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Permissions 
 The Scripture passages used throughout these reflections are from: 

‘New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989, Division of  Christian Education of  the National Council of  
the Churches of  Christ in the United States of  America. Used by permission. All rights reserved.’ 

 Subscribe @: http://www.paulhlang.com  and follow the link to Lenten Devotions. 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How To Use These Devotions 
Devotions will be provided for each day in Lent.  Sundays are not included in the forty days 

which make up Lent.  However, I will include the scripture passage from which I will preach for 
the Sundays in Lent and offer a brief  comment on it for that day.  I urge you to make the time 
you spend with the devotion a regular part of  your daily pattern.  Find a time when you can sit 
for a few minutes and be prayerful.  Start and end with a time of  silence when reading the 
devotion.  Each devotion is composed of  the same three parts:   

†	 A quote.  Sometimes from Scripture (NRSV translation), sometimes from another 	
	 source.  

†	 A brief  devotion growing out of  the quote.  These are meant to be brief  and 	 	
	 suggestive. 

†	 A daily Collect Prayer which you can use to close your devotional time and perhaps 	
	 again at the close of  the day. 

    Altogether this should be fewer than two pages per devotion, with the average being between a 
page and a page and a half.   

	  
THE COLLECT FORM OF PRAYER 

The Collect form of  prayer is a stylized form of  prayer which, in its most basic and 
traditional form, contains the following five distinct elements: 

• The Address — The Collect begins with a name, or title, for God. 

• A Divine Attribute — Here the name, or title, of  God is developed by spelling out 
something that God does or is. 

• The Supplication — The prayer now asks God to act, for us (petition) or for others 
(intercession), in some specific way. 

• The Implication — This part of  the collect indicates what implication the 
“Supplication” will have for our lives or the life of  the world. 

• The Signature — All Christian prayer is possible by virtue of  the relationship 
established with God through Jesus Christ.  The collect closes with an acknowledgment of  
that relationship. 

	 As you make your way through the season of  Lent watch for these parts in each day’s 
Collect.  By the time you reach Easter you will be able to construct your own Collect Prayers 
easily.  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Ash Wednesday 2/18 
A Quiet Transformation 
NRSV — Matt. 6:1   “Beware of  practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then you have 

no reward from your Father in heaven.    “So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the 

hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have 

received their reward.  3 But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing,  4 

so that your alms may be done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 5 “And whenever you 

pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that 

they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward.  6 But whenever you pray, go into your 

room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you 

. . . 16   “And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces so as to show 

others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward.  17 But when you fast, put oil on your 

head and wash your face,  18 so that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father who is in secret; and 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 19   “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth 

and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal;  20 but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where 

neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal.  21 For where your treasure is, there 

your heart will be also. 	  
† † † 

You might expect Jesus to instruct us to make a public display of  our faith.  To pray publicly 
in some obvious and unembarrassed sort of  way — to “witness” to our faith in him by not shying 
away from a public practice of  personal piety. Think of  those prayers spoken at mealtime in 
crowded restaurants as an example. But that is not the instruction we have here.  Indeed, it is  
precisely such a public display of  piety which is criticized by Jesus in favor of  a more quiet and 
subtle form of  faith. 

	 The counsel of  Jesus to us begins with a word of  warning, “Beware of  practicing your 
piety before others in order to be seen by them, for then you have no reward from your Father in 
heaven.”  Then Jesus gives examples:  1) no horn-sounding when giving alms - that is, don’t even 
let your left hand know what your right hand has given.  2) When you pray, do not pray in public 
so as to be seen by others - but rather go into a quiet, private space and pray where only God will 
know of  it.  3)  When you fast do not look dismal - but rather wash, and anoint yourself  with oil 
and fast joyfully so that God alone will know of  your fasting.  4)  Store up the “treasure” of  God’s 
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pleasure in you rather than in accumulating the “treasure” of  this world’s approbation.  For 
where you look for validation - there your heart will be also. 

	 Lent is a season of  quiet transformation.  We are asked to “keep a holy Lent,” by the 
adoption of  new and more disciplined practices of  faith as we make our way to Easter.  But we 
must take care to engage in these for the right reasons — not to impress others with our piety, 
and not to shame or humiliate them either with our religious superiority, but rather to quietly 
offer ourselves in a loving gesture of  faithfulness toward the God who holds us close and calls us 
to take up our cross and follow him. 

COLLECT 
	 Lamb of  God, you were like a sheep led to the slaughter, and like a lamb silent before its 

shearer, not opening your mouth except to bless and forgive.  Guide us, Lord, in this quiet way of  
salvation.  Help us to believe that if  we will follow your counsel and trust in the quiet 
transformation which comes to the humble of  heart who practice their piety before you alone 
that we will receive the full measure of  your grace and be enriched in every authentic way.  We 
ask this so that we might prove ourselves your mathetes allethos  your “true disciples,” following you 
faithfully all the way to Jerusalem.  In the name of  the Father, and of  the Son, and of  the Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 
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Thursday 2/19 
Pray In This Way 
NRSV — Matt. 6:7    “When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think 

that they will be heard because of  their many words.  8 Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need 

before you ask him.  

9 	 “Pray then in this way: 

	 Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.  

10 	 Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  

11 	 Give us this day our daily bread.  

12 	 And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.  

13 	 And do not bring us to the time of  trial, but rescue us from the evil one.  

14 	 For if  you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you;  15 but if  you do not 

forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.   
While many devotions could flow from the Lord’s Prayer - and with good reason - I want to 

focus on the first two verses of  this passage.   A few years ago a dear friend who is a remarkable 
pastor and very fine worship-leader said to me in passing, “I am trapped by my own eloquent 
prayers which cost me nothing.”  Ah, it is a professional hazard for those of  us who “pray for a 
living.”  But not just for the preachers out there.  It is also a hazard for any person of  faith to fall 
into a way of  praying that is too wordy, or too eloquent, or too self-centric, if  we are not careful.  
In our haste and in our anxiety we sometimes pile up empty phrases in our prayers as if  we are 
being graded on quantity and not quality. 

	 A favorite passage for me in the Presbyterian confessional tradition is found in the Second 
Helvetic Confession which instructs those who pray in worship, “As in everything, so also in 
public prayers there is to be a standard lest they be excessively long and irksome” [5.220].  We 
are instructed by Jesus, and by our confessions to prayer in a simple, short way so that our prayers 
are not overly full of  flotsam & jetsam and we not run the risk of  being excessively irksome to 
either fellow pilgrim or to God. 

	 So how do we pray if  we know we are praying to our Father who knows what we need 
before we ask?  Well, maybe we set aside our laundry-list of  petitions in favor of  speaking simply 
and honestly to God about our life.  Or maybe, we eschew words altogether and simply present 
ourselves before God in a quiet posture of  intent listening.  Or maybe we choose just a simple 
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phrase of  scripture and we pray that over and over - letting the repetition and the simplicity of  
the phrase to work ever more deeply into our inner heart: 

	 “Be still and know that I am God” 

	 “Be still and know that I am…” 

	 “Be still and know . . .” 

	 “Be still . . .” 

	 “Be…” 

until we are quietly and lovingly centered again in God. 

COLLECT 
God of  the still small voice — you often do not come to us in the storm, or the fire, or the 

earthquake, but rather in the still small voice of  sheer silence.  Help us who earnestly desire to 
communicate with you to know that it is often not the volume or the verbosity of  a voice which 
makes it the voice of  truth.  Teach us to be slow to speak, quick to listen, and always open to the 
discovery of  you in the most unexpected places — for you need witnesses to your kingdom who 
are doing more than simply trying to out-shout the competing voices of  a fallen world.  You need 
disciples who speak from the silent depth of  your love a few authentic words of  good news.  We 
pray this in the name Jesus, your Word become flesh.  Amen. 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Friday 2/20 
Temptation to be Productive 
NRSV — Luke 4:1    Jesus, full of  the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the 

wilderness,  2 where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those days, and when 

they were over, he was famished.  3 The devil said to him, “If  you are the Son of  God, command this stone to 

become a loaf  of  bread.”  4 Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’”  

5    Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of  the world.  6 And the devil said 

to him, “To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone 

I please.  7 If  you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.”  8 Jesus answered him, “It is written, 

	 ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’”  

9    Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of  the temple, saying to him, “If  you are 

the Son of  God, throw yourself  down from here,  10 for it is written, 

	 ‘He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you,’ 11 and ‘On their hands they will bear you 

up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’”  

12 Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”  13 When the devil had finished 

every test, he departed from him until an opportune time.  

14   Then Jesus, filled with the power of  the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him spread through all 

the surrounding country.   
In his book The Way of  the Heart — Desert Spirituality and Contemporary Ministry, Henri Nouwen 

considers the temptation narrative from Luke’s gospel and concludes that a contemporary 
expression of  the temptations presented to Jesus in the wilderness might be that he be productive 
(“turn these stones to bread”), that he be spectacular (“leap from the temple and the angels will save 
you”) and that he be powerful (“all the kingdoms of  the world I will give you”).  All three 
temptations are an invitation to abandon his identity as God’s beloved child, in favor of  some 
other identity - as the one who is productive, spectacular, or powerful. 

	 I will confess that I have spent most of  my life spinning straw into gold in a futile attempt 
to prove my worth to an ever-rapacious world through productivity.  Even when I catch myself  
engaged in this fruitless endeavor and chide myself  and return my attention to more meaningful 
activities, I know it won’t be long before I have slipped back into the pattern of  over-achieving in 
a desperate attempt to prove myself  worthy.  But I observe that God isn’t much impressed with 
productivity.  It is the empire which is preoccupied with productivity and which has a long history 
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of  abuse in relationship to the people of  God (think of  Egypt’s Pharaoh in Exodus).  No, God is 
the one speaking through the Psalmist [Psa. 127:2] “It is in vain that you rise up early and go late 
to rest, eating the bread of  anxious toil; for he gives sleep to his beloved.”  And God is the one 
warning through the prophet, [Isa 30:15] “In returning and rest you shall be saved; in quietness 
and in trust shall be your strength.” 

	 It is so easy for those of  us who are baptized and who thus know that we do not have to earn 
the love of  God which has already been bestowed in baptism, to start listening to the voices which tell 
us that we are only as valuable as what we produce (and even more sinisterly that those other people 
are only as valuable as what they produce).  To heed those voices and to embrace the world view of  
meritocracy which they espouse is to trade away the treasure of  grace for the trash of  self-
justification. 

COLLECT 
Beloved Son of  God, firstborn of  all creation, you showed us how to resist the urge to trade in 

the great treasure of  the Father’s love for the fleeting approbation of  a fallen world.  Help us who 
follow you to cling to our belovedness.  Preserve us from the sin of  judging the merit of  ourselves 
and others based on the capacity to produce, and shape us by your grace to be ambassadors of  
the reconciling love that claims all of  your children everywhere.  We pray this in the name of  the 
Father who loves the Son, and of  the Son who obeys the Father, and of  the Spirit who leads  
Jesus in the wilderness.  Amen. 
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Saturday 2/21 
Temptation to be Spectacular 
NRSV — Luke 4:1    Jesus, full of  the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the 

wilderness,  2 where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those days, and when 

they were over, he was famished.  3 The devil said to him, “If  you are the Son of  God, command this stone to 

become a loaf  of  bread.”  4 Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’”  

5    Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of  the world.  6 And the devil said 

to him, “To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone 

I please.  7 If  you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.”  8 Jesus answered him, “It is written, 

	 ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’”  

9    Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of  the temple, saying to him, “If  you are 

the Son of  God, throw yourself  down from here,  10 for it is written, 

	 ‘He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you,’ 11 and ‘On their hands they will bear you 

up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’”  

12 Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”  13 When the devil had finished 

every test, he departed from him until an opportune time.  

14   Then Jesus, filled with the power of  the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him spread through all 

the surrounding country.   
Today we continue with the story of  the temptations put before Jesus in the wake of  his 

baptism.  Nouwen suggests that the third temptation is to be spectacular — to be someone at the 
center of  all others’ attention.  The temptation of  being spectacular is the temptation to live life 
always yearning for others to, “look at me!” This is the temptation felt by those whose cup for 
holding love and admiration has a crack and so is perpetually running out. 

	 The prayer of  Saint Augustine states, “Lord, you have made us such that our hearts 
remain restless until we find our rest in you.”  This points to that part of  the human condition 
which leaves us all yearning to satiate an inner thirst for something.  We know we need to be filled 
because we keenly experience our emptiness — but all too often we attempt to satisfy our 
emptiness by frenetically gathering the approval and attention of  others, rather than recognizing 
that we will remain restless until we fill our “God-shaped hole” with God. 
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	 When a toddler or kindergartner demands everyone’s attention, we feel compassion and a 
bit of  paternal patience with the child who we know needs to grow up but who needs time to do 
just that.  When an adult demands everyone’s attention, we roll our eyes and endure their 
presence but we make a mental note to not go out to dinner with that person again.  The 
temptation to make a spectacle of  oneself  only seems like a good idea to the one who is being 
tempted.  Everyone else in the room could offer wise counsel to avoid the temptation. 

	 Having faith means, in part, trusting that we already have God’s attention (His eye is on the 
sparrow too), that we need not make a scene in order to have God’s loving regard.  When we 
know that God is already watching us with the giddy joy of  any loving parent watching their 
child [think Zephaniah 3:17], then we can let go of  the neurotic need for attention and get busy 
with the important work of  participating in the Kingdom of  God. 

COLLECT 
God our Father and Mother, you have our names written on the palm of  your hand.  You 

know the hairs upon our head, the deepest desires of  our hearts, the great hopes to which we 
cling.  Like a father who welcomes the prodigal home, like a mother who will not forsake the 
nursing child, you faithfully attend to us - keeping watch over us all our days.  Help us to resist the 
urge to chase after the spectacular life, and to turn instead to a faithful life of  obedience and 
service to others in your name.  In the name of  our Lord, who resisted the spectacular life and 
who showed us how self-sacrifice and obedience can be a spectacular display of  your love.  
Amen. 
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First Sunday in Lent 2/22 
What Then Shall We Do? 
NRSV — Luke 3:7   John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You brood of  vipers! Who 

warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  8 Bear fruits worthy of  repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, 

‘We have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham.  9 

Even now the ax is lying at the root of  the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and 

thrown into the fire.”  

Luke 3:10   And the crowds asked him, “What then should we do?”  11 In reply he said to them, “Whoever has 

two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.”  12 Even tax collectors 

came to be baptized, and they asked him, “Teacher, what should we do?”  13 He said to them, “Collect no more 

than the amount prescribed for you.”  14 Soldiers also asked him, “And we, what should we do?” He said to them, 

“Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.”  

   
This has always been a favorite passage of  mine.  John really lets them have it (the kind of  

sermon I’ve never found courage to preach) and the crowds actually respond with something 
other than defensiveness and hostility.  Rather, they ask an honest question, “What then shall we 
do?”  In essence, “How do we “bear fruits worthy of  repentance?” 

	 John’s answer is as striking as the vitriolic sermon he was preaching before the question.  
Striking not for its acerbic quality - but because it is so simple and so achievable.  If  you have an 
extra coat - share the one you don’t need.  If  you have more food than you need - share with 
those who have less than they need.  Be satisfied with your wages (particularly those of  you in 
positions of  authority over others) and do not let greed lead you to mistreat others. 

	 None of  these require more than one person’s commitment.  None are more than the 
individual can handle.  All relate to daily opportunities to treat others justly and with the dignity 
that corresponds to their being children of  God.  John’s answer teaches us to not be overwhelmed 
when we consider the “big picture.”  We are not asked to single-handedly save the world (a job 
which has already been done by the way), but rather to be sure that as we go about our modest 
lives that we bear witness to God’s generous providence by being generous too.  We are to act 
justly because God has shown us what justice looks like.  We are to share, because none of  what 
we presume to “own” is really ours anyway - rather God has shared it with us for a season.  We 
are stewards then of  God’s many gifts and our stewardship must use them in godly ways. 
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	 When I was a pastor in NC I had a dear friend and parishioner named Dick.  Dick was 
lovingly nick-named the “old Goat” because as an ex-law enforcement officer and military MP 
he had a crusty exterior.  But within the walls of  that crusty exterior was a big heart.  One year 
Dick encountered this passage in Luke just as Winter was beginning.  He went to a local 
appliance center and got the biggest box I’ve ever seen.  After putting the box in the Narthex of  
the church Dick challenged us to fill it with our “extra” coats.  I have to admit, I was skeptical.  I 
looked at the cavernous box (roughly the volume of  an automobile) and I considered the size of  
the congregation and the relatively mild version of  “Winter” we had in NC and I thought, “I’ll 
be satisfied with half-full.”  By the end of  the next Sunday the box was filled and spilling over 
onto the floor around it.  As it turned out - we had lots of  “extra” coats and people were 
convicted by our version of  John the baptist (in the form and likeness of  the old Goat) to 
generously share. 

	 The simple life of  justice and generosity is the life of  the baptized.  We need not make it 
any more complicated when wondering “What then should we do?” than to ask, “What would 
Jesus do?” and then get busy doing it. 

COLLECT 
God of  prodigal sharing, you open up your hands and satisfy the desires of  every living thing.  

Out of  love for us you shared your own beloved Son in order to redeem all of  creation.  Teach us 
who follow in his way to reflect your generosity in our own time and place.  Give us compassion 
to replace our disdain for the poor.  Give us trust in you to replace our suspicion of  being “taken” 
by the needs of  those who beg.  Guide us in the way of  salvation so that we can participate with 
you in establishing your kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.  In the name of  the Father, and of  
the Son, and of  the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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Monday 2/23 
Temptation to be Powerful 
NRSV — Luke 4:1    Jesus, full of  the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the 

wilderness,  2 where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those days, and when 

they were over, he was famished.  3 The devil said to him, “If  you are the Son of  God, command this stone to 

become a loaf  of  bread.”  4 Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’”  

5    Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of  the world.  6 And the devil said 

to him, “To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone 

I please.  7 If  you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.”  8 Jesus answered him, “It is written, 

	 ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’”  

9    Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of  the temple, saying to him, “If  you are 

the Son of  God, throw yourself  down from here,  10 for it is written, 

	 ‘He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you,’ 11 and ‘On their hands they will bear you 

up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’”  

12 Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”  13 When the devil had finished 

every test, he departed from him until an opportune time.  

14   Then Jesus, filled with the power of  the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him spread through all 

the surrounding country.   
This devotion takes up the last of  the temptations - the temptation to choose being powerful 

over being the beloved child of  God.  The danger of  being powerful is well-documented and 
power’s habit of  corrupting even the most noble among us is also well known.  And yet, even with 
all of  this evidence many of  us remain enamored with power.  We imagine what it could do if  
deployed properly.  We dream of  the good we could accomplish if  only we had the power. 

