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INTRODUCTION
Seek. Trust. Follow. The theme for our Lenten devotion, and for our church’s season of Lenten
observance serves as invitation. The invitation is to enter the daily spiritual discipline, open
yourself to the scriptures, avail yourself of worship opportunities, and engage in study and
dialogue with others in the community of faith.
As one might walk or hike a trail in search of a hoped-for discovery of beauty and grandeur
of God’s creation, the daily journey of the Lenten discipline intends to bring us to a place of
deeper spiritual discovery and awakening. No doubt surprises beyond expectations await. How
can we know what to expect when walking a path never taken previously? To be honest, just as
trail hiking includes danger and risk, the spiritual journey may also bring us into contact with
unanswerable questions, confront us with challenging decisions, and not always be a gentle
stroll. Therefore, be aware and alert. Have respect for the environment, and patience with the
distance. Rest when weary. Pause in moments of grace and peace. Keep your eye on the path in
front of you.
Wise hikers use a guide of some kind. Drawing upon the knowledge of those who have
traveled the path before, the use of maps, journals, or even a personal trail guide provides
information that can be trusted.
I suppose one could argue for more than one appropriate order of these three words: Seek,
Trust, Follow. The point is, each is necessary for the continued journey. For example, a desire to
seek is required in order to begin. Having trust is necessary for taking a first step. Knowing who
or what to follow may the necessary ingredient for getting started in the first place.
Listen to Lent’s invitation. Are you willing to seek God and the message Jesus brings us about
God? Then trust the path of scripture and those who have traveled it before, and follow. Follow
these scripture texts. Follow the reflections and insights of these devotions. Follow your own
questions, requests, and life’s experience. Follow the Christ. As you begin, remember these
words to the hymn, Wherever He Leads I’ll Go: “I'll follow my Christ who loves me so, Wherever
He leads I'll go.”

C. Franklin Granger

A Word about the Guide: Five writers have contributed to this devotional guide. Jennifer Baxley,
Brenda Cain, Mike Cleland, Frank Granger, and Daniel Blake Hulsey. The Sunday lectionary
scriptures are used for the devotions. Each of the week’s four passages provides the basis for
one devotion, Monday through Thursday. The devotion on Friday draws from one or more of
the themes from these scriptures for the week. Each Saturday, that week’s writer has offered
another “voice” of writing, art, or music, that speaks to the message which emerges from their
week’s writings. During Holy Week, each writer has written one devotion, using a portion of the
Matthew text for Palm Sunday.

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 26, 2020
Day 1 - Ash Wednesday

Lent is a season of prayer, penance and self-discipline beginning on Ash Wednesday. The
season which prepares us for Easter, numbers 40 days. This season of preparation was several
centuries in the making. The season began as one of preparation for those awaiting baptism
which developed to be a season of fasting and preparation for all believers as well.
Because the date for Easter changes year to year, the date for Ash Wednesday is not the
same each year. Ash Wednesday this year is February 26, which is 40 days prior to Easter, not
counting the Sundays. The final week of Lent is called Holy Week, beginning with Palm Sunday,
and including Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday. Easter, which is a full sevenweek season, begins on Easter Sunday, April 12 and continues to Pentecost, May 31.
The number forty in the scriptures is associated with a time of sorrow or affliction before
eventual joy. Some of the forty-day events in scripture include: the forty days of the flood
before Noah and family reaches the dry land; Moses went without food and water for forty days
while writing down the words of the covenant; Elijah spent forty days in the desert before
hearing the still small voice of calm from God. The deepest connection for the 40 days of Lent
parallels the number of days Jesus spent fasting in the wilderness following his baptism in
preparation for his ministry.
References in the Old Testament note that as a sign of repentance people would include the
use of ashes, (Job 42:6). Therefore, ashes are a symbol of penitence and purification in
connection with the season of Lent. Genesis 3:19 gives the basis for what is said to individuals
who come forward to be marked with ashes: "From dust you were made; to dust you shall
return." The ashes used in our Ash Wednesday service come from the burnt palm fronds the
children carried during last year’s Palm Sunday worship.
Today, Ash Wednesday, we begin our forty-day journey to the empty tomb of Easter with a
solemn call to fasting and repentance. The ashes will be placed upon our foreheads in the sign
of a cross on our brow, reminding us of our human mortality and frailty. What seems like an
ending is really an invitation to make each day in our Lenten journey a new beginning, in which
we are washed in God’s mercy and forgiveness. We will enter into this rich season of spiritual
renewal as we participate fully in the life, suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ our
Lord.

C. Franklin Granger

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 27, 2020
Day 2

Some things stay with us, in our memory, for years and years and years. Even for decades and
decades. Truly lasting memories. Some of these are experiences from childhood, vacations trips,
and celebrations. Such memories call forth not only the remembrance of what happened, but
also the emotions, the sounds, even the aromas.
When I step into the sanctuary at First Baptist, especially on specific holidays and holy days, I
will be greeted by memories. Many of these memories contain faces, sitting in specific spaces,
along with the mood and aura of those experiences.
As I have prepared this year to enter the sanctuary once again on Ash Wednesday, a phrase
resurfaced in my memory. I wasn’t surprised, because each year as Ash Wednesday approaches,
I remember this phrase. I remember too, many, if not all, of the Ash Wednesday services in our
sanctuary. There is an identifiable difference in that room when the light outside has turned
from day to night and the marbled windows create an amber glow from the lights above.
Again, this year, the simple, rhythmic, theologically rich, even hopeful statement returned to
me. It came again, on cue, speaking its encouragement to step into the solemnness and
sobering experience of Ash Wednesday. Dust we were and dust we shall become, but dust is not

our destiny.

The statement was written by Richard I. Pervo, who was at the time of the publication the
Professor of New Testament and Patristics at Seabury-Western Theological Seminary in Illinois.
He also writes of the importance of Ash Wednesday for all of us as a community of faith. Among
his insights about Ash Wednesday and Lent are these words:

“Ash Wednesday is an occasion for strengthening the community by expounding repentance
and reconciliation as the tools God uses to build the church. . . . Ash Wednesday always reminds
us how unready we are for Lent to begin. It is a kind of hammer with which the church raps our
heads to gain our attention, a hammer in the form of a cross, which is the symbol of death to
the old so that we may rise to the new. We need that hammer because the most difficult thing
to believe is that God is gracious and merciful and seeks reconciliation with the whole world. As
we grow together in that understanding we shall have the holy Lent for which all long, a Lent
that will transform us from darkness to light, from sin to righteousness, from death to life.”
Remember, today especially, as you take these first, timid, uncertain steps into the 40 days of
Lent, that dust, dryness, death, is not the end point. Our destiny is in the hands of the gracious,
merciful, loving God.
Consider
What is your hope for this season of Lent as you being the journey?
Prayer

O God, guide my steps as I begin this journey. I place my trust in you.
C. Franklin Granger

FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 28, 2020
Day 3

I grew up in the Southern Baptist tradition. One note of clarification. Growing up in the
Southern Baptist tradition is to be distinguished from growing up Baptist in the South. Southern
Baptists are not to be found only in the South, and not all Baptists of the South are Southern
Baptist. Lest you think I am merely playing some sort of linguistic hopscotch; I will get straight
to my point. The observance of Lent, in church, was nowhere to be found in my church
experience. I had a vague knowledge of Lent, but I thought it was something the Catholic
tradition exclusively owned.
Fortunately, during my years of seminary education in Louisville, Kentucky I was introduced
to the Christian Year calendar with its seasons, holy days, and rhythms. Advent was also a new
concept. As I have been in other congregations since, I find that Advent is more quickly, and
easily adopted into practice by the church than is Lent. No judgment here, only a statement of
what merely seems to be.
Below are two statements and descriptions of Lent. These are not the logistical and
mechanical descriptions about when, how long, and what we are supposed to do. These
descriptions invite us to look more closely at the meaning, purpose, and shaping experience of
participating in Lent.

“Lent is a liturgical and spiritual journey of the whole people of God from the failure of Eden
and the bondage of Egypt to rest in the promised land of grace.” (1)
“The Lenten reflection on repentance, suffering, and death exists not for its own sake or
purpose. Instead, Lent points beyond itself to Easter, points beyond itself to life and spiritual
renewal. Confession and repentance hold the promise of forgiveness and the power to live a
new life in the Spirit. The suffering of Jesus – so horribly wrong and undeserved – reveals the
depth of his divine-yet-human compassion, courage, and character. His gruesome death led to
glorious resurrection, and the risen Christ continues to offer resurrection and new life for us
today. When I look at Lent this way, I realize that Lent is really all about life. For all of its focus
on repentance, suffering, and death, Lent points forward to springtime for the soul.” (2)

Whether one is new to Lent, or a seasoned veteran of this spiritual practice, the potential for
experiencing the imprint of God is equally present.
Consider
What is your challenge as you enter the season of Lent? If this is not common to your past,
do you find is to feel strange and awkward? If it is common, has it become overly routinized?
Prayer

Create in me, O God, an open heart and mind as I begin this Lenten journey. Amen.
C. Franklin Granger

Citations:

1 - Pervo, Richard, I. (1994). Interpreting the Lessons of the Church Year, Proclamation 5, Series C, Fortress Press:
Minneapolis. p. 4.
2 - Yamasaki, April (2016). Christ is for Us: Lent 2020. Abingdon Press, Nashville, p. 7.

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 29, 2020
Day 4

The devotions for the coming week, March 2-7, will heavily feature a comparison between
Adam and Jesus. This quotation from Irenaeus’ Demonstration of Apostolic Preaching (written
around 190 BCE) illustrates that in comparing Adam and Christ, we are following in line with a
tradition that stretches back to the beginnings of Christianity.

Daniel Blake Hulsey

From The Demonstration of Apostolic Preaching §§ 31-34, Irenaeus of Lyon (130-202 BCE)

Because in the original formation of Adam, all of us were tied and bound up with death
through his disobedience, it was right that through the obedience of Christ, who was made man
for us, we should be released from death. Because death reigned over the flesh, it was right that
through the flesh it should lose its force and let humanity go free from its oppression. So the
Word was made flesh, that, through that very flesh which sin had ruled and dominated, it should
lose its force and be no longer in us…
From what does the substance of the first formed human come? From the Will and the
Wisdom of God, and from the virgin earth… God took dust of the earth and formed the man,
the beginning of humankind. So then the Lord, summing up afresh this man, came by the same
way into flesh, being born from the Virgin by the Will and the Wisdom of God; that He also
should show forth the likeness of Adam’s entry into flesh and there should be that which was
written in the beginning, man after the image and likeness of God.
And just as through disobedience, humans were stricken down and fell into death, so
through the obedience to the Word of God man was reanimated and received life.* For the Lord
came to seek again the sheep that was lost; and humanity was lost… It was necessary that Adam
should be summed up in Christ, that mortality might be swallowed up and overwhelmed by
immortality; and Eve summed up in Mary, that a virgin should be a virgin’s intercessor, and by a
virgin’s obedience undo and put away the disobedience of a virgin.
And the trespass which came by the tree was undone by the tree of obedience, when,
listening to God, the Son of Man was nailed to the tree; thereby putting away the knowledge of
evil and bringing in and establishing the knowledge of good… So then by the obedience
wherewith Christ Jesus obeyed even unto death, hanging on the tree, He put away the old
disobedience which was wrought in the tree.
*This is the most significant change I made to the translation. The original reads, “And just as
through a disobedient virgin man was stricken down and fell into death, so through the Virgin
who was obedient to the Word of God man was reanimated and received life.” Irenaeus was
clearly comparing Eve, who he thought to be a virgin when she ate the fruit of the tree, with the
virgin Mary, mother of Jesus. However, I do not want readers to get lost in weeds comparing the
two virgins or worrying about Irenaeus blaming Eve specifically for humanity’s fall. The real
comparison here is between disobedience and obedience.
Citation: Saint Irenaeus, The Demonstration of Apostolic Preaching, trans. J. Armitage Robinson (New York: The
Macmillan Co., 1920). Archaic expressions have been changed to more modern equivalents. Unnecessarily gendered
terms are replaced with non-gendered equivalents.

