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[bookmark: _Hlk63771873]To the Reader:

Welcome to Grace Church’s annual Lenten Devotional Booklet. The reflections contained in this booklet are meant to help guide you through the season of Lent so that it can be for you, as our prayer book calls it, a Holy Lent.

This booklet contains the reflections of parishioners of Grace Church on scripture passages assigned in Year Two of the Daily Office, from Monday through Saturday.  This year, as many of you have requested in the past, the actual scripture passages on which the reflections are based have been included.  You are invited to make these readings and attendant reflections part of your Lenten discipline.  

[bookmark: _Hlk96356308]As part of our Lenten call to deepen our life in Christ, not only as individuals but as a church community, we also commit to the discipline of outreach giving in this penitential and holy season.  This year, Grace Church Brooklyn Heights will collect monetary donations for the New York City Family Justice Center, an organization located in downtown Brooklyn, that provides social services for domestic violence survivors and their children.  We hope that your Lenten discipline will include not only the meditations in the booklet, but also your generosity towards sustaining this important effort.  Additional information on giving will be available during service announcements or in Grace’s weekly emailed newsletter, “Grace Notes.” 

The forty days of Lent have their origin in the preparation of the catechumens (“those being instructed”) for Baptism in the early church. Women and men touched by God’s grace found themselves deeply involved in, and committed to, a new way of life leading towards the waters of Baptism and from there to be nourished for life at the Lord’s Supper.  For those of us who have already been to the fountain of Baptism, these forty days can provide a kind of annual retreat, a recollection of the meaning of our lives in the light of Christ.

The past year has continued to bring both physical and spiritual challenges.  May this booklet, in company with other Lenten resources you find in prayer, Scripture, conversation and the variety of disciplines, guide you through a holy Lent and into a joyful Easter.


Wednesday, March 2, 2022 (Ash Wednesday)

Luke 18:9-14
He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt: "Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, 'God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.' But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, 'God, be merciful to me, a sinner!' I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted."

*         *         *

“God, I thank you that I am not like other people …”

Ever wake up to the morning news and hear a story of a disaster during the night; perhaps of a person who has lost all of their possessions and home in a destructive fire?  Your first thought might be:  geez, I’m glad I am not that person!  Hold on to your pajamas.  The next story might be about someone’s incredibly good fortune in winning a prestigious award.   Now you wish you were that person.

Who then are you?  Who am I—guided by comparison to others?  Today’s readings are for the first day of Lent.  This could be our season of reflection on the unique and talented person God created in each one of us.  Yes, I do believe we all have a God-given talent, and to recognize his gift in each of us is our purpose. 

I resolve this Lent to more fully appreciate my gift, and to recognize and appreciate God’s gifts in others.   I resolve to live the wonderful life God intends for me to enjoy as the person he created in me … not by comparison to the person he created in someone else.
Karen Loew



Thursday, March 3, 2022

Philippians 3:12-21
Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. Let those of us then who are mature be of the same mind; and if you think differently about anything, this too God will reveal to you. Only let us hold fast to what we have attained. Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you have in us. For many live as enemies of the cross of Christ; I have often told you of them, and now I tell you even with tears. Their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. He will transform the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of his glory, by the power that also enables him to make all things subject to himself.

*         *         *

Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own ...  I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Jesus Christ.

Paul sets an absolute standard which I find hard to meet.   And he’s a little hard to identify with.  I have sinned (many times) against Christians, but I have not set out to persecute them as a career move.  And although I know that Jesus loves me, I have never seen the blinding light of God’s love that knocked Paul off his horse.

So his standards seem not attainable for a mundane cradle Christian who is just trying to be good.  Paul admits no compromise (nor did Jesus).   There are two traps that I fall into.  My first response is that I’m just going to do my best, and hope for the best.  But Paul does not want any B+ Christians.  It’s all or nothing.  The second temptation is to give up; since these demands are impossible, we might as well check out and have a nice day.  And, indeed, our present-day interpretation of salvation too often feeds into that—God is going to save all people of good will.  So why strive?

