase can be uttered as anything other than a plea. Mercy is a request for compassion when justice
would require otherwise. By definition, it is undeserved and born out of love.
A cry for mercy comes from a person in a desperate circumstance who feels
the unbearable weight and ache of lowliness and emptiness. A cry for mercy
comes from a person who sees no way out, from someone who needs help
and has thrust their pride aside. It is a confession of desperate and impossible
need, and it is the first step toward healing. So often, we do not even know
when we need mercy. We walk around blind to our own shortcomings. During this Lenten season, may we come face to face with our brokenness. May
we empty ourselves so that we might be ready to receive the only grace that
can make things better—God’s mercy and love.
Prayer God, help me to see myself for who I am: one beloved by you and ever in
need of your mercy.
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Friday, March 27th
Psalm 51

Reflection—v. 4 and 7, ‘sin’ and ‘de-sin’
Since most of us are not able to read the psalms in Hebrew, we sometimes
miss out on the simplicity and beauty of the original poetic language of the
biblical writings. In verse four of this psalm, the writer confesses to God that
‘against you, you alone, have I sinned’ (root, chata, with basic stem). In verse
seven, the writer pleads to be ‘de-sinned’ (same root, chata, with intensive
stem). The word is commonly translated as ‘cleansed.’ Our bad behaviors
are something to be removed, something of which we must let go, something
that clouds and obscures our true, beloved selves. God restores us, re-making
us with a clean heart and right spirit. We are renewed, becoming humbly
aware of God’s presence and full of joy once more. But we must give in to being re-made; such transformation comes only after honest confession and an
openness and readiness to change.
Prayer God, cleanse my heart and make it right once more; all I have and all I
am is before you, and I hold nothing back--I am ready for change.
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Saturday, March 28th
Psalm 51

Reflection—v. 12, ‘Restore the joy of your salvation to me, and
sustain in me a willing spirit.’
If I haven’t been exercising for some length of time, I forget how good it makes
me feel and how necessary it is for me to remain sane in my day to day life. I
know it intellectually, but that isn’t enough to get me off my tukhus. As easily
as I lose my sanity, flexibility, and strength when not exercising, I lose my joy
when I choose to live outside God’s grace. We tell ourselves that to be truly
happy we must be free--and to be free is to do whatever we want, whenever
we want. But that usually leads us down a very unhappy, self-centered, and
destructive path. To experience the grace and joy always being offered to us
by God, we must shed the self-centered, destructive habits we have developed. Sometimes this process feels counter-intuitive, and it is easier to fall
back into old patterns than to consistently practice a new way of being. We
must continue to turn to God for our inspiration if we are to continue to live
freely in God’s love.
Prayer God, help me to be less self-centered and to live more joyfully in you.
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Palm Sunday
Lectionary Readings
Isaiah 50:4-9a

Psalm 31:9-16

Philippians 2:5-11
Mark 11:1-11
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Palm Sunday, March 29th
Mark 11:1-11

Reflection—v. 9, ‘Hosanna!’
As Jesus enters Jerusalem, the people shout, ‘Hosanna! Blessings on the one
who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessings on the coming kingdom of our
ancestor David. Hosanna in the highest heaven!’ The word hosanna remains
untranslated in most Bibles. In Today’s English version, it is translated ‘praise
God!’ And that is how most of us in the pews understand it--as a cry of adoration. But hosanna is a Hebrew word, and in the Old Testament it is often
translated ‘save us’ or ‘deliver us.’ It is a reference to how God will liberate
God’s people from enemies, usually political oppressors. As Jesus enters Jerusalem, the people entreat him, ‘Save us! ...Blessings on the coming kingdom
of our ancestor David! In the name of God, save us!’ Jesus was recognized by
them as the coming messiah, God’s chosen political leader, who would save
them from yet another politically and religiously oppressive empire. His entry
into Jerusalem was the beginning of a revolution.
Prayer Hosanna, Lord! Blessings on the one who brings the kingdom and the
revolution of love!
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Monday of Holy Week, March 30th
Mark 11:1-11