SUNDAY, MARCH 1, 2020
First Sunday in Lent

Scriptures for this Week
Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
Matthew 4:1-11
Romans 5:12-19
Psalm 32

MONDAY, MARCH 2, 2020

Day 5 - Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
“Daddy is never any fun!” My 6-year-old occasionally yells those words around bedtime. The
context can be baffling. He could have spent the entire day at Disney World, but the minute I
ask him to do something other than what he wants to do . . .” Daddy is never any fun!”
Children often only see the immediacy of the moment. They want what they want, and they
want it now! As an adult, I know that if my children do not get sufficient sleep, they will not have
enough physical and mental resources to thrive the following day. Children do not have the
experience that leads eventually to wisdom. Rules are established by loving parents out of
wisdom and perspective because they want their children to thrive. Rules protect children while
they grow in experience and perspective.
The narrative of Genesis 2 portrays God like a loving parent. God fashions Adam from dust
and breathes life into him. God places Adam in a garden that provides for his needs. God even
recognizes our deep need for relationship and gives Adam a companion in Eve. God’s every
intention is for Adam and Eve to thrive in the world he has created. To that end, there is one
rule, “Do not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” I will admit to not
understanding the rule. In this situation, I am the child and God is the parent. But I am
convinced that God intends for humans to thrive within His creation. I am confident his
command to not eat of the tree served that end.
We all know how the story proceeds. The crafty serpent convinces Adam and Eve to defy God
and eat of the tree. It is telling how he tempted them. “When you eat of it, your eyes will be
opened, and you will become like God.” They were not content to remain in their proper place.
They wanted to become like the creator, to be their own god. They wanted to assume a role
they did not have the skills, perspective, or wisdom to occupy.
Adam and Eve gave in to their selfish desire to be like God. Paradoxically, their concentration
on self led to sin and death. The same “fall” happens in all of us inevitably. But the fall is not the
end of Adam and Eve’s story. It is not the end of our story either. God didn’t abandon us to the
ravages of our own mistakes. Being love itself, God sent his son Jesus to confront the sin and
death that are unleashed on the world as a result of our self-centeredness. Jesus teaches us to
look outside of ourselves, toward a love of God and neighbor. That leads to life. We’ll learn
more about how Jesus responds to self-centered temptation tomorrow.
Consider
God wants you to thrive in your environment. Are there times when you don’t understand
how God is going to bring that about? Are there times when you don’t agree with the timeline
or the “rules” that God has placed on you?
Prayer

Gracious Creator, thank you for loving us and wanting the best for us. Please grant us
understanding. Please grant us the willingness to follow you when we still do not understand.
Please give us the boldness to live out the other-centered love that you have called us to. Amen.
Daniel Blake Hulsey

TUESDAY, MARCH 3, 2020
Day 6 - Matthew 4:1-11

Viewing the temptation of Jesus against that of Adam and Eve is interesting. Their
disobedience led to exile, separation, and death. Jesus’ obedience in the wilderness is at the
heart of a public ministry that will ultimately lead back to life in the presence of God, from exile
into paradise. It is a study in the contrast between obedience and disobedience. The primary
value of knowing the details of Jesus’s temptation story is that it provides us with an example of
obedience to emulate when we are tempted by our own self-centered desires.
The first temptation offered to Jesus is obvious. Jesus has been fasting for 40 days. “Show
your divinity. Make bread from rocks. You’ve got to be hungry.”
It is not a bad thing to satisfy hunger. But Jesus’s answer is that life is more than simply
meeting our most basic needs. We depend more on words from the mouth of God for life than
bread. Jesus directs the attention and worship back to God rather than satisfying one of his
most basic human needs.
The second temptation is much more subtle. “Throw yourself off the Temple and
demonstrate how much God cares about you. After all, aren’t the ‘words from God’s mouth’
that, ‘He will command his angels concerning YOU.’”
It seems simple enough but notice where the emphasis falls in the tempter’s quotations. It’s
more noticeable in the original Greek. A literal translation following the Greek word order reads,
“His angels he will command concerning you.”
and “Upon their hands they will carry you,
lest you strike upon a rock that foot of yours.”
Every line ends in a variation of “you.” They are all about God protecting you.
Jesus doesn’t deny that God cares about you. In fact, Jesus’s response also ends in a variation
of “you,” but the emphasis is different. “Do not test the Lord your God.” Jesus redirects the
temptation to put God back in primary focus.
The final temptation is the most brazen. “Here is everything you could ever desire. All you
need to do is bow before something other than God.”
The worship of the devil here is only expedient to getting power for yourself. Jesus’s
response is similarly direct. “You shall worship the Lord your God and serve him only.” A direct
response was needed in the face of such brazen temptation.
The devil leaves in defeat. It is interesting what happens next. Angels come and attend to
Jesus, who is surely exhausted. God really does command his angels concerning us. But
intention and motivation are everything. In Matthew 6:25-33, Jesus tells us that God supplies the
flowers and the birds with all they need; he will do the same for us. Therefore, seek first God’s
kingdom and God will take care of you. Letting go of yourself, your worries and your desires,
opens you up into being the human you were always intended to be.
Consider
What things tempt you to turn inward and become self-centered?
Prayer

Lord, because you know what it is like to be tempted (Hebrews 2:18), please help me to resist
when I am tempted to turn inward and consider only myself. Guide my thoughts and concerns
back toward you and my neighbor. Amen.
Daniel Blake Hulsey

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 4, 2020
Day 7 – Romans 5:12-19

My kids cruise around our yard in a two-seater Power Wheel, but neither I nor the state allow
them to drive a car on the road yet. They’re not ready. I’m not ready. The world’s not ready. But
they would probably try if I let them. They don’t recognize their limitations. That’s not a problem
limited to children. We all occasionally try to take on roles that we are not ready for or will never
be suited for. Unfortunately, this sometimes has disastrous consequences.
Monday, we noticed that the serpent tempted Adam and Eve saying they will become “like
God” if they ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. The first humans were not
content to only be representatives of God. In short, they became self-centered. We’ve also seen
how Jesus handled similar temptation and showed us an example of how to keep God central.
That leads us to our passage today. Paul takes up the comparison we have considered the
past two days. Adam and Jesus representing disobedience versus obedience. Self-centeredness
is compared to other centeredness. Unfortunately, we often tie ourselves up in theological knots
over this passage in Romans. It’s been happening for millennia. Are we really all punished for
eternity based on one decision a single human made in our primeval history? Explaining this
“original sin” has preoccupied theologians for ages.
I want to attempt to stay out of the thorny theological weeds of this passage and simply
think about where self-centered behavior leads. It opens the door for jealousy, envy, and strife.
Jesus calls us to a better way of loving God and neighbor. If we truly loved God and neighbor,
how could we justify fighting wars or committing crimes against one another? Paul reiterates
this point in Romans 13:9-10, “Love your neighbor as yourself. Love does no wrong to a
neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the Law.” I hope everything is coming into focus now.
Self-centeredness ultimately leads to death. The fall of Adam happens in each one of us. It’s
inevitable that we will turn inward towards ourselves. Jesus wakes us up and shows us the better
way of loving God and neighbor.
Another thorny question in this passage is how exactly Jesus’s “act of righteousness leads to
justification and life for all.” Many trees have died, and much ink has been spilled trying to
explain the atonement of Jesus. I think it is a truth you feel more than articulate. Try thinking
about how the sacrifice of Jesus affects you? How does it inspire you? I hope it inspires you to
live a more sacrificial life. I pray it shocks you out of self-centered thinking. Jesus’s death is the
ultimate act of love for neighbor. It should turn your world upside down. Part of accepting Jesus
is embracing the opportunity to love others as Jesus loves them. This kind of love leads to life.
Consider
What feelings arise when you consider Jesus’ “one act of righteousness?” Does it inspire any
specific actions?
Prayer

Lord God, thank you for loving us in Christ Jesus. Thank you for showing the way that leads
to life through and in him. Amen.
Daniel Blake Hulsey

THURSDAY, MARCH 5, 2020
Day 8 – Psalm 32

Psalm 32 opens with a celebration of forgiveness. “Happy are those whose transgressions are
forgiven…” There is also praise concerning the means to that forgiveness, which is confession. “I
said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,’ and you forgave the guilt of my sin” (vs 5). It
is certainly appropriate here at the beginning of Lent to praise God for the gracious forgiveness
offered to us in Christ. Hallelujah. Amen.
However, Psalm 32 does not end there. The Psalm is divided into three sections marked off
by the mysterious “Selah” (we don’t really know what that word means). The first section thanks
God for forgiveness after the confession of sin. The middle section implores all who are faithful
to continually seek God in times of distress. The third and final section encourages the reader to
accept instruction and counsel willingly in the ways of the righteous.
The Psalmist uses some vivid imagery to encourage our compliance. “Do not be like a horse
or a mule.” Mules in particular can be stubborn animals. They need a bit and bridle to be led. To
get the animal to go the direction you want requires the physical coercion of pulling on the
bridle. Sometimes the animal complies. Other times it becomes an intense and frustrating battle
of will. The Psalmist wants us to be more willing than a horse or mule.
When I first read this passage in the Psalm, I thought of Martin Luther’s example of the
donkey or a packhorse in his treatise On the Bondage of the Will (De Servo Arbitrio). Luther,
writing against the concept of human free will, says that we are all like donkeys being ridden by
a master. We can swerve within the road, but if we get too close to the edge, the master will pull
the reins and put us back on the road (in Luther’s example, the master is either God or Satan). I
think that this Psalm (and the Bible in general) is calling us to be something more than donkeys!
We should grow beyond the need for strong coercion to go the correct way. We should want to
be led willingly.
In Monday’s devotion, we explored the metaphor of God as a parent. Like a loving parent,
God created a good environment for his children to thrive. God gave us rules designed to
protect us and mold us into the humans he intended us to be. God gave us an example in Jesus
to follow. After all, it is a parent’s example that will lead a child more than any rules or words.
As a loving parent, God wants the best for his children. He wants to mold us so that we reach
our greatest potential in Christ. Are we ready to accept that molding? Are we ready to let go of
ourselves and our selfish desires in order to better love God and our neighbor?
Consider
Are you ready to accept God’s leading? Are there areas where you know God’s instruction
and counsel, but you are resistant to it?
Prayer

Holy God, thank you for the gracious forgiveness found in Christ Jesus! As I move forward,
please grant in me a spirit willing to accept your instruction and counsel. Amen.
Daniel Blake Hulsey

FRIDAY, MARCH 6, 2020
Day 9

I am at least a 7th generation hillbilly from the northeast Georgia mountains. I’ve now spent
much more time in the Athens area, but I still love those hills and the culture established among
them. Therefore, I get defensive about movies like Deliverance or books like Bill Bryson’s A Walk
in the Woods that portray the natives of the region in a solely negative light. I have little
patience for people that claim to be enthralled by the Appalachians and yet are utterly derisive
concerning the people whose lives are shaped by that very landscape.
The mountains definitely shape you. If you own land in the mountains, what you do with that
land is largely dictated by the hills, valleys, rivers, and creeks that surround you. Your life is
shaped by the land rather than you shaping the land.
In love, God created a good environment for Adam and Eve that was supposed to shape
them. They were to tend and till it. God put a tree of life and a tree of the knowledge of good
and evil in the middle of the garden. The humans were to orbit around life and knowledge (I
think the trees represent God). They were also meant to be shaped by their relationship to God.
They were created as the image of God in the world reflecting his love and care to all the earth.
In sin, humans choose self-centeredness. But God intends for us to be molded into people
whose love is focused on others.
We should all step back and consider the ways we have been and should be shaped by the
places, times, and opportunities God has placed us in. How does our environment in the Athens
area shape us? How does our relationship to God shape our lives? Do we allow our place in the
Athens area to shape how we reflect the love of God back into our community?
We should also consider the time that God has placed us in. Maybe consider the actual
calendar. A strength of following a liturgical calendar is that it gives you explicit seasons to
concentrate on particular aspects of the Christian life. Lent is an opportunity to be shaped by
the love that God has shown toward you in Jesus, particularly in his sacrificial death and
victorious resurrection.
During Lent, we mourn Christ Jesus’s death on our behalf. On Easter, we celebrate his
resurrection. During this season we should spend some time reflecting on how the passion of
Jesus should shape how we live in our world. I hope it inspires you to a greater love of God. I
hope that love of God leads to a greater love of neighbor. To love one’s neighbor, after all, is to
be the image of God in the world.
Consider
As you continue through this season of Lent, strive to be willing to be shaped by the people,
places, and occasions that God has placed in your path.
Prayer

God give us a willing heart and the strength to follow your instruction and example in loving
others. Amen.
Daniel Blake Hulsey

SATURDAY, MARCH 7, 2020
Day 10

Bernard of Clairvaux was a French Cistercian monk and abbot. He is a central figure in the
monastic reform movements of the Middle Ages. In his most famous work quoted below,
Bernard outlines a progression from loving one’s self into loving God. Bernard’s framework
lurked in the background of this week’s devotionals. Note that Bernard doesn’t think we can
truly attain the fourth degree on this side of eternity. I agree. We are aiming for the third degree
of love of God for God’s sake. That is the other-centered love God created us for.