	 And yet, it is precisely here - in the consideration of  power where we find one of  the striking 
differences between God and us.  God, who created the vast heavens, who set the starry host in 
place and who knows each by name, who made every creature and holds every one in tender 
regard, who possesses power even to undo death itself  — this all-powerful one chooses very often 
to accomplish God’s work through weakness.  God might have come in power and glory to 
redeem, but chose instead to come as an infant born to peasants.  In our own individual lives 
God might choose to be present in a way that overwhelms our will and forces us to behave, but 
God chooses instead to invite us to faithfulness and wait.  God might have exercised Jesus’ kingship 
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by amassing an army and evicting the Roman occupiers, but chose instead to walk weakly to the 
cross.  

	 It is hard for those of  us who are enchanted with power to understand this habit of  God 
to work through weakness, but it is undeniably a truth about how God operates.  Faith, in part, is 
coming to trust that God knows what God is doing, and that we might learn something 
important from God if  we would let go of  our love of  power and embrace instead a more gentle 
path toward changing the world.  This, no doubt, is St. Paul’s point when he writes, “20 Where is 
the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of  this age? Has not God made 
foolish the wisdom of  the world?  21 For since, in the wisdom of  God, the world did not know 
God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of  our proclamation, to save those 
who believe.  22 For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom,  23 but we proclaim Christ 
crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles,  24 but to those who are the 
called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of  God and the wisdom of  God.  25 For God’s 
foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human 
strength” [1 Corinthians 1:20-25].  

	  

COLLECT 
God of  the weak ones, you teach us “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect 

in weakness.”  Help us who love you to trust that this is true.  Give us grace sufficient to our need, 
and give us the kind of  power which has been perfected in weakness.  The power of  compassion, 
and of  mercy, and of  humility, and of  simplicity.  Give us eyes to see you in the weak around us 
and to see you at work in our own weakness.  We pray this in the name of  our Lord, who came as 
Lord of  the universe, and who was an infant totally dependent upon others for everything.  
Amen. 
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Tuesday 2/24 
Loving of  God in the Wilderness 
NRSV —Ex. 14:10   As Pharaoh drew near, the Israelites looked back, and there were the Egyptians advancing 

on them. In great fear the Israelites cried out to the LORD.  11 They said to Moses, “Was it because there were no 

graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness? What have you done to us, bringing us out of  

Egypt?  12 Is this not the very thing we told you in Egypt, ‘Let us alone and let us serve the Egyptians’? For it 

would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness.”  13 But Moses said to the 

people, “Do not be afraid, stand firm, and see the deliverance that the LORD will accomplish for you today; for the 

Egyptians whom you see today you shall never see again.  14 The LORD will fight for you, and you have only to 

keep still.”   
One of  the big shocks of  being a person of  faith is to discover how much of  our life with God 

plays out in the wilderness.  We have already noticed in the baptismal narrative that Jesus, still 
wet behind the ears with baptismal water, finds himself  at the leading of  the Holy Spirit in the 
wilderness.  It this moment from Exodus we are reminded of  our flight from the tyranny of  
Pharaoh and of  how quickly we lost confidence in God once we were in the uncertain territory 
of  wilderness with the forces of  Pharaoh bearing down on us. 

	 The wilderness is the place where we are no longer in control, where we feel how insecure 
we truly are, where we know that without help we will surely perish.  As a result the wilderness of  
the Bible teaches several critical things in terms of  our faith.  First it teaches neighborliness.  In 
the wilderness the whole community of  God’s people are constantly in peril and the attitude of  
rugged self-sufficiency is seen for the nonsense it actually is in favor of  a commitment to 
community.  The wilderness teaches that none of  us is actually self-sufficient and that all of  us 
belong to one another in vital ways.  The only way to escape the tyranny of  Pharaoh and cross 
the vast wilderness to get to the promised land is to join hands and start walking together. 

	 Second, the wilderness makes it clear that, only a fool would attempt life apart from God.  
Only a fool would imagine that they could endure the hardships of  outward austerity, and 
encounter the perils of  inward iniquity without God’s help.  The wilderness brings to light how 
dependent we are on God for things as simple as food and water.  But it also brings to light all that 
is wild and untamed, and even wicked within us because as we encounter our anxiety about 
whether there will be enough we are strongly tempted to act in ways of  self-preservation over the 
ways which will provide for everyone.  It is in the wilderness that wise people learn to turn and 
return to God in the hours of  peril - to quit running around, and to quit complaining, and to 
trust that God will make a way when there seems to be no way. 
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	 “Do not be afraid, stand firm, and see the deliverance that the LORD will accomplish for 
you today; for the Egyptians whom you see today you shall never see again.  14 The LORD will 
fight for you, and you have only to keep still.”  Here we see the antithesis of  the often repeated 
worldly advise, “Don’t just stand there!  Do something!”  The word of  God delivered by Moses is, 
“Don’t just do something!  Stand there!” 

COLLECT 
God of  our wilderness wanderings, you call us out into the wilderness with you.  You invite us 

onto the wild ride which is the journey through wilderness to new life.  You accompany us on our 
journey and provide what is needed.  Help us who have enthusiastically set out with you on the 
path to new life when we grow weary and afraid.  When we turn around and see trouble 
pursuing us with vigor, strengthen our failing courage, stoke our flagging confidence in your 
faithfulness to protect and to provide so that we can stand and watch your deliverance and 
become witnesses to your goodness for generations to come.  In the name of  the Father and of  
the Son and of  the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  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Wednesday 2/25 
Dying & Rising — A Baptismal Reality 
NRSV —Rom. 6:1   What then are we to say? Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound?  2 By 

no means! How can we who died to sin go on living in it?  3 Do you not know that all of  us who have been 

baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  4 Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into 

death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of  the Father, so we too might walk in newness 

of  life.  

Rom. 6:5   For if  we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a 

resurrection like his.  6 We know that our old self  was crucified with him so that the body of  sin might be 

destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin.  7 For whoever has died is freed from sin.  8 But if  we have 

died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.  9 We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, 

will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him.  10 The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but 

the life he lives, he lives to God.  11 So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ 

Jesus.    
The link between baptism and death (in particular, death by crucifixion) is both found in 

scripture, as in the above passage, and in the theology of  the early Christian church.  St. Basil of  
Caesarea (4th century Bishop), for example, writes extensively about this in his Concerning Baptism.  
Basil writes that in baptism we are “dead and buried, planted and raised up again with him” and 
further that in baptism we consent to be “crucified to this world” [Concerning Baptism 1.2 p. 376]. 

	 So, when we “remember our baptism” we are remembering in part the commitment to 
live in such a way as to bear witness to our decision to die to this world - to accept that we are in 
the world but that we are not to fall in love with the world, and not to become too attached.  C. S. 
Lewis also writes of  this not specifically in terms of  baptism, but in relationship to penitence 
which is such an important aspect of  Lent.  We find Lewis in Mere Christianity writing, ““. . . fallen 
man is not simply an imperfect creature who needs improvement: he is a rebel who must lay 
down his arms. Laying down your arms, surrendering, saying you are sorry, realizing that you 
have been on the wrong track and getting ready to start life over again from the ground floor - 
that is the only way out of  a ‘hole.’ This process of  surrender - this movement full speed astern - 
is what Christians call repentance.... It means unlearning all the self-conceit and self-will that we 
have been training ourselves into for thousands of  years. It means undergoing a kind of  death.” 
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	 As we put to death all that is inconsistent with the heart of  Christ, we gradually realize 
that there is a corresponding “coming alive” of  our authentic self  - the part of  us that is the life 
of  Christ now becoming manifest in us. 

COLLECT 
God of  the resurrection — you are our pathfinder in both life and death and in new life too.  

You have shown us the way in your dying and rising and we acknowledge the mystery and the 
irony of  dying in order to be more fully alive.  Help us who have been baptized with Christ into 
death to rise and walk in newness of  life.  Like Lazarus, let us be unbound and more fully alive 
than ever.  In the name of  our Lord,  Jesus whose life, death, and resurrection defines the way of  
faithfulness for us.  Amen. 
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Thursday 2/26 
Waters of  Baptism as the Womb of  God 
NRSV —John 3:1   Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of  the Jews.  2 He came to Jesus by 

night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these 

signs that you do apart from the presence of  God.”  3 Jesus answered him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see 

the kingdom of  God without being born from above.”  4 Nicodemus said to him, “How can anyone be born after 

having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?”  5 Jesus answered, “Very 

truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of  God without being born of  water and Spirit.  6 What is born of  

the flesh is flesh, and what is born of  the Spirit is spirit.  7 Do not be astonished that I said to you, ‘You must be 

born from above.’  8 The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of  it, but you do not know where it 

comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of  the Spirit.”   

When we remember our baptism we recall that in this sacrament we are acknowledging the 
need to be “born of  water and Spirit.”  When Nicodemus approaches Jesus and asks for 
clarification about being “born from above,” he secures for the rest of  us one of  the most 
compelling and beautiful metaphors for baptism — that the waters of  baptism are in some 
mysterious way womb-like waters bearing us into the new life of  faith.  As the water of  the womb 
enfolds the infant in safety and in a nourishing environment awaiting the right time for birth, so 
the waters of  baptism enfold us in the loving work of  the Spirit to bring to life in us what is real. 

	 Perhaps the image of  “womb” is not the first image that comes to you when you think 
about God.  But there is actually a strong biblical case for the feminine as we think about God.  
In Hebrew the phrase we often translate as God feeling pain centers on a word which means 
“womb.”  Biblical scholars like Phyllis Tribble have thus suggested that, at least sometimes, God 
has a “womb-like mother love” for God’s children.  Other biblical texts suggest that God is like a 
mother who will not forsake the nursing child. 

	 Another aspect of  this metaphor that I find helpful is that while we are in the womb, we 
are not consciously aware.  We are alive, we are on the way to becoming who we are, but we are 
not yet participants in a conscious way in the crafting of  our life.  What happens in the womb is a 
gift given to begin our life and then, after birth we take on an ever-increasing responsibility for 
ourselves.  So it is with baptism, particularly baptism of  children, we pass through waters which 
begin our journey and which gift us with grace, and we leave that moment to live ever-more-fully 
into the life which has been entrusted to us. 
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COLLECT 
God of  womb-like mother love — you are the God who gathers us as a hen gathers her 

chicks under wing [2 Ezra 1:30], like the mother who will not forsake her nursing child [Isa 
49:15], and as the one from whom we are born from above by water and the Spirit [John 3].  We 
are your glad children - for all your many acts of  caring.  Help us who know the depth of  your 
love to bear that love in ourselves as we love others for you.  Help us to be gentle with ourselves 
and with others as we recognize that faithfulness in the wake of  baptism is a life-long journey and 
that we are all “in process” as we grow into the full measure of  the stature of  our Lord, Jesus 
Christ [Eph. 4:13], through whom we make our prayers.  Amen. 
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Friday 2/27 
Growing into the measure of  the full stature of  Jesus 
NRSV — Eph. 4:1    I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of  the calling to which you 

have been called,  2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love,  3 making 

every effort to maintain the unity of  the Spirit in the bond of  peace.  4 There is one body and one Spirit, just as you 

were called to the one hope of  your calling,  5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism,  6 one God and Father of  all, who 

is above all and through all and in all.  

Eph. 4:7    But each of  us was given grace according to the measure of  Christ’s gift.  8 Therefore it is said, 

	 “When he ascended on high he made captivity itself  a captive; 

	 	 he gave gifts to his people.”  

9 (When it says, “He ascended,” what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts of  the 

earth?  10 He who descended is the same one who ascended far above all the heavens, so that he might fill all 

things.)  11 The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and 

teachers,  12 to equip the saints for the work of  ministry, for building up the body of  Christ,  13 until all of  us 

come to the unity of  the faith and of  the knowledge of  the Son of  God, to maturity, to the measure of  the full 

stature of  Christ.  14 We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of  doctrine, 

by people’s trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming.  15 But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in 

every way into him who is the head, into Christ,  16 from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every 

ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself  

up in love.   

	 It is easily overlooked that our life with God is meant to play out in time.  It takes time for 
us to become what we are supposed to be.  Yes, from the start we are children of  God loved 
tenaciously by God, but there is also our response to God’s initiative.  Calvin called it God’s 
Prevenient Grace — that is, God loves us first and then we respond.  That is why Ephesians can 
earnestly exhort us to “lead a life worthy of  the calling to which you have been called.” 

	 Notice how the church is understood to be a community built around charisma.  
Everyone is assumed to possess a “grace” or “gift” (in Greek this is charis) which enables them to 
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contribute meaningfully to the whole.  These all work together to “equip the saints for the work of  
ministry . . .”  In Ephesians, coming to maturity in Christ is not a solo-act.  It is a communal act.  
The idea is that we together possess what is needed for “building up the body of  Christ, until all of  
us come to the unity of  the faith and of  the knowledge of  the Son of  God, to maturity, to the 
measure of  the full stature of  Christ.” 

	 This passage can be an important counter-balance against the excessively individualistic 
notions of  piety so prevalent in Protestant Christianity in North America.  To hear some 
Christians speak of  it - it sounds like we are all competing to become the best, most pious, and 
most faithful individual people of  faith.  But I suspect that Ephesians is on to something.  It is 
only as a group that we will ever come to the measure of  the full stature of  Christ.  Here we have 
scripture challenging the idea that we can make private arrangements with God for our own 
benefit, our own security, and our own salvation apart from all of  those “other” people. 

	 The way I suspect we can avoid the impulse to overly individualize our faith is to recall 
that the task is to promote the body’s (that is the community of  faith’s) growth in building itself  
up in love.  Love, by it’s nature, points us outward and upward.  Love draws us up to God and out 
in service to those around us. 

COLLECT 
Bestowing God — you are always scattering gifts of  grace among the community of  believers.  

Guide us as we receive these gifts so that we can see clearly how they are meant to be deployed in 
service to all.  May we be attentive to the Spirit as it shapes the Body and may we gladly share 
what has been entrusted to us for the equipping of  the saints and for the building of  your 
kingdom.  In the name of  the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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Saturday  2/28 
Clothed With Christ 
NRSV — Col. 3:1   So if  you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated 

at the right hand of  God.  2 Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth,  3 for you 

have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God.  4 When Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also 

will be revealed with him in glory.  

	 5   Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed 

(which is idolatry).  6 On account of  these the wrath of  God is coming on those who are disobedient.  7 These are 

the ways you also once followed, when you were living that life.  8 But now you must get rid of  all such things—

anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive language from your mouth.  9 Do not lie to one another, seeing that you 

have stripped off  the old self  with its practices 10 and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being 

renewed in knowledge according to the image of  its creator.  11 In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, 

circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all!  

	 12   As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, 

meekness, and patience.  13 Bear with one another and, if  anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each 

other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.  14 Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which 

binds everything together in perfect harmony.  

   
The metaphor of  clothing is prominent in scripture.  We find it used in reference to sin which 

clings to us [Heb. 12], and here we find it both in reference to sin “seeing that you have stripped 
off  the old self…” and to the new life in Christ “… clothed yourselves with the new self, which is 
being renewed in knowledge according to the image of  its creator.” 

	 This metaphor was and still is important in terms of  baptism.  In the church of  the first 
few centuries, the practice for baptism included an all-night vigil leading into Easter morning and 
as the new day began those being baptized would strip, be immersed, and as they left the 
baptismal pool would be re-clothed in new white garments.  Even today we see something of  this 
in the use of  baptismal gowns which in some families have clothed the infants brought to the font 
for many generations. 

	 But, what might this mean for us beyond the event of  baptism itself ?  What is Colossians 
saying when it urges us to be clothed with our new self ?  The passage clarifies this for us 
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beginning in verse twelve, “clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and 
patience.  13 Bear with one another and, if  anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each 
other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.  14 Above all, clothe yourselves 
with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.”  To put on the new self, then, is 
to gather around oneself  the fruits of  the Spirit, to live a life dominated by the demands of  love 
above all other impulses. 

COLLECT 
God of  the new self  — you gave Jacob a new name after he wrestled mightily with you.  You 

claim us as your own in baptism and become the life of  the new self  born in the sacrament.  So 
help us who desire to pull off  everything that is opposed to your kingdom and to put on the 
things consistent with love which binds everything together in perfect harmony.  In the name of  
the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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Second Sunday in Lent 3/1 
In the Wilderness By the Spirit 
NRSV — NRSV — Luke 4:1    Jesus, full of  the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the 

Spirit in the wilderness,  2 where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those 

days, and when they were over, he was famished.   

	 We have already explored the idea of  being in the wilderness following baptism.  Today, 
however, the question is to wonder about why the Spirit might sometimes be leading us to the 
wilderness.  It is one thing to find ourselves in the disorientation which belongs to wilderness, it is 
another thing to feel like we have been led there by God. 

	 It is both fascinating and a bit unnerving to remember that the wilderness temptation 
stories follow directly after the baptism.  Jesus is baptized and “full of  the Spirit” he is “led by the 
Spirit into the wilderness.”   It suggests that if  we think of  our baptism as a kind of  insurance 
policy against difficulty or suffering, we have exactly the wrong notion of  what our baptism does 
for us.  Even if  we leave our baptism full of  the Spirit and led by the Spirit - you can bet there is a 
devil waiting in the wilderness of  our life to temp us. 

	 In truth, Luke doesn’t tell us why the Spirit led Jesus to the wilderness, just that it did.  
Any guess work relating to the Spirit’s motivations I suspect will, in the end, be just that - guess 
work.  With that caveat in mind, however, we can wonder as faithful people have wondered for 
millennia about such things.  Why might the Spirit lead us to the wilderness? 

	 Sometimes we are stuck in a life that holds no future which we need help to escape (think 
of  the Exodus) and the Spirit leads us to (and ultimately through) the wilderness on the way to a 
new land of  plenty.  Sometimes we may be so disoriented that what is not actually all that wild of  
a place seems like wilderness to us.  In such a time as that it may simply be that the Spirit is 
leading and we imagine it is leading us into wilderness. 