Reflection—v. 7, ‘...they brought the colt to Jesus...’
During Holy Week, Christians consider what it means to follow Jesus as we
remember his journey to the cross. We watch as Jesus confronts religious
and governmental institutions and calls into question societal norms. Jesus
challenges the lifestyles of those around him—and us. In Lent, we are called
to observe and bring into conversation the way of our lives with the way of
the cross. In Mark, from the beginning of his ministry, as early as the third
chapter, the Pharisees have been hostile to Jesus. And it does not take long
for the Pharisees to confront him after he makes a very public entry into Jerusalem—the center of Jewish and Roman power in Palestine. Jesus’ entry
on a colt, rather than a steed, conveys humble resources rather than military
might. When confronted by power, how we respond does make a difference.
I hope that our response may be defined by humility also.
Prayer Jesus, your way of love is a way of the cross, a way of humble means and
not violent strength; teach me to confront power with humility.
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Tuesday of Holy Week, March 31st
John 12:1-11

Reflection—v. 3, ‘She anointed Jesus’ feet...’
In ancient times, anointing with oil or perfume had many purposes: the consecration of kings and priests, for rituals of healing for the sick, and in preparation for burial. Throughout John’s Gospel, people eagerly refer to Jesus as
‘King of Israel’ or ‘King of the Jews.’ Jesus’ anointing by Mary is both a sign
and the enactment of Jesus’ kingship, so emphasized by Pilate in the following
chapters. Jesus, however, takes this act and turns it on its head, declaring it to
be a funeral rite instead of the anointing of a king. Salvation for humankind
comes not from power and political savvy, but from humility, surrender, and
death. Judas stands in this scene in direct opposition to this truth, clinging to
power and hiding behind lies. If only he could surrender and acknowledge
the fears that drive him, perhaps he would meet a different fate. May we not
make excuses for our greed, love of power, and hurtful actions, but rather find
salvation in humility and surrender.
Prayer Jesus, our King, you throw off privilege in order to draw us more deeply
into the subversive and counter-intuitive way of love; in our surrender and humility, save us.
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Spy Wednesday
Lectionary Readings
Isaiah 50:4-9a
Psalm 70

Hebrews 12:1-3
John 13:21-32
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Spy Wednesday, April 1st
John 13:21-32

Reflection—v. 27, ‘What you are about to do, do quickly...’
Things are so much easier to see from the outside. I frequently seek out the
consultation of dear friends about things happening in my life, curious if they
can see something that I cannot. When the reverse happens, I give my honest
observations about friends’ lives. I want so badly to protect friends from hurt
and to troubleshoot all the outcomes. I feel privileged to sit with friends after
heartbreak in all its forms. But if it can be avoided, I hope it will be. Anxiety
for the well-being of others can be a powerful driver, unfortunately, and can
lead me to say too much, to be too honest. I really ought to take a hint from
Jesus himself. The night before he was arrested, Jesus was gathered with his
disciples and found himself ‘deeply disturbed’ by the knowledge that Judas
would soon betray him. Instead of trying to dissuade him, Jesus says, ‘What
you are about to do, do it quickly.’ Jesus knows that people are going to do
what they are going to do. He cannot control the actions of Judas, or anyone
else—nor can I. But he can meet the outcome of any action with love and
integrity. This is my growing edge.
Prayer Jesus, help me to live a healthy life, and to follow you.
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Maundy Thursday
Lectionary Readings
Ezekiel 37:1-14

Psalm 116:1-2, 12-19

1 Corinthians 11:23-26
John 13:1-17, 31b-35
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Maundy Thursday, April 2nd
John 13:1-17, 31b-35

Reflection—v. 5, ‘...and began to wash the disciples’ feet...’
It takes humility to allow someone you respect to wash your feet. It takes
humility to get on your knees and wash someone else’s feet. All around, foot
washing can be pretty uncomfortable. Early on at Mercy, Chad tried to have
a foot washing service, and as he tells it, it was the first—and only—time that
the whole room cleared out while we were still open. Since then, we have
had beautiful foot washing services during Holy Week with self-selected participation. We who walk the streets and have few opportunities for bathing
probably have feet that look a lot like those of the disciples. We have dried
skin, in-grown toenails, sock lint galore, blisters, and swollen ankles. Bearing
more skin, we put our vulnerability on display. Sometimes a foot washing is
just the first step; epsom salt baths and trimming nails might follow. Like foot
washing, when we serve one another it ought not be superficial. May our raw
need be both visible and helped because we are willing to serve each other.
Prayer Jesus, help me to wash the feet of my sisters and brothers.
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Good Friday
Lectionary Readings
Isaiah 52:13-53:12
Psalm 22:1-31