Daniel Blake Hulsey

From On Loving God §§ VIII-X, Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153 AD)
THE FIRST DEGREE OF LOVE: MAN LOVES HIMSELF FOR HIS OWN SAKE

Since nature has become more fragile and weak, necessity obliges man to serve it first. This is
the carnal love by which a man loves himself above all for his own sake. He is only aware of
himself…Love is not imposed by a precept; it is planted in nature. Who is there who hates his
own flesh?…
…In this way, man who is animal and carnal, and knows how to love only himself, yet starts
loving God for his own benefit, because he learns from frequent experience that he can do
everything that is good for him in God and that without God he can do nothing good.
THE SECOND DEGREE OF LOVE: MAN LOVES GOD FOR HIS OWN BENEFIT

Man, therefore, loves God, but for his own advantage and not yet for God’s sake…If man’s
tribulations, however, grow in frequency and as a result he frequently turns to God and is
frequently freed by God, must he not end…by realizing that it is God’s grace which frees him
and come to love God not for his own advantage but for the sake of God?
THE THIRD DEGREE OF LOVE: MAN LOVES GOD FOR GOD’S SAKE

Man’s frequent needs oblige him to invoke God more often and approach him more
frequently. This intimacy moves man to taste and discover how sweet the Lord is. Tasting God’s
sweetness entices us more to pure love than does the urgency of our own needs…[The one who
loves God] loves with justice and freely embraces the just commandment…Whoever loves this
way, loves the way he is loved, seeking in turn not what is his but what belongs to Christ…Who
confesses to the Lord, not because he is good to him but because the Lord is good, truly loves
God for God’s sake and not for his own benefit.
THE FOURTH DEGREE OF LOVE: MAN LOVES HIMSELF FOR THE SAKE OF GOD

Happy is the man who has attained the fourth degree of love, he no longer even loves
himself except for God…The satisfaction of our wants, chance happiness, delights us less than to
see [God’s] will done in us and for us, which we implore every day in prayer saying…”your will be
done on earth as it is in heaven…”
Citation: Bernard of Clairvaux, On Loving God (Collegevill, MN: Cistercian Publications Inc.,
1973).

SUNDAY, MARCH 8, 2020
Second Sunday in Lent

Scriptures for this Week
Genesis 12:1-4a
Psalm 121
Romans 4:1-5, 13-17
John 3:1-17

MONDAY, MARCH 9, 2020
Day 11 – Genesis 12:1-4a

Recently, a friend of mine came through a long and difficult season of waiting before his
prayers were finally answered. His response was this: “People plan. God decides.” Though I
believe I will never fully understand how God intervenes in our human experience, there was
something about his statement that resonated deep inside of me. It is not far removed from
Proverbs 16:9: “The human mind plans the way, but the Lord directs the steps.” I can’t imagine
that Abram really planned for God to direct his steps out of his homeland at age 75, but
nevertheless that is what God asked him to do. And what is even more astonishing is that he did
it in what the scripture writer implies was a decision he made without hesitation, no questions
asked. In that regard, Abram becomes the ultimate biblical example of faith and trust.
We don’t have to read much further in Genesis, however, to know that even Abram got tired
of waiting on God to fulfill his promises. Despite his faith in God, Abram and Sarai made
decisions to move God’s timetable along. Eventually those decisions would be devastating for
Hagar, for Sarai and ultimately for Ishmael. Waiting for God is not a process that comes easily
for any of us and when we begin to make decisions based on our own desires, the
consequences can be dire. So how then are we to wait for God? What can we learn from the call
and life of Abram?
If we are to learn anything from the long journey of Abram, perhaps it is that God can see
farther than we can, that God can imagine more than we are capable of imagining for ourselves,
and that God is a God of fullness and abundance that we didn’t know was possible. We are 21st
century Americans—we like our calendars, our agendas, our planning apps and our schedules.
We like order and predictability, short lines and instant information. But as we remember Abram
in our ongoing lives of faith, may we have the courage to relinquish all of that and embrace in
God’s promises for our lives what the apostle Paul describes as abundantly far more than all we
can ask or imagine. And may we have the courage to do so on God’s timeline, not our own.
Consider
Have you ever felt like you just couldn’t keep waiting on a word or direction from God?
Prayer

O God, lead us to a place in our relationship with you that is defined by patience and trust.
Help us to release the human tendencies that keep us from waiting for all you have planned for
us in your time. Amen.
Jennifer Baxley

TUESDAY, MARCH 10, 2020
Day 12 – Psalm 121

I suspect that I am not the only person in our faith community who has watched The Sound
of Music so many times that I can quote the movie word for word. I know of a few of you who
could certainly give me a run for my money if so challenged. Perhaps then, you cannot hear the
words of Psalm 121 without picturing the Reverend Mother standing by Maria and her family
just before their dangerous escape into the Alps. She looks out over the scenic mountains and
quotes, “I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help….”
Having related these words of scripture to that scene for so long, I have lived with one
childlike interpretation of Psalm 121 throughout my life. Those mountains that Maria loved and
trusted so much, those mountains that are mighty and wondrous and majestic—they had a
word to speak, they had a message from God, they held protection. But the truth is, that’s not
what the Psalmist says at all. I credit Eugene Petersen for helping me read the Psalm a little
differently this time. The difference is subtle, but it is significant. What the writer essentially says
is, “you think your help comes from those mountains? Not even close! Your help comes from
the one who made those mountains!” Ultimately, the things of this world—even the most
beautiful corners of God’s creation—cannot call us to new life. Only God can do that.
The Psalmist goes on to portray the constant nature of God with a picture of a God who is
always watching, never sleeping, ever present, ever ready to lead us, protecting us during the
day and during the night. To put it a different way, God is personal. God is not just a God of
creative beauty or abstract presence; rather, he is a God who constantly seeks relationship. The
requirement from humanity is to receive that presence and to make ourselves available to it.
More is required of us than just an appreciation for the beauty of the world or simple
acknowledgements of God’s existence. No, the Psalmist is calling us to live a different kind of
life with utter faith and complete trust in the one who will keep your going out and your coming

in from this time on and forevermore.

Consider
In what ways do I continually seek to be in God’s presence and live in relationship with him?
Prayer

Holy God, there are times when we’d rather think about you than talk to you, when we’d
rather feel your presence in the world than seek your presence in our hearts. Bring us into daily
relationship and dependence on your care. Amen.
Jennifer Baxley

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 11, 2020
Day 13 – Romans 4:1-5, 13-17

Around the New Year our family visited CBF’s ministry in Uganda, Africa called Refuge and
Hope. What global field personnel Jade and Shelah Acker started as a simple mission some
seventeen years ago for refugees to learn English as a second language has now become a large
ministry that employs over 70 people. The ministries of Refuge and Hope currently encompass
education, Bible teaching, career training, social work services, and ministries for all ages. While
we were there, Jade us told us about a recent development in their ministry to refugee youth.
The ministry to youth at Refuge and Hope has essentially grown larger than their current
space can accommodate. For some time, they tried to imagine ways to make more space
available and they were particularly interested in gaining use of a small plot of land adjacent to
their property for this purpose. Unfortunately, months and months of red tape and reticence on
the part of the landowner led to one frustrating disappointment after another. It seemed like
they were at a dead end until finally, several months ago, the landowner agreed to make the
property available. But there was still one problem. The cost to lease the property was well more
than what they had budgeted. They were at yet another dead end. Jade tells the story of
gathering the staff a few months ago and walking over to stand in the middle of the property.
There, in a final plea, he and Shelah and the entire staff gathered in a circle and prayed: God, if

you would have us grow this ministry on this property, then help us find a way. We are at the
end of our means. The very next day, and completely out of the blue, Jade had an email in his

inbox from Mountain Brook Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama—one of their strongest CBF
supporters. The email was from their missions committee who reported they had a surplus of
funds and felt led to contact Jade to see if there was a specific need at this time for Refuge and
Hope. Prayers were answered and use of the property has now been attained.
At some point along our journey, we reach that place where “doing” ceases and “believing” is
all we have left. It is exactly what Paul describes when referring to Abraham in this passage from
Romans. Abraham is not made right with God by anything he worked to achieve or any works
that he offered on God’s behalf. Abraham is made right with God through trust and grace alone.
There will be seasons in our Christian life when everything in us wants to “do,” but may we listen
to that ever-present voice that says simply “believe.”
Consider
Do I put more trust in my own actions than I do my trust in God to work for the good?
Prayer

Lord, thank you for your ultimate gift of grace. Forgive us when we believe that we deserve it
because of our good works. Remind us daily that life in you is less about doing and more about
believing. Amen.
Jennifer Baxley

THURSDAY, MARCH 12, 2020
Day 14 – John 3:1-17

If there is any phrase in scripture that is more frequently quoted in our house than John 3:8, I
am hard pressed to imagine what it is. Sometimes it is spoken in light moments and other times
more serious, but as long as I have been married to Paul, and as long as we have tried to discern
God’s call on our lives as minister, spouse, and parents, one of us has often admonished the
other with the phrase the wind blows where it chooses…you do not know where it comes from
or where it goes. When the other needs a reminder that life is not ultimately up to us, this is our
go-to text. As Christians, we all know that despite our best planning and discernment, there are
some outcomes in life we just do not get to choose. The holy spirit ultimately provides the wind.
It’s a difficult lesson in surrender that poor Nicodemus just can’t wrap his mind around. His
entire life’s work and his identity are built around the law. His Pharisaic training has only
prepared him for things that are certain, rules that are measurable. Nicodemus comes to Jesus
with straight forward questions and Jesus responds with talk of something as unpredictable as
wind and this bizarre concept of being “born again.” So confused is he by all of this
immeasurable mystery that he starts asking Jesus strange questions like, “how am I supposed to
crawl back into my mother’s womb?” It is simply more relinquishing of control than Nicodemus
can handle.
It is easy to view Nicodemus a coward who came to Jesus in the middle of the night so that
no one would see him, and likely leaves because what Jesus asks is too hard. I tend to take a
more sympathetic approach. Maybe it’s because we all know how difficult it is to release those
things that feel to us like the most important things of all. Maybe Nicodemus really was a
decent man in what felt like an impossible situation. Either way, the tragedy of Nicodemus is
that he had a chance at a new life and didn’t take it.
Though I have absolutely no scholarship to back this up, I like to believe that Nicodemus
ultimately made his way back to that conversation and that life changed for him in a postresurrection world. Or perhaps my hope for Nicodemus is really a hope for myself, for all of us—
that ultimately we can let go of the human impulses that hold us back from new beginnings,
new births, and give ourselves instead to the unmistakable power of the wind.
Consider
What parts of my daily life am I holding on to that feel so important, but ultimately, I need to
let go?
Prayer