	 I think that a chief  purpose in being led into the wilderness is to remind us of  our 
dependance on God.  The wilderness stands in opposition to the kind of  illusions of  control and 
self-sufficiency which many of  us hold.  Even in our well-manicured suburban lives, the reality is 
that we are not particularly in control.  Some years ago as I met with a monk for spiritual 
direction at my favorite monastery, he listened to me for an hour and as I was preparing to leave 
he observed, “You know, the anxiety you are feeling is a by-product of  the illusion you have about 
control.”  If  the Spirit leads me into the wilderness to help me let go of  my illusions and to see 
my life as it really is - I may experience the wilderness as a difficulty or as a time of  suffering, but 
in the end good is done. 
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	 Perhaps this is why in Deuteronomy chapter 8 we find the following:  “2 Remember the 
long way that the LORD your God has led you these forty years in the wilderness, in order to 
humble you, testing you to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his 
commandments.  3 He humbled you by letting you hunger, then by feeding you with manna, 
with which neither you nor your ancestors were acquainted, in order to make you understand 
that one does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of  the 
LORD.  4 The clothes on your back did not wear out and your feet did not swell these forty 
years.  5 Know then in your heart that as a parent disciplines a child so the LORD your God 
disciplines you.  6 Therefore keep the commandments of  the LORD your God, by walking in his 
ways and by fearing him.  7 For the LORD your God is bringing you into a good land, a land 
with flowing streams, with springs and underground waters welling up in valleys and hills,  8 a 
land of  wheat and barley, of  vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of  olive trees and 
honey,  9 a land where you may eat bread without scarcity, where you will lack nothing, a land 
whose stones are iron and from whose hills you may mine copper.  10 You shall eat your fill and 
bless the LORD your God for the good land that he has given you.  

Deut. 8:11    Take care that you do not forget the LORD your God, by failing to keep his 
commandments, his ordinances, and his statutes, which I am commanding you today.  12 When 
you have eaten your fill and have built fine houses and live in them,  13 and when your herds and 
flocks have multiplied, and your silver and gold is multiplied, and all that you have is multiplied,  
14 then do not exalt yourself, forgetting the LORD your God, who brought you out of  the land 
of  Egypt, out of  the house of  slavery,  15 who led you through the great and terrible wilderness, 
an arid wasteland with poisonous snakes and scorpions. He made water flow for you from flint 
rock,  16 and fed you in the wilderness with manna that your ancestors did not know, to humble 
you and to test you, and in the end to do you good.” 

COLLECT 
God of  our wilderness-wanderings — you go with us throughout the length of  our journey, 

amid green pastures, beside still waters, and even through the valley of  the shadow of  death.  
When we find ourselves in unfamiliar territory, and when we sense that we are out beyond where 
we can cope, send your Spirit to be palpably present to us.  Let the manna fall and the waters 
flows and accompany us until we have found our way to new life.  In the name of  the God of  the 
fiery pillar, and the gentle touch of  the good shepherd, and of  the subtle voice of  the Spirit.  
Amen. 
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Monday 3/2 
Returning to Wonder - Seeing Differently Post-Baptism 
"Those things which are full of  marvels for an investigation deeper than we can reach have become cheap from 

custom in the eyes of  men . . . if  a dead man is raised to life, all men spring up in astonishment.  Yet everyday one 

that had no being is born, and no man wonders, though it is plain to all, without doubt, that it is a greater thing for 

that to be created which was without being than for that which had being to be restored.  Because the dry rod Aaron 

budded, all men were in astonishment; yet every day a tree is produced from the dry earth, . . .and no man wonders . 

. . Five thousand men we filled with five loaves; . . . yet every day the grains of  seed that are sown are multiplied in 

a fullness of  ears, and no man wonders.  All wondered to see water once turned into wine, yet everyday the earth's 

moisture, being drawn into the root of  the vine, is turned by the grape into wine, and no man wonders.  Full of  

wonder then are all the things which men never think to wonder at, because . . . they are by habit become dull to the 

consideration of  them."  GREGORY THE GREAT (c. 540–604) 

  
	 The admonition to “remember your baptism” is not solely (or even mostly) to try to recall 

a liturgical moment in some hazy distant past.  Rather it is an invitation to live your life a certain 
way, to see the world around you from a certain (and unusual) perspective.  It is to cultivate your 
capacity to wonder, to marvel, and to rejoice in the works of  God which can be found in every 
direction if  we will only seek them. 

	 I have long loved the quote above from Gregory the Great.  I love it because he so 
accurately describes me!  Somehow, thirteen hundred years before my time he was able to 
diagnose my astigmatism and to call me back to a clearer perception of  the reality of  God’s work 
around me.  Every day, indeed every hour, God is placing before me something which could easily 
justify my awed wonderment.  My task is to shake off  whatever is dulling my senses and take it all 
in. 

	 This time of  year snow is not so unusual.  And yet hidden within that ordinary reality is 
the wonderment that the snow flakes fall in endless variety.  I am sitting at a window watching the 
snow fall in a Minnesota wood and for the first time I think to myself  “There are endless trees out 
there - but each one unique.”  Remembering our baptism is to remember that all is far more than 
it seems.  God is present!  There is a living Lord who can be found, but we must be on the lookout! 

COLLECT 
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God of  wonders — From the endless vastness of  outer space to the ever-more-intimate 
interactions of  quantum particles your creation sings a song of  its Creator!  Help us who live in 
the presence of  such wonders to return to a state of  wonderment at all you have made.  Help us 
too to take in and marvel at the extraordinary nature of  one another.  You have made us each as 
a unique miracle.  As we ponder our own unique significance and as we apply that to others too, 
give us an appreciation of  your great work among us which pulls us into one another’s orbits in 
ways that may seem random to us, but which may be an intentional part of  your plan.  In the 
name of  the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  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Tuesday 3/3 
Letting the False-self  Die, Letting the True-self  Live 
"I consider that the spiritual life is the life of  man's real self  — the life of  that interior self  whose flame is so often 

allowed to be smothered under the ashes of  anxiety and futile concern.  The spiritual life is oriented toward God, 

rather than to the satisfaction of  the material needs of  life, but it is not, for all that, a life of  unreality or a life of  

dreams.  On the contrary, without a life of  the spirit, our whole existence becomes unsubstantial and illusory.  The 

life of  the Spirit, by integrating us into the real order established by God, puts us in the fullest possible contact with 

reality - not as we imagine it, but as it really is.  It does so by making us aware of  our own real selves and placing 

them in the presence of  God." 

  Thomas Merton's Note at the start of  — No Man Is An Island.   

	 Over the long history of  Christian thought about post-baptismal life, a number of  
theologians have described growing in the Christian life as growing into one’s authentic self.  
Merton draws upon that language to describe our “spiritual life,” which he asserts is our real life.  
But there is a problem.  Our real life is constantly under threat of  being “smothered under the 
ashes of  anxiety and futile concerns.”  We let our worries about whether we are going to get our 
share to stifle the small flame birthed in us at baptism. 

	 The danger, of  course, is to confuse Christ’s heart with our heart, to make our agenda 
synonymous with God’s agenda.  We must be ever-vigilant against the creep of  our own petty 
prejudices and our own myopic vision concerning the breadth and depth of  God’s love and 
redemption.  Odds are that wherever we draw the lines of  inclusion and exclusion that God has 
drawn lines outside of  ours, that is the nature of  grace which is amazing. 

	 The task, which is a life long task, is to focus on that inner flame - to protect the life of  
Christ which is growing up in us and to clear away the nonsense that threatens to smother it.  We 
can determine what belongs to our true self  by asking which impulses within us are consistent 
with the heart of  Christ.  Those which comport with the heart of  Christ, that aid in establishing 
God’s kingdom, and in bearing witness to the gospel are the new life of  Christ growing up in us. 

COLLECT 
	 Lord of  Life — you came that we might have life and have it abundantly.  Help us who 

have also heard you call us to “take up your cross and follow me” to make sense of  the 
astonishing paradox that in losing our lives in service with you to a hurting world, we are 
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becoming evermore fully alive.  Guide us in choosing life over all that opposes your will, that we 
might be fully and abundantly alive as your servants in the world.  In the name of  the one who 
was servant to all and humbly obedient to the point of  crucifixion, the Lord of  Life, Jesus.  
Amen. 
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Wednesday 3/4 
One Lord, One Faith, One Baptism 
NRSV — Eph. 4:1    I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of  the calling to which you 

have been called,  2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love,  3 making 

every effort to maintain the unity of  the Spirit in the bond of  peace.  4 There is one body and one Spirit, just as you 

were called to the one hope of  your calling,  5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism,  6 one God and Father of  all, who 

is above all and through all and in all.    

This passionate appeal for unity in the midst of  diversity is as appropriate to the church in 
our day as it was to the fledgling community of  faith in Ephesus.  This passage which addresses 
general unity within the community which is highly diverse is an echo of  - or a recapitulation of  
the argument made in chapter two of  Ephesians which explained how Jews and Gentiles were 
made one in Christ.  

	 Two aspects of  a life “worthy of  the calling to which you have been called” are given.  
First, in humility we put up with one another — we bear one another’s faults.  And second, we 
make every effort to maintain unity in the bond of  peace.  So we bear one another’s foibles and 
we remain at peace with one another.  Why?  Because we belong to one another.  We are children 
in the one family of  God’s people.  We are all present by the Father’s grace who is Father to all 
and who is in all. 

	 If  we take “one faith” to mean that there is one set of  intellectual and theological beliefs 
to which everyone must ascribe, this whole passage becomes non-sensical.  The whole point is 
that they don’t agree about a whole host of  things.  It is only when we understand pistes (faith) as 
“trust,” that the appeal begins to make sense.  We all belong to God, as we live in a trusting 
relationship with the Lord. 

	 As I consider the state of  modern Christendom with its many divisions and 
disagreements, I am comforted by the knowledge that the first Christians were even more diverse 
and even more divided from one another than are we.  This may surprise you to hear - but it is 
true.  The church of  the time into which the letter to the Ephesians was written was even more 
diverse theologically than we are today.  It was deeply troubled by movements and communities 
of  believers who claimed apostolic authority for a widely ranging collection of  beliefs (some of  
which would seem totally bizarre to us today), and yet into that chaos, the letter to the Ephesians 
can declare with boldness that our task is to bear with one another in all humility and gentleness 
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understanding that God through the work of  the Spirit is gathering in the lost.  We, thankfully, 
are not asked to determine the limits of  God’s grace, love, and communion. 

COLLECT 
	 God who is One in Three and Three in One, you in your very nature point to the 

complexities of  community.  Help us who struggle so deeply to remain in community with those 
with whom we disagree, to see in your Trinity a community of  love, and obedience, and constant 
humility.  May we learn from you how to live a life worthy of  our calling as we relate to one 
another in all humility and gentleness, bearing with one another in love while making every effort 
to maintain the unity of  the Spirit in the bond of  peace.  In the name of  the One who is Three.  
Amen. 
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Thursday 3/5 
A “Believer’s Baptism” 
NRSV — Acts 16:25   About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners 

were listening to them.  26 Suddenly there was an earthquake, so violent that the foundations of  the prison were 

shaken; and immediately all the doors were opened and everyone’s chains were unfastened.  27 When the jailer woke 

up and saw the prison doors wide open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself, since he supposed that the 

prisoners had escaped.  28 But Paul shouted in a loud voice, “Do not harm yourself, for we are all here.”  29 The 

jailer called for lights, and rushing in, he fell down trembling before Paul and Silas.  30 Then he brought them 

outside and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”  31 They answered, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you 

will be saved, you and your household.”  32 They spoke the word of  the Lord to him and to all who were in his 

house.  33 At the same hour of  the night he took them and washed their wounds; then he and his entire family were 

baptized without delay.  34 He brought them up into the house and set food before them; and he and his entire 

household rejoiced that he had become a believer in God.  

   
	 Today and tomorrow the devotions will take up the baptism of  adults and the baptism of  

infants.  We as Presbyterians are given one of  those wonderfully ambiguous instructions which 
are so prevalent in our Book of  Order — “ Both believers and their children are included in God’s 
covenant love. Children of  believers are to be baptized without undue delay, but without undue 
haste. Baptism, whether administered to those who profess their faith or to those presented for 
Baptism as children, is one and the same Sacrament.” [W-2.3008a]  So from the Presbyterian 
point of  view there is “one Lord, one faith, One baptism . . .” and it is the same sacrament 
whether it applies to adults ready to profess faith or infants who cannot yet choose for themselves.  
In the story from Acts which we have above, the jailer and “all who were in his house . . . he and 
his entire family were baptized without delay.”  It seems a good story to consider for both adult 
baptisms and for baptism of  the children too. 

	 When we come to the sacrament of  baptism as an adult ready to make our own 
renunciations and our own profession of  faith we can easily see the emphasis on our response to 
the grace of  God in the sacrament.  We come saying, “I know what I am rejecting (sin, evil, etc) 
and I know what I am embracing (a life of  discipleship that includes taking up my cross and 
following Jesus).”  This can be a very powerful moment in a person’s faith when they intentionally 
turn to God and away from all that is inconsistent with the heart of  Christ.  This pattern of  
baptizing those who are old enough to make a choice - reminds us all that our choices matter.  
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Life as people of  faith necessarily requires obedience and discipline and an adult making a public 
profession of  faith is a moving example for all.   

	 Nearly all Christian traditions worldwide practice both infant baptism and the baptism of  
adults.  A few Protestant traditions have chosen only to baptize those who are adults and who are 
ready/able to profess faith, but they represent a small fraction of  the total number of  Christian 
communities. 

	 The strength of  this practice of  baptizing adults has been outlined above.  It is a 
compelling witness to the need for people of  faith to live out that faith making godly choices.  
Every congregation is blessed when adults profess faith and are baptized.  The weakness of  this 
practice is in the danger of  assigning to our choices a power which they do not have.  We do not 
save ourselves by choosing to be baptized.  The “heaving lifting” of  the sacrament is still an act 
of  grace which God through the Holy Spirit brings to the moment. 

COLLECT 
God who says “Follow me!”  You are the voice who invites us to leave Egypt, the voice of  

Jesus calling his disciples, the voice of  the Holy Spirit leading Peter and Paul in the book of  Acts.  
You are ever-calling us to step out in faith and follow you — to choose to be disciples and to live 
as ambassadors of  your reconciliation in a fallen world.  Help us who have heard your call to step 
up and declare with boldness that we belong to you, that we intend to serve you, and that we will 
give up much in the pursuit of  you so that we may be Christ’s faithful disciples, showing his love.  
In the name the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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Friday 3/6 
Infant Baptism 
NRSV — Acts 16:25   About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners 

were listening to them.  26 Suddenly there was an earthquake, so violent that the foundations of  the prison were 

shaken; and immediately all the doors were opened and everyone’s chains were unfastened.  27 When the jailer woke 

up and saw the prison doors wide open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself, since he supposed that the 

prisoners had escaped.  28 But Paul shouted in a loud voice, “Do not harm yourself, for we are all here.”  29 The 

jailer called for lights, and rushing in, he fell down trembling before Paul and Silas.  30 Then he brought them 

outside and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”  31 They answered, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you 

will be saved, you and your household.”  32 They spoke the word of  the Lord to him and to all who were in his 

house.  33 At the same hour of  the night he took them and washed their wounds; then he and his entire family were 

baptized without delay.  34 He brought them up into the house and set food before them; and he and his entire 

household rejoiced that he had become a believer in God.  

   
Today the devotion takes up the baptism of  infants.  We as Presbyterians are given one of  

those wonderfully ambiguous instructions which are so prevalent in our Book of  Order — “Both 
believers and their children are included in God’s covenant love. Children of  believers are to be 
baptized without undue delay, but without undue haste. Baptism, whether administered to those 
who profess their faith or to those presented for Baptism as children, is one and the same 
Sacrament.” [W-2.3008a]  So from the Presbyterian point of  view there is “one Lord, one faith, 
One baptism . . .” and it is the same sacrament whether it applies to adults ready to profess faith 
or infants who cannot yet choose for themselves.  

	 When we baptize those who cannot make a public profession of  faith either because they 
are too young or who cannot make a profession of  faith for other reasons, we are emphasizing 
the grace of  God which claims us before we are able to respond.  Calvin called this “prevenient 
grace,” that is - it “comes before.”  All of  our acts of  fidelity to God follow after our experience 
of  God’s love.  God initiates the relationship with us and we respond.  When we understand our 
relationship with God in this way it becomes natural to baptize even those who cannot yet 
respond in faith.  Baptism becomes just one more experience of  God choosing us, and loving us, 
and giving our lives meaning long-before we are able and ready to respond faithfully. 

	 Think of  the call narrative in Jeremiah 1:4    Now the word of  the LORD came to me 
saying,  5 	 “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I 

www.paulhlang.com        © 2015  Paul H. Lang    Fargo, ND                             Page — !42

http://www.paulhlang.com


consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations,”  or Psalm 139:15 “My frame was not 
hidden from you, when I was being made in secret, intricately woven in the depths of  the earth. 
16 	 Your eyes beheld my unformed substance.  In your book were written all the days that 
were formed for me, when none of  them as yet existed.”  God’s work in our lives begins long-
before we respond and baptism of  those not able to profess is an acknowledgment of  that love 
which comes before. 

	 Whenever there is a baptism, whether for infants, or professing adults, we are all invited in 
the liturgy to “remember your baptism.”  Each time we gather at the font to enact the sacrament 
we are all invited to recall again that we are children of  God, and if  children, heirs with Christ of  
all that God promises. 

COLLECT 
Lord, God, you said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to 

such as these that the kingdom of  heaven belongs.” [Mat 19:14]  Your care has always included 
everyone from the very young to the very old.  Help us as we gather at the font with infants and 
professing believers to recognize your prevenient grace at work in bringing them to the 
sacrament.  Help us who witness to remember our own baptism and to have our own sense of  
belonging to you in life and in death renewed.  In the name of  our Lord, Jesus.  Amen. 
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Saturday 3/7 
The Great Commission to “make disciples” 
NRSV — Matt. 28:16   Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed 

them.  17 When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted.  18 And Jesus came and said to them, “All 

authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  19 Go therefore and make disciples of  all nations, baptizing 

them in the name of  the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy Spirit,  20 and teaching them to obey everything 

that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of  the age.”  

   
	 The text from Matthew 28 is, of  course, one of  the great baptismal texts.  The disciples 

are charged by Jesus to “Go and make disciples of  all nations, baptizing them and teaching them 
everything I have commanded you.”  This is a tall order.  How exactly does one “make” a 
disciple?  Discipleship is so all-encompassing.  It is a whole orientation of  life and, in the end, it is 
a calling of  the Holy Spirit to which a person responds.  The church, of  course, has a role to play 
in this, but disciples are ultimately “made” by the Holy Spirit and the volition of  the person in 
question. 

	 Nevertheless, we as a community of  believers must ask, “What is our part to play in this?”  
How can we provide opportunities for people to hear the call of  God upon them and to respond 
to that call faithfully?  It seems to me that we must first begin with our own calling as disciples.  How 
authentic is our own discipleship?  How fully are we committed to God and God’s kingdom?  I 
ask this because, I have witnessed many churches respond to the Great Commission in Matthew 
28 as if  the people who needed to be taught everything God commanded were all “out there.”  
As if  those inside the church were already faithful and mature disciples — and perhaps they 
were.  But I sometimes wonder if  we are not a bit naive about this, racing off  to save others 
when, in truth, we would do well to take a serious look at our own discipleship first. 

