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INTRODUCTION

hat do you think of when you

hear the word Lent? It may
summon up ideas of giving up choco-
late or other small indulgences, or of
seeking to spend more time in prayer
and Scripture reading in the weeks
leading up to Easter. Perhaps images
come to mind of people with crosses
on their foreheads on Ash Wednesday,
or of Jesus in the wilderness, or of the
many dramatic events of Holy Week—
leading ultimately to the moment
when the Savior of the world died on
a Calvary cross.

The word Lent comes from a German
word meaning “lengthening,” refer-
ring to days growing longer in spring,
when Lent traditionally occurs in the
northern hemisphere. Lent developed
out of periods of prayer and fasting
by new converts in the early church in
preparation for baptism; a form of the
practice for everybody was a feature
of Christian liturgy and spirituality by
the fourth century.

Based on Christ’s 40 days in the wil-
derness as well as on other great bibli-
cal “forties” (40 days of rain on the ark,
40 days of fasting by Moses on Mount
Sinai, 40 years in the wilderness), Lent
is celebrated as 40 days beginning on

Ash Wednesday and ending on Holy
Saturday (not counting Sundays, as each
Sunday is meant to be a “little Easter”).

After the positive reception of our
Advent devotional The Grand Miracle
(a collaboration with the Wade Cen-
ter), we here at CH conceived of the
idea of publishing a similar booklet
to accompany you on yearly journeys
through Lent. This time we've drawn
quotes from throughout church his-
tory, selected one for each weekday,
and paired them with readings from the
Scriptures on Sundays and holy days.

We've asked members of our Churis-
tian History Institute team to reflect on
the quotes and the Scriptures. The devo-
tional goes forward all the way through
the Saturday after Easter Sunday—tradi-
tionally, Easter has been celebrated as a
50-day season, and, although we haven't
rounded out a full SO days here, this
additional week of prayer and reflection
is meant to help us contemplate more
fully the glory of the Resurrection.

We hope that journeying with these
brothers and sisters in Christ from the
past through Lent and into Easter will
prepare your hearts and minds to follow
Christ every day of the year. <

— Jennifer Woodruff Tait


https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/

ASH WEDNESDAY

et even now, says the LORD, return to me with all your

heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; rend
your hearts and not your clothing. Return to the LORD, your
God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abound-

ing in steadfast love, and relents from punishing.
(Joel 2:12-13)

o not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where

moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and
steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where
neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break
in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart

will be also.
(Matthew 6:19-21)
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Father! Thou hast patience long
With the sick and weak;
Heal us, make us brave and strong,
Words of comfort speak.
—Johann Georg Albinus (1624-1679); translated by Catherine Winkworth (1827-1878)

THURSDAY AFTER ASH WEDNESDAY

by Jennifer Woodruff Tait

Iremember well one of the first
times I went to an Ash Wednesday
service. The service was at noon on a
university campus, right in the heart
of the busiest part of the quad. Out-
side the sun was shining, buses went
by, music escaped from passing cars,
and students crowded the sidewalk.
Inside it was dark and quiet and cool.
The building, designed to resemble
an old Gothic cathedral, was mostly
stone, and my footsteps echoed. The
cross on the altar was veiled in black.
The service was contemplative, with
sparse music, extensive Scripture, and
a liturgy reaching back over hundreds
of years, if not a thousand. When I
went up front to receive ashes on my
forehead, the pastor told me, “Remem-
ber that you are dust and to dust you
will return.”

I came back out into the bright sun-

light and made my way to the bus stop.
As I climbed onto the bus, a girl turned
to me and noticed the ashes in the shape

of a cross. “Is that some kind of sorority
thing?” she asked.

The Ash Wednesday call to contem-
plate our own mortality and Christ’s
sacrifice comes to us just so—in the
midst of our daily life, in the midst of
a world that looks on us with curiosity,
even hostility. Lent is not an easy jour-
ney. Thus we need the help that Johann
Georg Albinus prays for in this hymn.

Albinus, known as a faithful and
devout Lutheran pastor, wrote a number
ofhymns, some used by Johann Sebastian
Bach in his choral works. When he died
his son had inscribed on his tombstone:

While he lived he was dying,
and now when he is dead he
lives, because he knew that life is
the way of death and death is the
entrance to life.

We will not make it very far on this
journey without God’s help. Walk with
him this Lent; seek healing and com-
fort from Jesus, where alone they can
be found. <
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God’s servants have their spiritual fasts and their heads are metaphorically
covered with ashes. I will not stop to read you the list of the occasions in which the
princes of the royal blood of Heaven are found sitting in the place of humiliation

and distress.

— Charles Spurgeon (1834-1892), “Beauty for Ashes”

FRIDAY AFTER ASH WEDNESDAY

by Kaylena Radcliff

y first experience with Ash

Wednesday occurred in high
school. I went to see The Passion of the
Christ in the theater and found myself
surrounded by people from presum-
ably Catholic or high church Protestant
traditions, smudges of black prominent
on their foreheads. As a teen in an evan-
gelical Protestant church—one that, as
Spurgeon implies here, found “bodily
exercises” too Catholic—it took me a
moment to figure out why.

Still, as we fellow Christians sat in
that theater, together experiencing a
visceral representation of the humilia-
tion and distress of our Lord, I could
see the value of such visual reminders

of our shared beliefs. Ash is a sorrow-

ful reminder of our mortality, our grief
over our curse received with Adam’s
sin; the dark stain marking us like Cain
and separating us from intimacy with
God. On the screen images flashed by
that brought me to tears. Here was a
picture of that same God bridging the
chasm, taking on the humiliation of
Adam’s frailty, suffering, and becoming
a curse for us (Gal. 3:13).

As you begin the Lenten season, may
the ash, however you see fit to conceive
of it, bring to mind the sin that made
Christ’s journey to Calvary necessary.
But even as “sorrow has salted all our
penitential tears,” remember the Lord
promises to give “beauty for ashes” in
the end. %
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We read in the books both in the Old Law and in the New that the men who
repented of their sins bestrewed themselves with ashes and clothed their bodies
with sackcloth. Now . . . at the beginning of our Lent . .. we strew ashes upon our
heads to signify that we ought to repent of our sins during the Lenten fast.

—Aelfric of Eynsham (c. 955-¢.1010)

 SATURDAY AFTER ASH WEDNESDAY

by Edwin Woodruff Tait

Historically, liturgical ~Christians
take the position that liturgical
practices are helpful ways of doing
things that we all agree true believers
will do anyway. We all know that believ-
ers pray: well, we have the Liturgy of the
Hours to guide us in doing so. We know
that we are to worship together: we have
a liturgical calendar and traditions to
guide us in doing so.

To me it seems clear that fasting—
like prayer, common worship, the sacra-
ments, works of mercy, and sexual chas-
tity—is one of those basic elements of
the Christian faith clearly ordained in
Scripture. Jesus in Matthew 6 assumes
that his followers will fast, just as they
will pray and give alms. Mark 2:20
seems to say that Jesus’s followers will
(and should) fast after his Ascension.

Hopefully my liturgical fasting will
further my own “spiritual journey,” but
that isn’t really the main point. In fact

liturgical practices don’t really have to
have a “point.” They are joyful expres-
sions of faith—bodily ways of entering
into the story of salvation. I trust that
God will use them to my good and the
good of others, but I don’t have to sit
around checking my spiritual tempera-
ture all the time.

In fact every Lent I fail. Every Lent
I draw up ambitious plans of spiritual
improvement and fall flat on my face. I
have never yet met a Lenten discipline
I couldn’t manage to violate at some
point. And in my experience, this is
more common than not among Chris-
tians. Jesus’s disciples fell asleep as he
watched in Gethsemane, and if we fol-
low the estimable tradition of signing
up to “watch with Jesus” on Holy Thurs-
day, we will too.

But the only hope any of us has is that
God doesn’t keep score.

And that is the point of Lent. <
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FIRST SUNDAY

he LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an out-

stretched arm, with a terrifying display of power, and with signs
and wonders; and he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a
land flowing with milk and honey.

(Deuteronomy 26:8-9)

he tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, com-
mand these stones to become loaves of bread.” But he answered,
“It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that

comes from the mouth of God.”
(Matthew 4:3-4)

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the
good news of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the king-

dom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”
(Mark 1:14-15)

TEMPTATIONS OF CHRIST (MOSAIC IN BASILICA DI SAN MARCO)—ANONYMOUS / PUBLIC DOMAIN, WIKIMEDIA
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Dearly beloved, today you are invited to take a walk into the wilderness, to behold,
sympathize with, and get instruction and comfort from a Savior tempted. In the
conflict, he approves himself to be God’s beloved Son; and the Father gives demon-
strable evidence, that with, and in him he is indeed well pleased.

—George Whitefield (1714-1770), “The Temptation of Christ”

MONDAY, FIRST WEEK OF LENT

by Michelle Curtis

early beloved,” begins George
Whitefield, “today you are invited

to take a walk into the wilderness.” If
this were an invitation to a backpacking
trip in a beautiful mountain wilderness,
I'd like to take him up on it. But instead
Whitefield invites us to join Jesus in
the wilderness of temptation. This is
not the wilderness of stunning scenery
that makes our heart delight in the awe
of God’s creation. Rather, this is a bar-
ren wilderness; not the mountain-top
highs of faith but the low ebbs of feeling
alone, hungry, uncertain, and desperate.
We're invited to join Jesus there.
We're invited to find comfort from
Jesus there, when our soul is thirsty
and we’re at the end of our rope. We're
invited to watch and see how Jesus

stands up to temptation, reciting the

Scripture that he has hidden in his

heart and feeding on God’s word rather
than physical food.

As we journey into Lent, Jesus and
his followers who've gone before us
invite us on a journey that will not be
fun or easy. But don’t be discouraged.
Look at Jesus. With him recall your
baptism. Can you hear God speaking
over you, “You are my beloved daugh-
ter. You are my beloved son. With you I
am well pleased”?

After 40 lonely days of fasting in
the wilderness, I can only imagine
that Jesus clung to those words with
all his being. As you enter into Lent
and walk into the wilderness, I invite
you to cling to those words with Jesus.
Whatever you encounter in the weeks
to come, remember that you are God’s

beloved child. %
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Thus since we were weak, the Wisdom of God made Itself weak, when the Word
was made flesh, and dwelt in us, that we might hope under His wings.

