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Wednesday, February 17

In the Wilds, We Remember

Psalm 143:5 (NIV)
5 I remember the days of long ago;

I meditate on all your works
and consider what your hands have done.

David, the Psalmist, begins his song by crying out to the Lord
in prayer. He has sinned. His enemies surround him. He is
troubled, worrying that the pursuit he faces from his enemies
is part of God’s judgment for the things he has done wrong.

What can he—a sinner—do to earn forgiveness and blessing,
in light of God’s righteousness? There is only one thing he can
do:

Psalm 143:2, 6 (NIV)
2 for no one living is righteous before you.

6 I spread out my hands to you;

Today is Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent. All over the
world, Chris�ans will gather to confess their sins and praise
God for his righteousness. The priest or pastor will smear ash
on their foreheads in a symbolic reminder of our origins. We
are from dust. To dust, we will return.

Except, we are not just dust, are we? God took dust, and he
breathed into it.

When they prepare ashes for an Ash Wednesday service, the
pastor or priest will mix ashes with a li�le bit of oil. When we
come before God in this season of Lent, we bring our
sinfulness to God. God brings his grace to us. We confess our
faults. God pronounces our forgiveness.

Yes, God is righteous. Yes, we have sinned. It is good and right
that we name our sin before God. It is good and right that we
rely, as David does, on God and God alone for our salva�on
and for the strength to stand in the face of the enemy’s
pursuit.
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There is a kind of rhythm that carries us through the season
of Lent. We sacrifice and fast, giving up those things that
tempt our flesh, focusing ourselves on the righteousness of
God. We confess our sins. We acknowledge the wildness of
our hearts. It can, at �mes, feel overwhelming, dangerous,
and hopeless. But this is a choice we must make, just as Jesus
himself chose to walk into the wilds to face tempta�on.

So, in the wilderness, we remember. We remember what God
has always done for us. This is Ash Wednesday. Easter is
coming. Even in this season of rhythmic sacrifice and
confession, we remember that Christ is risen, and he is Lord.
We remember that the Spirit has descended on us and filled
us with his fire.

It might seem, at �mes, that God has hidden his face from us.
It might seem that we, like David, are walking down into the
pit. Let us remember that the Lord is always with us.

Psalm 143:8 (NIV)
8 Let the morning bring me word of your unfailing love,

for I have put my trust in you.
Show me the way I should go,

for to you I entrust my life.

Thanks be to God.
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Thursday, February 18

In the Wilds, Be Faithful

Deuteronomy 7:9 (NIV)
9 Know therefore that the Lord your God is God; he is the faithful

God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand genera�ons of
those who love him and keep his commandments.

God sent his people into the wilds. What the Bible calls the
“Promised Land” was a place inhabited by strong peoples. As
you read Deut. 7:6-11, glance upward at verses 1-5. The
Hi�tes, Girgashites, Amorites, Perizzites, and others
occupied the region that we know as Israel. They had mighty
warriors with chariots, swords, and armor. They had ci�es
with strong walls. But their gods were not God, and their
ways were not Godly. It was important to God that he
establish a place for his people, just as he promised he would.

Deuteronomy 7:7–8 (NIV)
7 The Lord did not set his affec�on on you and choose you

because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you
were the fewest of all peoples. 8 But it was because the Lord

loved you and kept the oath he swore to your ancestors.

The Hebrew people were not a special people. They were a
small na�on, insignificant in comparison to the powerful
empires of the ancient world. They were slaves. They
complained and grumbled o�en against the very God who
had rescued them from Egypt.
But God didn’t choose them and bless them because they
were perfect. He chose and blessed them for one reason:
because he loved them.

Deuteronomy 7:6 (NIV)
6 For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your

God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the
earth to be his people, his treasured possession.

There are a lot of Girgashites, Perizzites, and Hivites in the
world today—strong people who occupy the earth and rule
over it. They might have guns instead of swords or wealth and
poli�cal power instead of high walls. But their gods are not
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God, and their ways are not Godly. It is s�ll important to God
that he establish his people, just as he promises to.

The Lord has sent us out into the wilds—not to a�ack and
subdue God’s enemies to reclaim this world in violence, but
to reveal the faithful love of God to everyone.

God has chosen us, just as he did the Hebrews. He has called
us out of all the people of the earth to be his. And he has
called us back to all the people of the world to show them
that they are also his.

Deuteronomy 7:9 (NIV)
9 Know therefore that the Lord your God is God; he is the faithful

God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand genera�ons of
those who love him and keep his commandments.

As we head into the wilds to reveal God’s love to others,
remember the faithfulness of God. God will go with us,
blessing us in his love. Remember also to remain faithful to
God because of his love for us.

Deuteronomy 7:11 (NIV)
11 Therefore, take care to follow the commands, decrees and

laws I give you today.
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Friday, February 19

Remember Your Teachers
Titus 2:11-14

11 For the grace of God has appeared that offers salva�on to all
people. 12 It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly

passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this
present age, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope—the

appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ,
14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and

to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do
what is good.

It was at a youth camp that I was called into the ministry. For
a long �me, I knew God had a calling on my life. As a
teenager, I could only verbalize that as a need to commit to
“helping people.” I preferred to do that in a comfortable, well-
paid way. Doctors help people, right? Jesus will let me be a
doctor, won’t he?

He didn’t. On the last night of camp my junior year, the
speaker invited anyone who felt a call to full-�me ministry to
come forward. I was surprised to find my legs moving. My
mind screamed “stop!” but my heart wouldn’t let me. I knew it
was right for me to respond. But I was so frightened. For days
a�er that moment, I remember thinking: “I have to do this.
There is no way I can do this!”

That was 25 years ago. I’m 21 years into my professional
pastoral ministry now. How have I made it this far? The Holy
Spirit, of course. By the grace of God, I’ve changed. I’ve
learned. I’ve grown. The Spirit, though, did not do that work
in me alone. He used dozens of faithful friends, mentors,
disciple-makers, and caring elders over the years. The Spirit
taught me through teachers.

This passage in Titus reminded me of all the spiritual teachers
I have had throughout my life. My parents and grandparents.
My college advisors. The youth pastor who let me hang out in
her office every a�ernoon. The campus pastor who devoted
hours teaching me to study scripture. Good friends who
challenged my presupposi�ons and let me growwith grace.
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The church pastors who believed in me as a young
seminarian. The lay families who prayed for me, fed me,
housed me, hugged me, gently corrected me, and always
loved me.

I owe so much to so many who faithfully taught me what it
means to be a minister of the gospel of Jesus Christ. I also
owe it to all those I pastor to do the same. I’ve been taught
and am thankful for those who offered that grace to me. So, I
now teach, thankful that the Lord would trust me to offer
that grace to others.

Remember those who taught you the truth of the gospel and
have encouraged you on the path of Christ. Remember to
teach the truth of the gospel and encourage others on the
path of Christ.

Saturday, February 20

Remember Your Call

John 1:43
43 The next day Jesus decided to leave for Galilee. Finding Philip,

he said to him, “Follow me.”

I was in the 4th grade the first �me I heard the gospel. My
friend invited me to a Vaca�on Bible School. My mom
decided I needed a day out of the house, so off I went. I spent
the day on the jungle gym. We made some cra�s. There were
snacks and stories.
In the a�ernoon, the teachers gathered us in a stuffy upstairs
room. One of them started talking about Jesus.

“Life is like the game of baseball,” she said. “Life will throw all
kinds of curveballs at you. But if you ask Jesus, he will step
into the ba�er’s box of your life, and he’ll hit for you. All you
have to do is run the bases!”

I loved baseball. I wasn’t very good at it. I couldn’t imagine
trying to hit a curveball. So, when that teacher asked us to
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pray with her to ask Jesus into our hearts, I bowed my head
and prayed silently along.

It wasn’t the most theologically astute gospel presenta�on in
history, but it was all Jesus needed. Christ saw me. He saw
me si�ng, not under a fig tree like Nathanael, but in a small
wooden chair in an upstairs Sunday School room. He called to
me. I listened. I believed. I was saved.

Not much changed for me that day. I went back out to the
jungle gym a�er the lesson. No one there even knewwhat I
had done. I didn’t tell my parents or start reading my Bible. I
didn’t pray regularly or start taking myself to church. I s�ll
wasn’t any good at baseball.

I went on through my life. Jesus went with me.

How did Jesus call you? Where were you? What was said?
What did you tell Jesus?
Remember your call. Remember where you were. Remember
what your life was like at that �me. Remember what God said
to you when he called you. Remember how you responded.

Then remember how much your life has changed; how God
can use a simple moment of “yes” to do so much in you!

John 1:50-51
50 Jesus said, “You believe because I told you I saw you under

the fig tree. You will see greater things than that.” 51 He then
added, “Very truly I tell you, you will see ‘heaven open, and the
angels of God ascending and descending on’ the Son of Man.”

I don’t believe because of the incredible words that were
used in that teacher’s gospel presenta�on. I believed because
Jesus revealed himself to me. I believe today because I have
seen Christ work in an amazing way throughout my life. He
has done greater things in me. He has called me to do some
pre�y great things with him, too.
Through it all, I can only echo Nathaneal’s words as my own:

John 1:49 (NIV)
49 Then Nathanael declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God;

you are the king of Israel.”
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Monday, February 22

Revealed in Wine
John 2:1-12

Today’s Gospel text presents the reader with the first known
miracle of Jesus’ ministry. There is a bit of a paradox that
exists in John’s telling of this story. On the one hand, the
reader is presented with an account of Jesus’ power, and on
the other, the reader can’t help but ques�on why the miracle
had to be wine. This issue is confounded all the more by
those trying to understand it from within a Wesleyan-holiness
context whose members are o�en discouraged from
consuming alcohol. To spend a lot of �me deba�ng whether
or not the followers of Christ are meant to drink is to derail
the meaning of this text and its applica�on for modern
readers.

The events that unfolded at the wedding in Cana are
centered around Christ revealing himself. He reveals himself
to his mother and other family members who perhaps had
some insight into who he really was as the Son of God. Jesus
reveals himself to friends who would have known of his
humanness but maybe not his divineness. He also reveals
himself to the disciples who had just begun to follow him.
Verse 11 confirms that this sign results in the disciples
believing in him—believing and not merely following him. In
the previous chapter, John the Bap�st already proclaimed
that Jesus was the Son of God. Soon a�er, his disciples would
recognize him as the “Messiah” and the one “whom Moses
wrote about in the Law and also the prophets wrote.” And
now, at the wedding in Cana, the reader has the opportunity
to hear from Jesus himself. Even if Jesus hadn’t planned to
proclaim this message at this �me, his ac�ons confirm that he
is the Chosen One, the Christ, the comple�on of the law, and
so much more. If there was any doubt about who Jesus was
by those who were closest to him, this event begins to bring
some clarity.

Many people enter the Lenten season with an idea of what
they would like to give up or fast. Doing so is o�en an
enriching experience that allows one to iden�fy with the
suffering of Christ. Let us also challenge ourselves to take on
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something new. As we enter into this season of Lent, we must
remember to proclaim the nature of Christ as both fully God
and fully human. Our ability to have a close rela�onship with
our Lord and Savior should not detract from our awe and
amazement at who Jesus is. He is God, all-powerful, abundant
in love, and generous in giving good gi�s. But more
importantly, we need to confess our faith in Christ anew,
confirm our calling as his followers, and commit ourselves
again to the way that Jesus s�ll calls us to live today. To do so
is to live as though Christ is among us, performing mighty
acts to reveal His glory and calling us to a more robust belief
in Him.