In today’s passage, Paul is making the goal of eternal life seem more possible, but only with incessant effort.    He is acknowledging that he has not yet reached the goal, but he persists.  He presents Christian faith and living as a work in progress.  
Patricia Kavanagh


Friday, March 4, 2022

Philippians 4:1-9
Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved. I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord. Yes, and I ask you also, my loyal companion, help these women, for they have struggled beside me in the work of the gospel, together with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.

*         *         *

Whenever the Rector says, “ … the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds…,” I have always taken a quick deep breath.  Something about it has always given me some kind of temporary relief, peace.  And then, I move on with the day.  But as I have reflected on this reading in recent days, I have thought about a more lasting peace—the kind that people I have known have found at the end of their lives.  I think of friends who I pray will be able to find this deeper peace in times that are not comprehensible.  And finally, after a few days of reflection, I come back to myself—when have I had the peace of God which surpasses all understanding? 

Like many New Yorkers, September 11th of 2001 was a defining moment in my life.  Months out of college and, coincidentally, my birthday, I found myself trapped in a nearby building after the first tower fell.  Outside was black, and the lobby filled with smoke.  The tenants of the building had all gathered in the lobby.  It appeared that the building was on fire, and that we were barricaded in the building by the fallen tower.  The unspoken (and spoken) understanding was that this was the end.  Many began to run up the stairs to buy some more time.  

I have been asked by friends over the years what I was thinking in that moment.  And, for a long time, I was embarrassed, because my mind was clear.  I was anxious but not afraid.  I sat down on the ground and waited to die.  God had granted me a peace that has taken years for me to recognize, and a peace that I will likely never understand.  

Thankfully, we slowly saw light through the clouds out the front doors and quickly began to move out of the building and away from the towers. Today, I clearly understand God’s peace.  

Chris Larson



Saturday, March 5, 2022

Psalm 32
Happy are they whose transgressions are forgiven, 
and whose sin is put away!
Happy are they to whom the LORD imputes no guilt, 
and in whose spirit there is no guile!

While I held my tongue, my bones withered away, 
because of my groaning all day long.
For your hand was heavy upon me day and night; 
my moisture was dried up as in the heat of summer.

Then I acknowledged my sin to you, 
and did not conceal my guilt.
I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD.” 
Then you forgave me the guilt of my sin.

Therefore all the faithful will make their prayers to you in time of trouble; 
when the great waters overflow, they shall not reach them.
You are my hiding-place;
you preserve me from trouble; 
you surround me with shouts of deliverance.

“I will instruct you and teach you in the way that you should go; 
I will guide you with my eye.
Do not be like horse or mule, which have no understanding; 
who must be fitted with bit and bridle,
or else they will not stay near you.”

Great are the tribulations of the wicked; 
but mercy embraces those who trust in the LORD.
Be glad, you righteous, and rejoice in the LORD; 
shout for joy, all who are true of heart.

*         *         *

I will instruct you and teach you in the way that you should go;
I will guide you with my eye.

I work in film and television and, perhaps because of that, for me this passage can read quite literally.  The eye of the camera guides the viewer, framing what is important to the narrative and framing out what is not.  There is no objective frame.  Everything is a choice, and every choice assigns worth.  The camera instructs the viewer what to value in the world of the story.

In addition to telling us what is important to look at, the camera also tells us how we are seen, and by extension, how we should—in the eyes of the filmmaker—see ourselves.  Who is on screen, and why?  Who is missing, and who is in the background?  Who has what value, and who is making the assessment?

“I will guide you with my eye,” says Psalm 32.  The promise of this passage is that God’s gaze, if we can follow it, will show us what is truly important, framing out the distractions.  God’s gaze, if we can feel it upon us, will show us in our true light—beloved.  The challenge is to align our sight with his.

I recently read “Liturgy of the Ordinary” with Father Chris in our Parents Book Club, and was moved by Tish Harrison Warren’s observation that “whether we examine our daily activities theologically or not, they shape our view of God and of ourselves.”  When I’m at work, it’s obvious that happy accidents (a moment caught off guard, a beautiful lens flare, a flock of birds at just the right moment) and unhappier ones (a camera glitch, a lost location, a loud HVAC) solidify into final elements that form a critical part of the whole.  It strikes me that what I focus on in my daily life—and I mean what I literally look at, watch, consume, and pay attention to at all hours of the day—forms the final material of my narrative and, therefore, what I value.  I find that before I can begin to investigate the distance between my sight and God’s, I must first begin to try to understand what it is that I am choosing to see right now, and why.