—Augustine of Hippo (354-430), Exposition on the Book of Psalms

TUESDAY, FIRST WEEK OF LENT

by Chris R. Armstrong

ugustine led an unruly and intel-

lectually prideful youth. The only
things that kept him from complete
self-destruction, he said in hindsight,
were the prayers of his faithful Christian
mother, Monica.

For nine years Augustine followed the
Manichaean heresy, but then he came
under the influence of a bishop named
Ambrose, who showed him how Christian
faith is intellectually respectable. Ambrose
and several other Christian friends also
pressed Augustine on his sinful lifestyle—
especially his problem with lust.

The day of Augustine’s conversion
began ordinarily enough. He was stay-
ing in a villa with Monica and his friend
Alypius. A visitor dropped by—an offi-
cer of the imperial household called
Pontitian, an African Christian. They sat
down to talk, and Pontitian saw the epis-
tles of Paul lying on the table. Delighted,
he spoke of his own conversion, the
monastic life, and the father of monasti-
cism, Antony of Egypt.

Just hearing about such a man as
Antony pierced Augustine to the heart.
When DPontitian was gone, Augus-
tine said to Alypius, “Simple men take
heaven by violence, but we, heartless and
learned—see how we wallow in flesh
and blood! Are we ashamed to follow
because others have gone before?”

Augustine left the house; Alypius
followed him closely, perhaps afraid
his friend would harm himself. In
the garden Augustine heard a child’s
voice chanting “Take up and read” He
opened the letters of Paul to a passage
in Romans that challenged him to put
aside his lustful habits and “put on the
Lord Jesus Christ” Stricken, his last
resistance to the gospel at last stripped
away, Augustine gave in and gave his life
over to Christ.

Since we are weak, Augustine says,
the Word of God meets us where we are.

As with Augustine, when we are at our
worst, God embraces us with his grace
and will not let us go. %




The Devil places us on high places by exalting [us] with pride, that he may dash

us to the ground again.

—Glossa Ordinaria (a 12th-c. collection of patristic and medieval biblical commentary)

WEDNESDAY, FIRST WEEK OF LENT

by Max Pointner

magine a social media post. The

post itself is a verse of Scripture.
The flowing comments beneath show
dates hundreds of years apart, with
surprising levels of careful, theologi-
cally grounded interpretation. Among
the commenters are Augustine and
Ambrose. If the best of these com-
ments were edited and published in
their own right, they would be exactly
what the Glossa Ordinaria was in
the Middle Ages. Published around
1150, it summarizes centuries of the
interpretive marginal notes found in
the Bibles of scholastics, saints, and
scribes throughout Christendom; it
became the standard textbook for how
to interpret Scripture for generations.

This particular quote is a gloss (inter-
pretive comment) found beneath Mat-
thew 4, in which the devil sets Jesus on
the height of the temple and challenges
him to jump off, empoying the angelic
bodyguards mentioned in Psalm 91

to soften the impact. Jesus responds,

quoting Deuteronomy: “You shall not
put the Lord your God to the test.”

Jesus needed no assurances from
angels of his closeness with the Father,
nor, as Paul put it, did he “count equal-
ity with God a thing to be grasped”
(Phil. 2:6). Rather Jesus defeated the
devil through his humble confidence in
his Father’s love, even in the words of
the Father spoken at his baptism right
before being driven into the wilderness:
“This is my beloved Son, with whom I
am well pleased” (Matt. 3:17).

In our wildernesses, on the high, pre-
carious places, God is close to us. This
closeness is not something to bargain
against our circumstances with, as if it
gives us in ourselves some superhuman
power. Rather it is the place to stand
when all else is unsteady. We do not
trust in God to get us out of sticky situ-
ations or seasons of darkness in this life;
but we trust in the Father because, like
Christ and through Christ, we know that
his love is all we need for salvation. <
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Now, the temptation put before Christ was to seek the inheritance God has
promised his children elsewhere than in God.

—John Calvin (1509-1564), Commentaries

THURSDAY, FIRST WEEK OF LENT

by Kaylena Radcliff

It was a problem I knew I had before
the pandemic started, but it took
a worldwide crisis to reveal I'd been
seeking comfort in an unhealthy place:
sugar. Sweets offered an easy fix, but in
reality, they made me both physically
and spiritually sick. Sugar, it turns out,
can’t deliver on its promises.

Maybe that scenario sounds famil-
iar. Isn’t it just like us to seek out sat-
isfaction everywhere other than in
the One who can actually deliver it?
When we feel empty, we fill it with
food or entertainment or busyness
instead of the life-giving words that
come from our Father. When we are
afraid or anxious, we first seek control
over uncontrollable circumstances
instead of seeking the promises we
inherit in Christ. When we are weary,
grieved, or burned out, we resist find-
ing our rest in him.

The Bible tells us Jesus experienced
some of these same emotions in the des-
ert. He walked the desolate places; he
was hungry, tired, and uncomfortable,
both spiritually and physically. And that
is when Satan whispered to him—at his
weakest—as he so often does to us.

The difference is that Jesus, the per-
fect Son of God, remembered the inher-
itance the Father promised. He over-
came the tempter in the wilderness, and
ultimately he crushed Satan’s head at
the empty tomb.

Today I encourage you to look to
Jesus, “forgetting what lies behind and
straining forward to what lies ahead”
and pressing “on toward the goal for
the prize of the upward call of God in
Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:13). Our inheri-
tance in him is sweeter than honey (or
sugar) and more precious than anything
the tempter can promise. <



Lord, who throughout these forty days
For us didst fast and pray,
Teach us with Thee to mourn our sins,
And close by Thee to stay.

—Claudia Hernaman (1838-1898), Child’s Book of Praise

FRIDAY, FIRST WEEK OF LENT

by Chris R. Armstrong

oth the story of Jesus’s tempting

by Satan and the season of Lent
evoke the traditional Christian practice
of pilgrimage. Pilgrimages are spiritual
journeys during which we leave behind
comforts, incur costs, face difficulties,
and endure disciplines. Christians
undertake pilgrimages to encounter
God in a more direct way.

In the story of Christ in the desert, we
see him face Satan’s challenges. We see
him wrestle with those challenges, mar-
shaling his resources and his wisdom
to fight his enemy. And his responses
are consequential—they take him in
one direction and not in another. Like
Christ we Christians succeed not by
fixing our sight on an abstract philoso-
phy or a fixed law, but by clinging to our
Father God.

As we face temptations along our pil-
grimage, we turn to One who is stron-
ger than we are. It is this exercise of per-
sonal trust, not merely giving cognitive

assent or living according to law, that
constitutes our faith.

Lent magnifies this truth: we are
designed to need and enjoy created goods,
but we are also often tempted to love those
goods inordinately and to sin in securing
them for ourselves. To Satan’s “tell these
stones to become bread” (the use of ille-
gitimate means to satisfy our bodies’ legit-
imate needs), we are to respond by look-
ing higher than those needs—to the very
word of God. Jesus teaches us to trust that,
as we seek first the kingdom of God and
righteousness, those needs will be taken
care of as well. This is one meaning of the
Lenten practice of fasting.

If we make ourselves comfortable in
our own little worlds, separated as they
inevitably are from God, we end up
walling ourselves off from the grander,
if more difficult, experiences of pil-
grimage. Ultimately we wall ourselves
off from our real home with God in a
renewed heaven and earth. 4
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Jesus began to preach in Galilee, after . . . John was put in prison. If some be laid
aside, others shall be raised up, to carry on the same work.

—Matthew Henry (1662-1714), Concise Commentary on the Bible

SATURDAY, FIRST WEEK OF LENT

by Kellie Mitchell

grew up hearing stories of mission-

aries from all around the world and
throughout every time in history, from
Phillip the disciple to those sent out by
my own home church. As I reflected on
this quote by Matthew Henry, I thought
of many instances when someone was
doing wonderful work for the Lord that
had to be continued by another after
they died.

For example Elizabeth Elliot contin-
ued ministry in Ecuador after her hus-
band was murdered; Corrie Ten Boom
taught women in her cell at Auschwitz
about the Bible after her sister Betsy
died. Why do people continue doing
the work of another before them? Dr.

Esau McCaulley, professor of Bible
and Theology at Wheaton College,
answered my question so simply, yet
so poignantly, “John the Baptist had
his critique of those involved in struc-
tural oppression of the poor, and he
offered particular actions of repair,
but also made it clear that he was not
the solution to their problem. One
greater was on the horizon: the Mes-
siah Jesus.”

In ministering to others, we have the
opportunity to point to Jesus and reflect
him to the world through our love for
one another. When God’s people are
doing his work, Jesus is always on the
horizon. <




SECOND SUNDAY

nd Abraham believed the LORD; and the LORD reckoned it to

him as righteousness.
(Genesis 15:6)

For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose
their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.
For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their

life? Indeed, what can they give in return for their life?
(Mark 8:35-37)

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that

everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal
life. Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the

world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.
(John 3:16-17)

FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, VIRGINIA CITY, NEVADA, STAINED GLASS CROSS WINDOW—TIM MOSSHOLDER ON UNSPLASH
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The world in which you move, the place of your living and loving and labour, not
the church you go to on your holiday, is the place of divine service. Serve your

neighbour, and you serve him.

—George MacDonald (1824-1905), “Righteousness,” Unspoken Sermons, Third Series

MONDAY, SECOND WEEK OF LENT

by Kaylena Radcliff

wear a number of hats. On Sun-

day morning I'm a pastor’s wife; on
Monday morning I'm a homeschooling
mother and magazine editor. Monday
evening I'm the cook and, later, if I get
everything else done, I'm an author.

Your hats are probably just as var-
ied as mine. In the shuffle of con-
stantly exchanging one hat for the
other, it’s easy to forget that these roles
we play are not the most important
things about us. We are not only par-
ent, employee, or even congregant
or church member. We are, above all
else, followers of the triune God: his
worshipers, his heirs, his servants. And
that does not end when we step out of

those church doors and take off our
Sunday hats.

Indeed, as George MacDonald notes,
we follow Christ in the spheres in which
we operate each day. Do we tell the gos-
pel with ourlives and words? Do we serve
and love our neighbor in our homes, in
our errands, in our workplaces?