	 The twentieth century contemplative monk and author, Thomas Merton, warns of  this 
when he writes, “Those who attempt to act and do things for others . . . without deepening their 
own self-understanding, freedom and capacity to love, will have nothing to give others.  They will 
communicate to others nothing but the contagion of  their own obsessions, their aggressiveness, 
their ego-centered ambitions, their delusions about ends and means, their doctrinaire prejudices 
and ideas” [Contemplation in a World of  Action].  When we hear the Great Commission and are 
inspired to respond we would do well to be sure that the church to which we are inviting people is 
a healthy example of  the body of  Christ.  We might respond to the calling to “make all nations” 
disciples by asking, “Am I a faithful disciple?”  Once we have dealt with our own need to deepen 
our faith and to discipline our life before God, then we have the hope of  communicating the 
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gospel (the good news) to others, rather than simply infecting them with our own “doctrinaire 
prejudices.” 

COLLECT 
God of  the Great Commission — you ask us to join you in making disciples of  every nation 

and in baptizing them in your name.  As we go about responding to this charge, help us to 
remember our own baptisms, that we too are on a journey of  discipleship which needs constant 
attention and care if  we expect it to grow us into faithful disciples.  And further, keep us mindful 
of  your promise to be with us, even to the end of  the age — to be mindful that it does not all 
depend on us.  You are there to make disciples as you have been doing from the beginning.  We 
ask this in the name of  the Lord, who calls us to join in the essential work of  making disciples.  
Amen. 
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Third Sunday in Lent 3/8 
Christ the Power and Wisdom of  God 
NRSV — 1Cor. 1:18    For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are 

being saved it is the power of  God.  19 For it is written, 

	 “I will destroy the wisdom of  the wise, 

	 	 and the discernment of  the discerning I will thwart.”  

20 Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of  this age? Has not God made foolish 

the wisdom of  the world?  21 For since, in the wisdom of  God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God 

decided, through the foolishness of  our proclamation, to save those who believe.  22 For Jews demand signs and 

Greeks desire wisdom,  23 but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles,  

24 but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of  God and the wisdom of  God.  25 

For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.  

   
	 The Apostle Paul has a point.  It is not obvious how dying the humiliating death of  a 

common criminal in the Roman empire of  the first century is a revelation of  the power and 
wisdom of  God.  Like so many things in our faith, the ways of  God turn out to be ironic and 
counter-intuitive. 

	 There were not that many people actually looking for a messiah in Jesus’ time but there 
were some — and from the few who were looking for a Messiah to come and redeem Israel we do 
not have a single source who expected that the Messiah would die.  They expected a powerful 
military leader to evict the Romans, or a great high Priest to reform the Temple, or a great 
prophet to usher in the new Kingdom of  God — but none of  them expected the Messiah to die, 
much-less die the kind of  humiliating death suffered by Jesus. 

	 It was a scandal for the early Christians to suggest that Jesus was the Messiah and further 
to intimate that his death was, in fact, how he would redeem the world.  In the West, theology has 
tended to speak of  this as Jesus substituting himself  as a sacrifice for our sins (Jesus Saves).  In the 
East, theology has tended to point to his death & resurrection as a victory over death (He is 
Risen).  But to the world at large, both of  these explanations sound like foolishness. 

	 Only to those who know that God’s love is real and powerful can the foolishness of  the 
cross begin to make sense.  It is when we are “convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, 
nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers,  39 nor height, nor depth, nor 
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anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of  God in Christ Jesus our 
Lord,” that we begin to see how Christ is both the power of  God and the wisdom of  God. 

	 Ultimately this grace from God is a divine mystery which will elude our complete 
understanding because, for now at least, we see through a mirror dimly.  But we, who trust in 
God, trust that God knows what God is doing, and that “God’s foolishness is wiser than human 
wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.” 

COLLECT 
Crucified Lord, as you endured the pain of  death, the power of  death was defeated.  We 

marvel at this wonder and join our voices with the apostle in asking “Where, O death, is your 
victory?  Where, O death, is your sting?”  Help us who are heirs of  the crucified Lord to die as 
those who go on to live, and to live as those who are prepared to die.  We ask it in the name of  
our Lord, Jesus, the wisdom and power of  God.  Amen. 
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Monday 3/9 
Consider Your Own Calling 
NRSV — 1Cor. 1:26   Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of  you were wise by human 

standards, not many were powerful, not many were of  noble birth.  27 But God chose what is foolish in the world 

to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong;  28 God chose what is low and 

despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are,  29 so that no one might boast in the 

presence of  God.  30 He is the source of  your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and 

righteousness and sanctification and redemption,  31 in order that, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast 

in the Lord.”   
This is a favorite passage of  mine.  Prior to my decision to leave for seminary I was happily 

living my life without too much thought about church.  But one night as I wrote a letter I was 
surprised to see myself  typing, “I don’t know, sometimes I think maybe God is asking me to 
explore seminary.”  That had not really come completely out of  left field for me - I was engaged in 
a season of  seeking.  But somehow writing it made the idea real for me and I was not comfortable 
with the idea.  I went to bed and the next day awoke still wondering about what I had written the 
night before.  “Maybe I just had indigestion” I thought.  Surely I wasn’t being called to ministry.  
I was not qualified — that much I knew.  So I grabbed a bible I found in my mother’s house and 
flipped open the cover and my eyes fell on this portion of  First Corinthians. 

	 I was stunned.  Here was the apostle Paul telling the church that they too were not 
qualified and more than that, he was telling them that it was part of  God’s work to call the 
unqualified precisely so that they would know that whatever wisdom, or righteousness, or 
sanctification, or redemption they acquired was not their own doing.  My objections that I couldn’t 
possibly be called because I was not good enough or smart enough, or not sanctified enough, all 
were brushed aside.  If  I didn’t want to respond to the call, I would need to find another reason. 

	 I suspect that many of  us feel unqualified to do the things which we know in our inner 
heart God is asking of  us.  It is foolishness, of  course, for God to entrust important work to us.  
But as we learned yesterday in the passage immediately before these verses, “the foolishness of  
God is wiser than human wisdom.”  So if  you are feeling the nudge of  the Spirit to do something 
for God — don’t let feelings of  not being enough stifle your enthusiasm.  God has had a long-
standing habit of  using less-than-perfect people for God’s work.  So all of  us who would be 
disqualified by the standards of  the world, can take heart and get busy helping to bring in the 
Kingdom! 
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COLLECT 
God who calls the simple, the weak, and those of  plebeian birth — you are the one who 

shows no partiality in the distribution of  your grace.  Help us who have received this great 
treasure to always respect you and do what is right.  May we ever be sensitive to the presence of  
your Spirit inviting us to join with you in the redemption of  this world so that our lives will daily 
become more and more like the life we see in Jesus our Lord, in whom we ask these things.  
Amen. 
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Tuesday 3/10 
Free from Sin, Free for Service 
NRSV — Deut. 30:11   Surely, this commandment that I am commanding you today is not too hard for you, nor 

is it too far away.  12 It is not in heaven, that you should say, “Who will go up to heaven for us, and get it for us 

so that we may hear it and observe it?”  13 Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, “Who will cross to the 

other side of  the sea for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?”  14 No, the word is very near 

to you; it is in your mouth and in your heart for you to observe.  

Deut. 30:15   See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity.  16 If  you obey the 

commandments of  the LORD your God that I am commanding you today, by loving the LORD your God, walking 

in his ways, and observing his commandments, decrees, and ordinances, then you shall live and become numerous, 

and the LORD your God will bless you in the land that you are entering to possess.  17 But if  your heart turns 

away and you do not hear, but are led astray to bow down to other gods and serve them,  18 I declare to you today 

that you shall perish; you shall not live long in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess.  19 I 

call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. 

Choose life so that you and your descendants may live,  20 loving the LORD your God, obeying him, and holding 

fast to him; for that means life to you and length of  days, so that you may live in the land that the LORD swore to 

give to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.  

   
	 There are a number of  ways to think about our life before God.  In the West, the church - 

following St. Augustine of  Hippo - concluded that we are Totally Depraved.  That means that, 
apart from God, we can do nothing good.  But Augustine took it further.  Because he had a 
particular theory about original sin, he concluded that we are bad from birth.  We are unable to 
choose the good.  We are not free to choose God or the ways that lead to God. 

	  But, thankfully, Augustine and his notions of  original sin do not have to be totally 
defining for us.  In part that is because the Bible itself  does not always cooperate with Augustine’s 
conclusions about our capacity to choose.  In Deuteronomy chapter 30, we find Moses saying, 
“19 I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, 
blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live,  20 loving the 
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LORD your God, obeying him, and holding fast to him; for that means life to you and length of  
days.” 

	 I tend to think that Augustine got it right when he declared that we were unable to do 
anything truly good apart from God.  It is only when we keep God ever before our eyes and when 
we accept our role as creatures before God that we are able to cooperate with the will and 
purpose of  God.  But I tend to believe that Moses (and Pelagius too for that matter) got it right 
when they indicated that we have a meaningful role to play in choosing to love God and in 
choosing to express that love in obedience to God’s will.  The die-hard Calvinists among you will 
want to argue that point with me.  I know.  So let’s get a cup of  coffee and talk about it. 

	 The letter to the Ephesians holds a beautiful balance about these things it seems to me.  
We are told, “by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the 
gift of  God — not the result of  works, so that no one may boast.  10 For we are what he has 
made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way 
of  life.”  We are saved by grace (Augustine was right), and we are made for good works which 
God prepared before hand to be our way of  life (Pelagius was right too). 

COLLECT 
God of  Grace & Calling — Your love comes first and calls us to respond in faithfulness.  You 

have gifted us with life, and set before us the choice of  whether we will respond in faith, love, and 
in obedience.  So guide us in the way of  faithfulness, mold us by your Spirit so that we become 
daily more and more the vessels you intend us to be.  We marvel both at your love, and at your 
invitation to participate with you in accomplishing your will on earth as it is in heaven.  In the 
name of  the Father and of  the Son, and of  the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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Wednesday 3/11 
Like the Wind 
NRSV — John 3:1   Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of  the Jews.  2 He came to Jesus by 

night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these 

signs that you do apart from the presence of  God.”  3 Jesus answered him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see 

the kingdom of  God without being born from above.”  4 Nicodemus said to him, “How can anyone be born after 

having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?”  5 Jesus answered, “Very 

truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of  God without being born of  water and Spirit.  6 What is born of  

the flesh is flesh, and what is born of  the Spirit is spirit.  7 Do not be astonished that I said to you, ‘You must be 

born from above.’  8 The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of  it, but you do not know where it 

comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of  the Spirit.” 

   
	 In week one we looked at this passage to explore the metaphor of  God’s womb bearing us 

in the power of  the Spirit into new life. Today we will focus on the final sentences of  this passage.  
“The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of  it, but you do not know where it 
comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of  the Spirit.” 

	 When I was younger I owned a sailboat.  I loved going out on Lake Hartwell in SC and 
sailing around.  Some days the wind was brisk and it didn’t take a lot of  skill to go fast, but on 
most days you had to keep a keen eye on the surface of  the lake.  You can train yourself  to “see” 
wind when you are sailing and those who are successful at racing have a real knack for 
anticipating the wind that will be available.  You can tell where the wind is and how it’s blowing 
by watching the surface of  the water.  Now that I’m without a boat and am living on the prairie I 
notice that you can see the wind here by watching the grass. 

	 Those of  you who have been around me a lot will recall that I sometimes mention the 
idea of  “keeping God ever before our eyes.”  I borrow that phrase from St. Anthony who was one 
of  the Desert Fathers of  the 4th century CE.  St. Anthony counseled that if  you wanted to please 
God you must begin by keeping God ever before you.  I think that Anthony meant that we are to 
train our eyes to be on the lookout for signs of  God’s presence.  In way it is like my training to 
detect the direction and strength of  the wind by watching the water.  We “keep God ever before 
our eyes” by being vigilant in paying attention to the presence and work of  God’s Spirit. 

	 Once we begin to do that — to expect to find signs of  the Spirit around us — we soon 
discover that God is far more active in our world than we thought before.  I heard a man say not 
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long ago that when he was young his motto was “I’ll believe it when I see it.”  However, as he 
grew older he became convinced that his new motto was, “I’ll see it when I believe it.”  Once he 
got in the habit of  paying attention and seeing what was really happening all around him, the 
more convince he became that God was setting out a great banquet everyday so that we could all 
enjoy it. 

COLLECT 
God of  the winds that blow — your Spirit comes from we know not where and leaves us to 

accomplish your purposes in places we have not yet imagined.  Help us to be mindful of  you and 
to be on the lookout for the signs of  your Spirit so that we can set our sails appropriately to go 
wherever you desire us to go.  We pray in the Power of  the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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Thursday 3/12 
Understanding Prayer 
   “Understanding prayer well means understanding that one is speaking with God.  Thus there are two poles. One 

very, very tiny and very, very weak: my soul. One immense and powerful: God.   

   But here is the first paradox, the first surprise: that he who is so great should have wanted to speak to me, tiny as 

I am.  It is not I who wanted prayer. It is he who wanted it. It is not I who have looked for him. It is he who has 

looked for me first. My seeking him would have been in vain if  before all time he had not sought me.  The hope on 

which my prayer rests is in the fact that it is he who wants it. And if  I go to keep the appointment it is because he is 

already there waiting for me….” Carlo Carretto in Letters from the Desert 

   
	 One of  the great voices of  from the 20th century is the sagacious voice of  Brother Carlo, 

whose Letters from the Desert has been a mainstay of  guidance for many of  us seeking God.  I am 
particularly taken with this brief  quote about the nature of  prayer as Carlo experienced it. 

	 Sometimes when I think of  prayer that is simple and authentic I think of  the way Tevye 
from the musical Fiddler on the Roof.  Throughout the story Tevye is simply in a running dialogue 
with God who he experiences as always present and always available for a talk.  If  the horse 
becomes lame - talk to God.  If  your daughters challenge you - talk to God.  If  your wife 
surprises you - talk to God.  Brother Carlo, too, seems to have this sense that God is eager to 
speak to us and we have only to “keep the appointment” with the one who loves us enough to 
already be there waiting.   

	 About seventeen years ago I committed to keeping a Sabbath Day on Friday.  It is a lot 
harder to do than it seems.  I found myself  working on my Sabbath and then feeling guilty about 
it later.  Eventually I decided to make a promise to God I thought I could keep.  I promised God 
that I would start my Fridays by going to the local Starbucks and spending the time it took me to 
enjoy my coffee in prayer.  I actually got in the habit of  imagining God there at the Starbucks 
looking at God’s wristwatch and saying wistfully, “He has dissed me again.”  Somehow the shame 
of  standing God up at Starbucks was enough to get me there for my weekly “appointment” in 
prayer.  Of  course, over time my 30 minutes became a half-day and then a full Sabbath day of  
rest.  It all began, however, with the simple idea that God loved me enough to meet me for a talk. 

www.paulhlang.com        © 2015  Paul H. Lang    Fargo, ND                             Page — !54

http://www.paulhlang.com


COLLECT 
God who meets us in our prayers.  You are great enough that we think you must have 

something better to do than speak with us.  Give us the confidence of  Brother Carlo, to know 
that our prayers are possible precisely because you have already sought us out and await our 
conversation eagerly.  May we learn from your nature how we too can treat others similarly — 
eagerly seeking those who need our love and making ourselves available to them when they call 
upon us.  We ask it in the name of  the Father and of  the Son, and of  the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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Friday 3/13 
Solitude 
“ . . . In order to understand the meaning of  solitude, we must first unmask the ways in which the idea of  solitude 

has been distorted by our world.  We say to each other that we need some time for solitude in our lives.  What we 

are really thinking of, however, is a time and a place for ourselves in which we are not bothered by other people, can 

think our own thoughts, express our own complaints, and do our own thing, whatever it may be.  For us, solitude 

most often means privacy.  we have come to the dubious conclusion that we all have a right to privacy.  Solitude thus 

becomes like a spiritual property for which we can compete on the free-market of  spiritual goods.  But there is more.  

We also think of  solitude as a station where we can recharge our batteries, or as the corner of  the boxing ring where 

our wounds are oiled, our muscles massaged, and our courage restored by fitting slogans.  In short, we think of  

solitude as a place where we gather new strength to continue in the ongoing competition of  life. 

	 But that is not the solitude of  St. John the Baptist, of  St. Anthony or St. Benedict, or Charles de Foucauld 

or the brothers of  Taizé.  For them solitude is not a private therapeutic place.  Rather it is the place of  conversion, 

the place where the old self  dies and the new self  is born, the place where the emergence of  the new man or new 

woman occurs.”  	Henri Nouwen in The Way of  the Heart — Desert Spirituality and Contemporary Ministry pp. 

26-ff 
Jesus often sought God in solitude.  He would engage in ministry and then go up a mountain 

to be alone with God in prayer.  Many of  us have the sense that we need more time alone.  But 
Nouwen challenges many of  our assumptions about what that time alone can be if  we want it to 
be spiritually transformative. 

	 I first encountered this passage from Nouwen in 1999 and I was intrigued by what he 
wrote.  I had always sought solitude for the reasons he dismissed and I had never sought solitude 
for the purpose he proposed.  How might my time alone change if  I understood it to be about 
allowing the solitude to facilitate my conversion?  What might I do in my time alone to nurture 
the emergence of  my truest self  before God and to slowly let the old, un-Christlike self  die? 

	 For the complete answer to these questions - go get Nouwen’s book.  It is excellent.  But a 
short-hand version (sized for the constraints of  a devotion) might go something like this.  Do not 
take distractions with you into your time alone with God.  No books to entertain, no music to 
distract, no phone to ring, no duties to tie you back to your work.  Carve out time to be with God 
and with God alone.  Resist the urge to talk in your prayers while in solitude.  Just “be” with God.  
Enjoy God’s company without trying to produce anything.  If  you have a meaningful experience 
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while alone with God - consider the possibility that it is a gift meant for just you.  You don’t need 
to tell everyone else about it. 

	 Making time to attend to your relationship with God is essential.  If  you want a 
meaningful relationship with God you must be prepared to devote the time needed to let the 
relationship grow.  A commitment to being in solitude with God on a regular basis will help you 
do this.  Think about it.  No other meaningful relationship can be sustained without making time 
to nurture it . . . so why would we imagine that growing in love for God would be any different? 

COLLECT 
Gracious God, we thank you for the times when we encounter you and feel your grace.  

Guide us who seek you and help us with the discipline of  making time for cultivating our 
relationship with you.  May your grace shape us into more gracious people who also make time 
for others.  In Christ we pray, Amen. 
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Saturday 3/14 
Forgiveness 
NRSV — Col. 3:13 Bear with one another and, if  anyone has a complaint against another, 
forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.  