Almighty God, help us to truly understand your nature as the
Savior of the World. As we begin to understand who you are,
grant us the strength to follow in your footsteps today and every
day following.

Tuesday, February 23

Members of the House
Hebrews 3:1-11

Many Chris�ans today have never been servants or had
servants in their homes. It is more common to have someone
come into our homes to perform a service, such as gardening,
cleaning, repairs, or remodeling. These workers are not a part
of the household but come and go according to the
homeowner’s needs. For this reason, the dynamics of children
and servants interac�ng together under varying levels of
authority given by the master of the house are lost to us as
modern readers. Not all house members had the same
authority, even though both servants and children carried
with them the respect of their master or father. These issues
are clearly at work in The Parable of the Tenants (Ma�hew
21:33-46) and were well known to the original audience of
the book of Hebrews.

In light of these dynamics, God’s people would have most
likely been comfortable speaking about Moses as a servant of
the house of God. He might have even been equated with
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some sort of head servant because he had direct contact with
God regularly. However, the second affirma�on of God’s
house would have been more difficult for some Jews to
accept. This text tes�fies that Jesus isn’t merely a great, head
servant in the same way as Moses. Jesus is the Son of God
and “was faithful over God’s house as a son” (verse 6). He is
something new. Affirming the sonship of Jesus is required of
all those who want to be a part of this new thing God is doing
in the world.

Addi�onally, this text affirms that all who believe are also
members of God’s house. Being members of a household is
something that we can easily understand. We remember
meals around the table, celebra�ng holidays, daily rou�nes,
and maybe even bickering with our brothers and sisters. Only
membership in God’s household requires hope and
confidence in the Lord. It would also naturally require a new
way of living with others in the home and invi�ng new people
to become members of God’s house. And as the quota�on
from Psalm 95 would suggest, those who are a part of God’s
family, living and serving in God’s house, enter into the wilds
of complete dependency upon God. We are no less safe in
the wilds than we are in some mansion behind high walls, as
long as we are enjoying the presence of the Lord.

The Lenten season draws us out of our lives’ mundane
normalcy and into the unknown adventure of following
Christ. During this trek into the wilds, we are challenged and
transformed much in the same way that God challenged and
transformed the Israelites through their wilderness
wanderings. But to be genuinely made new, we must repent
of any sins of disbelief, disrup�on, or destruc�on that we
have brought into God’s house. The church must work to
restore any division or injus�ce in the house of God. We can
do so with God’s help by maintaining our hope in Christ and
not in the things of this world.

Almighty God, as we journey with you into parts unknown, help
us to turn from those things that would hinder us from following
you in faithful obedience.



18

Wednesday, February 24

Following the Call
1 Samuel 16:1-13

We o�en tend to make David the main character as we read
1 Samuel. While it is true that this tale is about David’s
controversial anoin�ng as King of Israel while Saul remained
alive, the story clearly focuses on the Spirit of the Lord
working through Samuel. Even though we are told that the
Spirit of the Lord “came migh�ly upon David,” Samuel is the
text’s main character. Samuel, whose name is a tes�mony to
the fact that God hears and listens to God’s people, is the real
protagonist in the story of David’s anoin�ng. God gives a task
to Samuel, and he must choose to obey. In turn, Samuel
meets David’s family and must hear from God as to whom
God has chosen to be king over Israel. Samuel is obedient,
and his life is put at risk because of it. Samuel, who was
deeply invested in King Saul’s well-being, is now instrumental
in replacing him—some might even say, overthrowing him.

Have you ever had to make a difficult choice that was
unpopular with those around you but was required for a
faithful response to God’s call? Many a would-be pastor or
missionary is talked out of answering their call by well-
inten�oned family members who want a more secure life for
them. It would be great if our friends and family always
supported every decision that we have ever made. It would
be even greater if we always decided to respond faithfully to
God’s call. The hard truth is that we struggle to truly hear
God’s call and follow wherever we are being led. Like our
well-meaning friends and family members, we fail to grasp
the big picture of what God is wan�ng to do because we only
see a sliver of it. Even when we do hear and obey, there are
some�mes unforeseen consequences that accompany those
faithful responses. God has a way of leading us down
complicated paths where we are vulnerable and forced to put
our trust in God for the future.

In the account of David’s anoin�ng, Samuel stepped out into
the wilds and faithfully followed God’s call. As those who
follow Christ, we are called to do the same daily. Doing so will
require us to individually and corporately confess that we
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have too o�en ignored the voice of the Lord. We have too
o�en avoided the wilds and chosen the more well-traveled
and considerably safer road. In essence, we must repent of
our failure to listen and earnestly endeavor to faithfully
respond to God’s voice every day of our lives. Stepping out
into the wilds in response to the Lord’s call allows us to
experience the Lord’s faithfulness. Such a journey invites us
to enter into a deeper rela�onship with the Lord as we learn
to hear and follow the Lord’s call.

Almighty God, thank you for calling us to be your faithful
servants. As we seek to respond faithfully to your call, help us to
ignore the voices that encourage us to take refuge in places of
safety and security. Help us to trust in your steadfast love and
faithfulness.

Thursday, February 25

Step into the Light
John 3:16-21

John 3:16 is among the most memorized verses in all of
scripture. For this reason, the words immediately following it
are among the least read in the Bible. We have a tendency to
skip over a verse or sec�on of scripture once we encounter a
familiar part. At the very least, we read it without any real
thought or reflec�on. It is known; what else could it have to
offer? When this happens, John 3:16 can easily be used to
dis�nguish between who receives God’s grace and who
doesn’t. We exclude people based on what we perceive
about their belief, determining their readiness—or lack
thereof—to have eternal life.

However, if our reading of this passage is conducted
though�ully and in light of the larger text, John 3:16 can
recapture its joyful and inclusive origins. The gospel writer
makes it clear that the world is not condemned but rather
saved through Christ. There is no need for trials or
inquisi�ons; people will be judged based on their belief in
God’s only Son. The author of the text con�nues his use of
legal language, no�ng the verdict is that the light of the world
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has come. Light has the ability to make hidden things visible.
Christ’s light purifies, gives warmth, fosters growth, and
provides security. Living by the truth is the climax of John’s
argument. When believers live by the truth, they live for God
and allow others to see their tes�monies put into ac�on.

If the church’s focus turns to finger-poin�ng and
condemna�on, it has probably lost sight of its proper path.
God’s grace is not something that the church controls or
keeps for itself. If there are parts of our lives that we have
hidden from God and others, we have failed to live into our
calling as followers of Jesus Christ. True belief in God requires
followers to step into the light, allowing the Holy Spirit to
purge the darkness from every corner of their being. When
Christ-followers live in the light, they strengthen the
tes�mony that God can and will transform those who live in
darkness. For these reasons, these verses are meant to
provide good news to all who are on the path of following
Christ. We can be assured of our salva�on if we believe in
Christ and manifest that belief through living in the light.

In our walk with the Lord, have we been guilty of a lack of
faith, condemning others, or not giving our lives over en�rely
to the light? If so, Lent is a season of contempla�on and self-
reflec�on that allows us to consider what God has done for
us in Christ and make amends. The Word of God invites us to
step into the light, cas�ng out any untruth in our witness so
that we might be formed into a hospitable people who
welcome others into the faith.

Almighty God, forgive us for our tendencies to condemn not only
our fellow believers but the world around us. Help us to turn from
condemna�on so that we may offer grace and hospitality to all of
our neighbors.
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Friday, February 26

A Renewed Covenant
Deuteronomy 10:12-22

When two en��es start a formal rela�onship with one
another, they o�en proclaim their intent and the terms of said
rela�onship with some sort of legal document or contract.
Contracts have long been used in defining the details of
business rela�onships and have recently become gradually
more common in helping to define the bounds and limita�ons
of marriage. Even though a wri�en contract is usually
reserved for the rich and famous among us, there is s�ll a sort
of contract that accompanies a wedding ceremony through
the exchanging of vows. As a minimum, the bride and groom
are meant to convey their love for one another through the
pledging of their mutual fidelity, trust, and care.

Today’s text from Deuteronomy is a marriage ceremony of
sorts. Despite the fact that the Hebrews had already proved
themselves to be unfaithful in their previous marriage (or
binding rela�onship), God is willing to renew that rela�onship
with them. Just as in a modern wedding ceremony, their vows
(or the terms of their agreement) are being spelled out in
these verses. If they are going to remain God’s people, they
will need to observe the following condi�ons: fear the Lord,
love the Lord, and serve the Lord. This may sound like an easy
task, but those of us who have read the rest of Israel’s story
know that there were significant challenges and failures
contrasted with grace and blessing along the way. No ma�er
how eager the people may have been to renew this covenant
with the Lord, they could have had no idea how they would
be tested and tried for genera�ons to come. In the same way,
no ma�er how much a young bride and groom may eagerly
accept the terms of their marriage agreement, they have no
idea what tests and trials are about to come their way. Luckily
for newlyweds everywhere and those a�emp�ng to follow
Christ, God’s grace can cover so many of our failures and
inabili�es.

Just as a husband and wife cannot come to knowwhat it
means to fully love one another without developing their
rela�onship, so too is it necessary for God’s people to
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develop a rela�onship with God if they desire to knowwhat it
means to fear, love, and serve the Lord. Besides the ten
commandments, which the people must commit to keeping
together, this text gives a hint to some of the issues that are
close to God’s heart. God doesn’t share loyalty, God gives
freely out of a crea�ve heart, God cares about how strangers
(or the “others” in our midst) are treated, and God is
concerned that we remember the history of what the Lord
has done.

If we have not physically stepped out into the wilderness as
the Hebrews did, we have certainly stepped out into the
wilds of following God despite belonging to a world and a
culture that is constantly demanding our love, a�en�on,
obedience, and allegiance. God is wai�ng to renew his
covenant with us as individuals and as a body of believers,
but we must hold up our end of the bargain. This season of
Lent is the perfect �me to meditate upon our rela�onship
with the Lord, repent of our failure to uphold the agreement
we have made, and renew our inten�on to be God’s people.

Almighty God, forgive us for our predictable and constant
unfaithfulness. Help us to turn from our selfish ways so that we
might live in covenant faithfulness to you and all of our
neighbors.

Saturday, February 27

Looking for a Fight?
John 4:1-26

This text always makes me think of Shakespeare’s Romeo and
Juliet. Par�cularly, the two main families of the drama—the
Montagues and the Capulets—always bring to mind the
rela�onship between the Jews and the Samaritans. In both
cases, the families (or tribes) were more than rivals. They
were enemies and, under normal circumstances, would have
never associated with one another. Without considering this
context, the story of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan
woman would almost appear to be a side note to his trek
from Judea to Galilee. Verse four sums up this sen�ment
perfectly, “But he had to go through Samaria.” Under this
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point of view, we might also mistake the Lord’s conversa�on
with the woman at the well for a chance encounter. However,
the more that we consider his ability to be in the right place
at the right �me and his knack for never was�ng a chance for
conflict, the more we understand that Jesus was right where
he wanted to be. Much like a scene out of Romeo and Juliet,
Jesus deliberately enters Samaria looking for a fight.