I think Lent offers us a chance to pay closer attention to what we choose to see, and to what we might, unintentionally or intentionally, be “framing out.”  By guiding us with his eye, God requires us to open our own. 
Jane Nelson



Monday, March 7, 2022 

Mark 1:1–13
The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, "See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight,'" John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. Now John was clothed with camel's hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. He proclaimed, "The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, "You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased." And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him.

*         *         *

Today’s reading from Mark begins the story of Jesus with Isaiah’s prophecy of a messenger, “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’”  That messenger is John the Baptist, to me one of the most interesting Biblical personages.  John appears in the wilderness, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  People from Jerusalem and across Judea flock to him, to be baptized in the Jordan.  We all know of the image of John, clothed in camel's hair with a leather belt, eating locusts and wild honey.  Today, BBQ flavored grasshoppers sell for $24.90 an ounce on Amazon, where reviewers connect them to the Bible:  “Used these as a visual and ‘dare’ to church school students when teaching a lesson about John the Baptist.  Made a great impact on the kids.”

Related to Jesus on his mother’s side, John not just fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy but was himself a prophet.  To his own multitude of followers, he proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.  I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”  After he baptized Jesus, John continued his ministry, eventually to be imprisoned and executed by Herod Antipas. Jesus, however, retreated into the wilderness from whence John came.  The lives of Jesus and the Baptist are intertwined in family, ministry, and fate.  As a forerunner and herald, with a message of forgiveness, John is a compelling, if enigmatic, figure.  That Christians, Muslims, Druze, Baháʼí, and Mandaeans venerate him to this day is not on account of his well-known costume and diet.
Mark Rose






Tuesday, March 8, 2022

Genesis 37:12-24
Now his brothers went to pasture their father's flock near Shechem. And Israel said to Joseph, "Are not your brothers pasturing the flock at Shechem? Come, I will send you to them." He answered, "Here I am." So he said to him, "Go now, see if it is well with your brothers and with the flock; and bring word back to me." So he sent him from the valley of Hebron. He came to Shechem, and a man found him wandering in the fields; the man asked him, "What are you seeking?" "I am seeking my brothers," he said; "tell me, please, where they are pasturing the flock." The man said, "They have gone away, for I heard them say, 'Let us go to Dothan.'" So Joseph went after his brothers, and found them at Dothan. They saw him from a distance, and before he came near to them, they conspired to kill him. They said to one another, "Here comes this dreamer. Come now, let us kill him and throw him into one of the pits; then we shall say that a wild animal has devoured him, and we shall see what will become of his dreams." But when Reuben heard it, he delivered him out of their hands, saying, "Let us not take his life." Reuben said to them, "Shed no blood; throw him into this pit here in the wilderness, but lay no hand on him"-- that he might rescue him out of their hand and restore him to his father. So when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe, the long robe with sleeves that he wore; and they took him and threw him into a pit. The pit was empty; there was no water in it.

*         *         *

Joseph had dreams.  He had dreams that led him through terrifying and treacherous avenues of envy and jealousy, born of resentment and misunderstanding, manifested in unkindness, anger and betrayal.  And yet, he followed those dreams.  He persevered.  He faithfully, steadfastly walked forward with kindness and understanding, gaining the knowledge and wisdom he needed in order to see his dreams come true.

I have always been drawn to the story of Joseph and his dreams.  I have dreams.  Don’t you? And I have thought of Joseph’s story during this interim of the COVID pandemic and its 
restrictions.  Along with the ongoing news of wars, climate disasters and brotherly/sisterly 
divisiveness, it can seem like being thrown into a pit without water—to vanish!