   
"And now comes the third and greatest form of  giving, at the end of  the day — forgiving.  
Forgiving is over against taking offense.  Of  course . . .  taking offense is the most stupid of  all 
‘takings,’ because we are taking something we don't even want.  Forgiving is the greatest of  all 
giving.  It is so difficult for us, because it involves taking the blame.  Not in a legalistic sense—‘I 
might have done it,’ . . . — but in the sense that when you really forgive, you forgive from your 
heart of  hearts.  And in that heart of  hearts you are one with all, and also with whomever you 

have a grievance.  There is no one to blame.  You are taking away the blame by forgiving.   From 
The Music of  Silence p. 94 by David Steindle-Rast 

	 One of  the central elements of  our theology concerning baptism is that the sacrament 
represents forgiveness for the one baptized.  We are forgiven, washed of  our sin, and reconciled 
in our relationship with God.  Then comes the challenge of  forgiving others as we have been 
forgiven. 

	 Brother Steindle-Rast gives good advice about this.  We would need to forgive less if  we 
were less prone to take offense.  Part of  the trick of  forgiveness is to live our lives less sensitive to 
the words and actions of  others and more compassionate about their foibles so that we need to 
forgive less often. 

	 Sometimes, however, we have been truly wronged and that is when we may struggle to 
forgive.  In that moment it may help to realize that our choice to forgive is as much about 
liberating ourselves from being bound to the feelings of  anger, or resentment, or vengeance, as it 
is about restoring the other to a state of  grace.  Holding onto a grudge or a grievance is not good 
for us and letting it go is an important way that we can care for ourselves. 

	 It may also help us in the hour when forgiveness is not coming easily to remember that we 
have been forgiven.  God who could hold us accountable for so many slights and sins, chooses not 
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to count those trespasses against us.  Recognizing that we too need forgiveness and that God has 
provided it can help us to be more forgiving of  others. 

COLLECT 
	 Forgiving God, you “do not deal with us according to our sin, nor requite us according to 

our iniquity, for as high as the heavens are above the earth so great is your steadfast love, as far as 
the East is from the West, so far have you removed our transgressions from us[Psalm 103].”  Help 
us who have received from your compassionate heart so much forgiveness, to turn to others in 
forgiveness too.  In the name of  the one who from the cross said, “Father forgive them for they do 
not know what they do.”  Amen. 
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Fourth Sunday in Lent 3/15 
It’s All About That Grace 
NRSV — Eph. 2:1   You were dead through the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once lived, following the course 

of  this world, following the ruler of  the power of  the air, the spirit that is now at work among those who are 

disobedient.  3 All of  us once lived among them in the passions of  our flesh, following the desires of  flesh and 

senses, and we were by nature children of  wrath, like everyone else.  4 But God, who is rich in mercy, out of  the 

great love with which he loved us 5 even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with 

Christ—by grace you have been saved—  6 and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly 

places in Christ Jesus,  7 so that in the ages to come he might show the immeasurable riches of  his grace in kindness 

toward us in Christ Jesus.  8 For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is 

the gift of  God—  9 not the result of  works, so that no one may boast.  10 For we are what he has made us, 

created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of  life.  

   
Grace is at the heart of  everything we need to know about God.  Every gift worth having is, 

in the end, a reception of  grace.  Calvin following Augustine (and I would argue following 
Pelagius too) emphasized prevenient grace.  That is the grace which Ephesians describes in this 
passage.  It is the love of  God showered on us before (prevenient) we have sense enough to respond 
in obedience and gratitude.  Ephesians says it this way, “You were dead through the trespasses 
and sins 2 in which you once lived, following the course of  this world, following the ruler of  the 
power of  the air, the spirit that is now at work among those who are disobedient.  3 All of  us once 
lived among them in the passions of  our flesh, following the desires of  flesh and senses, and we 
were by nature children of  wrath, like everyone else.  4 But God, who is rich in mercy, out of  the 
great love with which he loved us 5 even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us 
alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved—  6 and raised us up with him and 
seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus,  7 so that in the ages to come he might 
show the immeasurable riches of  his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.” 

The great danger, of  course, of  emphasizing God’s grace is that sometimes some of  us will treat 
this love cheaply.  We will assume that “God just loves us!” and go on living disobediently.  The 
great twentieth century theologian Bonhoeffer called that “cheap grace.”  When we act as if  the 
love of  God for us has not cost God dearly; we when adopt an attitude of  entitlement and 
superiority as if  the rules do not apply to us (think Justin Bieber and Conrad Hilton for two easy 
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examples from the recent newspapers) we cheapen the grace of  God by presuming too much and 
by failing to cultivate that most noble of  responses - humble gratitude.  It is one of  those 
theological paradoxes — we are loved by God and each of  us is uniquely valuable to God and we 
should feel great joy and pride in that — but the way to show that we truly “get it” is to share that 
joy with others in all humility and kindness because we know that this incredible gift of  God’s 
love for us is also given to them too. 

On the one hand, we don’t have to do anything to be the recipients of  grace.  If  we did it 
would not be grace.  On the other hand, having received such a gift, we live as new creations.  
We live  as the creatures God has made us.  Again to quote Ephesians, “we are what [God] has 
made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way 
of  life.” 

  

COLLECT 
“God of  Grace and God of  Glory, on Thy people pour Thy power!”  Thus the great hymn 

by Harry E. Fosdick begins.  Indeed, you are the God whose grace manifests your glory.  Pour out 
upon us the power of  your grace and we, for our part, will be conduits of  your love to a hurting 
and darkened world.  Ours will be the hands to hold, the feet to go, the hearts to love, the mouths 
to speak a gracious word for you, Lord.  Help it to be so today, that you might be glorified and we 
might steadily grow in your grace.  In the name of  the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 
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Monday 3/16 
Deliverance through the waters of  the flood 
NRSV — Gen. 8:13   In the six hundred first year, in the first month, the first day of  the month, the waters were 

dried up from the earth; and Noah removed the covering of  the ark, and looked, and saw that the face of  the ground 

was drying.  14 In the second month, on the twenty-seventh day of  the month, the earth was dry.  15 Then God 

said to Noah,  16 “Go out of  the ark, you and your wife, and your sons and your sons’ wives with you.  17 Bring 

out with you every living thing that is with you of  all flesh—birds and animals and every creeping thing that creeps 

on the earth—so that they may abound on the earth, and be fruitful and multiply on the earth.”  18 So Noah went 

out with his sons and his wife and his sons’ wives.  19 And every animal, every creeping thing, and every bird, 

everything that moves on the earth, went out of  the ark by families.  

Gen. 8:20   Then Noah built an altar to the LORD, and took of  every clean animal and of  every clean bird, and 

offered burnt offerings on the altar.  21 And when the LORD smelled the pleasing odor, the LORD said in his 

heart, “I will never again curse the ground because of  humankind, for the inclination of  the human heart is evil 

from youth; nor will I ever again destroy every living creature as I have done.  

22 	 As long as the earth endures, 

	 	 seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, 

	 summer and winter, day and night, 

	 	 shall not cease.”    
Early in my ministry I served my own congregation but I also agreed to go to a neighboring 

town for an early service at a church that only wanted me to do pulpit supply.  So, for a time, on 
most Sunday’s I would drive over to the neighboring church, deliver a sermon at 9 AM and then 
at 10 AM drive to my own church for the morning service at 11.  I always think about that when 
I encounter this passage.  “Why?” you ask.  Well, because it was after preaching on this passage 
that I concluded the worship service and after saying the benediction I began exiting down the 
center aisle to the door of  the church.  Midway down the aisle one of  the Elders of  that 
congregation (a cantankerous type) stepped into the aisle and confronted me, “Sir, don’t you 
know that God is unchanging?!  It is preposterous for you to suggest that God changed God’s mind!”  In a 
rare moment of  clarity, I replied, “It was not I but the Bible that said God changed God’s mind,” 
and I made my way to the door where embarrassed parishioners greeted me warmly and 
apologized for their elder. 
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It is an awkward moment in the Bible (but not the only one) where God seems to conclude 
that what God did, did not turn out as God had intended and God vows to never do it again.  
There is even a clue as to why.  You will remember that the flood story begins with God observing  
[Gen. 6:5] “…the wickedness of  humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of  
the thoughts of  their hearts was only evil continually.  6 And the LORD was sorry that he had 
made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart.  7 So the LORD said, “I will blot 
out from the earth the human beings I have created—people together with animals and creeping 
things and birds of  the air, for I am sorry that I have made them.”  The flood is God’s attempt to 
change us for the better.  But the narrative concludes with God concluding, “the LORD said in 
his heart, “I will never again curse the ground because of  humankind, for the inclination of  the 
human heart is evil from youth; nor will I ever again destroy every living creature as I have 
done.”  Then, just in case we try to ignore that part we are given the narrative of  Noah getting 
drunk and his sons uncovering his nakedness to be sure we get the point.  The flood hasn’t changed 
humanity at all.  It is God who is changed by the flood.  God comes away from the ravaging of  the 
flood waters choosing hope and compassion over vengeance and violence. 

In the baptismal liturgy there is a long litany in the great prayer recounting the many times 
that we were saved through water, and the waters of  the flood get a mention there.  It might seem 
like an odd thing to mention in a sacrament so steeped in grace — and yet, on the other hand it 
is so appropriate to mention the flood because there we glimpse this monumental shift in God’s 
response to our sin and our brokenness. 

Now if  you are like me (and probably the Elder I mentioned before) you grew up with what I 
call the “Big-O God.”  You know, Omniscient, Omnipresent, Omnipotent . . . and I suppose that 
we tend to think of  God in those kinds of  categories because there is some comfort in the 
certitude those words tend to convey.  But the God of  the Bible is far more interesting, far more 
complex, and far more “real” than any “Big-O” God we can imagine.  If  I have to let God 
change God’s mind in order to have the God in the Bible over the “Big-O” God, well, that seems 
like a good trade to me. 

COLLECT 
God who delivers us through the waters of  the flood.  You intend that all creation “be fruitful 

and multiply.”  We thank you that you did not give up on us in the wake of  the flood, but rather 
chose to engage again in a covenantal relationship with us and with everything you made.  So 
often water has been the pathway of  our deliverance and we are glad for the waters of  baptism 
which remind us of  that.  May we who have received your long-suffering steadfast love and who 
have witnessed how your love has led you to change your mind in compassion for us, learn from 
you and be willing to change our own minds about people we have previously given up for good.  
In the name of  the God who put the rainbow in the sky as a sign of  the renewed covenant.  
Amen. 
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Tuesday 3/17 
The Qualified, the Partly-Qualified, and the Disqualified 
NRSV — Acts 8:26    Then an angel of  the Lord said to Philip, “Get up and go toward the south to the road that 

goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” (This is a wilderness road.)  27 So he got up and went. Now there was an 

Ethiopian eunuch, a court official of  the Candace, queen of  the Ethiopians, in charge of  her entire treasury. He had 

come to Jerusalem to worship 28 and was returning home; seated in his chariot, he was reading the prophet Isaiah.  

29 Then the Spirit said to Philip, “Go over to this chariot and join it.”  30 So Philip ran up to it and heard him 

reading the prophet Isaiah. He asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?”  31 He replied, “How can I, 

unless someone guides me?” And he invited Philip to get in and sit beside him.  32 Now the passage of  the scripture 

that he was reading was this: 

	 “Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter, 

	 	 and like a lamb silent before its shearer, 

	 	 	 so he does not open his mouth.  

33 	 In his humiliation justice was denied him. 

	 	 Who can describe his generation? 

	 	 	 For his life is taken away from the earth.”  

34 The eunuch asked Philip, “About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself  or about 

someone else?”  35 Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the good 

news about Jesus.  36 As they were going along the road, they came to some water; and the eunuch said, “Look, 

here is water! What is to prevent me from being baptized?”  38 He commanded the chariot to stop, and both of  

them, Philip and the eunuch, went down into the water, and Philip baptized him.  39 When they came up out of  

the water, the Spirit of  the Lord snatched Philip away; the eunuch saw him no more, and went on his way rejoicing.  

40 But Philip found himself  at Azotus, and as he was passing through the region, he proclaimed the good news to 

all the towns until he came to Caesarea.    
The book of  Acts is the story of  the early spread of  the gospel (the good news) of  the 

Christian faith in ever-expanding circles beyond Jerusalem.  One of  the biggest questions of  the 
early church was a question of  inclusion.  Who could be baptized?  Who should be baptized?  Was 
this good news meant to be a reform-sect within Judaism?  Was it meant for those outside the 
faith that Jesus and his disciples shared?  We see the early church in the book of  Acts struggling to 
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define the limits of  its gospel.  Yes, Jesus gave the Great Commission to baptize “all nations,” but 
could he really have meant the inclusion of  so many outsiders? 

You have to remember that the scripture for the disciples was the TORAH, the Hebrew bible 
(particularly the first five books).  Philip knew that Deuteronomy expressly forbids Eunuchs from 
being in the assembly of  the Lord (Deut. 23:1).   No doubt this Eunuch had discovered the same 
when he tried to worship in Jerusalem.  He was certainly left in the outer-court of  the Temple 
complex — far from the holy places within. 

The Temple complex in Jerusalem was built on a concept that scholars call “graded holiness.”  
Much of  the access for worship was defined by those who were qualified (priests who were 
selected from among the men), the partly qualified (men and women of  Israel who were ritually 
clean), and the disqualified (everyone else - the lepers, the unclean, the foreigners, those who were 
considered odd in any number of  ways).  The Temple had the Holy of  Holies (only the most 
qualified ever went in there), and then a collection of  spaces emanating outward and gradually 
allowing access to the less qualified.  A simple way of  describing it would be move outward from 
most to least qualified: Priest, men, women & children, the “others.”  This eunuch is doubly 
disqualified in this system.  He is a foreigner, and he is sexually different.  No way is he getting in 
to worship. 

And yet, he doesn’t seem to be daunted.  We find him traveling home still reading the Hebrew 
scriptures.  He has gotten to Isaiah 53:7 when Philip shows up, and if  you know your Isaiah you 
are hoping that he reads a few more chapters so that he gets to Isaiah 56:3 which reads, “Do not 
let the foreigner joined to the LORD say, ‘The LORD will surely separate me from his people’; 
and do not let the eunuch say, ‘I am just a dry tree.’ 4 For thus says the LORD: To the eunuchs 
who keep my sabbaths, who choose the things that please me and hold fast my covenant, 5 I will 
give, in my house and within my walls, a monument and a name better than sons and daughters; 
I will give them an everlasting name that shall not be cut off.”  Are you paying attention!?  God in 
this passage has broken God’s own TORAH in order to welcome the foreigner and the eunuch 
and to say they are fully qualified! 

The question of  inclusion is still alive and well among us.  The church, even now, struggles to 
define who is qualified, who is partly qualified, and who is disqualified.  I don’t have all the 
answers about this - but I notice that in the book of  Acts first Philip and then Peter (the rock 
upon whom Jesus wanted the church built) came to a place of  radical inclusion.  God stretched 
them both by presenting them with people who should not have been welcomed and yet who 
clearly were included in God’s work.  Each in their own way discovered that “God shows no 
partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. 
[Acts 10:34-35]”  It seems to me that we would do well to learn this too. 

COLLECT 
God of  Philip and the Eunuch, you keep surprising us by calling “those other people” we 

despise to be your servants and your children.  That makes them our brothers and sisters in the family 
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of  faith.  Help us who believe ourselves to be “qualified” to recognize that it is the same grace 
which invites us to your kingdom that is inviting all those other people too.  Guide us in holiness 
that we might be ambassadors of  your reconciling work until everyone has heard the good news 
of  your love.  In the name of  the God who loves even the foreign eunuchs.  Amen. 
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Wednesday 3/18 
Endless Inadequacies to Confess — Unimaginable 

Hopes to Profess 
NRSV — Romans 7:15 I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing 

I hate.  16 Now if  I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good.  17 But in fact it is no longer I that do 

it, but sin that dwells within me.  18 For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can 

will what is right, but I cannot do it.  19 For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.  

20 Now if  I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me.  

21   So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand.  22 For I delight in the 

law of  God in my inmost self,  23 but I see in my members another law at war with the law of  my mind, making 

me captive to the law of  sin that dwells in my members.  24 Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from 

this body of  death?  25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! . . . 

8:38 For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, 

nor powers,  39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of  

God in Christ Jesus our Lord.    

The season of  Lent is a season of  penitence.  There is a seemingly endless list of  sin to 
confess in the life of  any earnest person of  faith.  Even the apostle Paul, zealous as he was, could 
not escape enslavement to a sin he does not desire, but cannot seem to avoid.  He concludes that 
“nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it.   
For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.”  I have always related to 
Paul in this.  I often find myself  knowing what is right and even desiring it, but doing something 
else entirely to which my waistline bears witness only too loudly. 

Like the Psalmist we confess, “Psa. 51:3 For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever 
before me.”  For people like myself, who struggle with depressive tendencies to begin with, Lent 
can sometimes feel like an interminably long season of  self-criticism and personal fault-finding.  
Indeed, one must be careful to consider one’s brokenness in the light of  Jesus’ mercy. 

And that, of  course, is the counterbalancing weight of  hope for the guilt and despair that 
would naturally rule the day if  we were left with our sin alone.  “Thanks be to God in Jesus 
Christ our Lord,” indeed!  The gospel that Paul is lining out for the church at Rome finds its 
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nexus in this portion of  the letter.  Left to our own, we are hopelessly mired in sin.  But that is the 
good news — we are not left to our own!  In the poetry of  Edward Mote, “My hope is built on 
nothing less than Jesus Christ, my righteousness; I dare not trust the sweetest frame, but wholly 
lean on Jesus’ name.  On Christ, the solid Rock, I stand; all other ground is sinking sand - all 
other ground is sinking sand.”  Wretches that we are, we are rescued by a grace more persistent 
than our sin. 

	 This passage in Romans is thought to be the inspiration for the Heidelberg Catechism.  
The Heidelberg Catechism is one of  the truly great resources for faith found in the Book of  
Confessions of  the PC (USA).  It is the gratitude catechism.  With Paul, it concludes that the 
proper response to amazing grace is “thanks be to God!”  One of  the ways we can practice 
penitence in Lent without our confession of  sin becoming a self-centered litany of  fault is to be 
persistent in recognizing the countervailing grace which meets and surpasses our guilt.  That 
practice moves our attention away from ourselves and our brokenness and to God who is our 
redeemer, “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 
present, nor things to come, nor powers,  nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 
will be able to separate us from the love of  God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  For this good news we 
can all be truly grateful. 