Perhaps “fight” is too strong of a word, but he definitely came
to the well looking for a conflict. The text for today records
how this encounter unfolds. The fact that Jesus was alone at
the well is not surprising. The well is outside of town, and
being in need of rest, it is natural that he would have stayed
behind while his disciples went to find something to eat. The
twist in this story comes with the fact that Jesus asks the
Samaritan woman for a drink. The gospel writer is even
inten�onal to note that “Jews do not share things in common
with Samaritans” (v. 9). Through their dialogue, Jesus
confronts the woman’s self-doubt and her nature as an
outsider by offering her living water that will sa�sfy more
than her thirst. This living water is promised to become in
them “a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” This is
good news for the Samaritan woman, who would have been
told by most Jews that she was outside of God’s grace and
unable to receive eternal life.

In the midst of this conversa�on, Jesus also takes �me to
confront the sin in her life. Sin, it turns out, is the true reason
for a person’s isola�on from God—not their ethnic or cultural
background, and certainly not the place where they worship.
For those of us who are following Christ today, an encounter
with the Lord will also call into ques�on the way that we are
living. The closer we draw to Christ, the more our sinfulness is
made apparent to us. The more that we receive God’s grace,
the more that we are able to overcome our sins. All of this
strengthens our tes�mony because we have seen and
experienced firsthand what the Lord has done. We are then
able to declare in a similar fashion to the Samaritans at the
end of this story that Jesus truly is the Savior of the world.

Almighty God, we ask that you reveal to us our sinfulness. As our
sin comes into the light, help us to turn from it so that we might
drink deeply from the spring of eternal life.
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Monday, March 1

Living Food
John 4:27-42

Jesus had been making his way through Samaria when he
came to a city called Sychar. John tells us that the city was
near the plot of land that Jacob had given to his son. In fact,
Jacob’s Well was there. Jesus, being �red of his journey, sits
down at the well while his disciples run off to find him food.
What takes place at the well is recorded for us earlier in
chapter 4. It’s an exchange between Jesus and a Samaritan
woman. That Jesus, an esteemed teacher and healer, would
have engaged in conversa�on with a woman who was not his
rela�ve was shocking. That he talked with a Samaritan
woman was an even bigger no-no.

The conversa�on Jesus has with the woman centers on
physical and spiritual water. Jesus reveals himself to be the
bringer of a water which will completely and totally sa�sfy.
He calls it living water. Before the conversa�on is over, Jesus’
disciples return to the well. They are astonished at what
Jesus is doing, but no one dares ques�on him. The woman
leaves and the disciples encourage Jesus to eat.

Much to their surprise, Jesus refuses to eat. This confuses
the disciples who wonder if someone else has brought Jesus
food. In his normal way, Jesus responds to the musing of his
followers. The conversa�on has turned from living water to
sustaining food. Jesus declares that the food that he has
eaten is his doing the will of the Father.

What sustains Jesus through his ministry, indeed we can
imagine, through his trial and execu�on, is the fact that he is
doing the will of his Father. Here we find an astonishing fact.
In and through our salva�on, we receive Christ’s living water.
Our thirst for God is sa�sfied. Now, we receive living and
eternal sustenance in exchange for our obedience and
faithfulness. What will keep us going in this cruel and evil
world is not the next thing adver�sers want to sell us, it is
doing the will of the Father.

It is quite easy to get discouraged in the Chris�an life. At
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Our passage, however, isn’t concerned with an Israelite, but
rather a “royal official.” This official’s son is dangerously ill and
on the verge of death. As Jesus was passing through Cana of
Galilee, where he did the whole water into wine thing, this
official went to beg Jesus to heal his son. Jesus gives the
official a simple command to go home and his son will be
healed. Without any fuss, the man turns and heads home.

While he is on his way, one of his servants reaches him and
delivers the good news – the boy’s fever has le�, and he is
well again! What’s more is that it was at the very same hour
that Jesus said the boy would recover. As if we didn’t know
that the official had any faith in Jesus at all, we are told that
the man and his whole family become believers in Jesus.

There are many things that Jesus urges us to believe, proof of
which we will never see this side of his second coming. The
ques�on is: will we believe? Will we believe that the key to
happiness is not things and money but self-sacrifice and
service? Will we believe that love and forgiveness are greater
than hate and revenge? Will we believe that in order to gain
it all, we must first give it all away? Will we believe that
power is made perfect in weakness?

It’s hard to see the proof of these things, although perhaps if
we look hard enough we can begin to see the wisdom of
God’s Kingdom. Either way, it’s what Jesus asks us to believe,
and that should be enough. Will we be like this Gen�le
official and believe without proof and thus live fully into the
Kingdom of God? Or will we be like the leaders in Israel, the
ones who should have known be�er, and require that God
shows us an outright sign?

Almighty God, forgive us our desire to see proof of your work in
our world. This day and every day going forward, help us to have
faith like the man who believes without seeing. Please
strengthen our faith! Amen.
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Wednesday, March 3

Despising the Riches of God’s Kindness…
Romans 1:28-2:11

The tendency to judge what others are doing begins very
early in life. Perhaps it has to do with the narrowness of our
view when we are young. We are taught to discern between
right and wrong. At those early ages, it is easy to split life into
clean and unclean, right and wrong. The areas of gray that
exist in life just tend to confuse children whose ability to
think is largely limited to the concrete.

Some�mes we carry that concrete way of thinking into our
adult lives. We see things as either right or wrong, clean or
unclean, with no room for gray. To be sure, there are some
things that are, no ma�er how you slice them, wrong. If we
are really honest with ourselves, there is more than we care
to imagine in our world that lives in that gray space.

So, it’s really easy for us to say things like we find in verse 2,
“We know that God’s judgment on these who do such things
is in accordance with truth.” In effect, we are saying, “We
know the truth, and you are not ac�ng according to the
truth!” Of course, there are �mes when we need to take that
hard line, but perhaps that’s less o�en than we think.

Paul is warning against judging others. He’s doing so, par�ally
at least, because o�en when we do so, we are caught up in
the same kind of ac�vity, albeit wrapped up in different
language or behavior. Even though we seem to be able to
see others’ sin, we will not be able to escape our own
judgment! If we think that way, we end up despising God’s
rich kindness, which Paul reminds us, is to lead us to
repentance!

If we leave off judging others, according to our own narrow
interpreta�on of what is right and wrong, we leave room for
the rich kindness of God to draw others, and even ourselves,
toward repentance and the redemp�on that follows it. The
self-righteous judging of others never leads to their
repentance. It only hardens them against the good news
which has been entrusted to us. So, seek not to judge, for in
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our judging we will also be judged. Instead, seek to carry
with you always God’s rich kindness and pa�ence.

Almighty God, grant to us the wisdom to discern right from
wrong. Help us not to judge our neighbors when they sin but to
offer them the same grace and mercy you have given to us. In
your mercy and love, help us to be mercifully and loving too!
Amen.

Thursday, March 3

From Death to Life
John 5:19-29

One of the things that greatly frustrated me as I grew in my
faith was the focus placed on the life to come. Early on, as a
young child and a young Chris�an, I very much enjoyed
hymns like, “When We All Get to Heaven” and “I’ll Fly Away.”
Songs like these told of the hope we have because of the
death and resurrec�on of Jesus Christ. Not only did they tell
of Jesus’ resurrec�on but of our own and our subsequent
uni�ng with Christ.

As I grew, however, I realized, and to some extent
experienced for myself, this world is not in need of an escape
plan. Things here are broken. There is plenty of pain and
dysfunc�on to go around. Perhaps that’s why focusing on
the hope to come is an important aspect of our faith. We can
take it too far, though. The pain and dysfunc�on in our world
do not give us license to look only toward the life to come; it
calls us to look to see how new life can be found here and
now.

Here, in the fi�h chapter of John, Jesus tells us that his
ministry is about giving new life to whomever he wishes. Just
as the Father raises the dead, so Jesus now gives life. In fact,
anyone who hears the words of the Son and believes has
eternal life, passing from death to life.

What we o�en miss as we read this passage and others like it
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is the tense of the language. The tense is in the present. So
in verse 24, anyone who hears and believes has, not will have,
but has eternal life. Eternal life starts here and now.
Similarly, at the end of that same verse, the one who has
eternal life has passed from death to life. It’s not will pass
but has passed. Here, the verb is in the perfect tense in the
indica�ve mood, which means that it is an ac�on that began
in the past but has con�nuing effects into the future.

Those of us who have heard and believed the words of Jesus,
now and in this life, have eternal life. We have passed from
being dead to a new state of life. We do not need to wait
un�l Jesus returns to begin to experience new life in Christ.
What this allows us to do, in both our words and our deeds, is
to proclaim a message that isn’t just good for the future. It’s
more than just a get out of jail free card; it is an invita�on to
move from whatever form of death has captured us into fresh
and new life. Of course, whenever we introduce others to
this new and present life, we have a responsibility to work
with them, walking with them, guiding them as they journey
toward new life.

Almighty God, thank you for bringing us out of death into new
and eternal life here now! Forgive us for focusing on the eternal
part of this new life. Guide us as we par�cipate with you in
bringing about new and eternal life everywhere we go. Thy
Kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.
Amen.

Friday, March 5

O Come, Let Us Sing to the Lord!
Psalm 95

A lot of people today have a lot of opinions about what
worship is. In the not so distant past, the church has waged a
civil war over what kinds of music cons�tutes proper worship.
Harsh words have been spoken, lines have been drawn, and
churches have split all over what types of songs we will sing.
For some, the �me-honored instrumenta�on of the church,
piano, and organ became outdated. At the same �me, those
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same instruments exercised a deep hold on others who find
beauty in the tones they produce. As new instruments
emerged, fueled by the power of electricity and amplifica�on,
new forms of music emerged too.

All of this conflict largely misses the point. Worship has
never, indeed, should never be confused with the types of
instruments used to lead us in song. Drums or organs, it
ma�ers not. Worship is always about our coming before our
creator God to express our thanks and praise for all that God
has done in the past. It confesses the true nature of our God
in whose hands hold the depths of the earth.

At the same �me, worship confesses that God not only holds
the founda�ons of the world, he holds our i�y bi�y
community in his hands as well. It confesses that we are like
sheep, dumb and smelly animals prone to ge�ng lost, but we
are God’s sheep. We are in his pasture, in God’s capable
hands. When we confess that we are his sheep, we begin to
realize that we are a very needy bunch indeed.

Worship also calls us to remember the past, both the past of
what God has done for us and the past of our own
unfaithfulness. It calls us to listen to his voice, the voice that
commanded Pharaoh to let his people go, the voice that split
the sea in two so his people could walk on dry land. It calls us
to listen to the voice that gave us the law, God’s guidance for
howwe are to live and love. At the same �me, worship calls
us to listen to God’s voice when it gently reminds us of our
past, of howwe have, at �mes, hardened our hearts. In these
moments, the voice of God reminding us of our faithlessness
is not judgmental but a kind and a gentle reminder to not
return to what we once were.

As we worship this Lent, let us be ever mindful of God’s voice
calling to us, gently reminding us that we were once hard-
hearted sinners, so that we might not return to those things.
O come, let us sing to the Lord; let us make a joyful noise to
the rock of our salva�on because he has loved us in our hard-
heartedness, because he keeps us safe in his hands, the
hands that created the whole world!
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Almighty God, forgive us for making worship into something that
it is not. We repent of the fact that our preferences for
instruments and music styles have kept us from truly telling the
story of your goodness. Help us, as we gather to worship you, to
confess our unfaithfulness but lean on your faithful care for us.
Amen.