God, teach me the things that really are important in my walk with you. As for the things that
keep me from you, help me learn to release them so that I might live in the life-giving wind of
your holy spirit. Amen.
Jennifer Baxley

FRIDAY, MARCH 13, 2020
Day 15 – John 3:16

I’ll never forget that July Sunday in 2002 sitting in the balcony of Wingate Baptist Church. I
was just a couple months shy of the one-year anniversary of my first husband’s death, Livy was
six months old, and I was finally feeling like I had control of my life again. I had made it through
what felt like the darkest days of grief and I was feeling pretty confident that I was going to find
a way to make a life for us. That Sunday, July 21st, our former interim pastor was preaching for
us one last time before he took a new job in Richmond, VA. The sermon was about surrender.
It seems strange to say that there are immeasurable gifts offered in seasons of grief, but
there really is no other way to describe it. One of those gifts is the undeniable awareness of our
utter dependence on God. When you have absolutely no where to go but up, surrender
becomes a necessity, not a choice, and God feels closer than he ever has before. I didn’t
necessarily have words for prayer in that season of grief, but the spirit was breathing into my life
in ways I had never known possible. The life growing out of those ashes was a life that was
blooming because it was deeply rooted in surrender. What startled me as I listened to the
sermon on that Sunday was how easily I had abandoned the notion of my dependence on God
once I felt that I was somehow in control. The conviction I received that day was how necessary
it would be to keep giving myself to God daily if I wanted to seek his new beginnings for my life.
The necessity of surrender began to rise off the page of each of the lectionary passages I
studied as I planned to write for this week. At age 75, Abram certainly had no choice but to be
led by faith and to surrender his plan to God’s plan. It’s what the Psalmist calls us to as well, I
believe, by reminding us of the source of our help and the constant nature of God calling us
into deep and ongoing relationship. Paul reminds us in Romans that our truest surrender lies in
trust and belief, not works, which is a concept that poor Nicodemus just couldn’t fathom. Jesus
told him he had to be born of water and spirit, not the law, and that path to salvation simply
required him to release too much. Difficult though it may seem, the great gift of surrender is its
ultimate call to a new life, a new chance, a powerful moment when you are finally vulnerable
enough to hear God say, Behold, I am doing a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not

perceive it?

Consider
What is it that holds me back from surrender?
Prayer

O God, there is so much that we need to surrender to you—fear, darkness, bitterness,
grudges, impatience, hard-heartedness, grief, pride, weakness, sin. Give us the courage to let it
all go so that we can be open to your new thing. Amen.
Jennifer Baxley

SATURDAY, MARCH 14, 2020
Day 16

A few years ago, I discovered a couple of fresh female Christian voices who were writing
books and blogs in a language of faith that spoke deep into my soul. I don’t know if it was
because we had shared similar journeys of faith, or because they were both so brilliant yet not
ashamed to speak in words of honest faith; but both became voices that I read regularly. One of
those voices is the late Rachel Held Evans, the other is Sarah Bessey. I offer Sarah’s beautiful
words to you on surrender. It is a grouping of excerpts from a blog she wrote in 2015.

Jennifer Baxley

God wants so much from me.
What should I give up? What should I lay down? What should I do more?
I need to read the Bible more. I need to pray more. I need to give away more of my money,
more of my time, more of my home.
If I really loved God, wouldn’t I be more like so-and-so? That one really has it figured out….
I used to think God wanted a lot from me….
That old God wanted so much from me: time, money, energy, focus, worship, passion, work.
God wanted my best behavior, a clean conscience. Work harder, do more, strive strive strive.
People are going to hell if we don’t do our part, the stakes are high. Defend the faith!
God wanted my best; of course, it’s just too bad my best won’t ever be good enough.
If I saw my children entangled, oh, God, I would cut away every thicket to reach them with my
bare hands, crying out that I was coming for them with every breath. I wouldn’t rest, God help
anyone who would stand in my way.
I would tear away all of it until I had them in my arms, I would laugh, and I would cry at the
moment of rescue. I would snatch them up and kiss their sweaty and scratched necks, you’re
safe now, I’m here, I’m here.
Here is what I think: Maybe God doesn’t so much want things from us. Maybe God actually
wants things for us.
You, dear one, you’re not being condemned. You’re being rescued. See there? The difference?
Start there. Start with the Love and with the freedom, with the grace and the wisdom, with the
abundance, and suddenly those other things are simply an overflow instead of a sacrifice.
Open your hands and surrender. Cut away the thickets. Hand over your apathy and your
loneliness, your never-enough and your too-much. Lay down your sin and the things you do to
numb yourself against feeling it all. Toss down your pride and your greed, your selfishness and
your me-first, those things aren’t for you. What are they but fetters? Can anything hold up
against the fury of a God who wants you free, wants you restored, wants you to see that you are
loved loved loved.
God is for you, Love is for you. The only thing God wants from you are the chains that are
holding you back. Hand them over, they’ve already been unlocked, you get to walk away free.

SUNDAY, MARCH 15, 2020
Third Sunday in Lent

Scriptures for this Week
Exodus 17:1-7
Psalm 95
Romans 5:1-11
John 4:5-42

MONDAY, MARCH 16, 2020
Day 17- Exodus 17:1-7

“You should not see the desert simply as some faraway place of little rain. There are many
forms of thirst.” William Langewiesche
About fifteen years ago, my closest friend convinced both of us that the best way to lose
weight was to take up hiking. Mind you, I had never really done anything very strenuous up to
that point in my life and my muscles were almost non-existent. So, we decided to take on the
Mt Lowe Railway/Echo Mountain trail that looms over the smog filed skies of beautiful
Pasadena, California. It turned out to be a very hot day–95 degrees hot. The trail took us over
seven miles with 1500 feet of gain. Bottom line: we didn’t bring enough water. When only half
a bottle was left to make the journey down the hill, we knew we were both in trouble.
Water. It’s wonderful when you have plenty of it, but when you don’t…
The Israelites knew all about water and the lack thereof. Our text tells us that after their
escape from Egypt they went straight into the desert and it wasn’t too long before they wanted
and needed water. None of the Israelites had camelbacks or additional water bottles acquired
in Egypt. They were on their own and totally dependent on God. Water was a legitimate need
in this story and having some doubts regarding its existence were perfectly normal. The
problem that this passage brings out, however, focused on their complaining.
They quarreled with Moses and demanded water as if he had held some bottles back without
their knowledge. Their supposed lack of faith was not only directed to Moses but also to God.
They were putting God “to the test.” Moses didn’t know what to do with them. Very quickly
they went from being Moses’ people or even God’s people to “these people.” How many
religious leaders have experienced complaints from church members when things don’t go as
expected? “When will this building project be completed?” “When will we get a pastor?” “How
are we going to fund the budget this year?” The “water” has dried up and yes, it is easy for us to
complain.
Walter Brueggemann says: “when people complain they are trying to mobilize Yahweh into
being Yahweh’s best.” And in a sense, this is exactly what happened. God became involved (as
if God wasn’t already) and commanded Moses to strike the rock where water would then be
provided. Can you imagine all those Israelites rushing to that rock?
Today’s text asks the big questions such as “where is God?” and “Does she care for me?”
The Israelites wanted to know and so do we. The good news is God is present in some of the
most lonely and dry places. If we are going through those experiences, it is important to know
that God is there.
Consider
Is it unfaithful to question God? Why or why not?
Prayer

Welcoming God, you receive and bless all who come to you. Give us courage to trust in you
but also give us the courage to follow you in obedience through all circumstances. Amen.
Mike Cleland

TUESDAY, MARCH 17, 2020
Day 18 – Psalm 95

Often counselors and therapists tell us it’s not good to get “historical” about the past in our
relationships. You know what that is, don’t you? That’s when the past is trotted out in a
negative way to painfully remind us of our mistakes. These “historical” comments usually take
the form of statements such as, “You always ________ or you never _________. Remember when
you did such and such?” The end goal is not to improve us, rather to make us miserable and
intimidated.
The 95th Psalm does something similar but only with the desire for positive results. The first
part of the psalm raises our thoughts to the high places in worship. “Oh Come, let us sing to
the Lord.” “Let us come into his presence.” These are calls to worship that encourage us to
praise God with our entire being.
But wait…then the second part of the psalm takes a completely different turn. “Oh, that
today you would listen to his voice, do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah.” What is
Meribah? Oh yes, that is a reference from yesterday’s text where the people complained about
the lack of water. The area where the rock gushed forth water became known as Massah (“test”)
and Meribah (“quarrel”), because Israel tested the Lord and quarreled with Him there (Ex. 17:17). In the 95th psalm the writer finds no value in the lack of faith and contention of the people
but rather uses that incident as a lesson on what not to do if we want to truly worship God. A
hardened heart, a testing spirit, and going astray–those are not the best ingredients for worship.
I would guess that few of us think that a piece of worshiping God contains an ultimatum.
We’re pretty casual about it. If it happens, that’s nice. If it doesn’t happen, no big deal. Maybe
we’ll catch it next time around. We don’t see it as eternally significant. But today’s word of the
psalmist is that worship does matter! We can either worship God with great joy or harden our
hearts and perish.
Perish? That’s not helpful twenty-first century language. No one talks like that anymore!
The bottom line, however, is that we don’t want to stay in a place of frustration, anger, or grief
to the point that it informs our entire being and shapes the future of our lives. When we do
that, we will not even want to worship–we lose the desire. Hence, God strongly encourages us
(he gets a little “historical”) to move on and move forward. We need to get out of the
wilderness and move into our spiritual promised lands. I would be wrong to make a statement
like that and with the assumption it is easy. There are times when life knocks us down and
throws us against the wall to the point where we are desperate for spiritual food and water but
don’t know how to find it.
Consider
When we don’t feel like worship, maybe trying a “slice” of it can be helpful. Maybe that slice
would simply be listening to the choir, or the orchestra, or engaging with others in the sign of
peace. Who knows? Those slices might grow into an entire loaf.
Prayer

Oh, come let us sing to the Lord; Let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation. Let
us come into his presence with thanksgiving; Let us make a joyful noise to God with songs of
praise! Let us make a joyful noise! Let us make a joyful noise to our Lord and Maker
Mike Cleland

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 18, 2020
Day 19 – Romans 5:1-11

This is a challenging section of scripture especially for progressive Christians who do not
desire to fall back into traditional views of Pauline views on justification. However, I want to
focus on a selection of verses within this passage, verses 3-5, and 10. In my mind, these reflect
best the themes we are interpreting this week.
Paul’s encouragement for us to endure and rejoice in sufferings does have a generic
application to be sure, but one cannot help but think that those who framed these lectionary
readings, were also thinking about the suffering endured by the Israelites during the wilderness
wanderings. Quite possibly Paul may have had that incident in mind. Sure, Moses complained
to God about the unappreciative people under his care, but I can’t help but think Moses may
have given some positive words to them such as these.
Read in this way, the lack of water is an example of suffering. Rather than complaining, the
follower of God should “boast,” knowing that a process is taking place within us that produces
endurance, character, and hope–all wonderful results.
This passage contains a strong dose of soteriology (the study of the doctrine of salvation).
The Holy Spirit has been given to us because we were reconciled to God through the death of
Jesus and “saved” or delivered to real life by the life (or resurrection) of Jesus. In other words,
we have added benefits to those who wandered around in the wilderness looking for water. If I
might add another text which “flows” (sorry!) from this, take a look at John 7:37 where Jesus
states that “out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.”
Now Johannine theology is very different from Pauline theology, but we might choose to
combine the two for our purposes because of this water theme, especially where water and
Spirit are closely combined.
So, from a specific incident, we can now make application to the general. We may not have
to complain about water (but those in Flint, Michigan and developing nations certainly do!), but
we have other things that may focus us away from realizing that the water is within us, the Spirit
has been given to us, and because of that truth we have the possibility of new life.
Consider
When have we ever tried to boast during our sufferings? What would that look like? Here is
a crazy challenge to say when our sufferings take a turn: “I am glad to be unemployed because
it allows me to better identify with my Daily Bread sisters and brothers who are also un-andunder employed.”
Prayer