But remembering Joseph’s faithful journey toward his dreams, we can with the same kindness, understanding and forgiveness follow his example to head forward toward our own dreams …

And hopefully gain some wisdom!
Kathleen Bliss


Wednesday, March 9, 2022

Psalm 119: Heth
You only are my portion, O LORD; 
I have promised to keep your words.
I entreat you with all my heart, 
be merciful to me according to your promise.
I have considered my ways 
and turned my feet toward your decrees.
I hasten and do not tarry 
to keep your commandments.
Though the cords of the wicked entangle me, 
I do not forget your law.
At midnight I will rise to give you thanks, 
because of your righteous judgments.
I am a companion of all who fear you 
and of those who keep your commandments.
The earth, O LORD, is full of your love; 
instruct me in your statutes.

*         *         *

I think the reason this passage grabbed me was the simple confidence with which the psalmist expressed confidence, not in only their love of God and his commandments—and Scripture in general—but in their ability to keep God’s commandments.  “Simple”:  perhaps more the singlemindedness of it, because I seem to have increasing difficulty focusing.  I recall someone using the phrase “pinball brain” in a reflection last year—and that is definitely me!  I seem to have gone from “fight” in the first year of COVID to “flight” sometime between Delta and Omicron.  I don’t think I have used the phrase “I am overwhelmed” so much before as since.  “Confidence”:   because I cannot so declare that I have turned my feet to God’s decrees.   Intentions, sure; success … not so much. 

I decided to do a reflection this year because, selfishly, I thought a delve into Scripture might be just what I needed to achieve that focus.  I know that my mind is more at peace on the days that start with reading my devotions than those that start with a glance at work emails or social media.  But that doesn’t stop me from doing the latter. 

Today’s passage is the eighth of twenty-two stanzas in this, the longest Psalm of the Bible.  All twenty-two stanzas are variations that, to me, extol the blessing of knowing, loving and adhering to God’s Word.  Some stanzas seem more confident than others of having achieved that, which gives me comfort—the power of aspiration!

I recently found my grandmother’s Bible.   When reading the full Psalm 119 in it, I found comfort not only in her annotations, but also in finding, tucked inside, both the newspaper clipping of my Aunt’s wedding, as well as the DVD celebrating her life.  I think my grandmother, Mombo, is telling me I am “delving” in the right direction!  

Apparently, John Ruskin, William Wilberforce, Henry Martyn and David Livingstone all committed the full Psalm 119 to memory.  I can’t promise to do the same.  But the fact that some Biblical scholars have located Psalm 119 as being at, or quite near to, the very center of the Bible gives me hope that centering is on an upswing for all of us.
Elder Maxwell



Thursday, March 10, 2022

Mark 2:1-12
When he returned to Capernaum after some days, it was reported that he was at home. So many gathered around that there was no longer room for them, not even in front of the door; and he was speaking the word to them. Then some people came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, carried by four of them. And when they could not bring him to Jesus because of the crowd, they removed the roof above him; and after having dug through it, they let down the mat on which the paralytic lay. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, "Son, your sins are forgiven." Now some of the scribes were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, "Why does this fellow speak in this way? It is blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but God alone?" At once Jesus perceived in his spirit that they were discussing these questions among themselves; and he said to them, "Why do you raise such questions in your hearts? Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, 'Your sins are forgiven,' or to say, ’stand up and take your mat and walk'? But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins"-- he said to the paralytic-- "I say to you, stand up, take your mat and go to your home." And he stood up, and immediately took the mat and went out before all of them; so that they were all amazed and glorified God, saying, "We have never seen anything like this!"

*         *         *

Some people came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, carried by four of them. And when they could not bring him to Jesus because of the crowd, they removed the roof above him: after having dug through it, they let down the mat on which the paralytic lay. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” 

Jesus healed him. The power of faith and healing is awesome!

Our society is paralyzed, just like the man who came before Jesus.  Our literary works are under siege, women’s rights are under siege, voting rights are under siege, gay rights are under siege, our environment is under siege!!  Now more than ever the message in this passage is greatly needed.

Are we paralyzed by fear, or distrust, or a growing inability to embrace our differences?  What are the tools we need for forgiveness and healing?

Is it our responsibility to take the hand of those who don’t believe and are in need of healing?
 
Who were the four who accompanied the paralyzed man?  

As we know, the Bible has symbols for everything.  What is the significance of four?  Could it have been Matthew, Luke, Mark and John?  Could it have been the four seasons?  Or the four directions of the world?  