Saturday, March 6

Eyes to See and Ears to Hear
Jeremiah 5:20-31

Jeremiah is o�en known as the weeping prophet. His
ministry was to a people who did not want to hear what he
was saying. They did not want to hear it because they failed
to recognize the truth in his words. Year a�er year, oracle
a�er oracle, Jeremiah’s words were le� unheeded. Of course,
these were not just Jeremiah’s words, they were the very
words of God. S�ll, Jeremiah seems to heavily iden�fy with
the feelings and words expressed by the God he sought to
proclaim.

It’s here, in chapter 5, that we run up against a phrase that
we’ll hear from the lips of Jesus too. “Hear this…people who
have eyes, but do not see, who have ears, but do not hear.”
It’s not just that Israel didn’t want to hear what God was
saying through the prophet Jeremiah, they couldn’t hear it. It
wasn’t that they didn’t want to see what God was doing, they
couldn’t see it. Why? They couldn’t see or hear what God
was doing because they had so o�en refused to follow and
obey. They refused to engage in an inward examina�on to
see if they were, in fact, being faithful, and it le� them deaf
and dumb.

A very important truth is contained here: God never gives up
on us. If God did, Israel would have been destroyed days
a�er the Exodus. God always comes to us, always offers us a
word of warning, a word of correc�on so that we might
change our course. The truth is that we give up on God. We
give up on trying to listen. Whenever we become, as
Jeremiah says, “fat and sleek,” our deeds of wickedness no
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know limits. When this happens, we hear a different voice, a
voice that tells us that we are ok on our own. This voice
blocks out every other, including God’s voice.

The ques�on before us today is: do we have ears to hear and
eyes to see? Have we become so self-dependent that we
cannot hear the voice of God gently calling us to change
course? These ques�ons are hard to answer on our own.
Israel in Jeremiah’s day certainly thought they were headed in
the right direc�on.

As we approach the halfway point of Lent, it is not too late to
begin to pray that God may help us to hear and see anew.
The prac�ce of fas�ng is a wonderful way to bring ourselves
to an encounter with Christ who will remove the scales from
our eyes and the plugs from our ears.

Almighty God, forgive us for thinking we know the way to go.
Forgive us for thinking that when we do not hear you or see what
you are doing that it is your fault. We pray that you might
remove the scales from our eyes and the plugs from our ears so
that we might see, and hear, so that we might follow and obey.
Amen.
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Monday, March 8

Stop Judging byMere Appearances
What happens when we forget the heart of things?

In her book, Assimilate or Go Home, D.L. Mayfield wrote about
her work teaching English to refugees. She faced an
unexpected challenge. One of the strategies for teaching
vocabulary is to show someone a picture and ask them to say
or write the word. But in the popula�ons she taught, they had
no experience with the “clipart” depic�ons of everyday items
that most Americans take for granted. The sun, for example, is
commonly depicted by a circle with eight lines arranged
evenly around it. This is not a very accurate depic�on of the
star we orbit, but many of us learned at an early age to
iden�fy it by this hieroglyphic representa�on. In the refugee
cultures she encountered that were primarily oral, there was
li�le need for such symbolic depic�ons of the world. And so,
Mayfield discovered a cultural breakdown, not in their ability
to learn a new language, but in their ability to learn an en�re
system of depic�ng the world through simple line drawings.

In the scriptures for today, we see what happens when the
followers of God populate their world with simplified two-
dimensional pictures of faith. Our expressions of faith lose
the richness, the life of the actual thing and become clipart
representa�ons of jus�ce, righteousness, worship, and
compassion.

Jeremiah condemned Israel for her hypocrisy. The people s�ll
prac�ced the temple rituals, but they had neglected the
jus�ce and righteousness that reflected the character of God.
This was a two-dimensional religion. It resembled God’s
desire for God’s people as much as a circle on a piece of
paper resembles the majes�c orb that gives light to the en�re
earth. Jeremiah’s words were devasta�ng: “you are trus�ng in
decep�ve words to no avail.”

Likewise, Jesus condemned his listeners for prac�cing one
piece of the law of Moses (circumcising on the Sabbath) while
missing the whole point of the law of Moses (healing on the
Sabbath). Again, the character God desired of God’s people
had been reduced to a two-dimensional representa�on.
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Jesus’ words were also devasta�ng: “Did not Moses give you
the law? Yet none of you keeps the law.”

This week, our task is to remember. In response to today’s
scriptures, may we remember the true character God desires
of us: righteousness, faith, obedience, love, and compassion.

Almighty God, I confess that I have some�mes focused more on
looking good than on being good. I confess that I have some�mes
been taken in by appearances and offered praise where none was
deserved and offered condemna�on where none was deserved. I
pray that you would make the faith of your people a robust faith
that reflects the words of Jeremiah: “…amend your ways and your
doings and act justly with one another, …do not oppress the
alien, the orphan or the widow and do not shed innocent blood in
this place, and … do not go a�er other gods to your own hurt...”
Forgive us for our sins and lead us in your righteous ways.
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Tuesday, March 9

A Past Half-Remembered
What happens when we forget how to tell the story?

I love to hear my kids (ages six and eight) tell stories because
the way they remember events is almost always unexpected.
Recently, they came home from school discussing the events
of the day:
“We stayed in for first recess, but we went out for second
recess.”
“You had to go out for second recess because the man who
was sick for one hundred days came back.”
“Yeah! And he brought the car!”
“Yeah! That’s why we went out for recess, too.”

To this day, I have no idea what actually happened. Who was
sick? For one hundred days? And what did this have to do with
recess? Who knows.

While it can be adorable and funny in children, unfortunately,
this is some�mes how the people of God remember. The
details get a li�le fuzzy. Cause and effect
become...ques�onable.
In today’s scriptures, we see what happens when God’s
people don’t quite remember their story.

Psalm 78 opens with a beau�ful introduc�on, which includes
the phrase, “I will u�er dark sayings from of old, things that
we have heard and known, that our ancestors have told us.”
The psalmist cau�ons against forge�ng our story, star�ng
with the Ephraimites. “They forgot what [God] had done, and
the miracles that [God] had shown them.” Their forge�ulness
led to their rebellion.

Likewise, Jeremiah chastened the Israelites for their memory
of God’s instruc�ons: “For in the day that I brought your
ancestors out of the land of Egypt, I did not speak to them or
command them concerning burnt offerings and sacrifices. But
this command I gave them: Obey my voice, and I will be your
God and you shall be my people; and walk only in the way
that I command you, so that it may be well with you.” This is
an invita�on to a vibrant rela�onship with the God of the
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instead replaced with empty repe��on of temple worship by
the �me of Jeremiah.

Finally, in the gospel reading, we read of people rejec�ng
Jesus’ beau�ful words of invita�on, “Let anyone who is thirsty
come to me and drink.” Some who were present rejected him
on the basis of their memory of scripture saying, “Surely the
Messiah does not come from Galilee, does he?” How sad that
their “memory” prevented them from quenching their thirst
by accep�ng Jesus.

Our theme for this season of Lent is “In the Wilds.” One thing
that happens “in the wild,” is that we lose all sense of
direc�on. We forget where we came from. We forget where
we’re headed. One of the most powerful things we can do
when we feel lost is to tell our stories. Today, take some �me,
following the lead of today’s scriptures to tell the story,
maybe cau�ously and quietly, asking, “Is this where I am? Is
this who I am? Is this my story?”

Almighty God, some�mes I remember with joy and incredulity the
mighty deeds you have done on my behalf. And some�mes I
forget your deeds. Some�mes I even rebel against your goodness.
I am everywhere in this psalm—the one who has seen your might
and the one who has forgo�en, the one who has rebelled and the
one who is rescued and redeemed. I come to you with empty
hands, confessing my inability to find my way out of this
wilderness. Teach me your stories. Make them so much a part of
me that I cannot tell my story without telling your story.

38



39

Wednesday, March 10

While WeWere S�ll Sinners
What happens when we forget how to confess?

When a muscle is unused for too long, it atrophies. It shrinks
and weakens. Maybe you have seen this happen to yourself
or a friend.

This can happen with our confessing muscle. We can fall into
the habit of glossing over, jus�fying, ignoring, or dismissing
our wrongdoing instead of simply confessing and repen�ng.
We can fall into simplified perspec�ves of good guys and bad
guys, heroes and villains, us and them. We are heroes who
maybe some�mes make insignificant mistakes. They are
villains who are thoroughly evil and can do no right. Heroes
don’t need to confess.

Our journey “Into the Wilds” these forty days offers us the
chance to enter spiritual occupa�onal therapy, to begin,
slowly and carefully, to re-engage our confession muscle. Free
of our familiar surroundings, our familiar stories start to grow
stale and hollow. Maybe we are not heroes a�er all? Maybe
the “insignificant” a�tudes, habits, ac�ons, and words are a
bigger problem than we first thought.

But all of that can be overwhelming. So, where do we start
when we don’t know how or what to confess? Today’s
scriptures offer us both a confession and a response. Drawing
from John 8, Psalm 82, Jeremiah 8, and Romans 5, read these
words of call and response aloud as the first step towards
confession.

You are the light of the world,
But we chose darkness.
You came from the Father,
But we did not know you. (John 8)

How long will we judge unjustly
And show par�ality to the wicked?
We confess that we have not defended the weak and the orphan
Or upheld the cause of the poor and the oppressed.
We confess that we have not rescued the weak and the needy
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We are all adulterers,
A crowd of unfaithful people.
We go from one evil to evil
And do not know the Lord.
We have taught our tongues to speak lies
And we commit iniquity and are too weary to repent. (Jeremiah 9)

We are powerless and weak.
We are ungodly. (Romans 5)

Come, in your mercy.
Forgive us our sins and forgive those who sin against us.
Amen.

Maybe it was hard to pray these words. Maybe it was hard to
confess that we have done wrong.

Even so, maybe these words opened your heart to see that
confession is not the worst thing. It is far worse to believe we
are heroes when we are actually someone else’s villain.

Take some �me to either read through this prayer of
confession again or to ask God to show you places in your
own life where you have not embodied God’s goodness and
need to offer your own confession.

Some�mes life forces us into the wilderness, but during Lent,
we willingly make the trek because when we do, we
remember to be people defined by confession and
repentance and by the grace and mercy of God.

40
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Thursday, March 11

YouWill Know the Truth
What happens when we forget the truth?

Nineteenth century Hasidic Rabbi Simcha Bunim taught:

Everyone must have two pockets, with a note in each
pocket, so that he can reach into the one or the other,
depending on the need. When feeling lowly and
depressed, discouraged or disconsolate, one should
reach into the right pocket, and, there, find the words:
“For my sake was the world created.” But when feeling
high and mighty one should reach into the le� pocket
and find the words: “I am but dust and ashes.”

During Lent, our focus is on the second pocket, the reminder
that we are but dust and ashes. But the truth of the first
pocket is always present, and today’s scriptures give us a
taste of both truths.

Jesus told the Pharisees, “If you con�nue in my word, you are
truly my disciples; you will know the truth, and the truth will
make you free.” The Greek word translated “con�nue” means
“to abide” or “to dwell.” Some versions translate this phrase as
“obeying” the teachings of Jesus. It is as we orient our lives
around Jesus that we discover the truth that will make us
free.

Some�mes, especially as we lose sight of Jesus, our pockets
fill with “truths” that describe fragments of our lives and our
world but leave us bound and hopeless. Lent is a season to
discard these “truths” and turn back to the truth of Jesus that
sets us free.