O God who knows us intimately, help us the reconciled to realize the resources available to
us that may flow from our innermost being through the gift of Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.
Mike Cleland

THURSDAY, MARCH 19, 2020
Day 20 – John 4:5-42

There are stories of division in the news every day. Pundits are claiming America is never so
divided as we are right now. Politically, religiously, racially–the list goes on. We would all love
to think that we could come together and cross the boundaries for greater unity, but that goal
seems harder to achieve with every day that passes.
Our text for today, John 4:5-42 tells a story about Jesus who crosses barriers and boundaries
with his encounter with the woman at the well. First, he was speaking with a woman he did not
know in a public place. Scandalous! Even his disciples couldn’t understand why he would do
that. But not only did he speak with a woman, she was a Samaritan woman. The Samaritans
were personas non grata as far as the Jewish people were concerned, and that for many
reasons– territorial, religious, intermarriage with other nations, an alternative worship center on
Mt Gerazim. Hence, they were considered racially impure which would contaminate any
religious Jew at that time. You can imagine how surprised this woman is when Jesus asks her
for a drink! No common cup between the Jews and Samaritans, thank you very much. Many
boundaries were violated with just this one encounter. Simply asking for a drink. Can you
imagine what Jesus would have done if he had been ministering in the Jim Crow South with all
the segregation laws? He would have turned those laws on their heads.
But in this account, Jesus doesn’t merely cross barriers, he transcends them. Where is the
correct place to worship, on Mt. Gerazim or in Jerusalem? In downtown First Church or at the
nondenominational megachurch in the suburbs? At the progressive liberal church that marches
for justice or the conservative church that preaches verse-by-verse? Jesus tells us the time is
coming when all of that won’t matter because if we worship in Spirit and truth, we will be on the
right track. Jesus transcends the religious categories of Samaritan and Jew with a higher truth
that eclipses them. Imagine what he could do for us today?
Genuine differences in Christian practice and belief can keep us from missing the good news
when it’s offered. We may learn from other Christians who differ from us in belief and practice.?
Jesus offers reconciliation between Jews and Samaritans, men and women, blacks and whites,
progressives and conservatives. In Jesus we have common ground that transcends our
differences. Are we willing to allow Jesus to heal us to the point where we can experience that
common ground?
So, the core theme of this passage turns us back to Psalm 95. What really matters is worship
and true worship occurs when God’s people are not stuck in the past with their Massah’s and
Meribah’s but may, through the Spirit and truth, approach God in the presence of each other
singing with joy and thanksgiving.
Consider
Maybe one Sunday during Lent you try a different religious tradition (temple, mosque,
different Christian tradition, and then reflect how you felt afterwards. Did it give you new
insight? Were you drawn closer to God?
Prayer

Open our hearts and minds God of all transcendence, that we may see others as Jesus sees
them, not by their differences but by their commonalities. Amen.
Mike Cleland

FRIDAY, MARCH 20, 2020
Day 21

In reviewing this week’s devotions, I will examine certain themes that resonate throughout
these. There are at least two values from this that may be helpful to our own spiritual journeys.
First, we can see how those who framed the lectionary most likely had these themes in mind.
Secondly, and more importantly, we are made aware of how themes in the Bible resonate
throughout its pages. It is helpful to examine how later authors and redactors used these texts
for their subsequent interpretations of scripture.
Though there are many, I will list a few of these references for your devotional use.
Deuteronomy, 9:6-8, Numbers 20:1-13, and Psalm 95:7b-9; also, please look at 1 Cor. 10:1-13
and Hebrews 3:7-19. The ideas of wandering in the wilderness, grumbling, testing God, and
references to “rock” and “water” occur again and again. We also noted the Psalmist’s argument
in Ps 95 where God “tested” the Israelites at Meribah (see Psalm 81:7; Deut. 8:2,16) to
demonstrate their sinfulness and God’s grace.
But from a more positive view, the rock of Massah and Meribah became the symbol of God’s
presence with God’s people. The reference may be used to describe God’s faithfulness, as in
Psalm 81:16 and Psalm 105:41-42. In this sense, the rock of Exodus 17 can be employed as a
symbol of Israel’s hope for the future because its symbolized God’s faithfulness. The prophet
Isaiah affirms this: “They did not thirst when he led them through the deserts: he made water
flow for them from the rock; he split the rock and water gushed out” (Isa 48:21). In 1 Cor. 10,
Paul writes, “God’s people drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, that rock was
Christ.” Now we must be careful in interpreting Paul here. I don’t believe he was claiming that
the rock had some kind of intrinsic theophanic qualities (that Jesus was literally walking around
in the desert with the Israelites or that he embodied the rock) but that just as the rock provided
for the people in terms of water, so Christ provides for us through the Spirit who gives “rivers of
living water.” I’m also glad the symbolism of the rock became a positive one, since so many
churches today take that imagery as part of their name!
We could go on and on, but we won’t. The bottom line is all these references seem to find a
nexus with the idea that God reveals God’s presence through circumstances in which God
appears to be absent. Let us not forget the words of Ex 17:1 that Israel (and by extension you
and I) traveled from place to place as the Lord commanded. The lack of water did not take God
by surprise but rather was a way God could demonstrate God’s presence: “He led you through
the vast and dreadful desert, that thirsty and waterless land, with its venomous snakes and
scorpions…so that in the end it might go well with you” (Deut. 8:15-16).
Consider
Do you remember times when you felt God was absent and then later discovered at a later
time that God had your best interests at heart and was there protecting you? Meditate on those
moments during this Lenten season as a means of reflecting upon the grace of God.
Prayer

Through it all, through it all/I've learned to trust in Jesus/I've learned to trust in God. (Andre
Crouch)
Mike Cleland

SATURDAY, MARCH 21, 2020
Day 22

For our devotional today, I want to comment on a piece of art painted by John August
Swanson from Los Angeles, California. His background from a Mexican mother and Swedish
father has given him a rich artistic vision which often uses Bible stories and social celebrations.
An extensive collection of John August Swanson’s works was purchased by Emory University’s
Candler School of Theology to hang on the walls of their new 76,349 square foot building.
As you gaze on the beautiful painting below, depicting Moses striking the rock and the water
flowing out in abundance, notice the colors of the people contrasted with the dry, dusty desert
that surrounds them. Notice the people of all ages and genders. I invite you to observe that
even the animals as a part of God’s creation can freely drink of the water that flows. What I
especially like is how the animals are lined up on one side of the line while the people are lined
up on the other–everyone will get there. One can gaze deeply into this painting and see stories
already told and those waiting to be told. This is a crucial moment where the complaining
people are not emphasized. Rather it is the grateful people lined up for as far as the eye can
see.
I remember that in the original Godspell, Jesus tells the story of the sheep and the goats.
After the sheep have been invited into God’s kingdom, the goats remain behind looking very
dejected. After a while, however, Jesus pokes his head around the corner and beckons them
with his finger. “Come on, guys,” Jesus is saying, “we’ll find a place for you too.” That is grace.
There is grace depicted in this painting as well. Look closely at Moses’ features. I think he’s
smiling. Happy to find water, happy that the people are satisfied, and happy at the amazing
character of God that exemplifies caring toward others and meeting a felt need. That’s what we
need today, that’s what we need right now–a little more grace that transcends those moments
when God seems absent and those moments when we complain. The love and grace of God
that is always available in the ever-present now.

Mike Cleland

SUNDAY, MARCH 22, 2020
Fourth Sunday in Lent

Scriptures for this Week
1 Samuel 16:1-13
Psalm 23
John 9:1-41
Ephesians 5:8-14

MONDAY, MARCH 23, 2020
Day 23 – 1 Samuel 16:1-13

A childhood game that took no equipment except a blindfold was Blindman’s Bluff. The
person who was IT was blindfolded and spun around 5 times by another player. When IT yelled,
“Freeze”, all the other players froze in position; and IT tried to tag them while the other players
stayed silent and frozen!
Being blindfolded and spun around leaves the person who is IT disoriented with no sense of
direction, space, danger or others’ positions. Without God’s sense of vision and direction,
people feel very much the same in our world today.
In these verses from I Samuel, the prophet is bent down with grief over the failure of King
Saul. Temporarily blinded by grief, Samuel hears God speaking, telling him to go to the house of
Jesse and anoint one of his sons as the new king of Israel. Samuel obeys God’s command and
goes to the home of Jesse.
When Samuel sees Eliab, Jesse’s first son, he feels certain this strong, tall young man is the
one to be the new king. God tells him this is not the one and reminds Samuel not to look at just
outward appearance, because God himself will look at the young men’s hearts.
Jesse has seven of his sons pass before Samuel, and they are all rejected. Finally, the
youngest son is called from the fields where he is tending sheep. David is young, handsome,
bright eyed, a musician and has the heart of a warrior. God tells Samuel this is the one!!
Samuel anoints this young candidate as the new king.
Here we see that even prophets do not always see things like God does. Human eyesight can
let us down. Grief, depression, loneliness, illness, selfishness or discouragement can spin us
around and spiritually blind us to the possibilities of how God wants to work in our lives. Prayer,
reading scripture, the Holy Spirit, the counsel of Christian friends and learning to listen to the
voice of God help us refocus our eyesight and discern his will. Often, we need to be blind to
seeing things the way the world views them and seek to look with our hearts the way God sees
things.
Consider
What overwhelms me today? Can I go further in experiencing God’s wisdom by looking for
God’s will through seeking his ways with my heart rather than worrying with my head?
Prayer

Lord, I know you have a plan. Help me see that plan even when the way it unfolds may
surprise me.
Brenda Cain

TUESDAY, MARCH 24, 2020
Day 24 – Psalm 23

A visit to Cagles’ Dairy Farm near Canton started with a climb into an open trailer. The tractor
pulled the trailer to a spot at the top of a hill. From another pasture, their Border Collie came
running.
He ran back and forth, coming closer and closer to the herd of cows. With each lap, the cows
seemed to be more aware of his presence. The entire herd began to slowly walk forward. The
dog continued running, widening his laps into a half circle now, bringing the herd closer
together and aiming them toward a gate at the bottom of the hill. here was no stampede, just
the directed stroll of the herd toward the gate. There was never a bark, growl or snap from the
dog. How striking it was! The Border Collie was definitely in control of the herd, but his gentle
manner with them made it seem as if they willingly relented to his guidance, because his
strength and confidence told them he could be trusted.
What a parallel we see to our gentle shepherd! David, the author of the 23rd Psalm, certainly
knew sheep and the role of a shepherd. He had spent many days and nights tending sheep for
his father, Jesse.
The shepherd’s care of the sheep in David’s description is tender and sacrificial. The watchful
eyes of the shepherd move across the landscape as he guides the sheep from one grazing area
to another. His keen eyesight spots enemies lurking in shadows on each side as he herds the
flock through valleys. Keeping watch with a rod to fight the predators and a staff to pull back
the wandering sheep, he is prepared to protect his flock.
The work of a shepherd is quiet and lonely. It certainly requires a brave person who is caring,
faithful to the flock and very patient. Like the Border Collie, he doesn’t yell or shout; his control
is by strength and comfort so that his sheep yield to his leadership.
We are God’s people, the sheep of his pasture. We, like sheep, must trust our Shepherd.
Without a shepherd, sheep become fearful. They stampede with no meaningful direction. We
must rely on the sight of the shepherd for direction and guidance.
Easter is drawing near. The dark days of Holy Week and then the great celebration of the
resurrection is coming. But, right now today, every ordinary day, before and after Easter, all our
lives…. we can find the constant Presence of God in our lives as we surrender to the loving
watchfulness of our Gentle Shepherd, Jesus.
Consider
Are you daily aware of the Shepherd’s presence in your life? Are you willing to relent to his
guidance and direction? Is there someone you need to love and support with the sacrificial love
of a shepherd?
Prayer