Hebrews 10:16-25
John 18:1-19:42
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Good Friday, April 3rd
John 18:1-19:42

Reflection—v. 5, ‘I am...’
As a cradle Presbyterian, Good Friday is a hard day for me theologically. I did
not spend much time growing up contemplating the cross, and songs that
seem to suggest we bathe in Christ’s blood give me the heebie-jeebies. In
fact, I used to say that I am not a Christian because of Jesus’ death—everyone
dies—but because of his resurrection. So what about Good Friday, then? It is
said that suffering is brought about by our resistance to pain. In John’s Gospel, we clearly see Jesus surrendering to the challenges and painful events set
before him. In the garden, when approached and questioned by the soldiers,
Jesus replies with an affirmation of his identity that is also an invocation of the
divine name, ‘I am.’ What do we resist, try to control, and hide from? New life
cannot be brought about without death—the death of old habits, the death
of ego, the death of lies, the death of unhealthy relationships, the death of
fear. Let us, like Jesus, embrace new life in the face of death, knowing who
we are in God.
Prayer Jesus, death holds no sway over me, for with you, death can only lead to
new life.
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Holy Saturday
Lectionary Readings
Exodus 14:10-31;
15:20-21
Psalm 143:1-12
Romans 6:3-11
Mark 16:1-8
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Saturday of Holy Week, April 4th
John 18:1-19:42

Reflection—v. 38, ‘What is truth?’
The passion narrative is filled with revelations and hard truths. Pretensions
are exposed for all to see. Peter the ‘Rock’ crumbles under pressure, saying, ‘I
am not [Jesus’ disciple].’ Jewish authorities align themselves with Rome, saying, ‘We have no king but the emperor.’ Pilate the Roman governor proves to
be a judge swayed by popular opinion, saying, ‘I find no case against him,’ and
yet still putting him to death. In this story, we witness the painful brokenness
of the world. We see the dynamics of sin and the real consequences of our
fear. The truth is that we desperately need God’s work of love, healing, and
reconciliation in the world. In many ways, the entire Gospel of John, and especially the passion narrative, highlights the tension between a life lived in the
brokenness of the world and a life of faithful discipleship. Death on the cross
and resurrection proves to be the ultimate challenge to Roman authority and
the only true route of resistance.
Prayer Jesus, as I follow you on the way of the cross, help me not to get lost in
the crowd, pulled by the brokenness of the world and the brokenness in myself.
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Easter Sunday
Lectionary Readings
Jeremiah 25:6-9
Psalm 114:1-8

1 Corinthians 5:6b-8
Luke 24:13-49
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Easter Sunday, April 5th
John 20:1-18

Reflection—v. 15, ‘What are you looking for?’
The first words of Jesus in the Gospel of John are directed toward the first disciples who choose to follow him. He asks them, ‘What are you looking for?’
These are the same words he first speaks after his resurrection. Upon finding
Mary Magdalene crying at his tomb, he asks her, ‘What are you looking for?’
We learn in this Gospel that resurrection and new life do not look as we might
expect. What are we looking for? A flaming chariot from on high? An eerily
floating talking-head in the heavens? A booming voice of truth overhead? A
free meal? A one-year sober chip? The self-control not to yell at an instigator? Reconciliation between friends? Reconciliation between enemies? May
we have a renewed view of how resurrection might look for us this Easter.
Prayer Jesus, what am I looking for? Show me yourself this Easter in new and
unexpected ways.
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A Private Litany of Humility adapted from a prayer by Rafael, Cardinal Merry Del Val
From the desire of being praised: deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being honored: deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being preferred: deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being consulted: deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being approved: deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of comfort and ease: deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of being humiliated: deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of being criticized: deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of being passed over: deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of being forgotten: deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of being lonely: deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of being hurt: deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of suffering: deliver me, Jesus.
That others may be loved more than I: Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it.
That others may be chosen and I set aside: Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it.
That others may be praised and I unnoticed: Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it.
O Jesus, meek and humble of heart, make my heart like yours.
O Jesus, meek and humble of heart, strengthen me with your Spirit.
O Jesus, meek and humble of heart, teach me your ways.
O Jesus, meek and humble of heart, help me put my self-importance aside,
To learn the kind of cooperation with others that makes possible
The presence of your Abba’s household. Amen
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