Lent reminds us that we come before God with empty hands
with no means by which we might save ourselves. Likewise,
we are powerless to counter the “truths” that accumulate
around us and within us that explain only a por�on of our
world. But when we humbly walk through the season of Lent,
the words of scripture can begin to reorient our eyes and
hearts back towards Jesus and strip away all the clu�er that
distracts us from Jesus.



Some of the deep truths from today’s scriptures:
“It is [the Lord] who made the earth by his power,
Who established the world by his wisdom,
And by his understanding stretched out the heavens.”
Jeremiah 8:12

“These things I remember
As I pour out my soul:
How I went with the throng,
And led them in the procession to the house of God,
With glad shouts and songs of thanksgiving,
A mul�tude keeping fes�val.
Why are you cast down, O my soul,
And why are you disquieted within me?
Hope in God; for I shall again praise him,
My help and my God.”
Psalm 42:5-6a

“Let me hear what God the Lord will speak,
For he will speak peace to his people,
To his faithful, to those who turn to him in their hearts.”
Psalm 85:8

“If, because of the one man’s trespass, death exercised
dominion through that one, much more surely will those who
receive the abundance grace and the free gi� of
righteousness exercise dominion in life through the one man,
Jesus Christ.”
Romans 5:17
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Friday, March 12

YouWill Be My People and I Will Be Your God
What happens when we forget who we are?

My son has only been a Cub Scout for a few months and has
only a�ended three in-person mee�ngs, but he has
enthusias�cally embraced his new iden�ty. When we ask him
if he will help with a project or if he feels comfortable doing
something challenging, he has one go-to response: “Of course
I can do it—I’m a Cub Scout!” Somehow, he has developed a
very strong understanding of what it means to be a Cub
Scout that informs his response to all kinds of situa�ons.

In today’s scriptures, we see similar kinds of statements of
iden�ty. The Pharisees told Jesus, “We are descendants of
Abraham and have never been slaves to anyone.” They were
confident of their iden�ty. But Jesus challenged their
confidence, responding that they were neither free nor
children of Abraham.

The same lament and challenge were present in Jeremiah’s
words. “You shall be my people, and I will be your God,” but
“they did not obey or incline their ear, but everyone walked in
the stubbornness of an evil will.”

Entering the wilderness of Lent offers us an opportunity to
carefully consider our understanding of who we are. What
defines our response to difficult seasons of life? Who are our
brothers and sisters?

Romans offers an important ar�cula�on of our iden�ty as the
people of God: “If we have died with Christ, we believe that
we will also live with him.”

This is good news! We live!

But our focus during the season of Lent is not on the
resurrec�on; our focus is on all that comes before, and
Romans, Jeremiah, and John all have something to say to us
today.
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Forge�ng our iden�ty is accompanied by sin. Paul warns in
Romans, “So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin
and alive to God in Christ.” Likewise, Jesus admonished the
Pharisees, “Very truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is
a slave to sin.” And Jeremiah says of Israel, “It was the Lord
who made it known to me, and I knew; then you showed me
their evil deeds.”

It is too easy to confuse our heritage with our iden�ty, but
according to these scriptures, our true iden�ty is
demonstrated by our ac�ons. When we are ruled by sin, it
does not ma�er who our father is; when we rebel against the
goodness of God, it does not ma�er what label we claim.

Almighty God, I confess that I have at �mes lost myself. I have
lost the connec�on between who I am and what I do. I pray that
you would bring me back to myself. I pray that you would give me
the strength and courage to look hard at the places of
dissonance, where what I do does not line up with who I believe
myself to be. Forgive me for the evil I have done. Teach me how to
be your people and for you to be my God. Teach me to remember
who I am—one who has died and now lives.

Saturday, March 13

My Glory Is Nothing
What happens when we forget who gives us life?

Many people choose to fast during the season of Lent. Some
choose to fast food en�rely or give up a par�cular food or
meal. Others choose to fast something else—an ac�vity,
maybe something that is part of their regular rou�ne. Did you
give up something for Lent? How is it going so far?

One of the benefits of choosing a fast for Lent is that it makes
us pay a�en�on. We pay a�en�on to how that thing is part of
our rou�ne. We pay a�en�on to how it affects us when we
don’t have it. If we fast food, we pay a�en�on to our
rumbling stomachs. We are keenly aware of the food around
us.
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A fast is the wilderness we choose. We choose to give up
something that gives us life in some way to remember that
the only true source of life is God.

Paul wrote in Romans 6, “When you were slaves of sin, you
were free in regard to righteousness. So what advantage did
you get from the things of which you are now ashamed? The
end of those things is death.” Paul’s rhetorical ques�on
challenges us to pause and consider what results when we
are slaves to sin. We live in shame with death rapidly
approaching.

Jesus also told the Pharisees, “Very truly, I tell you, whoever
keeps my word will never see death.” He went on to say, “If I
glorify myself, my glory is nothing. It is my Father who
glorifies me…” There were other paths to glory than the path
that Jesus walked, but those paths were dead ends.

There are many things that promise us life, but the wilderness
reminds us that those things can so easily vanish. What is le�
when our pursuit of glory leaves us empty and our pursuit of
life leads to death? Lent is the season when we remember the
answer to the ques�on of what remains: Jesus, only Jesus.

As the psalmist reminds us, we are but dust. All in which we
trust is passing away like grass.

But when we put our trust in things that are eternal instead
of the things that are passing, we receive the gi� of eternal
life.

Almighty God, I enter the wilderness willingly, but it is your gi� of
grace that sustains me within the wilderness. Remind me that the
things that are passing are but a breath, but your gi� of life is
eternal. I come before you with empty hands and receive with
gra�tude all the gi�s that you bestow upon me. May this season
of wilderness reveal my misplaced trust in things that are passing
and restore my trust in things that are eternal.



46



Monday, March 15

Free Food
John 6:1-15

Totally unexpected. I had just received a phone call that
peaceful protesters of George Floyd’s death had gathered on
a li�le bridge in my town. I dropped everything and drove
straight there. Teens from our midweek ministry were there
with various friends and rela�ves. Joining about a dozen
friends, they handed me a sign. They shared thoughts and
feelings of events that led to cra�ing messages of truth on a
posterboard, joining together at the bridge, waving kindly to
passersby, and receiving friendly beeps and bo�led waters. It
was ge�ng close to dinner�me, so I told them I would run
and get pizza for dinner. I ordered pizza for about 15. When I
returned, the group had doubled. A pleading prayer to the
Lord for enough was given. Children were fed first, then
adults. There was pizza remaining, so it was offered to police
officers, to folks walking by, and finally le�over slices were
boxed and sent home. For 6 days my friends gathered for a
peaceful protest. For 6 days we gathered together at the end
of each day for dinner together on the green grass by the
bridge. No ma�er our strategy, there were always more
people showing up for dinner than what we planned for.
Every meal ended the same: sharing un�l all had been fed,
then packaging le�overs and sending it home.

Food is powerful. In Genesis 1, on the third day of crea�on,
vegeta�on and trees produce fruit with the seed in it. The
Lord’s inten�on was everything that creeps upon the earth to
have plenty of food to freely eat. When sin entered crea�on
through ea�ng forbidden food, everything changed. Human
rela�onship to food became difficult as it was cul�vated from
the ground through sweat, toil, and thorns. When Jesus
Messiah miraculously feeds mul�tudes, we get a front row
view of the curse of sin being broken. All are fed and sa�sfied
for free. Rela�onships are mended, as a basic need of ea�ng
good food is available to everyone, and there is enough to
share. It’s also not lost on us the coincidence of feeding the
mul�tude near Passover �me, a celebra�on meal of
deliverance from slavery from Egypt. Jesus ushers in a new
era of deliverance worth celebra�ng.
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Entering this week’s theme of repentance, where do you see
humanity and crea�on despairing under the curse of sin by
the withholding of food? When have you found yourself
par�cipa�ng in withholding food? How can you par�cipate in
generosity by sharing food for the reconciling of the world, so
that everyone is freely fed?

Almighty God, help us to repent of our selfishness so that we
might become generous and gracious hosts.



Tuesday, March 16

Living Law

The Law and Statues of the Lord were delivered to us through
human hands and holy hearts with pure inten�ons. Holy, yet
laced with imperfec�on in delivery with the inten�on for
humanity to flourish.

Laws and statues,
Statues and laws,
Etched-a-sketched tablets,
Animated, curly-q on sun-baked pulp,
Chisels, stubby-hammers, blots of ink,
Tappity-tap, quibble-scribble,
Spiritual trance, audible sacredness,
Man’s heavy finger�p dicta�on of holy love,

Boundaries, structures, orders, judgements:
Life-blood and death,
Sweat and struggle,
Tears and laughter,
Rest and renew,
Pecking orders and passions,
Clean or dirty,
Thrive or survive,
Divine hide and seek,
Curbing the curses,
How close is too close?
How far is too far?
Human barter swap shop.
Searching for rest
Longing for stop.

Crea�on rises
Mu�lated, mangled
Abscessed, leprous
Creeping close with revenge
Of our own making.

It’s a complex wonder why the Lord con�nued to hold both
sides of the covenant for us knowing humanity has failed
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repeatedly in law and statute keeping. Why would the divine
make a covenant with the non-divine?
Des�ned to our foibles and failures?
Unable to follow divine instruc�ons?
Des�ned to rebuke and redirec�on?
Saving us countless �mes from ourselves and another?

The eternal, boundless God in mystery enters the limited,
confined, and pre-�cketed label of a specific human body.
Jesus models soul-keeping with divine love, burs�ng laws,
and statues open like balloons stretched beyond capacity and
containers. This freedom was welcoming and offensive.

It is painful.
It is healing.
It is holy.
It is wholeness.
It is rest.

Lord, we repent of the painful mess we’ve made of laws and
statues. Lord, we submit our limited, broken bodies and
stories to a new covenant.
I will be a new thing:
Like tea leaves steeping in steamy water,
Holy love, infuse through our par��ons,
Lancing open prejudices for healing,
Gushing freedom through statutes,
Reinsta�ng crea�on’s nourishment for all:
Bread, fish, manna, quail,
Vine and living water.
Pouring out life and love,
My body, my sacrifice,
Living on the altar,
Alter me in holy bap�sm.
Etch-a-sketch my soul,
Curly-q and quibble,
Chisel, scribble,
Pain and healing,
Holy wholeness,
Law and statues alive.
Sabbath holy rest.
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Wednesday, March 17

Reshaping Chaos

The childhood art of crea�ng playdough delicacies and baking
mud pies and cakes in the sunshine calls for strong
imagina�ons of crea�on-making that feeds souls,
rela�onships, and fulfills mission. Every eager and generous
hand making and sharing changes our world. The shaping of
po�er’s clay and bread doughs is aimed at a desired purpose
whether it is to hold food or be food. The purpose lies in the
hands of the shaper of the dough. It’s humorous to think of
dough shaping itself. It needs the hands of another to shape
itself. Our lives also are shaped and formed by what we
submit ourselves to. Jesus shows himself an example of
submission to the kneading, shaping, baking, and nourishing
of God for the purpose of reconciling the world to life
through holy love.