Remember, Christian: how you walk,
how you love, and how you serve from
Monday to Saturday is a reflection of
who and how you truly worship. Yester-
day God blessed you with a “holiday”
in his presence. Even as you hang one
hat on the hook and pick up another,
allow that refreshment to equip you to
divinely serve others today. <

[HATS]—MUNISH SAWANT ON UNSPLASH.COM
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The King of glory hath told thee, that he that will save his life shall lose it.
—John Bunyan (1628-1688), The Pilgrim’s Progress

TUESDAY, SECOND WEEK OF LENT

by Bill Curtis

o wants to lose their life?
Not most heathy people! Yet
John Bunyan understood the teaching
of Jesus well—that the only way to
save our lives is to give them away. To
die to self in service to Jesus is com-
pletely counterintuitive. Bunyan’s life
is a remarkable example of dying to
self. Bunyan spent decades in prison,
at great cost to him personally and to
his family, for preaching the gospel. All
Bunyan had to do was agree to stop his
“illegal” preaching and he could have
gone home and been with his family.
Bunyan chose instead to die to himself
and to his desire for comfort and home,
and to remain faithful to God’s call to
preach the good news of Jesus.

During Bunyan’s years in prison, he
wrote The Pilgrim'’s Progress. It is an alle-
gory that teaches about the spiritual
journey and spiritual battles we all face.

Bunyan’s willingness to die to himself
allowed him to receive The Pilgrim’s Prog-
ress as a direct gift from the Holy Spirit.
It became the second best-selling book
after the Bible. The Pilgrim’s Progress has
helped millions of people understand we
live the Christian life on a battleground,
not a playground, with the enemy seek-
ing to distract, confuse, and frustrate
us in our efforts to live out our faith in
Jesus—as my wife, Linda, reminds me.

Though this concept of dying to self
can be hard to wrap our minds around,
I find Randy Kilgore’s advice helpful
for making sense of Jesus’s teaching:
“We glorify and enjoy God best when
our thoughts, our actions, and our sac-
rifices are focused on Jesus, and not on
how they make us feel about ourselves.”
May you, like Bunyan, grow in focusing
your thoughts, actions, and sacrifices on
Jesus in this season of Lent. <




Many lose the witness out of the heart by withholding their testimony from their
friends and neighbors of the power of God to save. They run well for a season, but
the tempter whispers “not now”—and by and by the soul becomes barren and
unfruitful. May God help the young converts to “Watch,” and tell ... what a dear

Saviour they have found.

—Jarena Lee (1783-1864), Religious Experience and Journal of Mrs. Jarena Lee

WEDNESDAY, SECOND WEEK OF LENT

by Michelle Curtis

o you find it easy to tell your

friends and neighbors about God’s
work in your life? I confess I often don’t.
When I'm not actively in the habit of
testifying to where I'm seeing God, Lee’s
words can be true of me.

One season that I “ran well,” as Lee
puts it, was during a three-year period
when I was part of a weekly interces-
sory prayer group. It was a very small
group, usually 3 to 5 and never larger
than 10. We gathered once a week to
pray for our community, for the world,
and for each other. I found that group
became a place where I practiced giving
testimony week after week. My com-
panions remembered what we had been
praying for over the course of weeks and
months, even when I sometimes forgot,
and they helped me to look back and see
how God was answering our prayers.

Recently one of my friends from that
prayer group came as a guest preacher
to the church where I am now a pastor.
She shared with my congregation how
the group had prayed for God to guide
me for years—and rejoiced in how this
congregation is God’s good answer
to those many prayers. She reminded
me yet again that God has indeed
answered our prayers at a time when I
was focused on the new requests of my
here and now.

For me it takes good companions
and the habit of praying and sharing
about God’s work in our lives to keep
up the good practice of testifying to
God’s saving power and everyday faith-
fulness. What helps you to resist the
tempter’s whisper of “not now” and to
be bold in speaking about God’s power
in your life? %
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Learn hence, the exceeding preciousness of souls, and at what a high-rate God
values them that he will give his Son, his only Son out of his bosom, as a ransom

for them.

—John Flavel (1627-1691), Sermon 4 from The Fountain of Life

THURSDAY, SECOND WEEK OF LENT

by Kellie Mitchell

esus didn’t pronounce the promi-

nent and powerful verse we know as

John 3:16 in the famous Sermon
on the Mount, or while teaching at a
crowded synagogue, but spoke it to one
man who sought him out one evening
to ask questions. John 3 introduces us
to a Pharisee and Jewish religious leader
named Nicodemus.

Nicodemus always struck me as a
serious thinker who never shut down
his curiosity, but I used to read him as a
minor character, easily forgotten in the
bigger picture of Jesus’s ministry. The
depiction of Nicodemus in The Chosen
series completely changed my perspec-
tive on this story. He appears in the very
first episode after he attempts to con-
front an evil spirit living in Mary Mag-
dalene. The evil spirit’s power shocks

Nicodemus, and he cannot cast it out.
He wrestles with that frightening expe-
rience, asking those around him in the
rabbinical school what they know about
such things; just when it seems he will
never find answers, he hears about a
man called Jesus.

I imagine Jesus and Nicodemus sit-
ting with heads together outside of a
restaurant or beside a fire. It is in this
conversation that Jesus states one of the
most quoted Bible verses of all time.
Nicodemus was so precious to God
that he offered him true life and hope
through a personal conversation! This
story serves as a beautiful reminder
to turn to Jesus with my questions,
doubts, and fears this season of Lent.
How he blesses those who faithfully
seek his face! %




So strange, so boundless was the love
That pitied dying men,
The Father sent his equal Son
To give them life again.
—Isaac Watts (1674-1748), Hymn 103, Psalms and Hymns of Isaac Watts

FRIDAY, SECOND WEEK OF LENT

by Jennifer Woodruff Tait

saac Watts has always been one of

my favorite hymn writers. His “O
God, Our Help in Ages Past” was the
processional hymn at Edwin’s and
my wedding, and “Joy to the World”
is one of the Christmas hymns I love
the most (though, ironically, Watts
wrote it about Jesus’s second coming.)
Watts was an English Congregational
pastor and theologian responsible for
many hymns that have enriched wor-
ship for generations: “When I Survey
the Wondrous Cross,” “Come Ye That
Love the Lord,” “My Shepherd Will
Supply My Need,” and others worth
meditating on.

This particular hymn was new to
me, though, when CHI began work on
this devotional; I was seeking quotes
responding to John 3:16-17, one of
the Scriptures for this week. John 3:16

HYMN 103, €. M.
1 'ME, happy souls, approach your God
‘With new melodions songs ;
Come, render to almighty grace
The tribnte of your tongues.
2 So strange, 50 boundless was the love
That pity'd dying men,
The Father sent his equal Son -
. To give them life hgain. ’

is justifiably famous, but John 3:17 is
if anything more meaningful to me:
“Indeed, God did not send the Son into
the world to condemn the world, but
in order that the world might be saved
through him.”

Of all Christian doctrines, the one
that I struggle with the most is that
God loves me. My own perfectionism
and my sense of God’s awe and maj-
esty make it hard for me to feel his
love, though I believe the testimony of
Scripture and the church that it is so.

John 3:17 speaks to my heart as it
tells me that Christ does not condemn
me, but seeks to give me life again;
and Watts’s verses joyfully call me to
approach a God who will love and for-
give. That is a message it is always good
for me to hear and at no better time
than in this season. %

3 Thy hands, dear Jesus, were not arm'd
With a revenging rod, :
No hard commission to perform,
The ¥engeance of a God.
4 But all was merey, all was mild,
And wrath forsook the throne,
‘When Christ on the kind errand came,
And brought salvation down.

LINES FROM ISAAC WATT’'S PSALMS AND HYMNS

ST. JULIAN’S CHURCH, NORWICH—AMITCHELL125 / [CC-BY-SA 4.0] WIKIMEDIA

As we be punished here with sorrow and with penance, we shall be rewarded in
heaven by the courteous love of our Lord God Almighty, who will that none who
comes there lose his travail in any degree.

—TJulian of Norwich (c. 1342-c. 1416), Showings

SATURDAY, SECOND WEEK OF LENT

by Edwin Woodruff Tait

In the flourishing late medieval town
of Norwich, England, a small room
known as an anchorite’s cell is built onto
the parish church of St. Julian. A number
of medieval churches had such cells. The
anchorites living in them had vowed to
spend their lives in solitude and prayer;
but, living in the heart of the community,
they became centers of pilgrimage and
sources of spiritual advice.

The anchorite at St. Julian’s succeeded
in obliterating her original identity so
completely that we know her only as
Julian of Norwich. Yet she was not only
a famous spiritual advisor in her own
day—people traveled miles to see her—
but is counted among the greatest spiri-
tual writers in Christian history.

Julian’s visions, like many others in
the late Middle Ages, graphically portray
Christ’s physical sufferings. But what
makes Julian so remarkable is the vivid,
radical way she draws out the implica-
tions of Jesus’s sacrificial love. At one
point, tempted by a “friendly suggestion”

in her heart to look away from the cross
in her vision, she responds by saying to
the crucified Jesus, “You are my heaven.”

I first encountered Julians writings
in a college class, and they have power-
fully influenced me ever since. Her rich,
imaginative, and profoundly orthodox
presentation of the Christian faith com-
pels me all the more because it is so thor-
oughly medieval, even while it radically
transcends the flaws and limitations of
much medieval popular piety.

When modern progressives tell me
that God is all love, they are saying
what their culture requires them to
say if they are to be respectable believ-
ers at all. But when a medieval ascetic,
shut up in a tiny cell attached to a stone
church, has lurid visions of the discol-
ored body of Christ on the cross and
on the basis of those visions tells me

that the self-giving, all-forgiving love
of Jesus is the ultimate truth about the
universe, then I dare to believe that it
just might be true. <




THIRD SUNDAY

Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have
no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without
money and without price. ... Seek the LORD while he may be found,

call upon him while he is near.
(Isaiah 55:1, 6)

or Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim

Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gen-
tiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the
power of God and the wisdom of God.

(1 Corinthians 1:22-24)

( ;od is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit
and truth.

(John 4:24)
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Here [Isaiah SS] Christ offers to poor sinners, if they will come to him, to give
them an interest in the same everlasting covenant that he had made with David,

conveying to them the same sure mercies.

—Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758), A History of the Work of Redemption

MONDAY, THIRD WEEK OF LENT

by Dan Graves

have a great deal for all you who are

underaged: a credit card attached to
an inheritance. Read on for surprising
details!