   

COLLECT 
God who rescues the wretches, your love encompassed the apostle Paul, and the denying 

disciple Peter, and the doubting disciple Thomas, and the scoundrel Jacob, and Jealous Sarah, 
and an endless host of  other sinners.  For the hope that the witness of  their lives provides we give 
thanks.  By grace they were saved and that was not their own doing, but was a gift and we are 
glad to rest in the hope that your grace encompasses us too.  As we faithfully embrace this season 
of  self-examination and confession, help us to be ever-mindful of  your love so that our endless 
inadequacy is met by your resilient redemption.  In the name of  Jesus we pray.  Amen. 
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Thursday 3/19 
The Eighth Day 
NRSV — Genesis 2:2-3  “On the seventh day God finished the work that he had done, and he rested on the 

seventh day from all the work that he had done.  So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God 

rested from all the work that he had done in creation. 

NRSV  — Revelation 22:5  “And there will be no more night; they need no light of  lamp or sun, for the Lord God 

will be their light, and they will reign forever and ever.” 

   
Have you ever paid attention to your baptismal font?  It won’t be surprising if  you discover 

that it is eight-sided.  Many are — and when the font is made eight-sided that is not accidental 
architectural detail.  Like many shapes and ornaments in a Christian worship-space the eight-
sided baptismal font quietly and humbly stands there declaring its theological point — at least it 
does to those with eyes to see its shape and understand the theology behind it. 

Early Christians noticed that in the first verses of  scripture at the start of  the creation story a 
sequence of  seven days was established.  The pattern of  a seven-day week was unique.  Why 
organize days in patterns of  seven?  In fact this pattern is striking because it is not a “natural” 
pattern.  It is not a pattern you get by watching the sun or the moon.  Yes, seven is a subset of  the 
twenty eight-day lunar cycle, but so are patterns of  four and two and fourteen.  We take a seven-
day week for granted, but it is an odd number for early people of  faith to have determined as the 
cycle of  days. 

Anyway, each day within the cycle was characterized as a waxing and waning between light 
and dark, “there was evening and there was morning a new day.”  Early Christians recognized 
that we live our lives in this daily alternation between dark and light on a pattern of  seven. 

Then early Christian theologians also noticed that way over in the last book of  the New 
Testament there was this peculiar description of  the new Jerusalem where “there will be no more 
night; they need no light of  lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign 
forever and ever.”  That “day” which is not followed by darkness but which is characterized by 
perpetual light - they called “the eight-day.” 

When a person was baptized they were being baptized into a community destined to escape 
the repetitive sequence of  seven days by joining with all of  the saints in an eternal eighth day.  So, 
to symbolize that reality, they began making the baptismal fonts eight-sided.  So the next time 
you see a baptismal font, see if  maybe it has eight sides.  Assume that whatever its shape and 
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ornamentation that the font is not accidentally designed, but that its details point to deeper 
meanings for those willing to seek them out. 

COLLECT 
God of  the seven-day cycle and of  the eighth day too.  You have filled our days with meaning 

and have given the gift of  a day of  rest.  But more than that we wait in eager anticipation the 
eighth day to which we are destined.  Teach us to number our days.  Teach us to spend ourselves 
being fruitful and multiplying and enjoying the many good things you have made to populate the 
earth, and when our time comes, welcome us with all the saints gathered at your throne who 
dwell forever in the light of  your countenance.  In the name of  the Father and of  the Son and of  
the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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Friday 3/20 
Baptismal Discipleship 
NRSV — Rom. 6:1   What then are we to say? Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound?  2 By 

no means! How can we who died to sin go on living in it?  3 Do you not know that all of  us who have been 

baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  4 Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into 

death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of  the Father, so we too might walk in newness 

of  life.  

Rom. 6:5   For if  we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a 

resurrection like his.  6 We know that our old self  was crucified with him so that the body of  sin might be 

destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin.  7 For whoever has died is freed from sin.  8 But if  we have 

died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.  9 We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, 

will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him.  10 The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but 

the life he lives, he lives to God.  11 So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ 

Jesus.  

   
What is the connection between the water of  baptism and discipleship?  How does one flow 

from the font to newness of  life?  That, of  course, is a complex question so our devotion for today 
only provides space enough to point us in the general direction of  answers.  Becoming Jesus’ true 
disciple is a life-long process which begins at the font. 

Baptism confers identify — we are a child of  God; it has purgative effects too — we are made 
clean; it has restorative effects — we are reconciled with God; and in its best expressions the 
sacrament points to a fundamental calling which claims us and entrusts with us real responsibility 
to live as faithful disciples. 

We are aided in the journey of  turning our baptism into faithful discipleship in that we 
received the sacrament in community.  The community of  believers around us vow to encourage 
our growth in faith, and if  they are faithful they provide an on-going presence of  loving 
accountability.  And it is not just the community of  the church, we are surrounded by a great 
cloud of  witnesses who have gone before and who now gather to cheer us on as we journey to the 
goal of  growing into the full measure of  the stature of  our Lord. 

For many of  us there will be seasons when we are hot on the trail of  the Holy Spirit - 
pursuing the things of  God with zeal, and then there will also be seasons of  our journey that are 
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characterized by listlessness and little or no discipline.  While I do not want to encourage listless 
faith, I do think we need to be gentle with ourselves about this.  In the end discipleship is not 
something we achieve on our own - even it is a gift of  sorts.  Who is to say that the season of  
lethargy is not a natural part of  the ebb and flow of  a growth cycle.  We cannot always be 
running at full speed — at least I cannot do that.  That said, we must put to death those things 
we know are inconsistent with God and do what we can to walk in newness of  life. 

I am put in mind of  a story Henri Nouwen told about seeking out Mother Teresa of  Calcutta 
for her counsel.  When he had his audience with her he asked, “What must I do to inherit eternal 
life?” to which Nouwen reports that Mother Teresa replied, “Good Father, spend one hour a day 
in adoration of  our Lord, and never do anything that you know is wrong, and you will be alright.”  
I love the brevity and simplicity of  this reply and I am sure that it helped Nouwen to grow more 
deeply in his baptismal discipleship. 

COLLECT 
Lord, you called your disciples saying, “Follow me.”  Help us who have been washed in the 

waters of  baptism to hear anew your calling to put away our distractions and follow you in loving 
service to a hurting world.  Give us the vision of  walking in newness of  life and strengthen us in 
courage to follow you wherever the Spirit is leading.  In the name of  the Father and of  the Son 
and of  the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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Saturday 3/21 
A Sacrament of  Radical Equality 
NRSV — (Gal. 3:27-28  As many of  you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  28 

There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of  you 

are one in Christ Jesus.  

“Baptism is the sacrament of  radical equality. For in Christ there is ‘neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave 

nor free, there is neither male nor female.’ This confers upon us a solidarity with all the wide earth and all those 

who dwell therein. For we are free of  any need to assert our own claims, to our own pedigree. The whole redemptive 

mystery of  God is given in Christ, yet it needs the mystery of  lives lived unto God to grasp its whole meaning. — 

Don Saliers Worship and Spirituality p. 55).   

Perhaps the astonishing declaration of  the apostle Paul in Galatians is a bit lost on us who no 
longer have slaves in our homes, and who no longer feel so sharply the gender stereotypes and 
limitations of  first century Palestine, but what Paul declares here is world-altering.  Indeed, it was 
so world altering that people in our own nation who claimed to be faithful Christians were still 
enslaving other humans until just a few generations ago.  I know, because to my great shame, my 
ancestors participated in the plantation systems of  the Carolinas and Georgia in the 1700s-1800s.  
Even within my lifetime I have watched people who claimed to follow Christ on Sunday 
advocating for “separate but equal” public facilities the rest of  the week and perpetuating the 
myth that they were somehow better than others based on nothing more than the color of  skin.  
And there is more.  Today, it is commonly recognized that, at least in the workplace, there clearly 
is a distinction between male and female as the average income earned for similar work is 
disparate. 

How can this be?  I expect the unbelievers to make these prejudicial distinctions.  They, after 
all, do not have the wisdom of  the gospel to teach them, but I am baffled by the persistence of  
these distinctions among those who profess to believe.  Paul needed to write these things to the 
Galatians because they were apparently having trouble understanding them without his guidance.  
Perhaps we too, in this present generation, can recognize the work left to do in recognizing that 
we are all one in Jesus Christ. 

COLLECT 
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God whose gospel calls all people to live into the reality of  their sonship and daughterhood, 
we ask that you would remove from our ways of  thinking anything that smacks of  the prejudice 
of  our our forebears.  Guide us in all holiness to love others as you love them and the celebrate 
their inclusion in your family of  faith.  In the name of  the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 
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Fifth Sunday in Lent 3/22 
Losing One’s Life to Gain It 
NRSV — John 12:20   Now among those who went up to worship at the festival were some Greeks.  21 They 

came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, and said to him, “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.”  22 Philip went 

and told Andrew; then Andrew and Philip went and told Jesus.  23 Jesus answered them, “The hour has come for 

the Son of  Man to be glorified.  24 Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of  wheat falls into the earth and dies, it 

remains just a single grain; but if  it dies, it bears much fruit.  25 Those who love their life lose it, and those who 

hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.  26 Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, 

there will my servant be also. Whoever serves me, the Father will honor.  

   
Many years ago as I was starting out in ministry, the congregation I served had a Stephen 

Ministry program.  Stephen Ministry pairs Caregivers who are trained and supervised up with 
Care Receivers who are people in need of  some love and compassionate care.  To become a 
Stephen Minister requires a significant commitment as there is much training and you are signing 
on for several years of  ministry after training is complete. 

We had a woman Irene (not her real name) who decided to go through training and join the 
ministry.  Throughout the training cycle I could tell that she was being significantly stretched and 
that she was increasingly apprehensive about the prospect of  being assigned her first care 
receiver.  But Irene was a trooper and completed her training and when the time came she took a 
deep breath and accepted the assignment given to her to care for a young single-mother in the 
community who was struggling in several ways to cope with her circumstances. 

After about four or five months of  providing care to this person Irene showed up in my office 
tearful and I was expecting her to say, “I just can’t do this.  It is too hard.  There are too many 
problems and too few solutions.  Please find someone else to provide care.”  But what Irene said 
was not that.  She said, “All of  my life I have been busy taking care of  myself  and providing for 
my future and I thought I was happy.  Now that I am in this caring relationship which requires 
me to be present to someone and to pour myself  out in kindness in ways I would never have 
thought to do before, I have come alive for the very first time!”  She went on to thank me and the 
congregation for the ministry and for the chance for her to learn and grow in caring for others. 

That is one of  the ironies of  the gospel we proclaim.  Following in the way of  Jesus, we 
proclaim that it is in losing one’s life that life becomes truly fruitful.  We have to die to ourselves 
and be willing to live as a “living sacrifice” in order to experience the real life which the gospel 
offers.  The lyrics to a song by my favorite singer/songwriter (David Wilcox) say it well,  
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“To give my life beyond each death / From this deeper well of  trust / To know that when 
there's nothing left / You will always have what you gave to love. 

In this life, the love you give becomes the only lasting treasure / And what you lose will be 
what you win / A well that echoes down too deep to measure 

A silver coin rings down that well / You could never spend too much, a diamond echoes 
deeper still / And you'll always have what you gave to love,”  

[Deeper Still on the album What you Whispered] 

COLLECT 
God of  Love, you endlessly pour yourself  out for us.  Help us who have received such 

sacrificial love, to learn from you the profound truth that it is in dying that we come truly alive.  
In the name of  the One who threw seeds hoping they would land on good soil, even our Lord, 
Jesus.  Amen. 
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Monday 3/23 
Prefer Nothing Whatsoever to Christ 
NRSV — NRSV MATTHEW 11:2-6, “WHO IS JESUS?” 

When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples and said to him, “Are you 

the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and 

see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf  hear, the dead are raised, and the 

poor have good news brought to them.  And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.”   

“Let us prefer nothing whatsoever to Christ.” 
[from  the Rule of  Saint Benedict, Chapter 72] 

	 John the baptist was no wimp when it came to matters of  the flesh.  He could live in the 
wilderness and eat insects with the best of  them.  And he was no person of  slight faith either.  He 
was a prophet of  God, who called all to a baptism of  repentance and who confidently pointed 
the newly baptized toward Jesus saying “He is the one!”   

	 So what happened?  How is it that by Matthew 11 he has become unsure?  The gospel 
account provides some of  the circumstance.  John was imprisoned by Herod for suggesting that 
the marriage of  Phillip (Herod’s brother) to Herodias was unlawful.  He lived in jail for a time 
and was eventually beheaded.  One presumes that this is the jail from which John sends disciples 
with his question, “Are you the one...?” 

	 I am haunted by John’s question of  Jesus,  “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we 
wait for another?”  I suppose, because in this question is found the pure essence of  life’s most 
fundamental decision.  Is Jesus the one in whom we place all our hopes, our commitments, our 
most basic sense of  identity?  Or are we still waiting for some other, better Messiah? 

	 Hamlet notwithstanding, there are even more fundamental questions than “to be or not 
to be.”  The more profound question is to be with or not to be with God’s love made flesh.  John, 
like Hamlet, asks his question because the vicissitudes of  this world have brought him low.  What 
seemed sure to him is made unsure by injustice and the capricious ways of  tyranny.  John is a 
man of  great integrity and his doubt filled question begs our compassion.  After all, his is the 
voice of  the world’s poor, and powerless.  The voice of  the widow, the betrayed, the lonely and 
and easily forgotten, who even now tend the embers of  hope that one day this soiled world will 
“turn ‘round right.”   
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	 But what of  those for whom “the boundary lines have fallen in pleasant places” [Psa 16:6]  
— those for whom blessings and justice and equity are the norm?   Those who might even have 
more than our share of  this world’s things?  We too must consider our many allegiances, asking 
how and how often they pull our attentions and intentions away from God.  Sadly, our privilege 
too often undermines our willingness to cast all our hopes and all our trust on Jesus. 

	 Friends,  the urgency of  Lent warns us and invites us to repent and choose life.  We dare 
not tarry!  There are too many brothers and sisters to love, and too many preparations of  heart 
to be completed.  Let us rise up in faith and make our choice to “prefer nothing whatsoever to 
Christ,”  and in so doing, declare that Jesus is indeed the one who was to come, and who has 
come, and who will come again.  

COLLECT 
Lord God, who was and is and is to come.  Our Alpha and Omega.  Come Lord Jesus, we 

pray!  Rekindle the flame of  our love for you.  Save us from satiated complacency and give us 
wings to fly on the wind of  your Spirit.  We claim you and trust that you are the one -- we need 
not look for any other.  Amen. 

www.paulhlang.com        © 2015  Paul H. Lang    Fargo, ND                             Page — !78

http://www.paulhlang.com


Tuesday 3/24 
The Heavens Are Telling . . . 
NRSV — NRSV PSALM 19:1-4 

1 The heavens are telling the glory of  God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork. 2 Day to day pours forth 

speech, and night to night declares knowledge. 3 There is no speech, nor are there words; their voice is not heard; 4 

yet their voice goes out through all the earth, and their words to the end of  the world.” 

“Awareness of  the sacred in life is what holds our world together and the lack of  awareness and sacred care is 

what is tearing it apart.” 

[From Wisdom Distilled from the Daily by Joan Chittister, OSB p. 69.   

	 Have you ever wished that God would appear in some obvious way and tell you the 
solution to your problem - or maybe just that everything would be OK? I have. There are times 
when I wish that God was a little more obvious with me. I guess that’s why I seek out God in 
extraordinary places. I once traveled to the top of  Mt. Pilatus in Switzerland and as I stood 
looking down on the clouds and jets at a lower altitude and then took a breathtaking turn to see 
the top of  the world it seemed like I was on holy ground. Now that was obvious. Only God could 
have made such a place. I’m grateful for that day, but I do not have Mt. Pilatus nearby now. I’m 
left to muddle through with all the other millions of  God’s people who live much closer to earth. 
Indeed, I currently live at the bottom of  what once was Lake Agassiz where until about 10,000 
years ago I would be living under water. I sometimes imagine that the Psalmist was on Mt. Pilatus 
when composing the lines above. “The Heavens are telling the glory of  God!”  

	 Those would have been just the right words for that moment when I looked down from 
the roof  of  the world. God can be seen in the world that God has made. All creation declares 
God’s handiwork. Indeed, the psalmist declares that day to day pours forth speech and night to 
night declares knowledge. What could this mean? And then we’re told that “. . . their voice is not 
heard, yet their voice goes out through all the earth, and their words to the end of  the world.” It’s 
a puzzle, no doubt about it. 

	 If  all creation is ‘speaking’ day and night unceasingly throughout the whole world, how 
are we to ‘hear’ what it says about God? Sister Chittister gives the clue when she says, “Awareness 
of  the sacred in life is what holds our world together.” God is speaking to us all the time. The 
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love of  God and the will of  God and the intentions of  God are being declared day and night -- 
and it is left for us to learn to listen. 

	 Even secular culture knows something of  this. I was advised once by the bumper of  the 
car in front of  me to “Stop and smell the roses.” It’s a cliché - but what if  it is also a clue to 
discovering God’s messages for my life? A few years ago as I tended my wife’s growing collection 
of  roses, I made time one morning, to slow down and take a long look and and a deep smell.  

	 Guess what? I discovered that a passing glance each day told me there were roses. But an 
intentional look helped me to know and experience so much more! Now I saw the subtle shifts in 
color even within a single petal. Now I noticed the glistening dew delicately perched on the hairs 
of  the leaves. I noticed the many different and delicate smells. I discovered that what I could 
know derived partly from my own willingness to experience the fuller and deeper reality of  those 
exquisite flowers. 

	 So it is with God. If  we save up our concentration and focus on God each Sunday we’ 
have not done a bad thing. But we have probably missed a thousand other moments when God 
was just as present and just as eager to have our attention. God is with us. I suspect that we often 
claim to know that much as I claimed to know that there were roses outside the kitchen window. 
But to grow into a deeper knowledge of  God; to really set the desire of  our heart upon God; and 
to begin to understand the depth of  God’s love for us we must become intentional about looking, 
and listening, and waiting for God to make the words of  God’s heart known to us. All of  the 
disciplines of  Christian Spirituality aim at helping us to grow in our awareness of  God and in our 
understanding of  God’s will for us. 

	 So, today and in the days ahead I’m going to stop and listen for the words of  the heavens 
declaring God’s glory. I’m going to pause and see if  the days and nights have a word for me. I 
suspect they do. -- for you too!  