It’s easy to refer to the beauty of being kneaded, shaped,
baked, and used with kingdom purpose, but submi�ng my
body to the process is another ma�er. I have objected and
reminded God how uncomfortable it feels to be kneaded,
shaped, baked, and shared. But wait. God may start over with
an extreme makeover. Reshaping of the whole vessel rather
than touch-ups is a stronger restora�on for the longevity of
the vessel’s use. Spiritual maturity allows holy hands to shape
a purpose beyond myself for God’s mission. If I resist the
hands of God, something else will consume me and shape me
for its selfish purposes. When I sense my shaping is in danger
of ungodly circumstances beyond my control, I can s�ll
choose for the Lord to master my shape as something life-
giving, which can reshape the chaos around me to God’s
glory.

What hands have we submi�ed ourselves to for the shaping?
Do we have the courage to admit when we are marred and
need God to do a makeover? What freedom does a painful
re-do give you? Is God shaping you to resist and reshape a
chaos to submit to the Lord? What steps will you take this
week to choose God as the po�er, shaping and reshaping you
to minister to the world around you?



Thursday, March 18

Star-Studded Vision

The checkout-line tabloid magazines reflect our obsession
with the rich and famous. In our human desire to be seen and
known, loved and accepted, we look to their popularity and
wealth as the pinnacle of success. Our star-studded vision
forgets the rich and famous are ordinary people who make
decisions for good and evil, righteousness and wickedness,
and will be held accountable before the Lord for their
influence. They are subject to the Lord just as all others.
Influence is not reserved for the rich and famous. Everyone
has various degrees of influence on their world. The use of
power and influence is very important. Shallum, son of King
Josiah, built a mansion by injus�ce of the people and
dishonor to God. Shallum lived life in wicked self-adora�on.
Jeremiah the prophet announced that in judgement the Lord
will shame the wicked; consequently, Shallum’s end will be
dishonorable.

In contrast, Jesus’ choice of influence by serving others does
a new thing. Led by the Spirit, influence and power is released
and distributed among God’s children to share in the work of
the Kingdom of God for God’s glory, not our own—hearts,
heads, and minds working together in common mission and
purpose of redemp�on.

It’s super deceiving to get caught up in earthly success and
power. When the top rung of the success ladder is reached,
o�en there is nothing there to nourish our soul, and below
lies the carnage of our ascent. Welcome holy transforma�on
into harmful power structures by confessing par�cipa�on
with injus�ce and wrongdoing. Repent and turn away from
par�cipa�on in unjust power and success. Ask for the Spirit
to lead you in asking forgiveness for your par�cipa�on. Obey
the Spirit’s leading in reconcilia�on and healing as a living
witness that you are a child of God. Share and redistribute
influence inten�onally, especially to marginalized persons.
Success that the Lord desires is a heart and life surrendered
to humility, considering others be�er than self.
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Friday, March 19

Ending the Blame Game

It’s an understatement that humanity is in a mess. The
pandemic seems to have no end in sight even as vaccines are
administered to the popula�on. It will be months and years
before we recognize relief from pandemic sufferings and
experience full freedom to gather again. When we are
overwhelmed with our sufferings it’s our nature to figure out
who is to blame for this mess. A foreign country? A sloppy lab
tech? Global leaders? Many are glad to give answers of who
and where to place blame.

The theme this week is “repent.” Repent is “to turn away.” Do
we have the courage to humble ourselves and “to turn away”
from weary mo�ons of thinking that keep us from
flourishing? Imagine “turning away” from the endless
accusa�on game that started with the fall in the Garden of
Eden, and ask instead what part did I have in the pandemic?
Humble our heart before the Lord. Listen to the Holy Spirit. I
am convinced the Spirit will speak truth into us, leading
toward reconcilia�on of the world to God.

Choosing to live into God’s law of holy love takes courage.
“To turn away” from popular opinion carries risk. Joseph was
facing the wild situa�on of his betrothed being pregnant. The
blame game had to be in full swing. Then the Spirit visited in a
dream to turn away to another reality. The Messiah was
coming into the world. Joseph had every right to enforce the
holy law for his own well-being. The Spirit led him to break
with popular opinion. In humbleness Joseph chose the law of
holy love, releasing mercy and the Messiah’s birth into the
world.

Name a wild situa�on that is overwhelming to you. What
would be a popular response to this life challenge?
Considering God’s law of love, listen closely to the Holy Spirit.
What ac�on can you take that reveals to the world how
expansive God’s love is for us all? Name what you risk when
you love in holy abundance. May the Lord transform this risk
into the reconciling of the world to Jesus Messiah who has
come.
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Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to
accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask of imagine,
to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all
genera�ons, forever and ever. Amen. (Ephesians 3:20-21 NRSV)

Saturday, March 20

Facing Truth

Jesus’ words are spirit and life. Not popular for folks who
want, want, want. Gimme, gimme, gimme. Covenant is a two-
way road, give AND take, highs and lows, a mutual
rela�onship commi�ed to struggles and victories as the
redemp�on of the world emerges. Gathering with Jesus in the
synagogue that day, the Jews were unable to hear
redemp�on in Jesus’ words to eat his flesh and drink his
blood. They assumed unorthodoxy. Many disciples turned
back from following Jesus. (v. 66) Jesus was viewed a failure.

Jeremiah had similar reviews. With looming judgement and
coming exile, Jeremiah insisted the Lord’s warning. Prophets
and priests who falsely claimed peace, wellness, and posi�ve
vibes were to be avoided. Jeremiah lamented as stubborn
hearts chose to avoided his news. The truth of coming defeat
for God’s people was insul�ng for the Isrealites to hear.
Delusional leadership insisted calamity was NOT coming.
Jeremiah suffered rejec�on and abuse for his honesty.

Rejec�on of the messages and messengers does not stop the
truth.

Jesus con�nued ministry with few followers. His persecu�on
and death were viewed by crowds but precious few gathered
at the foot of his cross. The resurrec�on good news was
spread by a believing woman, and his ascension was viewed
by a gathered few. It was at Pentecost that 3,000 were
added. The gospel truth they received was carried back to
their homelands a�er Pentecost’s fes�val. Transforming truth
was unstoppable.
Jeremiah’s message of truth from the Lord was not stopped
by sugar-coa�ng the people’s sin against God’s covenant.
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Israel suffered a cruel defeat by Babylon and were dragged
from their land into exile punishment. Another truth emerged
over �me. God restored his people keeping His covenant with
them through the punishment. The truth of God’s covenant
love was not defeated.

Truth is what we long for. It becomes a struggle to decipher
truth when we a�ach feelings and personal preferences to
what we want to be the truth. We want truth to feel good,
but o�en truth is painful. Living a life of repentance leads us
to face truths with brutal honesty. Is there a nagging truth
that you need to address in your life with the Lord? A trusted
friend, spiritual leader, and counselor can help lead a humble
heart through tender places to confess denying the truth. In
the humble place of confession, we find our way to health
and healing for our soul that will affect our world for the
Kingdom of God.

Almighty God, we confess that we have not always sought the
truth. Help us to face the truth of our own sinfulness so that we
might repent and turn toward you.
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Monday, March 22

SurelyWe Are Not Blind, Are We? Part 1
John 9:1-17

Jesus is walking along one day, minding his own business
when he stumbles upon a man who had been blind from
birth. While they are passing by, Jesus’ disciples put a
ques�on to Jesus, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his
parents, that he was born blind?” In those days, it was
commonly believed that if you were born with a defect like
blindness that someone in your family had sinned.
Abnormali�es were seen as signs of God’s displeasure with
you and your family.

Instead of giving the disciples one of the two standard
answers, Jesus simply states that the man was born blind so
that God’s glory might be displayed through him. Jesus is
saying that this man was blind precisely so Jesus could heal
him. This might not se�le well with us. Why make a man
suffer as long as he has just to prove something?

I’m not sure that Jesus means here what we might think he
means. I don’t think that Jesus is sta�ng that it was all part of
God’s divine plan to have this blind man here at this moment
just so Jesus could heal him. I think Jesus understands that
any form of brokenness is an opportunity for God’s grace and
mercy to be put on display.

The world is dark, and Jesus is the light of the world. All the
things that Jesus does brings light into the world. So now,
Jesus will bring light, for the first �me ever, into this man’s
world. He mixes a li�le mud, smears it on the man’s eyes, and
sends him to go and wash. The man obeys and receives his
sight.

There’s another form of blindness in this story, however. The
Pharisees are indignant that Jesus’ work at bringing God’s
light into the world has occurred on the Sabbath! The
Sabbath is a day of rest, a day of honoring God’s crea�ve
ac�vity. It is a day of res�ng in the provision and care of God.
One would think that healing a man who could not see would



58

be an honest way of honoring the Sabbath. Not so, according
to the Pharisees!

How o�en are our eyes clouded to see the reality of God at
work in our world? I dare say far too o�en! As we head down
the home stretch toward Easter, may your prayer be one that
calls upon God to open your eyes so that you might see God’s
kingdom for what it really is, light and life.

Almighty God, we pray that you would open our eyes as you
opened the eyes of the blind man. Help us to see all that you are
doing in this world to restore it.

Tuesday, March 23

SurelyWe Are Not Blind, Are We? Part 2
John 9:18-40

For a while, there were these books that were really popular.
These books contained brightly colored pages with pa�erns
drawn all over them. Within the brightly colored pa�erns,
there were pictures placed. If you stared at the book long
enough, and in the right kind of way, an image began to
emerge. A person could get lost in one of those books for a
very long �me. What became apparent was that not everyone
was able to see the picture. Some folks could gaze at the
page all day long with their only reward being a headache.

As we read the Gospel of John, we begin to wonder if Jesus
seems to be like one of those hidden pictures books to the
religious leaders. Like everyone else, they have been
watching his every move since the day that he emerged. Yet,
it seems like for all of their watching they are unable to see
Jesus for who he really is.

Yesterday, we read about Jesus healing a man who had been
blind from birth. Jesus healed him by making a li�le mud,
smearing it on the man’s eyes, and sending him to wash in the
Pool of Siloam. The only catch was that it was the Sabbath.
Apparently, you weren’t supposed to do things like heal
people on the Sabbath.
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The Pharisees want to get to the bo�om things, so they call
the man’s parents in to ques�on them. His parents are afraid
and so defer back to their son. The formerly blind man
wonders at how these men of faith can fail to see that Jesus
is doing the work of God. “If this man were not from God, he
could do nothing.” The man’s confession is spot on. The
Pharisees, however, disregard him because they believe he
was born in sin.

A li�le later on, the man and Jesus have another encounter.
Jesus says the remarkable—that he has come to give sight to
the blind and make blind those who see. I don’t think Jesus is
saying that he wants those who think they can see to go
blind. He’s speaking metaphorically, of course. The truth is,
that as we grow confident in what we think we know, we can
become overly confident, ruling out everything that isn’t
within the scope of our narrow vision. When we do this, we
fail to see the remarkable things that God is doing. We miss
out the healing that God wants to bring to us and our land.

Some of the Pharisees overhear this last conversa�on.
Perhaps, there is hope for them as they wonder aloud if it is,
in fact, the case that they are blind. One of the keys to our
con�nual growth in Christlikeness is constantly asking God to
reveal himself and his Kingdom to us.