These four took responsibility in taking the man to Jesus, whom they trusted to heal him. 

During this Lenten season, where do we fit in as Christians in this world?
Marilyn Grant



Friday, March 11, 2022

Psalm 40
I waited patiently upon the LORD; 
he stooped to me and heard my cry.
He lifted me out of the desolate pit, out of the mire and clay; 
he set my feet upon a high cliff and made my footing sure.
He put a new song in my mouth,
a song of praise to our God; 
many shall see, and stand in awe,
and put their trust in the LORD.

Happy are they who trust in the LORD! 
they do not resort to evil spirits or turn to false gods.
Great things are they that you have done, O LORD my God!
how great your wonders and your plans for us! 
there is none who can be compared with you.
Oh, that I could make them known and tell them! 
but they are more than I can count.

In sacrifice and offering you take no pleasure 
(you have given me ears to hear you);
Burnt-offering and sin-offering you have not required, 
and so I said, “Behold, I come.
In the roll of the book it is written concerning me: 
‘I love to do your will, O my God;
your law is deep in my heart.’”

I proclaimed righteousness in the great congregation; 
behold, I did not restrain my lips;
and that, O LORD, you know.
Your righteousness have I not hidden in my heart;
I have spoken of your faithfulness and your deliverance; 
I have not concealed your love and faithfulness from the great congregation.

You are the LORD;
do not withhold your compassion from me; 
let your love and your faithfulness keep me safe for ever,
For innumerable troubles have crowded upon me;
my sins have overtaken me, and I cannot see; 
they are more in number than the hairs of my head,
and my heart fails me.

Be pleased, O LORD, to deliver me; 
O LORD, make haste to help me.
Let them be ashamed and altogether dismayed
who seek after my life to destroy it; 
let them draw back and be disgraced who take pleasure in my misfortune.
Let those who say “Aha!” and gloat over me be confounded, 
because they are ashamed.

Let all who seek you rejoice in you and be glad; 
let those who love your salvation continually say,
“Great is the LORD!”
Though I am poor and afflicted, 
the Lord will have regard for me.
You are my helper and my deliverer; 
do not tarry, O my God.

*         *         *

Happy are they who trust in the Lord!

Psalm 40 reminds me that, despite the difficult times we have experienced or have ahead of us, we have so much to be happy about and so much happiness to look forward to, as long as we trust in the Lord.

These past two years have been really hard, so that it is easy to lose sight of all that is happy and wonderful in the world.  It is so easy to no longer be happy in our day-to-day life as we think about all that has happened and continues to happen.   But this Psalm reminds us that “Happy are they who trust in the Lord!”  As faithful Christians, we know that, even when the world is not perfect, we can be happy in our daily lives because we firmly believe that the Lord will never lead us astray.  Despite the winding road, we know that where the Lord is leading us is ultimately to what is right and good.  

I know it is hard to keep yourself faithful when you don’t see immediate results.  There is so much controversy, pain and suffering in the world.  We can sometimes think that, because these things are happening, God either doesn’t exist or doesn’t care.  But this passage reminds me that being a Christian means being patient.  It means being faithful and hopeful, because you know that the Lord will bless you, and things will always be okay.  God loves everybody, and ultimately will bless everyone who believes and has trust in the Lord.  

I’ve faced a lot of challenges during this first year away at school.  After almost two years of remote school, jumping back into responsibility for an intense academic schedule, sports and extracurricular activities has been difficult.  At times, I was unsure if I was going to get through the first trimester successfully.  I was also so worried about managing the schedule and getting good grades that I was missing all that was happy and wonderful about this school and the new friends I had made.  I had to stop, take a moment and remember everything I learned in church.  I leaned back on my faith and trusted in the Lord.  I have made it past every one of those difficult points at school and am happy every day here.

Stay faithful, my friends, and the Lord will indeed keep you happy in the midst of it all.  Happy are they who trust in the Lord!  
Christopher Joseph (age 14)



Saturday, March 12, 2022

Psalm 55
Hear my prayer, O God; 
do not hide yourself from my petition.
Listen to me and answer me; 
I have no peace, because of my cares.
I am shaken by the noise of the enemy 
and by the pressure of the wicked;
For they have cast an evil spell upon me 
and are set against me in fury.