This card works differently than any
other. The more you spend on credit
now, while you are underage, the greater
will be your inheritance when you come
of age. You heard me right: Greater, not
less! Interest does not accrue against
you but for you.

That is how the Word-Backed,
No-Limits, Heaven-Endorsed Rewards
Card® works. Your eldest brother gave
all he had to supply the credit line. He
risked his life and his entire fortune,
becoming poor so that you might
become rich (2 Cor. 8:9), dying so you
might live (2 Cor. 5:15; 1 Thess. 5:10).

The more you spend of your inheri-
tance now—thatis, the greater your will-
ingness to trust his unlimited resources
and provision—the greater will be your
rewards. The long-established principle

QADNTH £ VEAR

wee Entive Life.

behind this card is “As your faith, so be
it to you” (Matt. 8:5).

Skeptical? Doubt no more! We have a
host of testimonials and endorsements
by users who found this credit line so
trustworthy that they went so far as to
allow themselves to be “tortured, not
accepting their release” that they might
increase their inheritance (Heb. 11:35).

Hungry? Thirsty? Try your card! The
principle is simple: “You who have no
money, come, buy and eat. Come buy
wine and milk without money and
without cost” (Isa. 55:1). “Ask and
you will receive, seek and you will find,
knock and it will be opened to you”
(Matt. 7:7).

As a bonus this limited-time offer
includes the Water of Life,® sought so
futilely by Ponce de Leon and others.
Your brother Christ held the secret all
along and promised, “I will give freely
to him who is thirsty from the spring of
the water of life” (Rev. 21:6).
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CREDIT CARD ADAPTED FROM AN IMAGE BY SJ FROM PIXABAY

HOSIOS LOUKAS, CRUCIFIXION OF JESUS (C. 1100)—MICHAL BAKNI / PUBLIC DOMAIN, WIKIMEDIA

Gaze often inwardly upon Jesus Christ crucified, naked, blasphemed, falsely
accused, forsaken, overwhelmed with every possible grief and sorrow, and remem-
ber that none of your sufferings can ever be compared to His, either in kind or
degree, and that you can never suffer anything for Him worthy to be weighed

against what He has borne for you.

—Francis de Sales (1567-1622), Introduction to the Devout Life

TUESDAY, THIRD WEEK OF LENT

by Kaylena Radcliff

n my experience modern American

Christians don’t have a robust theol-
ogy of suffering. Many of us lead com-
fortable, peaceful lives, and instead
of seeing that as the extraordinary
blessing it is, we doubt God’s good-
ness when that comfort and peace are
threatened or destroyed. In our hearts
we ask: “If God is who he says he is,
then why is this happening to me?”

Francis de Sales offends our mod-
ern sensibilities with this challenging
reflection upon Jesus’s own suffering for
us—not minimizing our pain and grief
as part of a fallen world, but pointing to
what Jesus rescued us from. Instead of
leaving us to die in this tragic state for

all of eternity, God made him who had
no sin to be sin for us, so that in him
we might become the righteousness of
God (2 Cor. 5:21). He did this at great
cost, through incomprehensible suffer-
ing, and not even for good people who
deserved it. He did it all, in love, for his
enemies. For you.

Whatever your “this” is today, how-
ever you suffer, you can rest assured
that the Savior of your soul understands
better than anyone its depth and signif-
icance. He walks through it with you,
just as he went there before you. Lean
on the One who has borne it all already.
In love, for you. <




Begin with Christ. He came down to earth, lived among men, suffered, was
crucified, and then He died, standing clearly before us, so that our hearts and eyes

may fasten upon Him.

—Martin Luther (1483-1546), Commentary on Galatians

WEDNESDAY, THIRD WEEK OF LENT

by Chris R. Armstrong

s a young monk, Luther struggled
mightily with a sense of his own
sinfulness and inability to please God.
This struggle culminated in the reve-
lation that triggered the Reformation:
righteousness is not within our ability
to achieve; God himself freely gives it.
Surely such a truth would free a man
like Luther from all spiritual darkness.
And yet it did not. Again and again
throughout his life he descended into
severe spiritual anxiety and emotional
struggle.

Luther’s years and decades of cycli-
cal spiritual depression forced him to
develop a theology of spiritual dark-
ness. Despite the severity of Luther’s
sufferings in these times of spiritual
trial, he eventually came to see them
as his monastic superior, Staupitz, had
taught him: as “meat and drink” to
strengthen his faith. This repeated test-
ing from the devil himself both bruised

the conscience and drove it to God for
consolation: “Therefore, we should
willingly endure the hand of God in this
and in all suffering. Do not be worried;
indeed such a trial is the very best sign
of God’s grace and love for man.”

We cannot trust our emotions,
because they often lie. Rather we must
trust the word of God, whose purpose
for us is healing. And this act of faith is
never more difficult nor as needed as
in the throes of a spiritual dark night,
when God seems a million miles away.

This unique understanding of God’s
revelation is based ultimately upon the
cross. During one prolonged crisis in
1527, so intense and agonizing that his
friend Melanchthon felt Luther actu-
ally came near to death, the reformer
composed “A Mighty Fortress Is Our
God” How many since his day have
discovered in that single song a bulwark
against darkness and doubt? <

A SOUTH VIEW OF THE MASCHIKULITURM, PART OF FESTUNG MARIENBERG—DXR / [CC-BY-SA 4.0] WIKIMEDIA
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When I the blest Redeemer see
All bleeding on the accursed tree;
Satan and sin no more can move,
For I am all transformed to love.

—John Newton (1725-1807), “Christ Crucified”

THURSDAY, THIRD WEEK OF LENT

by Kaylena Radcliff

What is the worst thing you’ve
ever done?

It's not a question anyone wants to
answer in the best of circumstances; it is a
nightmare to consider when one’s sins are
great. And if anyone knew the pain of that
question, it was John Newton. Before he
became the famed abolitionist, preacher,
and author of the beloved hymn “Amaz-
ing Grace,” Newton captained a slaving
ship. For years he participated eagerly and
remorselessly in human trafficking across
the Atlantic. But after he came to saving
faith and retired from his life on the sea,
Newton fully comprehended the horror
of his crimes.

He eventually confessed all in
Thoughts Upon the African Slave Trade,
which influenced public perception of
slavery and helped lead to the abolition
of the slave trade altogether. However,
for Newton, the good he accomplished
could never outweigh the evils he com-
mitted. He would have to wrestle with
this for the rest of his life.

But instead of despair, Newton
turned to the cross. There he found
what he could not anywhere else in the
universe: Grace. Freedom. Forgiveness.
As he writes in another poem, “The
Look”:

My conscience felt and owned the
guilt

And plunged me in despair

I saw my sins His blood had spilt

And helped to nail Him there

But with a second look He said

“I freely all forgive

This blood is for your ransom paid

I died that you might live”

Like Newton we can lay our sins at
the foot of the cross—even the worst
things we have ever done. The blood
of the Lamb shuts the mouth of the
accuset, destroys the power of sin, and
frees us from death forever. So final and

powerful is our blest Redeemer’s tri-
umph, that if we grasp hold ofit, there is
only one refrain: “I am all transformed
to love.” <




We told him we had no place of worship; and we did not mean to go to St. George’s
church any more, as we were so scandalously treated in the presence of all the
congregation present; “and if you deny us your name, you cannot seal up the
Scriptures from us, and deny us a name in heaven. We believe heaven is free for all
who worship in spirit and truth.”

—Richard Allen (1760-1831), Life, Experience, and Gospel Labours

FRIDAY, THIRD WEEK OF LENT

by Bill Curtis

bout a year ago, my wife and I were
coming out of the gym at our

hotel, when I heard loud, joyful worship
echoing from nearby. I went to investi-
gate and found a church service taking
place in a hotel conference room. After
quick showers, my wife and I decided
to join the service. It was a new Black
church, and we were the only two Cau-
casians in the room. I was overwhelmed
with the warm welcome and loving acts
of kindness from this small church. I
can't remember ever being treated so
hospitably in any other of the hundreds
of churches I have visited. My experience
was quite the opposite of the discrim-
ination that Richard Allen faced back
in 1794, which led him to form the first
Black denomination in the United States,
the African Methodist Episcopal Church.
As he fought for his congregation’s
right to worship apart from the White
church that was discriminating against

his people, Allen quoted Jesus from

John 4:24, “God is spirit, and those who
worship him must worship in spirit and
truth.” He illustrated in his action that
God doesn’t care whether we worship
in a beautiful cathedral or a blacksmith’s
shop (as he did) or a hotel conference
room. God’s concern is that we worship
in spirit and truth.

I am so thankful for the example of
this little start-up church near Dal-
las, Texas, that worshiped with more
“spirit” and enthusiasm than I am used
to experiencing. Those worshipers
reminded me that seeking God with our
whole hearts is more important than
any place or style or order of worship.
That congregation also showed me the
truth that no matter what the color of
our skin, we can praise and worship the
one true God together. Wherever you
worship and no matter what challenges
you face, remember the truth Allen
expressed: “Heaven is free for all who
worship in spirit and truth.”

HERBERT HOOVER’S FATHER JESSE OWNED A BLACKSMITH SHOP—CHRIS LIGHT / [CC-BY-SA 4.0] WIKIMEDIA
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Eternal Truth deigned to grant my fourth petition and to calm the anxious desire
which prompted it: “Daughter, my providence will never be lacking to one who
wishes it. There are those who have perfect hope in me. They call on me in truth, not
merely with their lips but with true attachment and with the light of holy faith.”

—Catherine of Siena (1347-1380), letter to Friar Raymond of Capua

SATURDAY, THIRD WEEK OF LENT

by Dawn Moore

Over the last 18 months, I've devel-
oped a deep friendship with a
saint who is further along in years. I'm
continually amazed at the many ways
she selflessly pours love into friends
and family members going through cri-
ses. Her faith, wisdom, and energy are
astounding to me! Yet when I was per-
sonally going through a serious trial, she
wrote, “T am praying for you with the lit-
tle bit of faith that I have”

Just a “little bit of faith” Though
I've forgotten the specific need that
prompted them, her words and humil-
ity still encourage me. So often I feel my
faith is on shifting sand, but maybe a lit-

tle bit is just enough, especially if I can
accept a drop of faith as the gift that it s.

Too often we view heroes and saints
of Christian history as having unflinch-
ing faith—their courageous acts and
words that still inspire would suggest
as much. Yet this quote from Catherine
of Siena speaks of a fourth petition and
an anxious desire. Could she have had
some doubts of her own?