Almighty God, forgive us for some�mes thinking we know what
you’re up to. Help us to not get caught up in what we think you
are doing that we miss what you actually are doing. Lord, help us
to see!
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Wednesday, March 24

The Other Sheep
John 10:1-18

Other sheep! Jesus’ words about having other sheep seem to
jump off the page at anyone who might style themselves an
insider. I wonder how those who had gathered around to hear
Jesus speak reacted to his comment about sheep from
outside the flock. Were they thinking, “And what might those
other sheep be, Jesus? Huh?” with an air of incredulity at the
no�on that they weren’t as privileged as they thought? Or,
were they thinking, “Humm, what an interes�ng thought!” We
know some of those listening thought Jesus had gone mad or
that he had a demon. We have only to read the next few
verses to catch a glimpse of the divided reac�on that Jesus
received.

Of course, throughout the passage, Jesus makes fine use of
the image of God as the one who shepherds Israel. God as
shepherd is a stock image in Israel’s literature, “The Lord is my
shepherd…” (Psalm 23). But who are these other sheep?
Because we know the end of the story, those other sheep are
the Gen�les. While the promise that through Israel the whole
world would be blessed occurs early in their collec�ve
history, by Jesus’ �me, it seems that Israel had forgo�en
about God’s words to Abraham. One gets the feeling that
Jesus’ contemporaries thought that God’s salva�on was
meant only for them.

The early church would go on to struggle with how best to
include those Gen�les who found themselves drawn to the
way of Jesus Christ. As the ranks of believers grew, the issues
dri�ed into irrelevance. So, why harp on this par�cular
sec�on of Jesus’ words? Simply, because I wonder if
some�mes the church thinks like Israel, understanding itself
to be the sole recipient of God’s salva�on.

Sure, we love to evangelize, telling anyone we might meet the
Good News of Jesus Christ, but are we really indiscriminate
with our message? A quick visual survey of your community
of faith next �me you are gathered will answer that ques�on.
We were once the other sheep about which Jesus spoke, but
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we’ve been a part of the fold for a while now, long enough to
have become insiders.

Jesus’ words beg us to take a good long look around our
community while asking a few ques�ons, who are the other
sheep? Who has my imagina�on precluded me from gran�ng
full acceptance into the flock, and why have I excluded them?
How might I reimagine what God is doing in the world around
me that just might include those other sheep?

Almighty God, forgive us for clinging to our status as insiders.
Forgive us for excluding those who are not like us from
experiencing your salva�on. Help us to see the world with new
eyes, so that we might fully par�cipate in your mission in the
world.

Thursday, March 25

Beau�ful Feet
Isaiah 52:7-12

I love wearing sandals. In fact, any day that might appear to
be considered “warm,” I’ll slip on my favorite sandals for the
day. It doesn’t ma�er what season it really is; if it’s warm in
January, my feet will be mostly bare. The thing about sandals,
and this is true for me and for everyone else who has ever
gone sock less, is that they don’t protect your feet from dirt
and grime. During the summer months, depending on the
ac�vity, my feet can become pre�y gross.

This was especially true for those �mes throughout history
before pavement and concrete. Even cobblestone streets
didn’t totally mi�gate road dirt and grim. Add to dusty dirty
roads the need to walk everywhere you go, and you end up
with some par�cularly filthy feet. Dirty feet, well, feet in
general, are usually anything but beau�ful.

It’s with some surprise that the author of Isaiah describes the
feet of those who bring the good news of God’s peace and
redemp�on as being beau�ful. They were beau�ful because
they were bearing the people who told about God’s plans to
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bring restora�on to Jerusalem. In the context of Exile, God’s
people had been decimated. Many of Israel’s inhabitants had
been killed; those that were not killed were carried off to a
land not their own.

Now, however, God proclaims that Israel’s punishment is
over. God will once again return to Jerusalem. He will
establish his presence in the Temple. God’s salva�on is close
at hand. Even the ugliest of messengers will be seen as lovely
when they bring this kind of news! Dusty and dirty feet would
become things of beauty.

In our culture, it has become very easy to only trust things
that are beau�ful. We have beau�ful people tell us to live this
way or that. We have beau�ful people sell us this beau�ful
thing or that beau�ful thing. It works, too. We are way more
likely to buy something from an a�rac�ve person than an
ugly one.

The difference is in the message. Our culture needs to dress
things up so we will buy what they are selling. The message of
God’s salva�on turns things that are not beau�ful into things
that are. When we give ourselves to the message of God’s
coming salva�on, it begins to work in us, roo�ng out all that
is ugly and begins to replace those things with that which is
of surpassing beauty—God’s love. As we carry God’s message
of salva�on to those who need it, we are transformed. It
works on us from the inside out.

Almighty God, thank you for the beau�ful message of your grace
and salva�on. May your love clean us from the inside out so that
we become beau�ful people who bear a beau�ful message to a
world in need of healing.
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Friday, March 26

Se�ng Up Shop in Exile
Jeremiah 29:1-15

Jeremiah 29:11 is one of the most quoted verses in all of the
Bible. It is used by some to peddle a prosperity gospel. God
has great plans for you, plans to prosper you, plans for a
bright future. If only you have enough faith, God will bless
you, materially speaking. Others use it as a personal
tes�mony about how God has plans for their life. Some�mes
it is used to jus�fy ac�ons that might benefit themselves
personally but bring harm or hurt to those around them. “God
has plans for me…”

All of these uses seem to miss the point en�rely. As we read,
in its en�rety, this le�er from Jeremiah to those who have
just recently been taken into exile, we begin to understand
that, while God has a plan for them, it first involves them
living in a place that is not their home. The context of the
le�er is the exile, God’s punishment on Israel for her
con�nual disobedience and unfaithfulness.

Even though the context of the passage is dark and grim, it
s�ll ends in hope. If you find yourself in exile, don’t struggle
against it. Put down roots. Build a house and get married.
Have children and give them away in marriage. You’re going
to be here awhile.

Some�mes, like Israel, we find ourselves in exile. We have
been unfaithful or disobedient so long that the consequences
of our ac�ons and choices have led us to a dark place. While
there is grace and forgiveness, there isn’t always an
immediate relief from consequences. You can’t run from it.
This is what Jeremiah is trying to communicate to his people.
Own your sin. Take a deep hard look at what it has cost you.
Confess it.

Then, God says, when you turn to him when you have owned
your sin and have lived out the consequences, then he will
heal you and restore you. God has plans for us. He never
stops having plans for us, plans for our health and well-being,
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but some�mes we come along and insert ourselves in those
plans only for our harm.

So, if you find yourself in a bad spot resul�ng from your own
ill-advised choice, the faster you own your sin, the more you
begin to understand what you have done and how much it
has cost you, the faster you might move out of exile. In the
mean�me, se�le down. Wait pa�ently for God to bring
healing.

Almighty God, we confess our sins to you. We have taken your
plans for our life and made them our own. We have brought
about our own exile. Help us to wait pa�ently for your healing
and restora�on.

Saturday, March 27

Unbind Him…
John 11:28-44

I hate sleeping in a sleeping bag. I’ve always hated it. My
dislike for the sleeping bag stems from the way it restricts my
sleeping. I just can’t move around at all, which is bad because
I move around a lot when I’m sleeping, much to the
displeasure of my wife! It’s reached the point that when I
have a choice at all, I take sheets and a blanket.

As much as I don’t like the restric�on that a sleeping bag
brings, I don’t like being restricted in other ways, too. I don’t
like people telling me what I can and cannot do. I like to be
free. Over the years, I’ve learned that what I think is freedom
actually ends up binding me. I may feel that I am free to make
the choice that I see fit, but more o�en than not, the
consequences of those choices end up tying me down.

That’s the problem with sin. The voice inside us that calls for
us to enjoy a self-serving freedom really doesn’t bring us
freedom; it enslaves us. The more we make choices that we
think are for our freedom, the more we bind ourselves to sin
and the death that stems from it. The alcoholic may make a
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free choice to drink, but sooner or later that choice may bind
him or her by landing him or her in jail.

In the Lazarus narra�ve we find in the gospel of John, we
witness Jesus freeing Lazarus from death. Death has bound
him. It would be unwise to say that it was because of his sin,
rather Lazarus had simply become sick and died.
Nevertheless, Jesus arrives on the scene, offers up a prayer to
his Father in Heaven, and calls Lazarus from the dead. A�er
four days of being dead and some decomposi�on later,
Lazarus emerges from the grave.

What I love so much about this story is that Lazarus emerges
s�ll bound by his burial clothes. The last ves�ges of death s�ll
cling to him. If he were to remain in those clothes too long,
the filth and death that lingers on them would cause Lazarus
to get sick again. What does Jesus do? Does he run over and
remove the clothes himself? No. He urges those around him
to unbind the man.

Many around us are bound by their own sin. The freedom
they think they enjoy has enslaved them. The death that
comes from sin clings �ghtly to their hands, feet, and face.
Jesus has called them out from the grave, and some have
emerged to find new life. Yet, their burial clothes remain. Can
you hear Jesus calling to you, “Unbind them…let them go!”
You and I have work to do—the work of loosening the bonds
of death that remain on our new brothers and sister in Christ.
Go now, in the power of Christ, unbind those who are
enslaved to sin and the death that results!

Almighty God, thank you for unbinding us from sin and the death
that results from it. Help us be a�en�ve to your call to help
unbind those who you have been given new life. Help us serve
those who have not yet been freed from the sin that entangles
them.
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Monday, March 29

According to Your Steadfast Love
Psalm 51

King David is known as a man a�er God’s own heart. He’s
one of the good guys. Yet, the story behind this par�cular
psalm is anything but a reflec�on of God’s heart. In this story,
David is the bad guy. One day, David is out on the roof of his
house. The royal army is off at war, which is where David
ought to be, too. Here he is, though, relaxing while others
work and die. While he is up on the roof, he spots a beau�ful
woman who is bathing over on the roof of another house.
Kings get what they want, I suppose, and it seems David
knew that. So, he has someone fetch this young woman;
Bathsheba is her name. One thing leads to another…

As if David’s ini�al ac�ons weren’t bad enough, when he
discovers that Bathsheba is pregnant and her husband has
been off at war in his army, David devises a plan to cover
things up. He’ll bring Uriah, Bathsheba’s husband, home so
that no one will be the wiser. Only Uriah is an upright man
who can’t stand being home while his comrades are off at
war. He sleeps in the doorway. His first plan foiled, David
devises another plan. He writes a le�er to the commander of
the army to put Uriah in the middle of the heaviest figh�ng
and then to have those around him fall back and leave him
vulnerable. This is how Uriah meets his end. David is then
free to take Bathsheba as his wife.

Thinking he’s go�en away with murder and adultery, David
moves on with life, un�l one day he is confronted by God via
the prophet Nathan. David does what most kings in Israel’s
history don’t do, he listens to the prophet and turns back
toward God. This is what makes David a man a�er God’s
heart—his willingness to be corrected, to allow others to
convict him of the sin in his life, and to move forward from it.

The opening of the psalm should give us pause. David calls on
God to have mercy on him, not because David is otherwise
good, or because David has served so well, or because David
might con�nue to do great things for God. He calls on God’s
mercy not because he would hate to think of his unborn child
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growing up fatherless. David calls on God’s mercy because
that is who David knows God to be—steadfast in his love and
abundant in mercy.

God will have mercy on David (and us!) because that is who
God is. We can’t claim to understand it because nothing in
our world operates like that. We can only hope that somehow
we can begin to emulate God’s mercy and steadfast love.
There’s one more step, however. David calls out to have his
heart cleaned and his spirit renewed. David knows that God’s
mercy isn’t really enough; it will take another work of God to
cleanse him from within. He wants to change; he wants to be
new. I hope that’s your prayer, too.

Almighty God, create in us a clean and new heart. In your
goodness and faithfulness, renew us.