#  
COLLECT 
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Creator of  all things, you made heaven and earth by the utterance of  your word. We pray 
that you would help us hone our sensitivity so that we will have eyes to behold your glory, hearts 
to embrace your love, hands to join in your work, ears to hear your word declared to us always. 
These things we desire that we might grow in grace to love you above all others and to love all 
others as you love us. Amen. 

www.paulhlang.com        © 2015  Paul H. Lang    Fargo, ND                             Page — !81

http://www.paulhlang.com


Wednesday 3/25 
Remembering Who We Are! 
NRSV — NRSV COLOSSIANS 3:9-17 THE NEW LIFE IN CHRIST DESCRIBED 

Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off  the old self  with its practices and have clothed yourselves 

with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of  its creator. In that renewal there is 

no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and 

in all! 

	 As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, 

and patience. Bear with one another and, if  anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the 

Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything 

together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of  Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the 

one body. And be thankful. Let the word of  Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all 

wisdom; and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God. And whatever you do, in 

word or deed, do everything in the name of  the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” 

“Prayer then, is listening to that voice — to the One who calls you 

Beloved. It is to go constantly back to the truth of  who we are 

and claim it for ourselves.” 

[from Parting Words by Nenri Nouwen].   

“Remember who you are!” - I can still hear those words in my mother’s voice from some time 
when I was in high school and I was heading out for Friday night’s festivities. She’s likely 
forgotten ever saying them but I still know them these many years later because even then I 
sensed that they were more than an anxious goodbye from a parent who cared. 

“Remember who you are,” means: 

	 . . . to remember that you are a role model for someone who probably hasn’t even told 	
	 	 you that and what you do has consequences beyond yourself. 

	 . . . to remember that you are a representative of  your larger family and you want to 	
	 	 reflect well upon them. 
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	 . . . to remember that you are a good person and therefore, can trust your intuition about 	
	 	 situations in which you need to simply walk away or dive right in. 

	 . . . to remember that you are someone’s Beloved — yes that’s it. To remember that you 	
	 	 are loved deeply and cherished above all things by someone. 

	 That is what Paul is wanting to remind the Colossians. They are “God’s chosen ones, holy 
and beloved . . .” That is the basis for the new life into which he invites them. In their world, like 
our own, they are urged to believe that they are what they do. In their world they are as valuable 
as what they can produce. In their world they are all competing in a rat race where climbing 
upon another’s back is fair play - because the goal is what matters. But God offers a new and 
better life. 

	 Henri Nouwen passionately believed and convincingly argued that the defining moment 
in the life of  Jesus is the moment of  baptism when he hears, “You are my Beloved, upon whom 
my favor rests.” Nouwen notes that Jesus is immediately tempted in his trials in the desert to 
claim a different identity. He’s tempted to be the one who is relevant - “turn the stones to bread.” 
He’s tempted to be the one who is spectacular “throw yourself  from the Temple.” He’s tempted 
to be the one who is powerful, “All these nations will be yours . . .” Jesus is triumphant through 
his trials because he refuses to accept any sense of  himself  other than “Your are my Beloved, on 
whom my favor rests.” 

	 Our first movement along the way to the compassionate heart is to remember who we 
are. Like Jesus, who the Apostle Paul tells us was the “first born” among God’s many children, we 
are God’s beloved. Chosen by God from before the foundation of  time and claimed by God. 
Being “Beloved” says all that needs to be said. Every other sense of  our identity pales in 
significance when placed along side God’s loving claim upon us. 

	 When we know who we are - we are able to let go of  those gnawing anxieties about our 
own self-worth. We set aside our fear of  inferiority because we no longer need to compete to feel 
valuable. There is a great liberty awaiting those who know they belong to God in life and in 
death. God’s chosen ones are set free from petty quarrels over turf  and influence. We are set free 
from the anxious compulsion to grasp after things. But best of  all, we are set free to love others 
with Christlike compassion. “As God’s chosen ones, Holy and beloved, clothe yourself  with 
compassion . . .” So let us each, daily remember who we are!.  

COLLECT 
God, our Father, you have loved and called us from the very beginning of  creation. we thank 

you for your steadfast love.  We are in awe that you choose mere mortals like us to be your 
compassionate hands, and ears, and arms and feet. Today we will live with a compassionate heart 
because we remember who we are. Amen. 
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Thursday 3/26 
Do Not Forget God in Prosperity 
NRSV — NRSV DEUTERONOMY 8:1-18 A WARNING NOT TO FORGET GOD IN PROSPERITY 

	 This entire commandment that I command you today you must diligently observe, so that you may live and 

increase, and go in and occupy the land that the LORD promised on oath to your ancestors.  Remember the long 

way that the LORD your God has led you these forty years in the wilderness, in order to humble you, testing you to 

know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commandments.  He humbled you by letting you 

hunger, then by feeding you with manna, with which neither you nor your ancestors were acquainted, in order to 

make you understand that one does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of  the 

LORD.  The clothes on your back did not wear out and your feet did not swell these forty years.  Know then in your 

heart that as a parent disciplines a child so the LORD your God disciplines you.  Therefore keep the commandments 

of  the LORD your God, by walking in his ways and by fearing him.  For the LORD your God is bringing you into 

a good land, a land with flowing streams, with springs and underground waters welling up in valleys and hills, a 

land of  wheat and barley, of  vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of  olive trees and honey, a land where 

you may eat bread without scarcity, where you will lack nothing, a land whose stones are iron and from whose hills 

you may mine copper.  You shall eat your fill and bless the LORD your God for the good land that he has given you. 

	 Take care that you do not forget the LORD your God, by failing to keep his commandments, his 

ordinances, and his statutes, which I am commanding you today.  When you have eaten your fill and have built fine 

houses and live in them, and when your herds and flocks have multiplied, and your silver and gold is multiplied, and 

all that you have is multiplied, then do not exalt yourself, forgetting the LORD your God, who brought you out of  

the land of  Egypt, out of  the house of  slavery, who led you through the great and terrible wilderness, an arid 

wasteland with poisonous snakes and scorpions. He made water flow for you from flint rock, and fed you in the 

wilderness with manna that your ancestors did not know, to humble you and to test you, and in the end to do you 

good.  Do not say to yourself, “My power and the might of  my own hand have gotten me this wealth.”  But 

remember the LORD your God, for it is he who gives you power to get wealth, so that he may confirm his covenant 

that he swore to your ancestors, as he is doing today.”   

www.paulhlang.com        © 2015  Paul H. Lang    Fargo, ND                             Page — !84

http://www.paulhlang.com


It is so easy to forget God when all is going well.  In one of  my favorite books C.S. Lewis gives 
to us a set of  letters purportedly written between Screwtape (an Under-Secretary in the 
Lowerarchy of  Hell) to his nephew, Wormwood, who is a Junior Tempter out on his first 
assignment.  The letters are the advice of  one devil to another about how to ensnare an 
unsuspecting “patient,” and secure his future in Hell where, according to Screwtape he will 
become a “brimful living chalice of  despair and horror which you can raise to your lips as often 
as you like.” 

In one of  the surprising moments of  the letters, Screwtape tells Wormwood to prevent his 
patient from committing any truly spectacular sins - lest he awaken in his patient a sense of  
conscience and guilt about what he’s done.  He advises that it is far better to bring the patient 
along gently.  Guide him in his prosperity so that by gentle increments he will not notice that a 
course correction has been introduced that will slowly but inevitably take his orbit away from 
God and out into endless space.  He says, “keep the path gentle under foot” so that the patient 
does not realize they are descending into the Hell that awaits them. 

I think that is why Moses gives such a stark warning in Deuteronomy 8.  The warning is grave 
because the danger is real.  It is the danger of  living the entirety of  our lives as one long 
competition to climb to the top of  the heap and then defend our position as King or Queen of  
the mountain. 

A few years ago, after I had spoken with a priest at Mepkin Abbey (monastery) in SC for 
about an hour, he got up to go and with compassion radiating from his face he said, “You know 
— your affluence will not make you happy, but it might enable you to remain comfortably in your 
unhappiness.”  And with that ringing in my ears and settling into my heart he was gone.  I took 
that comment from Father Christian and I mulled it over for years.  Sometimes my affluence 
keeps me just comfortable enough that I never am motivated to change what I’m doing and 
redirect my energies in a Christlike way.  It enables me to remain comfortable in my unhappiness. 

Neither Moses, nor C.S. Lewis, nor Father Christian (what a great name!) were trying to say 
that God wants me to be poor — though there would be nothing wrong with that if  I was.  What 
they were trying to help me see is how easily I (we) let prosperity and ease of  living get in the way 
of  giving ourselves completely into a life of  loving and serving others as Christ has so clearly 
commanded us to do. 

COLLECT 
God of  our prosperity, who lived in radical simplicity, we marvel that all creation can turn to 

you in due season and that you open your hands and satisfy the desires of  every living thing (Psa 
104 & 145), and yet when you dwelt among us full of  grace and truth, you walked a simple path 
as an itinerant preacher with little or no wealth at all.  Help us, who have been so richly blessed 
by your generous provisions to learn from you to deploy the wealth you have entrusted to our 
stewardship in ways that build your kingdom and provide for all your people everywhere. Amen. 
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Friday 3/27 
Unity, Diversity, and God 
NRSV — Deut. 23:1   No one whose testicles are crushed or whose penis is cut off  shall be admitted to the 

assembly of  the LORD.  

2   Those born of  an illicit union shall not be admitted to the assembly of  the LORD. Even to the tenth generation, 

none of  their descendants shall be admitted to the assembly of  the LORD.  

3   No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted to the assembly of  the LORD. Even to the tenth generation, none of  

their descendants shall be admitted to the assembly of  the LORD,  4 because they did not meet you with food and 

water on your journey out of  Egypt, and because they hired against you Balaam son of  Beor, from Pethor of  

Mesopotamia, to curse you.  5 (Yet the LORD your God refused to heed Balaam; the LORD your God turned the 

curse into a blessing for you, because the LORD your God loved you.)  6 You shall never promote their welfare or 

their prosperity as long as you live.    

Is. 56:3-8    Do not let the foreigner joined to the LORD say, 

	 	 “The LORD will surely separate me from his people”; and do not let the eunuch say, “I am just 

a dry tree.”  For thus says the LORD: To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, who choose the things that please me 

and hold fast my covenant,  I will give, in my house and within my walls, a monument and a name better than sons 

and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that shall not be cut off. 

  And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, to minister to him, to love the name of  the LORD, and to be 

his servants, all who keep the sabbath, and do not profane it, and hold fast my covenant— these I will bring to my 

holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of  prayer; their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be 

accepted on my altar; for my house shall be called a house of  prayer for all peoples.  Thus says the Lord GOD, 

who gathers the outcasts of  Israel, I will gather others to them besides those already gathered.” 

OK - so which of  these passages of  scripture has it right?  Are the foreigners and those who 
are different to be perpetually excluded from the community of  God’s people as we are 
instructed in Deuteronomy 23?  Or are we to specifically admit those who were previously 
prohibited from participation as we are instructed in Isaiah 56?  Which is it?  Surely scripture is 
clear.  But that is exactly the point.  Scripture is not of  one voice about this (and about many other 
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things too).  One the one hand we are called to “Be of  one mind” [Philippians 2:2], to live 
together in unity [Ephesians chapter 4], and yet we see in scripture itself  that unity must not be 
defined as uniformity of  theological thought because there is much within the biblical witness 
that is not uniform theologically. 

It seems to me that the bible itself  provides the model that can help the church right now with 
our own impassioned arguments about who should be “in” and who is necessarily “out.”  From 
Levitical holiness codes (see Leviticus 18-21), to Moses’ long sermon about the need for 
neighborliness and care of  the poor (much of  the Book of  Deuteronomy) to the voice of  Wisdom 
literature which often points to common sense, and the ways that nature communicates things of  
God, to Jesus himself  who kept rewriting the rules by saying, “You have heard it said [some 
biblical law], but I tell you [his own new law],” what we find in scripture is a book that chose to 
allow disparate voices, with disparate points of  view to still be included! 

In the modern expression of  the church (at least within the PC (USA)) we have a sad habit of  
viewing difference as an evil to be defeated and expunged and excluded, with both sides in 
debates attempting to excommunicate the other.  But what if  we were to see that God’s Word is a 
book that within its own pages tolerates widely disparate views to be articulated and made a part 
of  the permanent fabric of  the faith?  Those other people whose views we are so sure are wrong  
have their own texts within the Bible which support their argument. 

I occurs to me that what God may want is for us to live together in peace trusting that our 
opponents in our many theological debates are also God-loving and bible-honoring people who 
have simply found and preferred other texts than the ones we have found and preferred, and 
more than that, that God is using those other people as a corrective to what is thin and unhelpful 
in our own point of  view.  The unity and the peace are preserved not by uniformity of  thought, 
but by an admission that all of  us need the other to correct our own interpretation.  It is a unity 
and a peace of  dialogue and dialectic between disparate texts which is not meant to be resolved 
(as the biblical witness shows us) but which is meant to be lived together in communities of  
diversity. 

COLLECT 
God of  both Deuteronomy 23 and Isaiah 56, help us to make sense of  your Word which so 

often surprises us with its diversity of  thought.  As we encounter brothers and sisters of  faith with 
whom we cannot agree about theological things, help us to be so committed to you and to your 
kingdom that we are able to see those who might have been our enemies as precisely the ones you 
have asked us to love.  In the name of  the one who kept re-writing the rules, even our Lord, Jesus.  
Amen. 
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Saturday 3/28 
Forgiveness 
“Friends, believe the good news of  the gospel — In Jesus Christ you are forgiven.”  

Service for the Lord’s Day 

“When I forgive myself, I’m letting go of  a certain kind of  useless guilt—not the simple awareness of  

responsibility … but a self-regarding and sometimes self-dramatizing guilt that leads nowhere in particular. While 

I hang on to this guilt, I am subtly presenting myself  as having done something so terrible that not even God can 

forgive it. Although this behavior has all the external appearance of  humility, it’s really a clever and externally pious 

way of  making myself  the center of  my own universe— the one person in all creation who is beyond the reach of  

God! There’s a strange satisfaction in that. People can even linger in that state while remaining quite indifferent to 

the persons they have harmed. It’s a guilt of  no particular value to anyone.” 

William Countryman, Forgiven and Forgiving, page 33   

When I was about eleven years old my brothers (who were ten and eleven years older than 
me) hosted their first “wine and cheese” party for a bunch of  their friends.  As the tag-along 
younger sibling I begged and begged to be admitted.  Late in the afternoon my brothers told me 
I could be present, but that I was not to tell a certain joke I had been sharing with anyone who 
would listen for days. The joke was in poor taste and had a racial overtone to boot.  I agreed to 
remain silent. 

That evening as my brothers and all of  the young men were in the pool room I found myself  
alone with the young ladies who had attended.  Before I knew what I was doing I was regaling 
them with my spectacular joke.  When I got to the punch line - no one laughed.  Just as the 
awkward moment was at its worst my brother came in, realized what had happened and whisked 
me upstairs.  I was mortified. 

I make that confession to tell you that even decades after that night, I hated myself  for telling 
the joke and I would cringe whenever I thought of  it.  As fate would have it, the young man who 
was dating the girl I offended with my joke later attended the same college I went to and even 
when he admitted that he knew of  my transgression and did not care - that we could be friends, I 
still could not let go of  my sense of  guilt and shame. 
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Only many years later did I begin to see how my hanging onto this bit of  shame wasn’t 
helping me - nor was it changing anything about what I had done.  I was allowing something as 
inconsequential as being inappropriate as a tween to keep me from living fully into God’s grace.  
My refusal to accept forgiveness was not a sign of  humility and penitence.  It was a strange form 
of  pride that concluded that my sin was too big even for God to erase. 

Every Sunday we offer a Declaration of  Pardon for sin as a part of  the Service for the Lord’s Day 
service.  I hope that you trust that God is great enough and God is good enough to make right 
whatever is wrong.  Yes, penitence is an important aspect of  learning from our mistakes and 
recommitting ourselves to live a Christlike life, but we need not be forever weighed down by our 
past.  “For who is in a position to condemn us?  Only Christ.  And Christ died for us, was raised, 
for us, Christ reigns in power for us and Christ prays for us. When we are in Christ we are a new 
creation.  The old life has passed.  Behold, our new life has begun.” 

COLLECT 
Forgiving God,  you are slow to anger about abounding in steadfast love.  You do not always 

chide, nor do you keep track of  our transgressions forever.  We marvel before your redemptive 
power.  May we truly take to heart that we have been given a new chance to live faithfully and 
may we embrace that new life fully, without clinging to old wounds and old shortcomings.  We 
pray this in the name of  the One who prayed, “Father forgive them for they do not know what 
they are doing.”  Amen. 
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Palm Sunday 3/29 
Costly Love 
NRSV — John 12:1   Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of  Lazarus, whom he had 

raised from the dead.  2 There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of  those at the 

table with him.  3 Mary took a pound of  costly perfume made of  pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them 

with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of  the perfume.  4 But Judas Iscariot, one of  his disciples 

(the one who was about to betray him), said,  5 “Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the 

money given to the poor?”  6 (He said this not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief; he kept 

the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.)  7 Jesus said, “Leave her alone. She bought it so that she 

might keep it for the day of  my burial.  8 You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.” 

   
As Jesus and the disciples approach Jerusalem and the end of  the trajectory of  Jesus’ costly 

love, they come to the home of  Lazarus, “who Jesus had raised from the dead.”  Martha serves 
and Lazarus is at table with Jesus.  But Mary takes expensive perfume and anoints Jesus’ feet - 
wiping them with her hair.  It is a scene, is it not?  Enough to make one blush with what?  
Embarrassment at witnessing so intimate an expression of  love?  I admire Mary’s loving attention 
to Jesus and I admire that for her the cost seemed insignificant — but I have to confess that I 
totally get Judas’ objection.  The narrator, of  course, suggests that Judas’ own motives were 
impure and perhaps that was the case, but he still has point. 

Jesus defends Mary saying she purchased the perfume for his burial and that, while the poor 
will always be available for the charitable work of  the disciples, he will not always be present.  
This is, of  course, heavy foreshadowing of  the events to follow.  Jesus, no doubt, knows of  and is 
alluding to the TORAH instruction, “Since there will never cease to be some in need on the 
earth, I therefore command you, ‘Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land’” 
[Deut. 15:11]. 