Like Catherine let us take comfort in

the Lord’s response: “My providence
will never be lacking to one who wishes
it” When faith feels like a small drop
in a vast ocean, may it be grounded in
truth and aglow with holy light. <




FOURTH SUNDAY

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.

(Psalm 23:1)

For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not
your own doing; it is the gift of God—not the result of works,

so that no one may boast.
(Ephesians 2:8-9)

'Wé had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours
was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has

been found.

(Luke 15:32)

ICON: CHRIST THE GOOD SHEPHERD—DARYL C (INCARCERATED ARTIST), 2011




Loving Shepherd of your sheep,
all your lambs in safety keep;
nothing can your power withstand,
none can pluck them from your hand.

—TJane Eliza Leeson (1808-1881), “My Sheep Hear My Voice”

MONDAY, FOURTH WEEK OF LENT

by Kaylena Radcliff

Nothing in my life thus far has pre-

pared me for the anxieties of par-
enthood. While each new stage has its
joys, it also comes with a new set of wor-
ries—as, for example, when I dropped
my daughter off at overnight camp for
the first time this past summer. Panic
enveloped me as we neared the camp.
Will she be safe? Will she miss us too
much? Will she make friends? Will she
be okay?

Even when the kids are home, I often
find myself double-checking beds in
the wee hours of the night, crippled
with fear over their well-being. In those
times, when I lie awake and trembling,
the Spirit faithfully guides me to the
words of Psalm 23.

Believers throughout the ages and
the world have long sought the comfort
found in this psalm and for good reason.
What a balm it is to the soul to know
God loves us and the people whom
we love far more than we can compre-
hend! What peace there is in his power,
to know he sustains, protects, and even
blesses us in the presence of enemies.
How he answers when we call out in our
terror and fragility: “Behold, I am with
you always, to the end of the age”

The next time that anxiety rushes
over you like a wave, seek the still waters
of Psalm 23 in the arms of your loving
shepherd, who restores your fearful
soul. Take heart, little sheep! Nothing
can pluck you from his hand.

SHEPHERD AND SHEEP IN SAUDI ARABIA—HAITHAM ALFALAH / [CC-BY-SA 3.0] WIKIMEDIA
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Iwent very unwillingly to a society ... where one was reading Luther’s Preface to the
Epistle to the Romans. ... While he was describing the change which God works in
the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust
in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had
taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.

—John Wesley (1703-1791), Journal

TUESDAY, FOURTH WEEK OF LENT

by Jennifer Woodruff Tait

On Always Being Somewhere Relative to the Cross:
Or How to Have a 13-Year-Long Instantaneous Conversion
(Dedicated to the memory of John Wesley)

Imost a Christian,” almost
persuaded,
Knowing, despairing, the one thing
needed,
Lost in the shambles of works
collapsing,
Never quite trusting, but always asking:
What can I do that will make me holy?
Where can I go to find him fully?
Curses with blessing, grasping and
falling,
Caught in a net, still drawing, pulling,
Nothing but rags of myself to trust in,
Nothing to answer the haunting
question,
Turned upside down and going under—
Until the skies were rent asunder.

Yet though a moment brought grace
descending

(Journey’s beginning as much as
ending)

Still all the time there was grace
pursuing,

Through all my striving the constant
wooing,

Ever the standing against me leaving,

Whispering gently and deeply grieving.

Through all my doubting and my
assenting,

All of my searching—his unrelenting

Love was forever atoning, rising,

Turning me round again, still surprising.

The wonder was not that he won me to
him;

The wonder was how long before I knew
him. %




Thou hast promised to receive us,
Poor and sinful though we be;
Thou hast mercy to relieve us,

Grace to cleanse, and pow’r to free.

—Dorothy Thrupp (1779-1847), “Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us”

WEDNESDAY, FOURTH WEEK OF LENT

by Jennifer Woodruff Tait

en I was a child, my mother (a
United Methodist Church musi-
cian) and my father (a United Method-
ist pastor and a musician) frequently
performed musical programs for their
congregations. One of my earliest mem-
ories is of them singing this hymn writ-
ten in 1836. As with many other great
hymns of the church, it draws inspira-
tion from Psalm 23, which pictures God
as our shepherd.

Little is known about Dorothy
Thrupp other than that she was a pro-
lific writer of hymns for children in
nineteenth-century Britain—so it’s no
accident that her words touched me as a
young person. Although this is her best-
known hymn today, during her life she

was known for another hymn, “A Little
Ship Was on the Sea.” It tells the story of
Mark 4:35-41, in which Jesus tells the
storm to be still, and it ends with these
beautiful lines:

O well we know it was the Lord,

our Saviour and our Friend,

whose care of those who trust

his word

will never, never end.

I've been without my mom now
for 14 years and my dad for 3. For me
Thrupp’s words in both hymns beau-
tifully picture the abundant grace of
the Christ they served, who relieves,
cleanses, frees, and stills our lives’
storms. Indeed the care of those who
trust his word will never, never end. %

CHRIST STILLING THE TEMPEST, PAINTED BY JAMES HAMILTON; ENGRAVED BY SAMUEL SARTAIN, PHILADELPHIA—LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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Therefore most evidently are we bidden by the teaching of the Lord to confer again
the grace of the heavenly sacrament on those guilty even of the greatest sins, if they
with open confession bear the penance due to their sin.

—Ambrose (c.339-¢.397), Concerning Repentance,
translated by Augustus Henry Eugene De Romestin (1830-1900)

THURSDAY, FOURTH WEEK OF LENT

by Max Pointner

n the late fourth century, Ambrose,

bishop of Milan, penned a book in
response to the Novatian heresy. Nova-
tian had lived several generations previ-
ous and, after the Decian persecution,
had required extreme penance for those
who had denied Christianity and had
barred them from the Lord’s Supper.
The Novatians, his successors, expanded
this practice into a system distinguish-
ing lighter sins from “grievous sins” and
requiring rebaptism for gross perpetra-
tors, while still keeping them from full
participation in the life of the church.

Ambrose’s response, Concerning
Repentance, systematically combs the
Scriptures to describe the true nature of
repentance and the depth of God’s mercy.
Ambrose argued that barring sinners
from communion with Christ and the
church was keeping the sick from their
physician. Beginning in the Old Testa-
ment, he reflected on pre-atonement
expressions of God’s longing for sincere
repentance by his people. Moving to the

New Testament, and responding directly
to those who had denied their faith
under persecution, Ambrose argued that
there was even hope for those who fell in
persecution: “[ Jesus] makes more of that
which is merciful. He makes less of what
is penal”

In the wilderness of Lent, I sometimes
feel drawn to an utter mortification of
myself; focusing on my own sin and
the lengths to which I might go to show
God I don’t deserve his mercy—without
resting in the very mercy by which I am
healed. Just as Ambrose advocated for the
presence of Christ in the Eucharist to be
ministered to even the worst of repen-
tant sinners, so Christ himself instituted
the first Lord’s Supper when he knew his
disciples, in a matter of hours, would fall
asleep, scatter, and even deny him. This is
indeed a scandalous mercy. Only once we
understand the depth of our sin and our
need for penance are we offered Christ’s
body and blood, both the diagnosis of

and the medicine for our disease. <




Let all multiplicity be absent from your prayer. A single word was enough for the
publican and the prodigal son to receive God's pardon. ... Do not launch into long
discourses, for if you do, your mind will be dissipated trying to find just the right
words. The publican’s short sentence moved God to mercy. A single word full of

faith saved the thief.
—John Climacus (c. 579-649)

FRIDAY, FOURTH WEEK OF LENT

by Michelle Curtis

When I was a child, I used to get
bored by my parents’ long
prayers. During our family devotions,
they would pray for everyone we knew,
and as a 10-year-old, I was ready to get
on to game time. So one evening before
prayer time, I offered to read a Bible
verse before we prayed. I read, “When
you are praying, do not heap up empty
phrases as the gentiles do, for they think
that they will be heard because of their
many words. Do not be like them, for
your Father knows what you need
before you ask him” (Matt. 6:7-8). I felt
very clever, having proven that my pref-
erence for shorter prayers was biblical.
John Climacus’s instruction reminds
me so much of my childhood plea. Yet
as an adult, I see that his motives were
different from my own. Climacus isn’t
so much instructing us not to bore chil-
dren (or adults!) with long prayers, but
rather to come to God in simplicity,
focused on God rather than on the elo-

quence of our own words. The prodigal

son had prepared a whole speech, yet
he only had to show up to receive his
father’s grace.

I've heard so many people say they
are “not good at praying.” And I wonder
if striving for well-articulated prayers as
I do also contributes to others feeling
that they do not have the right words to
come to God. Yet when Jesus taught his
disciples to pray, he gave them the con-
cise words of the Lord’s Prayer.

Whether you think of yourself as
“good at praying” or not, I challenge
you today to take Climacus’s advice.
Come to God with a single word or
short prayer. Maybe the words of the
tax collector from Jesus’s parable in
Luke 18, “God, be merciful to me, a
sinner” Or the words Jesus teaches in
the Lord’s Prayer. Or a repetition of
Psalm 23:1, “Lord, you are my shep-
herd, I shall not want.” Come to God
with just a few words, and focus on
how God receives and welcomes you
in such simplicity.

WASHINGTON, D.C. DR. MORDICA JOHNSON, PRESIDENT OF HOWARD UNIVERSITY SAYING GRACE BEFORE THANKSGIVING DINNER—GORDON PARKS / PUBLIC DOMAIN, WIKIMEDIA

Here lies the dust of a poor hell-deserving sinner who ventured into eternity trust-
ing wholly on the merits of Christ for salvation. In the full belief of the great doc-
trines he preached while on earth, he invites his children, and all who read this, to
trust their eternal interest in the same foundation.

—Epitaph of Lemuel Haynes (1753-1833)

SATURDAY, FOURTH WEEK OF LENT

by Jennifer Woodruff Tait

TIMOTHY MATHER COOLEY, SKETCHES OF THE LIFE AND CHARACTER OF THE REV. LEMUEL HAYNES, A.M. HARPER AND BROTHERS, 1837

did not grow up in a church tradi-

tion where funerals usually involved
altar calls. The funerals of my child-
hood presented the love of Christ and
spoke of how the deceased now rested
in the presence of Christ, but the lit-
urgy did not generally call on hearers to
decide their own eternal destiny at that
moment.