Tuesday, March 30

A Seed and Its Death
John 12:20-26

I’m not much of a gardener. In fact, every �me we try to grow
something, it has a short, glorious life and then spu�ers out
before it can produce any fruit. That is if it sprouts at all. A
few years back, we decided to plant a few vegetables in a
small garden that the previous owners of our house had le�.
The area gets a fair amount of sun, and I thought it would be
a suitable place to plant something. I should have known that
since the weeds weren’t even growing there that my chances
of gaining a yield of tomatoes were slim.

Spring�me came around, and I took the seeds, dug �ny holes,
and placed them straight into the ground. I watered and
waited, and then watered and waited some more. A few
weeks passed, and nothing had sprouted. It should have been
plenty of �me for growth to occur, according to the
instruc�ons on the packet at least. The seeds had died yet
failed to rise again so that they might produce fruit.
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According to agricultural wisdom, a seed doesn’t really die
when it germinates and begins to produce a plant. Rather, it is
transformed and begins to fulfill its full God-given poten�al.
Of course, Jesus and his hearers didn’t have the benefit of our
modern science and so understood that a seed, when planted
in the dirt, dies and then, in a way, rises to new life. One li�le
seed can bring forth an astounding harvest.

Jesus uses this image to help some Greeks understand what
it is that is about to happen. Jesus, if you will, is a seed. He’s
about to give himself up to death so that something greater,
bigger, and be�er may emerge. Jesus says this is true about
his own life and ministry. Jesus dies, is raised to new life
through the Father, and the result is that a great harvest of
transforma�on, salva�on, and redemp�on is reaped.

He takes it a step further. While his own life is a seed that will
die and rise again to produce a great harvest, so also our lives
must follow suit. We must view our lives (our hopes, dreams,
and desires even) for what they are—small and insignificant.
When we come to faith in Christ, we are planted deep in the
rich soil of God’s grace and mercy. It may take some �me, but
in the end, our seed, which has died, begins to sprout the
stalk and leafy greens of the Chris�an life. As we emerge
from the soil of God’s grace and mercy, we stretch out toward
the light of Christ’s love and faithfulness. The Son shines on
us, the Spirit rains on us, and we begin to produce the fruit
we were intended to produce.

In a few days, we celebrate Jesus’ death. Come, die along with
Christ so that we might rise to new life and produce an
incredible harvest.

Almighty God, help us to die to all that we hold dear. Help us
gather nutrients from you so that we might sprout into Chris�ans
who bear much fruit.
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Wednesday, March 31

“What Should I Say…?”
John 12:27-36

A few months ago, we celebrated Bap�sm of our Lord
Sunday, the day we retell the story of Jesus’ bap�sm. We tell
this story every year, at the beginning of Epiphany, to remind
us of Jesus’ commissioning and sending into ministry. The
story itself is great. Jesus comes to John the Bap�st to be
bap�zed. In some of the gospels, John protests, but Jesus
insists. The crowning moment comes when Jesus emerges
from the water, and the heavens break open. The Holy Spirit
descends, and we hear the very voice of God declare that
Jesus is his son in whom God is well pleased.

Now, as Jesus begins to make his final movements toward the
cross, knowing fully what is ahead, he remembers this same
story. The wri�ng is on the wall, he knows there is great
suffering ahead, his soul is very troubled. As he is talking with
his disciples, he asks them a rhetorical ques�on, “And what
should I say—‘Father, save me from this hour?’” He goes on to
say that this hour of suffering is why he came. Instead of
choosing to flee from suffering, he seeks to glorify his Father.

As in the bap�sm story, we hear a voice from heaven
confirming that Jesus has indeed glorified the name of his
Father. What Jesus was sent to do, what he was publicly
commissioned to do at his bap�sm, he has now done or
commi�ed to do. Just like in his bap�sm story, some heard
the voice as thunder.

There’s a connec�on here between these two stories. Jesus is
sent through his bap�sm, and instead of running from the
suffering that his bap�smal sending will cost him, Jesus
chooses to glorify his Father. Likewise, when we are bap�zed,
we are sent as Jesus was sent. Like Jesus, some�mes we are
sent to suffer, not for suffering’s sake, but for the sake of the
Father and his mission in our world. Our suffering, either at
the hands of those who would reject Christ’s good news or
because of the sacrificial way in which we give of ourselves
for others, it glorifies our Father in heaven.
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As we approach Easter Sunday, let us remember our own
bap�sm. Let us remember the calling to which we were
called. Let us remember that we were sent like Christ was
sent. Then, when we face suffering, for whatever reason,
especially for the sake of the Gospel, let us respond like Jesus
responded, “And what should I say—‘Father save me from this
hour?’ No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour.”

Almighty God, thank you for sending us out like you sent your Son
Jesus. Help us to live like Jesus in �mes of suffering. Help us to
remain steadfast in our mission. Help us to glorify your name
through our suffering.

Maundy Thursday, April 1

As We are One
John 17:10-11

Unity seems to be in short supply these days. Unless you’ve
had your head in the sand for the last few years, you know
this to be true. When fac�ons of whatever ideology you
might choose, talk of unity, what they mean is something like,
“We’ll be unified if we mostly get our way.” I’m sure that the
fractured state of affairs we now experience is nothing new.
Some�mes, peace and unity seem only to be brief interludes
between conflict and divisiveness. Regre�ully, the church
seems to be no different than the world around it.

It’s Maundy Thursday, though, and our focus should not be on
what divides us. Maundy comes from the La�n word for
“commandment.” On this day, we celebrate, and I’m not sure
that’s the right word, Jesus commanding his followers to “love
one another, as I have loved you” (John 15:3). If there is
anything that love is not, it is not divisive. True love seeks to
unify, not fracture. So, Jesus commands his disciples, and us
too, by the way, to love each other as he has loved us. Seems
simple enough, right?

When it comes to today’s passage, however, it gets a bit more
complicated. Right before Jesus’ arrest, he’s praying for the
Father to protect the disciples. In that moment, Jesus’ desire
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that the Father will protect his followers so that, “they may be
one, as we are one” (John 17:11). From what is Jesus thinking
his followers need to be protected? Disunity? Discord caused
by selfishness? Bickering? Envy and jealousy? All of the
above, and more? Probably.

What I think we most o�en miss on Maundy Thursday is that
the commandment to love isn’t just a love that washes feet.
It’s a love that goes beyond acts of service, or maybe even
self-sacrifical giving. The love that Jesus desires for us is that
we might be one as Jesus and the Father are one. We are to
love the love of unity, the love of the Trinity in all its
wonderful mystery. This, I think, is the hardest love of all
because it requires that we bare the deepest levels of who we
are to the other. It requires that we lay aside the essence of
who we are in our selfishness so that we can become
something far greater than we could ever be alone—the
church, a witness, a sign, and a foretaste of the Kingdom of
God.

Almighty God, make us one as you and the Son and Spirit are
one. Help us to willingly receive the unifying love you have given
us. Help us to lavishly give away this love so that your church
might be unified.

Good Friday, April 2

“It Is Finished”
John 19:1-42

These words, “It is finished,” in the mouth of Jesus seem a bit
confusing to me. What exactly does Jesus mean by them? I’m
sure we could read this phrase a few different ways. They
could mean, “…my �me here is done. I’ve been faithful, even
unto death.” Of course, that would be true. Jesus had been
faithful. He has persevered even to the gruesome end. Never
has he shi�ed from the path that he and the Father decided
upon long ago.

Or, I suppose he could have meant, “…it is done, they’ve done
all they can do to me. The pain is finally over.” This too would
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be true. Jesus had been beaten severely, deprived of humane
treatment. He had nails run through his hands and his feet.
He was li�ed up on a cross and hung there to expire. Yes, for
any of us, death would bring a sense of freedom.

We could read it as if Jesus meant, “…God’s plan is finished.
It’s all over, salva�on has been achieved.” I think this is where
we get stuck. We focus, rightly so, on Christ’s death as the
means of our salva�on. There is a long streak in the Old
Testament that supports the idea that without the shedding
of blood there can be no forgiveness of sins. Christ becomes
the ul�mate sacrifice, which, of course, he is. But without the
resurrec�on, his sacrifice means nothing.

While today is Good Friday, and we cannot get too far ahead
of ourselves, we must realize that when Jesus says that it is
finished, that it really isn’t finished at all; there’s more to the
story. While we sit and wait, in darkness and despair, we must
not give up hope. What looks like from a human standpoint
an ending—death—it is really the beginning of something
greater.

Today, go to a Good Friday service. Sit, hear the story of
Jesus’ final days. Meditate on the fear and selfishness that led
to his arrest. Contemplate the cowardice that led Peter to
deny Jesus. Focus on Jesus’ willingness to allow himself to be
killed for our sake. Feel Jesus’ pain as he is beaten and hung
on the cross. Experience a shortness of breath as you watch
the Christ candle slowly go out.

As you do those things, as you let yourself be taken up in the
moment, as Jesus u�ers, “It is finished,” know deep down in
your heart that it is not the end of life but the beginning.
Leave in the sadness of mourning, but leave with a flicker of
hope, knowing that in a few short days we will gather back
together, and the Christ candle will again burn brightly.

Almighty God, forgive us, for we know not what we do.
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Holy Saturday, April 3

Nothing to Say…
Psalm 130

Holy Saturday is a dark day. Like many occasions, the day
a�er a terrible event can be worse than the event itself. Who
hasn’t suffered greatly on the day a�er a significant
rela�onship has ended? The suffering and anguish that occurs
the day a�er the news is received that you have cancer can
be unbearable.

Reality has begun to set in. That good thing that we have
come to rely on, that we have come to love and cherish, it is
finally over. The landscape of our life has changed, never to
be the same again, and not for the be�er. Our hearts and our
minds do us no favors as we have a tendency to live in the
past, where memories of what once was come flooding back
at the worst of �mes.

Holy Saturday is a dark day because of the reality, for the
disciples and for us, that our Lord and Master has been killed.
His body has been beaten and broken. Nails have been driven
into his hands and feet. A spear has pierced his side. In
anguish, we watched as he cried out to the Father and gave
up his spirit. Even more so, his lifeless body was taken from
the cross and laid in a tomb, sealed shut with guards to stand
watch. Truly, it is finished.

It is on these kinds of days that we realize that we really have
nothing to say. All of our hopes seem to have died along with
Jesus. The reality of the ma�er defies our a�empts to explain
what has happened and why. Our a�empts to reason it out
only lead us toward more heartbreak. Christ has died.

If we were to say anything at all, it would be to echo the
words of the psalmist, “I wait for the Lord, my soul waits…my
soul waits for the Lord, more than those who watch for the
morning, more than those who watch for the morning.” So,
we wait for the morning.

Surprisingly, in the wai�ng there is hope. In the Hebrew text
of our psalm, the words for “wait” and the words for “hope”
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are linked; they share a similar root and gramma�cal
construc�on. Our wai�ng in the depths of death and sorrow
is not in vain. We can wait through this hell because “For the
Lord, there is steadfast love…” It is a steadfast love for his Son
and for us.

So today, as we reflect on the death of our Lord, reflect in
silence. Embrace the pain, embrace the seemingly
unques�onable loss of a future, and wait. But know, that as
we wait, hope will not disappoint us.

Almighty God, we wait for you. We wait as those who are scared
in the dark of night, for the dawn of the morning light. Our hope
is in you and your steadfast love.