Thank you, Lord, for your watchful eye that brings the comfort, protection, love and spiritual
strength you offer us every day.
Brenda Cain

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 25, 2020
Day 25 – John 9:1-41

While we have been considering spiritual eyesight, today we pause to look at the story of a
man who was physically blind since birth. As Jesus was passing by him, he stopped and spat on
the ground, made a clay, covered the man’s eyes with it and told him to go wash in the pool of
Siloam.
When the man returned from washing with his vision intact, all sorts of theological questions
began to arise. Church leaders interrogated the man’s neighbors and parents, trying to discern
what had happened and by whose authority it had been done. People answered carefully so as
not to involve themselves too deeply with the whole experience, as it was obvious that the
church leaders were not too happy about the event.
One has to love the man’s response to Jesus and his miraculous healing! He finally says,
“One thing I know, that whereas I was blind before, now I see!” More questioning results in the
man professing his faith in Jesus and worshipping him!
This brings to remembrance a scene in the life of Helen Keller. Her teacher, Anne Sullivan,
who had suffered all sorts of abuse from the wild child who was lost in a word of deafness and
blindness, finally broke through the dark and silent world of Helen. After long months of work,
the child finally made the connection of the word “water” to identify the substance running
through her hands! Running from one object to another, the jubilant child whose world had just
been opened to her, frantically tapped her teacher’s hand for her to sign the names of all the
things she could grab!!! Understanding had come, and her joy was too much to control. In this
instance, Helen, her parents, her teacher and everyone around rejoiced in the opening of
Helen’s understanding!!
The stark contrast is that while one group of people rejoiced to see understanding opened to
a blind person, another group had no words of joy or celebration for one saved from blindness.
They questioned the source of healing and even badgered the healed man because of their own
motives. In spite of them, the blind man’s eyes had been opened, and he recognized Jesus as
Lord! The tragedy is that the sighted leaders who were supposedly filled with spiritual
knowledge were blinded by their own idea of truth so that they were unable to see.
The scriptures still speak to us today, asking us to open our hearts so that the truth and
power of Jesus can seep into us and open our eyes to experience him more fully! When our
spiritual eyes are opened, we cannot help but worship him and seek to serve him.
Consider
Where in my life do I need the Light of Jesus to illuminate my blindness and teach me his
ways? Do I celebrate with and encourage others as I see God’s activity in their lives?
Prayer

Lord Jesus, shine in my heart, open my eyes and help me be a blessing to others.

Brenda Cain

THURSDAY, MARCH 26, 2020
Day 26 – Ephesians 5:8-14

There are different kinds of darkness. There is the physical darkness that the blind man
experienced, and there is the spiritual darkness of living in our world today without the hope
and light brought by having a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.
Today’s scripture says, “you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord.” Living in
relationship with Christ, brings us into spiritual light. But the scripture takes us further, telling us
to walk in the light; and the effect will be that God will teach us goodness, truthfulness and what
is pleasing to him.
It is a both a great treasure and responsibility to have the goal of walking as a child of light,
pleasing a loving God and actually growing in character like his. The Bible tells us that this kind
of life impacts the lives of others as they witness positive deeds and find light to see their way
too. Scripture makes it clear that this kind of life may also illuminate sins and expose
wrongdoing that can cause others to be convicted and repentant. What a high calling this is to
live our lives in such a way that our actions impact others for Christ!! It is also comforting to
know that the power to live like that comes from God. (“Christ shall shine upon you and give
you light.” Eph. 5:14)
When I was growing up in the mountains, there were no streetlights. On nights with no
moon, the darkness was black. My parents always kept a flashlight handy; because after dark any
walk to the car, chicken house or barn would require the aid of its light. That light gave
confidence, lit the path, dispelled fear of the unknown, let us know when our destination was at
hand and kept us on the path! Spiritual light from God provides the same comfort and
confidence as we walk in the world today. Certainly, others want to walk with us when we hold
that light high; so that they can also find the true Light!
Consider
The scripture says Jesus will give us his light. Am I willing for the Light to expose things I may
need to correct? How can I share his light with others in my life?
Prayer

Oh, Lord Jesus, I have seen so many times that you truly are the Light of the World! Thank
you for lighting my path; I seek your Light still, and, help me live so that my life is a light from
you to others.
Brenda Cain

FRIDAY, MARCH 27, 2020
Day 27- Ephesians 5:9-10

This week we have been reminded that spiritual eyesight and discernment are vital to living a
Christian life. Hearing God, obeying him, trusting his watchfulness, walking in his light are
reflections of knowing Gpd and experiencing God’s presence in our lives.
One of God’s greatest truths about discernment came to me from a woman in my Bible study
group. She was a young teacher just getting started in her career. While she had gotten a
teaching job at the local middle school, her heart’s desire was to work with younger children at
the elementary school. At that time there were just no positions available, and she had gotten
impatient and disappointed.
One evening I began the group as usual by asking, “Does anyone have anything pressing to
share?” This young woman said that she did. Then she shared this profound thing: “I don’t know
what I’ll be doing next year; because I feel that I belong at the elementary school. That’s not
happening. I don’t want to be frustrated any more. So, this week, I have spent hours praying to
have no will of my own; so that I can see and accept whatever God is doing in my life.”
BOOM!
No one had ever said it just that way to me before. Sometimes before we can understand
what God’s will is for our lives, we may have to spend hours, days or years just praying to have
no will of our own!! Perhaps spiritual discernment is activated when we come to the end of all
our solutions, plans and abilities. Maybe it is at that point that God can unleash His plan!
Samuel grieved because Saul’s kingship was not working: God led him to a new king. A man
blind from birth found more than his eyesight; he found faith in a Savior! When their own
solutions failed, when they were running on empty, when they finally had no will or motive of
their own, God released his activity!
“Lord, I want you to lead, but I really want to go to UGA.”
“Lord, do we buy this house? It’s available and the perfect home for us!”
No will of my own…...?
Lent…. giving up something to remind me of God’s sacrifice…. Instead of Facebook, dessert,
or chocolate…. this year will you pray in just one area of your life to have no will of your own so
that God can surprise you with what he has planned for you? Your “sacrifice” will become a
blessing! And, yes; the Lord did open up a job at the elementary school for one of the best
teachers ever!
Consider
Are you praying to know God’s will but hanging on to what you want, or think is right or
best? Will you take just one area and begin praying to have no will of your own so that God
can show you his?
Prayer

Lord, thank you for the lives of great Christians long ago and today that model their wise
discernment and understanding of you. Teach me your godly wisdom. Help me have no will of
my own. Show me yours.
Brenda Cain

SATURDAY, MARCH 28, 2020
Day 28

For many of us the words of hymns from our past sometimes flood our minds again with
their beloved messages. Today, please revisit the words of “Open My Eyes,” written by Clara H.
Scott and published in 1895. Mrs. Scott was nearing death as she penned these beautiful words.
Her message is just as meaningful today as we consider the scriptures we have read during the
past week. Let this song be our prayer!

Brenda Cain

Open my eyes, that I may see
Glimpses of truth thou hast for me;
Place in my hands the wonderful key
That shall unclasp and set me free.
Open my ears, that I may hear
Voices of truth thou sendest clear;
And while the wave notes fall on my ear,
Everything false will disappear.
Open my mouth, and let me bear
Gladly the warm truth everywhere;
Open my heart and let me prepare
Love with thy children thus to share.
Silently now I wait for thee,
Ready, my God, thy will to see.
Open my heart, illumine me, Spirit divine!
- Clara H. Scott

SUNDAY, MARCH 29, 2020
Fifth Sunday in Lent

Scriptures for this Week
Ezekiel 37:1-14
Psalm 130
Romans 8:6-11
John 11:1-45

MONDAY, MARCH 30, 2020
Day 29 – Ezekiel 37:1-14

“Ezekiel connect dem dry bones, now hear the word of the Lord.” Always, the first thing which
enters my mind when reading this passage is the words and the rhythm of the spiritual. The
nature of the spiritual is lively, which reflects the prime message of this passage. That message
is one of hope and life being brought to that which is lifeless and despondent. Sitting with this
passage brought me to recall a time period in my life where the disorientation of scattered
hopes was much like the valley of dry bones Ezekiel looked over.
Five months earlier I had graduated from seminary. During that time, I had been interviewing,
traveling, considering and being considered for different ministry positions. As the calendar year
was nearing its end, so too had all the prospects for employment. I had declined an offer to
which I did not feel called; and, had been runner up in several others which seemed promising. I
felt to be at a dead end. There were no more interviews, no more leads, no more offers. No
movement. The valley of piled-up, dismembered, dry bones serves to be a fitting comparison.
Ezekiel is called upon to go and speak hope into the valley of death, a lifeless people who
have lost hope, and who are not able to pull themselves together in order to move forward. The
encouragement which might be offered to simply “pull yourself together” when experiencing
and being completely despondent, is useless. Ezekiel’s message is one of hope, it is a message
of promise that help is coming, life is going to be felt again. The breath of life, the life-giving
presence and spirit of God is going to be felt from within.
I was fortunate to have some “Ezekiels” who came to me in that time. They brought words of
encouragement, advice, and challenge. They were the prophet’s voice of hope. I listened,
believed in their words, and decided to enroll in an experience of Clinical Pastoral Education,
which is a supervised ministry service and training combined. As the breath of life returned
within, confidence in my gifts, my calling, and my abilities was reborn.
Within a month, inquiries began to come again. However, it wasn’t so much the job
opportunities that gave me hope, it still took 6 months before fulltime employment
materialized. I experienced a living spirit taking form within me. I was awaking to discoveries
about ministry and my own strengths and gifts. I felt the spirit of life within me.
Consider
Who has been your Ezekiel? Who has voiced to you that God’s life-giving spirit will come so
that you will have life again?
Prayer

O God, if there is someone to whom I can be an Ezekiel, and speak a word of hope, lead me
to their valley.
C. Franklin Granger

TUESDAY, MARCH 31, 2020
Day 30 – Psalm 130

Waiting described here by the psalmist is not the usual types of waiting that we experience.
Waiting in the grocery line, being stuck in traffic, anticipating when the package will arrive. The
source and cause of waiting articulated by the psalmist is not external. It is a waiting from
within; the waiting of a despondent soul seeking a response from God. The psalmist appears to
be waiting for God’s mercy after acknowledging wrongdoing committed. Such despondent,
anxious waiting comes from wanting to hear response about prayer, the darkness of waiting for
diagnosis, or the response from a letter of apology written to a friend.
The intensity and impact of waiting is not based on the length of the time period of the
waiting. I am reminded of times in school when I would be waiting after school for my mother
to pick me up. As fewer and fewer cars came along to pick up students, a mild restlessness
began to grow. Restlessness began to turn toward anxiety when the slow trickle of cars became
no more cars at all. I then began to wonder if I had been forgotten; wondering if everything was
OK.
I would check my watch to see how much time had passed since the previous time I looked.
Though barely a minute had passed, it felt as though it had surely been ten minutes more.
Fretful waiting creates the illusion of an eerily motionless time. It is like watching the
secondhand move, as it loudly ticks around the face of the clock, but the minute and hour
hands never move.
Sometimes I played games, guessing games. “By the time I count to 10, she will be rounding
the curve.” “She will be here in one of the next three cars.” Attempting to be the magician of
sorts who can by sheer will and proclamation, summon the relief and assurance that is sought.
Doubts begin to creep as more time passes. I begin to wonder, should I try and call. The
dilemma is, (this is prior to mobile phones), if I call, I would have to leave my spot, walk to the
school office, and use a land line phone to call her office. But, I would question, what if she was
on her way, and then drove up while I was gone, she might then drive away thinking I had
caught another ride. With more time waiting came more what ifs, more doubts, more secondguessing.
The psalmist expresses deep emotional request for God to respond. The words reveal a
seeking for God’s forgiving presence. Waiting. Restlessness gives way to anxiety, which leads to
self-doubt, and more. Waiting, while being down, despondent, or distraught, can be a
disturbingly dark, lonely place.
The psalmist voices waiting for God. Here, this implies waiting for God’s mercy, not giving up
on hope that God will restore, will forgive. When in a state of regret, shame, or despair,
doubting our worth, doubting that anyone, much less God, will ever see us as worthy again, we
may become may overwhelmed.
Follow the advice of the psalmist. Hope in the Lord. Because with the Lord, there is steadfast
love. The steadfast Love of God will outweigh our self-doubt. The steadfast love of God will
absorb our shame and renew our spirits.
Consider
Do you find that you are waiting on God for something? A response to your prayer? A void in
your life? What is your request of God?
Prayer

O Lord, hear my voice; let your ears be attentive to my prayer.