For that reason Lemuel Haynes’s
epitaph startled me just a little when
I first encountered it. Haynes was a
mixed-race verteran of the American
Revolution, abolitionist, and Congre-
gational pastor. His parentage is to this
day uncertain, and at five months old,
he became an indentured servant to a
Massachusetts farmer (what service a
five-month-old could have rendered to
anyone seems quite unclear!). When

Haynes turned 21, he was freed and
joined the army. Throughout his life he
campaigned against slavery, and in 1788
he became the first Black man to be
ordained in the new United States.

Meditating on Haynes’s tumultuous
life, though, I thought of one of this
week’s Scriptures: “For by grace you
have been saved through faith, and
this is not your own doing; it is the
gift of God—not the result of works,
so that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:8-
9). From his childhood conversion
until the end, this belief obviously
sustained Haynes so strongly that
even on his tombstone he wanted to
make sure others knew where to find
what he had found. And that—as they
said even in my childhood tradition—
will preach. <

; “An epitaph to be put upon my tombstone.

“HERE LIES THE DUST OF A POOR HELL-DESERVING
SINNER, WHO VENTURED INTO ETERNITY TRUSTING
WHOLLY ON THE MERITS oF CHRIST FOR SALVATION.
IN THE FULL BELIEF OF THE GREAT DOCTRINES HE
PREACHED WHILE ON EARTH, HE INVITES HIS CHIL-
DREN, AND ALL WHO READ THIS, TO TRUST THEIR
BTERNAL INTEREST ON THE SAME FOUNDATION,

“LEMUEL HAYNES,”



FIFTH SUNDAY

D o0 not remember the former things, or consider the things of
old. I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do
you not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers

in the desert.
(Isaiah 43:18-19)

O ut of the depths I cry to you, O LORD. Lord, hear my voice! Let

your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications!
(Psalm 130:1-2)

V’ery truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth
and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much
fruit. Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in
this world will keep it for eternal life.

(John 12:24-25)

SPRING MISHI SISAKHT—MILAD GERAMI / [CC-BY-SA 3.0] WIKIMEDIA
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How beautiful the picture given, telling us of the river of blessing that flows all
through our lives, and we have only to reach by faith and praise to find our wants

supplied in the most barren desert.

—Lettie Cowman (1870-1960), Streams in the Desert

MONDAY, FIFTH WEEK OF LENT

by Kaylena Radcliff

Where I live in Pennsylvania,
water scarcity is almost never
a problem. Wells and waterways are
everywhere. I'll never forget how jarring
it was when, on a flight to San Diego, I
looked down and saw the desert for the
first time. It stretched on and on—miles
of emptiness that I knew were far vaster
than I could really comprehend, given
my bird’s-eye view. As we drew closer
to our destination, we flew over a reser-
voir.  knew it had to be huge, but in the
middle of that barren expanse, it looked
small and insufficient. Just recalling it
now makes me want to reach for a tall
glass of water.

God’s people understood the power

of such thirst in the desolate places.

Their prophets and psalmists pictured
it often with spiritual implications,
displaying just how barren the wilder-
ness of our lives will be without the
One who makes the waters flow. When
Jesus walked the earth, he pointed the
woman at the well to the “living water”
that only he could give: the water that
will spring up within for eternal life
(John 3:14). God, the wellspring and
from whom all our blessings flow, is the
only source of our satisfaction. And as
Lettie Cowman reminds us, that relief
is never far off. The river of his blessing
flows ever on through the desert places,
never diminishing, always satisfying.
‘We need only reach out, cup our hands
in the flow, and drink. «

TO SINAI BY CAR. AIN GEDEIRAT—AMERICAN COLONY (JERUSALEM). PHOTO DEPARTMENT, PHOTOGRAPHER. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

KING JOHN'S CASTLE—WILLIAM MURPHY FROM DUBLIN, IRELAND / [CC-BY-SA 2.0] WIKIMEDIA

The gate that gives entry into these riches of his wisdom is the cross; because it is a
narrow gate, while many seek the joys that can be gained through it, it is given to

few to desire to pass through it.

—Juan de la Cruz (1542-1591), “Spiritual Canticle”

TUESDAY, FIFTH WEEK OF LENT

by Meg Moss

en I began to walk the way of
Alzheimer’s with my husband
several years ago, God stood at the nar-
row gate and beckoned me in. I had little
choice but to enter. Without its narrow-
ness, how would I know the wideness
of God’s mercy? Without the darkness,
how would I see the light of Christ?
Without the wound, how would God
enter my heart? These are the tensions
that I embrace and the mysteries that I
face as I continue along the path.

When I was confirmed at age eight,
my father inscribed my brand new
Book of Common Prayer: “Never
deny a mystery, it is a link to all that is
possible. Even love.”

So I give thanks to God for his
immanent presence in my life, par-
ticularly in the dark and narrow and
wounded places. He’s met me there,
with his light, his breadth, his heal-

ing, and his love. %




Thousands of the flock of Christ can testify that when they have put themselves
absolutely into His hands, He has quieted the raging tempest, and has turned their

deserts into blossoming gardens.

—Hannah Whitall Smith (1832-1911), The God of All Comfort

WEDNESDAY, FIFTH WEEK OF LENT

by Dawn Moore

Several years ago, a large pur-
plish-blue pigeon took up residence

in my yard. He waddled around and
seemed to be looking for something.
When he was back the second day, we
named him “Bert,” brought him water,
and tried to figure out what to feed him.
Day after day there was Bert, waddling
around, refusing our food, and always
staying just out of reach.

An internet search soon confirmed
our suspicions: Bert was a homing
pigeon who had lost his way. He was
someone’s pet and the federal govern-
ment protected him against harm. All
our efforts to help him were fruitless.
Day after day he grew weaker until
finally on day seven we were able to get
close enough to photograph his identi-
fication band. Minutes later we located

and phoned his owner. It turns out Bert
was really Bertha, a young female hom-
ing pigeon who had taken a wrong turn
on her maiden flight.

Though she was in great distress, Ber-
tha would not allow us nearby. Once
her rightful owner arrived, she immedi-
ately went to him and quickly received
urgent care. Bertha knew her owner so
well that she waited for him even when
close to death.

I don’t know about you, but I have
trouble waiting for God when I'm in
distress. My first instinct is to wallow
in the “raging tempest” and search for a
human escape from the desert. Bertha
reminds me to listen for the voice of the
One who knows me best, who hears my
cries, and who can lead me on the path
of wholeness. %

[CC-BY-SA 4.0] WIKIMEDIA
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You are the great High Priest; you have prepared the feast
of holy love;
and in our mortal pain none calls on you in vain; our plea do not disdain;

help from above.
Clement of Alexandria (c. 150—c. 215), translated by Henry Dexter (1821-1890)

THURSDAY, FIFTH WEEK OF LENT

by Michelle Curtis

What role have psalms played in
your life of prayer?

For me they’ve been instrumental in
teaching me to call out to God from the
depths. Psalms teach us brutal honesty
with God. We could paraphrase Psalm
130 with something like, “God, I'm in
the pit. Listen to me!” I love the raw-
ness and directness of this prayer—not
polished or polite but rather a bold cry
from desperation.

I'm so encouraged that both the psalms
and the early church sometimes provide
exactly the words I need to say to God.
Especially when my own words fail me. I
remember a time when the pit felt so deep
that I had very few words for God. It was
through singing the words of Psalm 13 in
a choir that I could finally find expression
for the prayers of my heart.

Clement’s words echo the psalmist,
pleading for God to listen to our desper-
ate cries from the depths. Yet both teach
us to articulate our despair and our
hope, almost in the same breath. Clem-
ent describes God’s holy feast of love,
reminding us that our prayers are not in
vain. The end of Psalm 130 instructs the
people to hope in God. Even from the
depths. Even when despair sets in. Even
when all we can do is call out: “God,
listen to me! It’s really bad down here.”
Praying the psalms doesn’t brush over
our anguish but brings it to God and
reminds us that we can truly put our
hope in God—even when God feels
ever so distant.

What part of Psalm 130 speaks to
your heart today? Can you pray these
words to God? <




Who was that grain? It was the Lord Jesus. In the whole universe God had only
one “grain of wheat;” He had no second grain. God put His one grain of wheat into
the ground, and it died, and in resurrection the only begotten grain became the first
begotten grain, and from the one grain there have sprung many grains.

—Watchman Nee (1903-1972), The Normal Christian Life

FRIDAY, FIFTH WEEK OF LENT

by Kellie Mitchell

an't you see it? Passover celebrants

waving palm branches and shout-
ing praises of “Hosanna! Blessed is he
who comes in the name of the Lord! ” as
Jesus rides a donkey down the Mount of
Olives. So many people were there, both
Jews and Greeks, that the Pharisees’ fears
of “look, the world has gone after him!”
(John 12:9) seem to me a joyful predic-
tion rather than a nervous accusation.

I spent the fall of 2022 in Jerusalem,
studying the land, reading ancient texts,
and feeling the Bible come alive in front
of my eyes. During one of our field stud-
ies, we descended from the Mount of
Olives down through the Kidron Valley
and up to Jerusalem’s walls—the same
path Jesus would have taken on his final
journey. The path is steep, winding, and
even to this day thronged with people.
At the bottom sits an enclosed garden
of olive trees surrounding the Church of
All Nations, the place tradition says Jesus
went to pray before his arrest (John 18).
In John 12 Jesus declares that his death

would “bear much fruit” to the glory of
God. In 18:27 Jesus shows his feelings
about this greatest of sacrifices: “Now
my soul is deeply troubled. Should I pray,
‘Father save me from this hour?’ But this
is the very reason I came!”

The Greeks who cautiously
approached Jesus here received eternal
hope: “Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain
of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it
remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it
bears much fruit” (John 12:24-25).

The parabolic statement so typical of
Jesus is eloquently summarized here by
Watchman Nee. We also visited eight
different monasteries. Some are ancient
ruins, requiring a vivid imagination to
reconstruct their brilliance. Others are
still active. Each monastery has a dif-
ferent belief about how God should be
worshiped: Catholic, Romanian Ortho-
dox, Greek Orthodox, Syrian, Ethio-
pian, Protestant. And still these many
grains all point to “the only begotten
grain,” Jesus.