I have a mentor in the faith who told me once, “If  you love - it will bring you to suffering 
because to love someone is always demonstrated in covenantal fidelity.  It always finds expression 
in a willingness to suffer for the sake of  another.  A parent who loves the newborn baby, soon 
learns that to love the child means deferred personal gratification of  a great many things.  It 
means lost sleep, and endless need to attend to the needs of  another.  A grown child soon learns 
that to love the aging parent means to suffer with them, to nurse them through illness, and to 
provide for them long after they cannot provide for themselves.” 
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We are not told how Mary related to the poor people around her.  We do not know with any 
historical certainty that she was kind, and generous, and self-sacrificial.  But I, for one, believe she 
was.  Her extravagant expression of  love for Jesus, in my mind, is an indication of  her capacity to 
love all of  those who came into the orbit of  her life.  If  her costly love was only directed at Jesus I 
guess I could be in Judas’ camp on this — but I prefer to trust that anyone who loves the Lord 
that much will also find their love of  the Lord expressed in love of  the world’s needy people.  
Jesus, himself, will teach just a few pages later (after he has washed the disciple’s feet) “So if  I, 
your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.  For I 
have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.  Very truly, I tell you, 
servants are not greater than their master, nor are messengers greater than the one who sent 
them.  If  you know these things, you are blessed if  you do them. [John 13;14-17].” 

So, the poor will be with us always, but that is not meant to authorize our indifference toward 
them (much less the kind of  disdain of  the poor which is commonplace these days!)— as if  it was 
part of  God’s plan that some be poor.  Rather, as Deuteronomy 15 (and later Jesus) clearly 
instructs, the presence of  the needy and the poor is our opportunity to love God by allowing 
ourselves to be faithful to them in expressions of  costly love (maybe that means higher tax rates, 
and larger gifts to charitable endeavors, and more hours of  our time devoted to addressing the 
persistent problems in our communities).  “Those who say, ‘I love God,’ and hate their brothers 
or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love 
God whom they have not seen.” [1John 4:20]. 

COLLECT 
God of  the poor, you challenge us to follow you in the way of  the cross — to practice 

covenantal fidelity to others as an expression of  costly love which reflects the costly love you gave 
for our redemption.  Help us who follow Christ and who thus know his commandments to trust 
that we will be blessed if  we do them.  For the poor will be with us always and thus our work is 
never complete as we “open our hands” to address the needs of  those around us.  In the name of  
the One who, though he was rich, became poor for our sake, Jesus the Christ.  Amen.  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Monday 3/30 
The Water 
NRSV — Psa. 126   A Song of  Ascents.  

1 	 When the LORD restored the fortunes of  Zion, 

	 	 we were like those who dream.  

2 	 Then our mouth was filled with laughter, 

	 	 and our tongue with shouts of  joy; 

	 then it was said among the nations, 

	 	 “The LORD has done great things for them.”  

3 	 The LORD has done great things for us, 

	 	 and we rejoiced. 

   

Psa. 126:4 	    Restore our fortunes, O LORD, 

	 	 like the watercourses in the Negeb.  

5 	 May those who sow in tears 

	 	 reap with shouts of  joy.  

6 	 Those who go out weeping, 

	 	 bearing the seed for sowing, 

	 shall come home with shouts of  joy, 

	 	 carrying their sheaves.   

Water is so fundamental to life and is so fundamental to the sacrament of  baptism too.  A 
quick search of  the Bible shows how frequently water turns up — both as a source of  life and 
health, and as a metaphor for chaos and uncertainty.  On the one hand the people of  God desire 
that God would restore them like streams in the desert of  the Negeb.  On the other hand when 
they are describing those in trouble they begin, “Some went down to the sea in ships…” [Psa 
107:23-ff].  The deep was a chaotic place and you didn’t want to go there if  you could help it. 

At the baptismal font the liturgy rehearses the many times we are saved by water: 

By the waters of  the flood. 

www.paulhlang.com        © 2015  Paul H. Lang    Fargo, ND                             Page — !92

http://www.paulhlang.com


By the water that served as a safe hiding place for the baby Moses. 

By the water which flowed from flint-rock during our wilderness journey. 

By the waters of  the Reed Sea which parted to allow our escape from Pharaoh’s army. 

And by the waters which shower down upon the barren earth and make it fertile again. 

We could, of  course, list a hundred more biblical moments when water was used by God for 
redemption.  I am told by the scientists that our bodies are between 60% and 78% water (range is 
across age and gender with babies being 78% water and grown men typically about 60%).  We 
can go for weeks without eating, but only days without water. 

The Psalmist, too, uses water in various forms in the poetry of  the Psalm.  Water as 
watercourses (think waterfall and river), and as tears which fall and bear fruit.  Water which is so 
ordinary and common (according to NOAA 71% of  the earth is underwater) is nevertheless 
made holy and is the mysterious vessel through which the work of  God in the Spirit at baptism is 
accomplished. 

So as you drink your next glass of  water, or swim in the pool or lake; when you next walk into 
a sanctuary and touch the water in the font with your fingers, think of  the miracle of  water 
hidden in plain sight.  And if  you are feeling dried up and withered at the moment - go to 
YouTube and search for “flash flood” or “water in the desert” and watch the video of  a barren 
riverbed which suddenly is filled by swift running water that fell miles away, but which comes to 
restore the moisture and the potential for fruitfulness to the flood-plain.  I promise that watching 
that will encourage you. 

Nearly twenty years ago I was going through a very difficult time both personally and in 
ministry.  I was burned out and depressed and I was struggling to find my way.  I reached out to a 
mentor who wrote to me telling me to pray.  So I did.  I prayed a lot.  But I wasn’t seeing the 
results I wanted.  Months later my friend invited me to go with him to Israel and to walk the path 
from Jerusalem to Jericho (the famous path that was once populated by robbers and about which 
the story of  the good Samaritan was told).  I went on the trip and as we walked for hours I 
complained to my mentor about how I had prayed, and prayed, and prayed, and prayed . . . and I 
was there to report that “There is no water in that well!”  He kept silence for a long time as we 
walked.  So long, in fact, that I feared I had offended him.  But just as we came around a curve in 
the path and could finally see Jericho in the distance below us, he turned to me with tears 
forming in his eyes and said, “Paul, you might want to climb out of  the hole you’ve been digging 
and simply let the rain fall on you.”  And with that he turned and continued the walk - leaving 
me behind to marvel at his comment. 

It is easy to turn water in to one more thing I earn or acquire for myself  (digging my well) - 
but it is best understood as grace (rain which falls without our input).  So friends, join me in 
giving thanks for water and for the many times we are touched by it and healed and renewed. 
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COLLECT 
God whose grace can even restore the watercourses of  the most barren deserts.  You allow 

that we may sow with tears, but you intend that we reap with shouts of  joy.  We thank you for the 
gift of  water.  For clean and safe water which for us is as simple and easy as turning on the faucet.  
We thank you too, for the waters of  baptism, which bring about their own kind of  redemption.  
Help us who have been blessed by water to pour ourselves out in ministry for you.  In the name 
of  the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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Tuesday 3/31 
The Slow Work of  God  
	 “Above all, trust in the slow work of  God. We are quite naturally impatient in everything to 

reach the end without delay. We should like to skip the intermediate stage. We are impatient of  being on the way to 

something unknown, something new. 

	 Yet it is the law of  all progress that is is made by passing through some stages of  instability and that may 

take a very long time. And so I think it is with you. Your ideas mature gradually. Let them grow. Let them shape 

themselves without undue haste. Do not try to force them on as though you could be today what time - that is to say, 

grace - and circumstances acting on your own good will, will make you tomorrow. 

	 Only God could say what this new Spirit gradually forming in you will be. Give our Lord the benefit of  

believing that his hand is leading you, and accept the anxiety of  feeling yourself  in suspense and incomplete. 

Above all, trust in the slow work of  God, our Loving vinedresser. Amen.” 

                                              Pierre Teilhard De Chardin  - philosopher, scientist, and Jesuit Priest d. 1955 

The Psalmists give voice for us, “How long?”  Sometimes the question is “How long will you 
be angry?” [Psalm 79:5] and sometimes the question is “How long will the wicked prosper while 
the good struggle?” [Psalm 94], and sometimes the question is “How long must I endure in my 
discomfort?” [Psalm 13].  How long?  It is the question which haunts the lips of  all of  us who 
struggle to patiently wait.  “Be still and know that I am God,” is God’s reply. 

As I sit here and think about it I can recall a number of  times when (if  it had been up to me) 
I would have raced out and acted  in a situation that would have ended disastrously.  I can look 
back now and say in all honesty, “Thank the Lord that I had to wait!”  At the time, of  course, I 
only knew of  the frustration of  having my intentions thwarted, but with the perspective of  
hindsight I begin to see that God just might have been protecting me from myself. 

Chardin describes this beautifully in the quote above.  It is good for us to slow down - to trust 
that God is with us and that even if  we cannot see it - no doubt the universe is unfolding as it 
should.  We can learn to let grace which Chardin describes as time and circumstances acting on 
our own good will, to shape us and move us as we become who we are meant to be.  As a 
chronically impatient person I “feel the pain” of  those who would prefer a more self-paced 
process of  conversion and transformation — but, the longer I live as a child of  God and disciple 
of  Jesus, the more comfortable I am with trusting God’s slow work. 
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COLLECT 
God our loving vinedresser, you are the vine and we are the branches.  We know that we will 

bear fruit worthy of  you when we accept from you the life-blood of  the vine.  We know too that 
to bear abundantly that we will be pruned by you.  So help us who are the branches to give you 
the benefit of  believing that your hand is leading us, and help us to accept the anxiety of  feeling 
ourselves in suspense and incomplete.  Above all, we pray that you help us to trust in the slow 
work of  God, our Loving vinedresser.  In the name of  the Father, and of  the Son, and of  the 
Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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Wednesday 4/1 
Truth 
NRSV — John 18:33   Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked him, “Are you 

the King of  the Jews?”  34 Jesus answered, “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?”  35 

Pilate replied, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief  priests have handed you over to me. What 

have you done?”  36 Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from this world. If  my kingdom were from this world, 

my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my kingdom is not from 

here.”  37 Pilate asked him, “So you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I was born, 

and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.”  38 

Pilate asked him, “What is truth?” 

"The most beautiful and profound emotion we can experience is the sensation of  the mystical.  It is the source of  all 

true science . . . To know that what is impenetrable to us really exists . . .this knowledge, this feeling, is the center 

of  true religion.”                              — Albert Einstein  

	 Science, which many Christians over the centuries had thought was "our greatest threat . . . is now teaching 

us the ancient truth about mystery, a truth that used to be ours; that when it comes to ultimate truth, the most 

appropriate posture is modesty, silence, reverence — not propounding, shouting, condemning, excommunicating."   
From a sermon by Rev. John Buchanan of  Fourth Presbyterian Church. Chicago as quoted by Kathleen Norris in Amazing Grace p. 378  

   
Jesus tells us that he came to testify to the truth and that those who belong to the truth listen 

to him.  Earlier in the gospel of  John he said, “If  you continue in my word, you are truly my 
disciples;  32 and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free” [8:31-32].  He is “the 
way and the truth and the life” [John 14:6]. 

You can imagine Pilate there in the palace, finding the conversation with this Galilean 
peasant tedious - but he will go through the motions before pronouncing a sentence.  He is a 
“company man” that way and not prone to shortcuts.  I picture him with an unfiltered Camel 
cigarette between his fingers with him rolling it slowly back and forth while he asks his questions. 
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But then he is surprised.  Surprised that this hayseed from Galilee has the chutzpah to suggest 
he has the truth.  And Pilate, even with his personal pettiness and his authoritative bluster, cannot 
help himself  — the truth does interest him.  “What is truth?” he asks. 

There was a time not so long ago when we thought of  truth in absolute categories — the 
“truth” was something about which we could not be wrong.  But after Ptolemy was undone by 
Copernicus, and Copernicus was undone by Newton, and Newton was undone by Einstein, and 
Einstein was undone by quantum mechanics . . . . well, it began to dawn on us that truth might 
not be as easy to nail down as we once thought. 

Jesus came to proclaim the truth and was, in his person, the living embodiment of  the truth, 
but that does not mean that those of  us who are dedicated to following him have properly 
understood him or the truth he came to proclaim.  That is what Rev. John Buchannan (former 
moderator of  the General Assembly of  the PC-USA) is talking about in his sermon.  Even about 
our theological truth-claims we ought to maintain an appropriate humility — “not propounding, 
shouting, condemning, excommunicating.” 

The Book of  Order tells us in its foundational principals that “truth is in order to goodness.”  
If  something is truth it will promote the gifts of  the Spirit of  God (love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, generosity, faithfulness,  gentleness, and self-control, et cetera).  I have made it a personal 
discipline to monitor myself  when I’m sure I have hold of  the truth.  Is what I think is true 
making me more loving?  More gentle, kind, forgiving, and generous?  If, instead, it is making me 
angry, and judgmental, and spiteful, and impatient — then I need to wonder about the truth I 
am holding dear.  Now, of  course there is a place for a response of  righteous indignation at 
injustice — but over the course of  time truth is proven to be the truth by its inspiration of  the 
fruits of  the Spirit in the heart of  the one who holds it. 

COLLECT 
Lord who is the truth, how odd that truth should be a person.  We know how to categorize and 

defend truth in the form of  ideas, but what are we to do with you who are our Truth?  It is a 
mystery before which we join the apostle Paul acknowledging that now we see only partially what 
is true and real.  Now we know as those looking in a mirror dimly, but we pray for the time when 
we will know you, our Truth, face to face.  In the name of  the One who came to testify to the 
truth.  Amen. 
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Maundy Thursday 4/2 
Mandatum Novum 
NRSV — John 13:34 I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you 

also should love one another.  35 By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if  you have love for one 

another. 

NRSV — Rom. 13:8   Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled 

the law.   
 During Jesus’ final night of  talking to the disciples he gives them the “new commandment” 

that they love one another.  This, of  course, is not really a new commandment.  The bible is built 
upon the twin convictions that our life before God is faithful when we love God and when we love 
our neighbors.  Even so, Jesus reiterates the commandment and adds that it is “by this everyone 
will know that you are my disciples, if  you have love for one another.” 

I have long-been-fascinated with the final discourse (John chapters 13-17) because it 
represents Jesus’ final opportunity to speak to the disciples at the end of  his ministry.  He knows 
he is heading to the cross and that he has this one last opportunity to speak with them.  I read 
through the discourse regularly and think of  it as a final letter from Jesus — a gift given as his 
time to die drew near. 

The discourse is full of  two themes: a) remaining faithful to him by doing what he instructs, b) 
showing that we are his by loving others as he has loved us.  Our discipleship requires us to 
choose over and over again to follow Christ faithfully, and that following nearly always takes the 
form of  loving others. 

	 The apostle Paul, of  course, concurs.  “Owe no one anything, except to love one another; 
for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.”  This instruction from Paul is paradoxical 
because to love another is to owe them everything.  So we are to owe no one anything, except that 
the obligation of  love means we owe them nearly all we have and all we are.  Love trusts that 
“your good is my good” and thus dares to live generously providing for others and trusting that 
we will get our share without competing for it. 

COLLECT 
God of  the “new” commandment to love one another.  You have given us this command and 

we notice that it is given throughout scripture.  Help us to embrace the new commandment and 
to find courage to act on love’s demands in Christlike self-sacrifice.  In the name of  the One who 
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came and was obedient, even to death upon a cross, and who is now raised up.  Our Lord Jesus.  
Amen. 
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Good Friday 4/3 
Tenebrae 
NRSV — Luke 23:44   It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three in the 

afternoon . . .” 

"What To Do In The Darkness: 

Go slowly 

Consent to it 

But don’t wallow in it  
Know it as a place of  germination  
And growth 
Remember the light 
Take an outstretched hand if  you find one  
Exercise unused senses 
Find the path by walking it  
Practice trust 
Watch for dawn" 
-Marilyn Chandler McIntyre, Weavings  

  
It is on Good Friday in Holy Week that the true horror that awaits Jesus is re-lived.  

Traditionally the service on Good Friday includes the practice of  a night service of  gathering 
darkness meant to mirror the darkness into which the world was plunged at the hour of  Jesus’ 
death. 

FPC - Fargo will hold a Tenebrae (Latin for “darkness”) service at 7 PM.  We will read through 
the gospel of  John’s description of  Jesus’ final hours and interrupt that with reflective music and 
time to contemplate as we slowly descend into the darkness of  the tomb. 

In the church of  my childhood we never came to worship on Good Friday.  For that matter 
we didn’t come on Maundy Thursday either.   But the work assigned to disciples of  Jesus is for 
this week each year not to flinch away from fully embracing the reality of  his journey to the cross.  
We worship multiple times and we remember daily the ways that he was betrayed and 
abandoned and we reflect of  the ways in which we are still acting like his first disciples. 
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The darkness was an important part of  Jesus’ journey to the cross and we can learn much 
from it if  we are willing to engage the story and carve out some extra time to worship.  Marilyn 
McIntyre does a fine job in the poem about in lining out some of  what can be learned in the 
darkness. 

COLLECT 
Lord of  the darkness, your sovereignty extends to both the day and the night — the light and 

the dark.  Help us who desire to follow you and to learn from you to discover you in the darkness 
with us.  Help us to befriend the darkness and to welcome the light.  In the name of  the One who  
“was life, and the life was the light of  all people.”  We give thanks to you that “the light shines in 
the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”  Amen. 
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Holy Saturday 4/4 
The Great Easter Vigil — Keeping Watch in Tomb-

Time 
NRSV — Matt. 27:57   When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who was 

also a disciple of  Jesus.  58 He went to Pilate and asked for the body of  Jesus; then Pilate ordered it to be given to 

him.  59 So Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen cloth 60 and laid it in his own new tomb, which 

he had hewn in the rock. He then rolled a great stone to the door of  the tomb and went away.  61 Mary Magdalene 

and the other Mary were there, sitting opposite the tomb.  

   
There is an ancient tradition of  worshipping into the night on Holy Saturday.  The Great 

Easter Vigil is a patient and rich liturgy which begins in Genesis and works it’s way through 
scripture readings of  both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament as it recounts the history of  
God’s saving grace. 

The Great Easter Vigil starting as it does at Sunset on Holy Saturday is the beginning of  
Easter (remember that, liturgically speaking,  the day begins not at midnight - but at Sunset).  
Therefore is leans forward to celebrate the victory of  Christ over death and the imprisonment of  
the tomb.  And rightly so — that is at the heart of  the good news. 

But let us not be too eager to skip over the fact that Jesus endured some “tomb-time.”  There 
is time between death and resurrection and that time is spent in the tomb.  There is a metaphor 
there for us to ponder about our own lives.  How often do we desire to skip over death and leap 
right to resurrection.  The relationship ends and instead of  taking some time in the tomb first, we 
jump right back into the dating game.  Or our health fails and we despair that we must be idle 
while the slow healing happens.  Or there is some other kind of  trauma in our life and we want to 
get right back to work — right back to business as usual.  But perhaps we would do well to allow 
for some tomb time. 

COLLECT 
God of  not only the living but the dead, your love is not thwarted even by the tomb.  Work 

your holy mystery again this Easter and bring us, like Lazarus, from our darkness and back into 
the light.  In the name of  our Lord, who spent time in the tomb, and who knows what we are 
going through.  Amen.
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