C. Franklin Granger

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 1, 2020
Day 31 – Romans 8:6-11

DIY. If you are not familiar with this abbreviation, it stands for “Do It Yourself.” I enjoy taking
on home DIY projects. There is satisfaction in accomplishing a building project, and appreciation
for being able to save money on repairs. To be honest, I do have a difficult time paying others
to do things that I can do myself.
I learned the value, and skills, of how to do home projects from my dad. We used to do most
every kind of repair and work around our house. The hands-on part of those projects meant my
handing him tools, and lots of watching. Nonetheless, I did learn much, and acquired a belief
that I could do most anything. I do not shy away from doing something I have never done
before. Or something that is challenging.
When beginning a project at home, I often hear one of two questions, and sometimes both.
“Have you ever done this before?” and “Do you know what you’re doing?” Many times, the
answer to the first question has been “No.” The answer to the second question, however, is
never “No.” The aid of “google” and YouTube is my back up plan.
DIY is a common approach to many things. There is a DIY network, complete with shows and
a website including indoor and outdoor projects, repairs and maintenance. The falsehood of our
DIY culture is that our Christian experience, religion, and yes, salvation and life itself can also be
DIY, Do It Yourself.
Paul writes that we should set our mind on the spirit, and not on the flesh. We can get
caught up in the back and forth of this flesh and spirit language Paul uses. It has generated
interesting, if not confusing, applications including an emphasis on the denial of physical
pleasures. Two comments here can steer our attention in another direction. This contrast of the
flesh and the spirit “is not about an attempt to put our bodies to the side somehow and
concentrate on the inner life of faith” (Amy Plantinga Pauw in Feasting on the Word
commentary). Another point is seeing that the flesh can stand “as a shorthand for life lived in
service of one’s own selfish interests and desires” (Susan A. Garrett, Feasting on the Word).
Relying on ourselves, rugged independence, and excluding the redemptive work of God in
our lives, will not work. Paul’s language is more graphic, it leads to death. The spirit is lifegiving. God is the life-giver. Paul writes following the resurrection. The very one who has raised
the Christ from the dead will give life to you (v. 11). Remember, the connected, dry bones did
not have life apart from the life that was breathed into them by the spirit of God. (Ezekiel 37:14).
Remember, we cannot do it on our own. But, the good news is that we are not expected to
do it on our own. Christ is within us. The spirit of life is within us. It comes to us by God’s action.
Let your confidence come from your ability to live and to endure because Christ dwells within
you.
Consider
What would it mean to make the simplest change in your focus? Change DIY to CIY. Instead
of Do It Yourself, set your mind on Christ In You.
Prayer

O God, help me to set my mind on Christ, and to feel his living presence within me.
C. Franklin Granger

THURSDAY, APRIL 2, 2020
Day 32 – John 11:1-45

If you had been here my brother would not have died. Did you notice that Martha and Mary
greet Jesus with the same question? He is asked this twice. If only. These words reflect the
haunting wonderment that if a different choice had been made at some specific moment, things
would have turned out differently. It is the premise upon which all time travels films are based.
Human beings having full power to change the direction of the world. The opposite of full
control is just as faulty of an explanation. Fate; also described as pre-ordained and predestined.
Perhaps these are words you have uttered in the face of a tragedy. Or at least thought them,
and wanted to scream them out at someone, maybe even God. If only there had been more
prayers, stronger prayers. If only we had left the house on time. If only we had gone to the
doctor sooner.
This doesn’t mean we should suppress our unanswerable questions, or our deepest
emotions. These come from the deep hurt, sorrow, anger that we feel in the face of tragedy and
death. Spoiler alert . . . we will hear Jesus cry out from the cross, “My God, My God, why have
you forsaken me?!” Being honest and true to our feelings of grief and pain is being authentically
human.
We see two responses from Jesus requiring our attention. First, Jesus provides the space and
the presence for each of these grieving sisters to express their pain and agony and anger. No
condemnation from Jesus. Nor does Jesus attempt to placate with wordy explanation. To Martha
he expresses a word of hope. In response to Mary we see Jesus’ second response. He weeps.
Jesus responds with his own emotion, showing the pain of loss and human tears. He joins in
solidarity with those who are grieving.
The response to Jesus by those looking on varies. Consider our responses to those around us
grieving. Observing someone’s response we might assume to know what the person is feeling
and assume what it means. We make judgments based on those assumptions. Some looked,
saw Jesus weeping, and concluded that Jesus loved Lazarus very much. Others did not give any
indication they saw Jesus as a human being, with feelings who could be affected. They saw only
what he failed to do. They questioned his abilities, his motivation, even his identity. If he could
make a blind man see, wouldn’t he have kept this man from dying.
Now we are full circle back to our opening question. Jesus preventing death. The answer is
No. Well yes, he could have healed him, and thus delayed his death. But Lazarus, as each of us,
will die. Including Jesus. There is more to demonstrate about God, and what life with the spirit
within you means. Death is not the end. God is not controlled by time. It isn’t all up to us. We
need one another to share our sorrows, to hear our pains, and to walk with us to the tomb, and
away from the tomb. We need the presence of God to call us out form our darkness into the
marvelous light of new life.
Consider
With whom do you most identify? The sisters who are carrying pain and grief? Jesus, as one
who hears the pain and grief of others? As Lazarus, bound by the grips of death and darkness
waiting for the voice of someone to call out to you?
Prayer
O God help me to stand still in the presence of pain, sorrow, and tears. Amen.

C. Franklin Granger

FRIDAY, APRIL 3, 2020
Day 33

A prophet is called on to speak hope into a valley of death. A psalmist cries out with an
emptiness waiting for God to reply. Paul speaks to the lost cause of self-reliance. Two sisters
lose a brother and wonder why.
Ezekiel observes the breath of God breathing life into dead bones. The psalmist proclaims
the steadfast love of God will not forsake us. Paul testifies we are to be confident because Christ
is in us. Death is not the end of the story; Jesus brings new life to us.
Among the themes contrasting life and death, despair and hope, these scriptures serve as a
witness to the reality that in the journey of the Christian faith, and our walk with God, not all
days are happy days. As these words took shape on the page, the music and lyrics of the chorus
of an old song began to play in my mind. The song was written by Dick Feller and sung by John
Denver; the chorus lyrics are:

Some days are diamonds, some days are stones
Sometimes the hard times won't leave me alone
Sometimes a cold wind blows a chill in my bones
Some days are diamonds, some days are stones
While these four passages give honest voice to the reality of life’s challenges and struggles,
they serve to give witness that the days of sorrow, pain, despondence, and yes even death, are
not the final days. Those days are not the end of the experience, nor the end of the story. Those
who have lived through the worst of days can testify to the presence of God and the truth that
they are not the final days. These passages each contain the truth of the life-giving power of
God which comes to those whose hope has dried up; it comes to those who are in deep despair
and personal shame; it comes to each of us because Christ dwells within us; it comes even in the
places of our lives that have experienced death.
What are you experiencing in this season of your life? As Lent approaches Holy Week, where
are you spiritually in your journey toward Easter? Have the bones begun to rattle with initial
movement, or do you feel to be entombed and bound without movement or light? Do you feel
as though Jesus has arrived too late in your life to make a difference? Each one of these
scriptures proclaims hope. The God who raised Christ from with dead will give life to you,
because the spirit dwells within you.
Consider
Which passage this week has resonated with you most deeply? What has God revealed to
you through this passage?
Prayer

Breathe into me, O God, your breath of life, so I may walk in the light of your grace. Amen.
C. Franklin Granger

SATURDAY, APRIL 4, 2020
Day 34

This excerpt is taken from the brief essay, “The Light Found in Darkness.” It is in the book,
Between the Dark and the Daylight: Embracing the Contradictions of Life, by Joan Chittister. This
week’s readings have contrasted the darkness of the soul with the word of hope from God; and,
the stark contrast of death and new life. Joan Chittister’s writing explores this contrast.

C. Franklin Granger

Nothing does more than darkness to isolate us from the sense of human support and
understanding which, whether we’re commonly conscious of it or not, is the human being’s
main source of self-definition. Indeed, darkness separates us from reality. It disorients a person
both physically and psychologically. . .. Simple as it may seem when the lights go out, we simply
lose our bearings. The density of the dark makes it impossible for us to fix our positions
anymore.
The darkness of the soul is no less spiritually punishing than is the loss of physical light to
the psyche. We talk about faith but cannot really tolerate the thought of it. It’s light we want,
not shadow, certainly not questions. The aphotic, the place without images, is no less an attack
on faith and hope than those periods in life when nighttime brings nothing but unclarity,
nothing but fear.
The sense of being stranded in the midst of life, of having no way out of this smothering
nothingness, this cul-de-sac of the soul, is enough to drain a person’s very personality until
there is little left to recognize.
There is no light here, we think. But we are wrong.
There is a light in us that only darkness itself can illuminate. It is the glowing calm that comes
over us when we finally surrender to the ultimate truth of creation: that there is a God and we
are not it.
Only the experience of our own darkness gives us the light we need to be of help to others
whose journey into the dark spots of life is only just beginning.
The light we gain in darkness is the awareness that, however bleak the place of darkness was
for us, we did not die there. We know now that life begins again on the other side of the
darkness. Another life. A new life. After the death, the loss, the rejection, the failure, life does go
on. Differently, but on.
After darkness we are never the same again. We are only stronger, simpler, surer than ever
before that there is nothing in life we cannot survive, because though life is bigger than we are,
we are meant to grow to our fullest dimensions in it.

SUNDAY, APRIL 5, 2020
Palm Sunday

Scriptures for this Week
Isaiah 50:4-9a
Psalm 31:9-16
Philippians 2:5-11
Matthew 27:11-54

MONDAY, APRIL 6, 2020

Day 35 – Matthew 27:11-14
After his hearing before the Sanhedrin, Jesus now stands before the Roman authorities. Pilate
does not seem to be interested in hearing from the accusers. He only wants an answer from
Jesus. “Are you the King of the Jews?” Claiming to be “King of the Jews” could be construed as
an intrusion on Roman power and authority in the region.
Whether he realizes it or not, Pilate is actually asking Jesus if he is the Messiah. It’s more
obvious when Jesus is questioned by the High Priest back in Matthew 26. He specifically asks
Jesus whether he is the “Christ,” which is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew “Messiah.” “King of
the Jews” and “Messiah” would have been seen as rough synonyms by Jews in this period.
Jesus’s first response to both Pilate and the High Priest is “you have said so.” The claim is on the
lips of his accusers.
The claim will be made multiple times in Matthew 27. The soldiers beat him and then crown
him with thorns saying, “Hail, King of the Jews.” A sign is placed on the cross reading “King of
the Jews.” Jesus is actually guilty of the charge. Jesus was innocent in that he did not deserve
death; but, if he was being crucified for claiming to be King of the Jews, then he was crucified
for telling the truth. The whole of Matthew 27 presents Jesus dying on the cross as the true king
of the Jews lifted up and crowned. The thing that no one seemed to see coming was that his
death was tied up in being the Messiah.
It’s interesting that Jesus never verbally claims to be King of the Jews. He allows his actions to
speak. The Gospels and the early Church in general view Jesus’ ministry through the lens of the
Old Testament book of Isaiah, particularly Isaiah 53. At his trial, Jesus remains silent. The
situation echoes Isaiah 53:7 almost perfectly:

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth;
like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he
did not open his mouth.”