[GRAIN]—PHOTO BY MARC WIELAND ON UNSPLASH

I am the wheat of God and am ground by the teeth of the wild beasts, that I may
be found the pure bread of Christ.

—Ignatius of Antioch (d. 107), “Letter to the Romans”

SATURDAY, FIFTH WEEK OF LENT

by Jennifer Woodruff Tait

ST. IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH FED TO THE LIONS—FROM TIELEMAN JANSZ BRAGHT, THE MARTYR’S MIRROR, 1685. RIJKSMUSEUM / PUBLIC DOMAIN, WIKIMEDIA

y career as a church historian

did not begin auspiciously. In
my very first course studying church
history in seminary, I mixed up Igna-
tius of Antioch and Ignatius of Loyola
on a test. Almost 1,500 years separate
these two saints of the church—one
a first-century bishop and martyr and
one a sixteenth-century founder of a
missionary religious order.

Like many of the earliest church
fathers and mothers, we know little
about the life of the earlier Ignatius
beyond his role as a leader of the grow-
ing Christian community and what is
recorded in his own letters. Tradition

holds that he was a disciple of the apos-
tle John.

Even his journey to Rome for his
martyrdom is confusing—those con-
victed of being Christians were usually
executed locally. His captors seem to

have taken him by a very indirect route,
allowing him to meet with growing
churches and to send many letters to
other churches and to Polycarp, bishop
of Smyrna. We're not even sure which
emperor Ignatius was executed under.

Despite all these unknowns, it is clear
that Ignatius cared for his colleagues
and disciples—writing to them about
everything from theological debates
to practical aspects of church man-
agement. He also clearly knew and
accepted his fate.

His language here recalls that of the
Lord Jesus Christ, the One who told us
to eat his body and drink his blood, and
who reminded us that “unless a grain
of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it
remains just a single grain; but if it dies,
it bears much fruit” (John 12:24).

Holy Week is upon us. Let us walk
the way of the cross. <




PALM/PASSION
SUNDAY

osanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!
Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! Hosanna
in the highest heaven!
(Mark 11:9b-10)

et the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who,

though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality
with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, tak-
ing the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being
found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient

to the point of death—even death on a cross.
(Philippians 2:5-8)
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Be the cross our theme and story,
We who in the cross’s glory
Shall exult forevermore.

—Adam of St. Victor (12th c.), translated by John Mason Neale (1818-1866)

MONDAY IN HOLY WEEK

by Michelle Curtis

dam of St. Victor says: The cross is
our story.

In my own life, I've found that I hear
the story of the cross so often I can
become numb to it. But when you slow
down to take it in, Adam’s claim is quite
shocking. At the center of our faith is a
story about God dying a brutal death at
human hands. Our story is a story about
God becoming just like us, even know-
ing the very worst of human suffering.
Our story is about a God who gave us
everything and identifies with the least
of these.

How might this story strike you as
you prepare to journey through Holy
Week this year? Are you open to letting
it surprise you or take on new life as you
hear it again? Are you ready to claim

with Adam: “Be the cross our theme
and story™?

Paul writes in Philippians, “Let the
same mind be in you that was in Christ
Jesus” Jesus who emptied himself and
obeyed God even unto death. Jesus who
rightfully had all the power and honor of
being a member of the Trinity, yet gave
it all up to become a lowly human being.
We should have that kind of a mindset.

The cross isn’t just our story because
we tell it year after year. The cross is our
story because Jesus instructs us to take
up our own cross and follow him. How
might Jesus be asking you to follow him
in this Holy Week? What kind of power
or honor do you have that you might
choose to give up rather than use to
your own advantage? +

CROIX DU NIVOLET SAVOIE, FRANCE—PHOTO BY ADRIEN OLICHON ON UNSPLASH




Life is long and full of crosses and we have need to look on Christ our pattern, to
see how He bore His trials, and even to take example by His Apostles and saints
if we would bear our own trials perfectly.

—Teresa of Avila (1515-1582), The Interior Castle

TUESDAY IN HOLY WEEK

by Edwin Woodruff Tait

The Two Messengers

erhaps to the clear-eyed angel
There was nothing in the word he
brought but glory:
Infinite splendor in a point of flesh,
Bursting, breaking through the veil of
blood and mucus,
Passing through a narrow gate
To fill creation with redoubled light.

Only the old man, his rheumy eyes
Blurred with false hopes,

Back scarred by Roman rods,

Feet hard with trudging up the stony
hill

To watch the heroes die,

Only he, perhaps, could taste in hisbody
the sourness of the sweet word,

Could see the sword quivering in the
stainless heart,

And know in what bitter way the glory
comes. <

FRE SEYON, DIPTYCH WITH MARY AND HER SON FLANKED BY ARCHANGELS, APOSTLES AND A SAINT—WALTERS 3612 WALTERS ART MUSEUM / PICRYL.COM

Diptych with Mary and Her Son Flanked by Archangels: Apostles and a
Saint: Fre Seyon




The believing soul longs and faints for God;
she rests sweetly in the contemplation of Him.
She glories in the reproach of the Cross,
until the glory of His face shall be revealed.

—Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153), On Loving God

WEDNESDAY IN HOLY WEEK

by Chris R. Armstrong

robably best known today for
hymns such as “O Sacred Head
Now Wounded” and “Jesus, the Very
Thought of Thee,” Bernard of Clair-
vaux was a formative figure in medieval
devotion. A reforming monk of the Cis-
tercian order, Bernard returned to the
simplicity of the Rule of Saint Benedict,
recruited participants for the Second
Crusade in 1146, and in later life had
so much power that he was the virtual
pope of the Western church.
Throughout his career Bernard’s
teaching focused on love—in a pos-
itive, personal vein, but not a senti-
mental one. Bernard emphasized the
importance of the human Jesus for
Christian spirituality. He referred to
the New Testament portrait of Jesus,
not merely as an example of a holy life,

but as a picture of the divine action
of love to change the hearts of human

beings.

He also talked about the loving rela-
tionship between the self and God.
Borrowing a good deal from Augustine,
Bernard, in his treatise On Loving God,
set forth four degrees of this love. He
saw the self first of all loving only itself,
then loving the neighbor and God for its
own sake. Third, the soul comes to love
God for God’s sake, normally the high-
est plane of love. But there is a fourth
level, in which the soul loves itself for
God’s sake. This is found only fleetingly
on Earth but will be the constant state
of the dead after the resurrection of the
body.

Where are you on the journey to lov-
ing God this Holy Week? «

CANDLES IN THE ORTHODOX CHURCH, BULGARIA—BISER TODOROV / [CC-BY-SA 4.0] WIKIMEDIA
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MAUNDY THURSDAY

For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that
the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf
of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said,
“This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.”
In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, saying, “This
cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you
drink it, in remembrance of me.” For as often as you eat this bread

and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.
(1 Corinthians 11:23-26)

INSTITUTION OF THE EUCHARIST MOSAIC—KEN PAULSEN [CC BY-SA 2.0] FLICKR
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Were you there when they crucified my Lord?
Oh, were you there when they crucified my Lord?
Oh, sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble
Were you there when they crucified my Lord?

—Traditional Black spiritual

GOOD FRIDAY

by Chris R. Armstrong

What a supreme paradox. We now
call the day Jesus was crucified,
Good.

Many believe this name simply
evolved, as language does. They point
to “God’s Friday” as its root. This
seems reasonable, given that “goodbye”
evolved from “God be with you.” What-
ever its origin the current name of this
holy day offers a fitting lesson to those
of us who assume that “good” must
mean “happy”

The church has always understood
that the first Good Friday was any-
thing but happy. Sadness, mourning,
fasting, and prayer have been its focus
since Christianity’s early centuries.
A fourth-century church manual, the
Apostolic Constitutions, calls Good Fri-
day a “day of mourning, not a day of fes-
tive Joy” Ambrose, the archbishop who
befriended Augustine, called it the “day
of bitterness on which we fast.”

Many Christians have historically
kept their churches unlit or draped in

dark cloths on this day. Processions of
penitents have walked in black robes
or carried black-robed statues of Christ
and the Virgin Mary. And worshipers
have walked the Stations of the Cross,
praying and singing their way past 14
images representing Jesus’s steps along
the Via Dolorosa to Golgotha.

Yet, despite—indeed because of—its
sadness, Good Friday is truly good. Its
sorrow is a godly sorrow. In the midst
of consumerism’s Western playground,
Good Friday calls to a jarring halt the
sacred “pursuit of happiness.” The cross
reveals this pursuit for what it is: a sec-
ondary thing. To pursue happiness we
must first experience sorrow. He who
goes forth sowing tears returns in joy.

Good Friday has always challenged
mere human goodness. Its sad com-
memoration reminds us that in the
face of sin, our goodness avails noth-
ing. Only One is good enough to save
us. That he did so is cause indeed for
celebration.

STAINED GLASS HOLY SACRAMENT CHURCH IN ITAJAI, BRAZIL—PHOTO BY MATEUS CAMPOS FELIPE ON UNSPLASH
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HOLY SATURDAY

For there is hope for a tree, if it is cut down, that it will sprout again,
and that its shoots will not cease. Though its root grows old in the
earth, and its stump dies in the ground, yet at the scent of water it will
bud and put forth branches like a young plant. But mortals die, and
are laid low; humans expire, and where are they? As waters fail from a
lake, and a river wastes away and dries up, so mortals lie down and do
not rise again; until the heavens are no more, they will not awake or be
roused out of their sleep. Oh that you would hide me in Sheol, that you
would conceal me until your wrath is past, that you would appoint me
a set time, and remember me! If mortals die, will they live again? All the

days of my service I would wait until my release should come.
(Job 14:7-14)

When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea
named Joseph, who also was himself a disciple of Jesus. He went
to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus; then Pilate ordered it to be
given to him. So Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen
cloth and laid it in his own new tomb, which he had hewn in the rock. He
then rolled a great stone to the door of the tomb and went away. Mary

Magdalene and the other Mary were there, sitting opposite the tomb.
(Matthew 27:57-61)

KINVER EDGE, KINVER, STOURBRIDGE, UK—PHOTO BY BLAKE SHERMAN ON UNSPLASH
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EASTER SUNDAY

0 you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ

Jesus were baptized into his death? Therefore we have been bur-
ied with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised
from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in
newness of life. For if we have been united with him in a death like his,
we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his. We know
that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might
be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin. For whoever
has died is freed from sin. But if we have died with Christ, we believe
that we will also live with him. We know that Christ, being raised from
the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over
him. The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but the life he lives,
he lives to God. So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and

alive to God in Christ Jesus.
(Romans 6:3-11)

As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man, dressed in a white
robe, sitting on the right side; and they were alarmed. But he said
to them, “Do not be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth,

who was crucified. He has been raised; he is not here. Look, there is the
place they laid him. But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going

ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you.”
(Mark 16:5-7)

HOSIOS LOUKAS, HARROWING OF HELL—ANONIMUS / PUBLIC DOMAIN, WIKIMEDIA




Come, ye faithful, raise the strain
of triumphant gladness!
God has brought his Israel
into joy from sadness.