Starting with the silence at his trial, the words of Isaiah must echo through his followers’
heads as he is beaten and crucified:

“But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities;
upon him was the punishment that made us whole,
and by his bruises we are healed.”

But Jesus doesn’t recite the words of Isaiah in Pilate’s court. He doesn’t say anything at all.
His actions speak in the absence of his words. We see Jesus silently go to the cross on our
behalf, and in response we loudly proclaim on his behalf, “Hail, King of the Jews!”
Consider
Jesus sometimes taught with words, but other times taught through action and by example.
How could you proclaim Jesus with words? With actions?
Prayer

Lord Jesus, thank you for your willingness to be wounded for our transgressions. Though you
were silent at your trial, let us loudly proclaim with both word and deed that you are the true
savior of the world. Amen.
Daniel Blake Hulsey

TUESDAY, APRIL 7, 2020

Day 36 – Matthew 27:15-23
Though each gospel writer portrays him a little differently, there is really no denying Pilate
knew that Jesus did not deserve to die. The dreams of Pilate’s wife, accounted only in Matthew,
serve to further the truth that Pilate really did know what was right and what was wrong in the
trial of Jesus. But instead of taking the necessary steps to blot out evil, he took a different
approach that would keep everyone happy and his job intact. It went like this:

Barabbas is an outright scoundrel and murderer. There is absolutely no way that the people
would choose to murder Jesus over him. So, if I give them the choice between Jesus and
Barabbas, there will be no question, right? In so doing, I manage to keep Jesus’ blood off my
hands without offending too many people.

The mere mindset of Pilate’s decision has caused Christians throughout the centuries to
despise Pilate for his cowardice. If only that cowardice had ended with Pilate. Unfortunately, it
has shown up in different ways through different people throughout Christendom. It still does.
In recent weeks, I have found myself reading excerpts from “Letters from a Birmingham Jail”
by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Though I have read these particular words so many times, they
never cease to shake me. I can’t help but hear echoes of Pilate when I read this description from
Dr. King:

First, I must confess that over the past few years I have been gravely disappointed with the
white moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great
stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s Council-er or the Ku Klux
Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more devoted to “order” than to justice; who prefers a
negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of
justice; who constantly says: “I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your
methods of direct action”; who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for another
man’s freedom; who lives by a mythical concept of time and who constantly advises the Negro
to wait for a “more convenient season.” Shallow understanding from people of good will is more
frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is
much more bewildering than outright rejection.
The role of the white moderate in civil rights is only one historical example of the ways
Christians have sought to “keep the peace” over the centuries versus truly pursuing justice. The
courageous pursuit of justice for all people is a call each of us shares. But when I turn the Pilate
mirror on myself, I have to recognize that I too contribute to the absence of justice. The next
time I find myself seeking the most peaceful way out of a situation I know is wrong, may God
turn my heart toward justice and embolden me to stand for all that I know to be true.
Consider
In what ways am I actively seeking justice for all of God’s people?
Prayer

O God, it is not always easy to be bold enough to stand for justice and what is right.
Empower each of us with a vision for justice and the courage to pursue it. Amen.
Jennifer Baxley

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 8, 2020
Day 37 - Matthew 27:24-31

What a choice for a Lenten devotional! This infamous cry of the Jewish people, referring to
the death of Jesus has echoed through the centuries: “His blood be on us and our children!” This
verse has provided justification for all sorts of abuses toward the Jewish people, so much so that
years later people would refer to those of the Jewish faith as “Christ killers.” Is this verse
justification for anti-Semitism and prejudice toward Judaism? Absolutely not (!) and here is why.
The gospel of Matthew tells the story of Jesus, but from the perspective of the later Matthean
community. The story of Jesus is seen through that lens. On one hand we see the story of Jesus
but on the other we hear the story of the Matthean community’s commitment to Jesus which
resulted in their separation from the synagogue. This Gospel represents a Jewish-Christian
community in conflict with the Jewish mainstream and which has been expelled from the
synagogues. Since the synagogue was the primary place for religious instruction, can you
imagine being denied that opportunity? Can you imagine being denied being able to worship in
a Baptist church just because your views were different from a specific congregation or
denominational strand? Of course, not…er, well not usually…anyway I digress!
Matthew is describing the sentiments of a specific anti-Judaism, not a general anti-Semitism
which did not arise until the Jewish persecutions during the Middle Ages (300-600 CE) and
continued to develop until 1873 in Germany where it became an official term. Hence, to use the
term of anti-Semitism to describe events in the gospels is anachronistic–that is, taking a later
point of view and making it serve for an earlier historical situation. Matthew is not anti-Jewish,
but he does tell the story of Jesus based on the increasing hostility of the mainline Jewish
community toward his own. Matthew’s church (ekklesia is only used twice and not from a strict
organizational sense), is now outsiders as we find in the “their” and “your” language used in
such examples like Mt 4:23; 9:35; 10:17.
Have you ever noticed that the closer the relationship between groups, the more intense the
conflict between them? Sort of like the way siblings interact–they all come from the same
parents but may vigorously, sometimes violently, disagree. Matthew’s polemics are not aimed
against Jewish people, but against those who have offended and persecuted his church, and his
words are often not kind (check out the language of the Johannine community in 1 John for
even stronger verbiage against those who left the group).
What we must guard against are the incorrect interpretations of scripture such as this and
throughout the rest of the New Testament. This kind of prejudice is what leads to pogroms and
the holocaust. Matthew cannot be blamed for those events. Our Lenten mandate based on this
text means to avoid all forms of prejudice–may we not participate with any “tribe” that
advocates inhumanity to persons or a group who are underprivileged!
Consider
Might the tendency to cast blame on others be only selfish, false protection?
Prayer
Free us God from the harmful attitudes of our prejudice and judgment. Amen.

Mike Cleland

THURSDAY, APRIL 9, 2020

Day 38, Maundy Thursday – Matthew 27:32-44
The setting is bleak and heart-breaking. Jesus is taken to Golgotha and nailed to a cross.
Soldiers gamble for his clothes as people passing by shake their heads and yell jeers to mock
him. When he is offered a bitter drink, perhaps to dull his pain, he refuses it. The scribes, chief
priests and elders from the synagogue come by to make sport of him, asking why he doesn’t
save himself if he is the king of the Jews.
Jesus’ friends and followers are gone. He is in the midst of his enemies. he is feeling the
burden of the sin of all mankind. In full consciousness, he is doing the work of a Savior. He is
staying on the cross, giving himself as a sacrifice for our sins, bringing salvation to us, and
making a way for us to come to his Father.
As the scribes and chief priests ridiculed Jesus, they were not aware of the truth they were
actually saying. If he were going to bring salvation through his sacrificial death, he could not
save himself; he must stay on the cross in order to save others. It was obedience. surrender and
love that kept him there.
Jesus continued to trust his Father. Like much of Christianity, his staying on the cross was in
direct opposition to our human nature, which is to save ourselves. His death demonstrates that
by giving our life we find it. By laying down our life, we are able to take it up again with new
purpose and meaning.
So, on this terrible, awful day, we were bought back and redeemed from the life of sinfulness
into which we were born. We were purchased with the amazing love of God and the life of his
beloved Son. Through the awfulness comes the sealing of a new covenant with God, a glorious
new freedom from sin and its penalties and the joy of a personal relationship with God through
the gift of his Son’s life and death.

Looking away (from all that will distract) to Jesus, who is the leader and the source of our
faith (giving the first incentive for our belief) and is also its finisher, (bringing it to maturity and
perfection). He, for the joy (of obtaining the prize) that was set before him, endured the cross,
despising and ignoring the shame, and is now seated at the right hand of the throne of God.

Hebrews 12:2 -The Amplified New Testament

Consider
How precious you are to God that he would give his only Son as a sacrifice to redeem your
life! Have you accepted his gift of salvation? If you have, will you share it with others?
Prayer

Lord, thank you for loving me with such a fierce reclaiming love! I praise you for Jesus, for
his obedience and his death on the cross. Help me to see how I may lay down my life for your
sake and the Gospel’s.
Brenda Cain

FRIDAY, APRIL 10, 2020

Day 39, Good Friday – Matthew 27:45-54
They crucified my Lord,
and he never said a mumbalin’ word;
they crucified my Lord
And he never said a mumbalin’ word.
Not a word, not a word, not a word.
These are the opening words to the spiritual, He Never Said a Mumbalin’ Word. Jesus who
had stories to tell, reinterpretations of the ancient laws, probing questions, and compassionate
responses, is nearly completely silent in his final hours according to the Gospel of Matthew. In
this long passage that we began reading on Monday, Matthew 27:11-54, Jesus has two
statements. If you were to read this in one of the old red-letter editions of scripture, the passage
would have almost no red at all, even though he is the primary character and focus.
At the very beginning of this passage in verse 11, Jesus says three words, in Greek it is only
two. In reply to Pilate’s question, “Are you the king of the Jews?” Jesus says, “You say so.” The
passage for today contains Jesus’ only other words in this entire week of scripture in these
devotions. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”
We are accustomed to speaking about Jesus’ seven last words from the cross. These have
become a focus of musical works, sermon series, and Tenebrae services. (An evening service in
Holy week that distinguishes the lights using these statements). Even though there are seven
different statements from the cross by Jesus, no one Gospel contains all seven. In fact, Matthew
has only one. (Mark also has only one, but it is the same as is here in Matthew). The statement is
a cry of anguish, a quotation of scripture, a statement which is much like a question, where are
you God?
And all of humanity wonders too; “Where is God?” Where is God when the child dies of
cancer? Where is God in the face of violence against Syrian women and children? Where is God
when the company eliminates jobs, including yours? Where is God in the growing increase of
gun violence in our own land? Where is God when my marriage ends?
Where is God when I need God most? This question hangs, as Jesus hangs, in all its bareness,
anguish, and solitude.
We can come away from this moment and recognize that the one who is both one of us, and
God among us, shares and knows the deepest and darkest of human experience. God knows the
impact of losing a child. God knows the destitute predicament of losing a job, of seeing a house
go up in flames, of hearing the harsh diagnosis of untreatable cancer. Even in the moments
when we are most alone, God knows. If God knows, then God is with us, despite feelings to the
contrary. And if God is with us, hope remains.
Consider
When did you last ask the question, “Where is God?”
Prayer

O Lord, do not be far away! O my help, come quickly to my aid! O Lord I wait for you, my
soul waits, and in your word, I hope. Amen. (Psalm 22:19; 130:17).
C. Franklin Granger

SATURDAY, APRIL 11, 2020
Day 40, Holy Saturday

Today is Holy Saturday, the Day of Silence between Good Friday and Easter Sunday. Today,
we pause between the worst of days and the most glorious of days. In this pause reflect on your
past 40 days. Read and reflect on the following quote is from a sermon by Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
delivered in Barcelona for the third Sunday in Lent, March 11, 1928.

C. Franklin Granger

Good Friday and Easter – the days of God’s overpowering acts in history, acts in which God’s
judgment and grace were revealed to all the world – are just around the corner. Judgment in
those hours in which Jesus Christ, our Lord, hung on the cross; grace in that hour in which death
was swallowed up in victory.

SUNDAY, APRIL 12, 2020
Easter Sunday

Triumphant God, full of grace and love and mercy everlasting,
we rise today to new visions and new understandings.
How could this be? How can this be,
that death is destroyed,
darkness is obliterated,
sin is forgiven,
and life, abundant and free,
is real and present among us and within us?
May we realize that this is but the beginning,
the first day of many days,
of life renewed.
Open our eyes to see, O God,
so that by seeing we believe,
that by believing we live,
that by living we see others,
that by seeing others we see you;
and we see that you bring resurrection to each and everyone
no matter how lonely,
how forgotten,
how oppressed,
how beaten,
how sinful,
how dead.
Hear our praise and thanksgiving that death, in all its ugly forms, has been swallowed
up through the dominant power of your love, O God our redeemer.
Alleluia. Christ our Lord is risen and lives. Thanks be to You, O God. Amen.
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