—John of Damascus (c. 675-754), translated by John Mason Neale (1818-1866)

MONDAY, EASTER WEEK

by Jennifer Woodruff Tait

he competition for my favorite

Easter hymn is steep, but this is
at or near the very top. John of Damas-
cus, who originally wrote its lyrics in
Greek, was among the most famous
of Eastern Christian saints. His text
connects Christ’s Resurrection to the
Old Testament story of the Exodus,
to the yearly coming of spring, and
to the expectant waiting of the disci-
ples—concluding that “Neither could
the gates of death, nor the tomb’s dark
portal, / nor the watchers nor the seal
hold him as a mortal.”

As I was first being drawn toward
Anglicanism about 20 years ago, I
attended an Easter Vigil service at our
church in New Jersey. The Vigil tradi-
tionally begins fairly late at night and
can take several hours. We had lit the

“new fire” and proclaimed the light of
Christ, we had heard the rehearsal of
salvation history in numerous readings
from the Old Testament while sitting

in a sanctuary lit only by candlelight,
and then at long last, we had erupted
with great joy into the “Gloria in excel-
sis deo.”

As the organ—silent since Maundy
Thursday—thundered, the lights
came on at full blast to reveal a church
blazing with flowers; the choir, in
our best vestments, streamed into
the choir loft. It was well after mid-
night, and we entered to this hymn. A
dear saint from the church, who had
sung in the choir, had recently died.
I looked across the choir loft to her
empty place as I took up the opening
lines of “Come Ye Faithful, Raise the
Strain.”

There are moments that reach
deeper than any words can say. If we
truly confront what the Resurrection
of Christ means, it will touch us in that
place beyond words and beyond sor-
row where there is only awe. The Lord
is risen; he is risen indeed. <
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We, little fishes, after the image of our Ichthys, Jesus Christ, are born in the water.

—Tertullian (c. 155-c. 220), On Baptism

TUESDAY, EASTER WEEK

by Kaylena Radcliff

n those early days of Christianity,

when believers suffered persecu-
tion, it is believed they identified one
another by the “sign of the fish” You
may be familiar with the symbol—
although today, instead of as a marker
of safe gathering places for Christians,
you've probably seen it as a decal on
someone’s car. And maybe others have
asked you: what in the world do fish
have to do with Jesus?

The word Ichthys—"fish” in Koine
Greek—doubled as an acrostic with
the letters standing for Iésotis Khrists,
Theoti Huids, Sotér; or in English:
“Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior.”

Tertullian seems to play on this sim-

ple, clever creed of early believers in his
quotation.

When we, little reflections of our Sav-
ior, obey his command to be baptized in
his name, we picture our belief, rebirth,
and identification with our Ichthys and
confess the truth of who he is.

My church tradition baptizes pro-
fessing believers through full immer-
sion, and I'm fond of how this mode
pictures what Romans 6 describes.
The believer goes down in the water
buried with Jesus in his death and then
emerges, raised with Jesus by the glory
of the Father to walk in the newness of
life. While we could argue about modes
of baptism until the Lord returns, we
can certainly agree about its signifi-
cance to our identity. In the water, we
little fishes attest: Jesus Christ, Son of
God, Savior. Amen! <




Now the green blade riseth, from the buried grain,
Wheat that in dark earth many days has lain;
Love lives again, that with the dead has been:

Love is come again like wheat that springeth green.

—John Macleod Campbell Crum (1872-1958)

WEDNESDAY, EASTER WEEK

by Jennifer Woodruff Tait

One night, shortly into our first

pandemic Easter season in April,

2020, my then-seven-year-old daugh-
ter asked me to sing her an “Easter
song” when I put her to sleep.

“Most Easter songs are pretty peppy,”
I said. “I don’t think they would put
you to sleep.”

“Are there any quiet Easter songs?”
she asked.

“Well, there’s ‘Now the Green Blade
Riseth,” I said. And I sang it for her.

It's now become one of “our” songs
and a frequent lullaby request. Its a
rather unique Easter hymn—far more
contemplative than majestic. When the
Oxford Book of Carols was being com-
piled in 1928, the editors wanted an
English-language text that could be sung

to a haunting medieval French Christ-
mas carol tune called Noél Nouvelet. ].
M. C. Crum, who provided the needed
hymn text, was by all accounts a dedi-
cated Church of England priest; while
he wrote a few devotional books, this is
by far his most famous composition.
Somehow, the haunting melody
and careful attention to those dev-
astating three days when Jesus was
“with the dead” made this song a con-
soling choice for a pandemic Easter.
In the final verse, Crum reminds us
that when we are “wintry, grieving,
or in pain,” Jesus can recall us to life.
If grief or tragedy or loneliness has
transcribed your Easter into a minor
key, seek comfort from the Lord who

knew death and brought life. <
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Because Christ humbled Himself even to the death of the Cross, from love
and obedience to God, it behooved Him to be uplifted by God to a glorious

resurrection.

—Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), Summa Theologiae I11.53

THURSDAY, EASTER WEEK

by Dawn Moore

n a cold January evening in 2018,

I entered an old funeral parlor on
South Broad Street in Philadelphia.
This was not just any funeral parlor, but
one that once acted as a well-known
front for the Philadelphia mob and
a notorious drug house. So, besides
performing services for the deceased,
this decrepit place contributed to the
hatred, violence, and general malaise
of the city. In every way imaginable,
it was a house of death, covered in a
shroud of darkness.

But there I was, eagerly entering the
front door in anticipation of a spiritu-
ally rich and casserole-filled evening.
You see, this bit of blight has undergone
a radical transformation . . . a sort of
resurrection! It is the newest location
of Circle of Hope Church, a missional
body seeking to “create an environment

where people can connect with God
and act for redemption.”

Where mob bosses and drug dealers
once reigned, a church has been born.
Where the neighbors once feared to
tread, the doors have been opened
wide. As a guest that evening, I enjoyed
a vibrant time of worship followed by a
tasty meal with new friends. The cheer-
ful wildflowers tied with colorful rib-
bons onto columns all around the room
seemed to perfectly represent the new
life that spilled from this reborn build-
ing out into the community.

As we enter the coming weeks of
Easter, take time to notice signs of res-
urrection hope in your own commu-
nity. If you have trouble finding them,
ask God to show you ways you might
bring a fresh wind of the Spirit to your
neighborhood. %




What had become of the Redemption of the whole Body of Mankind,
if they had not cause to believe the Message that the Lord Jesus sent by these Wom-

en, of and concerning his Resurrection?

—Margaret Fell (1614-1702), Women’s Speaking Justified, Proved,
and Allowed by the Scriptures

FRIDAY, EASTER WEEK

by Michelle Curtis

he Resurrection is one of my
favorite stories in the whole Bible.
Not only is Jesus’s Resurrection from
the dead at the crux of our whole faith,
but God entrusts this good news to a
handful of women. The good news of
the Resurrection doesn’t first come to
the king or the governor or the priest
or even to Peter. It’s a humble group
of women, who had come to the tomb
in their grief to care for Jesus’s dead
body, who first learn what’s happened.
They're just doing what women have
done for centuries—the hard and holy
work of quietly caring for loved ones
behind the scenes. And there the angel
entrusts them with a most important
message of redemption.
If it’s surprising today, it would have
been shocking in the first century.
How could a few women be the first

to hear and proclaim the good news of

the Resurrection? Surely they hadn’t
understood what the angel meant. As
Luke tells the story, Jesus’s disciples did
not believe the women. Not at first any-
way. “It seemed to them an idle tale,”
Luke reported. But the women knew
what they had seen and heard. And
eventually the men would believe too.

In my own life, this story has been
good news to me as I've embraced
God’s call to become a pastor and
preacher—to speak the good news
of Jesus’s Resurrection as a woman. If
you've ever felt like God couldn’t pos-
sibly choose you for whatever reason,
how might this story be good news to
you? And if you've never questioned
that God can and does call you, who
else is speaking good news that you
might need to listen to, especially if
they seem like the “wrong person” for
God to choose? «
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Even on the cross He did not hide Himself from sight; rather, He made all
creation witness to the presence of its Maker. Then, having once let it be seen
that it was truly dead, He did not allow that temple of His body to linger long,
but forthwith on the third day raised it up, impassable and incorruptible,

the pledge and token of His victory.

— Athanasius (c. 296-373), On the Incarnation

SATURDAY, EASTER WEEK

by Kaylena Radcliff

he miracle of the Resurrection
looms large in humanity’s collec-
tive consciousness. From best-selling
books to the silver screen, we cannot get
enough of resurrection stories. We cheer
when the hero, fallen in that most final
defeat, rises whole and triumphant over
death. And it’s not just a modern phe-
nomenon. Go back to the oldest civiliza-
tions on Earth, and see it written across
their mythologies. Our fascination dis-
plays our hearts. Deep down we recog-
nize our dying state for what it truly is: a
curse in desperate need of breaking.
Even so, ostensibly missing from
many of those same narratives are a
satisfying how and why. We recognize
the curse and our fate because of it, but
what can reverse it? Who can deliver us
from our bodies of death?

Thanks be to God through Jesus
Christ our Lord! We find our answer
in him. This beautiful truth, fleshed out
in Romans and commented on here
by Athanasius, shows that our Maker
who gave life to the universe was really,
undeniably dead. But the grave could
not hold him. He rose again, perfect and
incorruptible, triumphant over sin and
death for eternity.

Christian, remember today that the
Resurrection story is your story. God’s
triumph and miracle are gifts to you.
“For God so loved the world, that he
gave his only begotten son, that who-
ever believes in Him will not perish
but have eternal life” (John 3:16).
Wherever you find yourself in the race,
remember it has already been won. His
victory is yours, and it’s yours forever. <
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