My heart quakes within me, 
and the terrors of death have fallen upon me.
Fear and trembling have come over me, 
and horror overwhelms me.
And I said, “Oh, that I had wings like a dove! 
I would fly away and be at rest.
I would flee to a far-off place 
and make my lodging in the wilderness.
I would hasten to escape 
from the stormy wind and tempest.”

Swallow them up, O Lord;
confound their speech; 
for I have seen violence and strife in the city.
Day and night the watchmen make their rounds upon her walls, 
but trouble and misery are in the midst of her.
There is corruption at her heart; 
her streets are never free of oppression and deceit.

For had it been an adversary who taunted me,
then I could have borne it; 
or had it been an enemy who vaunted himself against me,
then I could have hidden from him.
But it was you, a man after my own heart, 
my companion, my own familiar friend.
We took sweet counsel together, 
and walked with the throng in the house of God.
Let death come upon them suddenly;
let them go down alive to the grave; 
for wickedness is in their dwellings, in their very midst.

But I will call upon God, 
and the LORD will deliver me.
In the evening, in the morning, and at noonday,
I will complain and lament, 
and he will hear my voice.
He will bring me safely back from the battle waged against me; 
for there are many who fight me.
God, who is enthroned of old, will hear me and bring them down; 
they never change; they do not fear God.

My companion stretched forth his hand against his comrade; 
he has broken his covenant.
His speech is softer than butter, 
but war is in his heart.
His words are smoother than oil, 
but they are drawn swords.

Cast your burden upon the LORD,
and he will sustain you; 
he will never let the righteous stumble.
For you will bring the bloodthirsty and deceitful 
down to the pit of destruction, O God.
They shall not live out half their days, 
but I will put my trust in you.

*         *         *

These phrases from Psalm 55 touch me deeply. They are close to the core of my religious life.  They express one aspect of our relationship to God as repeated so often in church: “I will call upon God and the Lord will deliver me."  

In Psalm 55, the psalmist, in his terror, is in a battle against external enemies.  He tells God, "I am shaken by the noise of the enemy and by the pressure of the wicked.”  And so he prays.  I, who also petition God, am in a different place.  Unlike the psalmist, I face a series of internal battles. My communications and petitions are always inaudible, under my breath: "Hear my prayer, Oh God.”  “Please God, help me, help me.”  Almost a mantra!  And almost whispered.  I might be kneeling; I might be going down the stairs; I might be entering a difficult party; I might be facing a challenging illness. "Dear God, be with me."

Finally, the psalmist intersperses his supplication with the most beautiful fantasy, and a melody sung by the Grace Church Choir:  “Oh, that I had wings like a dove! I would fly away and be at rest. I would flee to a far-off place and make my lodging in the wilderness.”
Wendy Chittenden




Monday, March 14, 2022

Psalm 57
Be merciful to me, O God, be merciful,
for I have taken refuge in you; 
in the shadow of your wings will I take refuge
until this time of trouble has gone by.
I will call upon the Most High God, 
the God who maintains my cause.
He will send from heaven and save me;
he will confound those who trample upon me; 
God will send forth his love and his faithfulness.

I lie in the midst of lions that devour the people; 
their teeth are spears and arrows,
their tongue a sharp sword.

They have laid a net for my feet,
and I am bowed low; 
they have dug a pit before me,
but have fallen into it themselves.

Exalt yourself above the heavens, O God, 
and your glory over all the earth.

My heart is firmly fixed, O God, my heart is fixed; 
I will sing and make melody.
Wake up, my spirit;
awake, lute and harp; 
I myself will waken the dawn.
I will confess you among the peoples, O LORD; 
I will sing praise to you among the nations.
For your loving-kindness is greater than the heavens, 
and your faithfulness reaches to the clouds.

Exalt yourself above the heavens, O God, 
and your glory over all the earth.

*         *         *

A passage from today’s Psalm reading jumped out at me:

in the shadow of your wings will I take refuge
until this time of trouble has gone by.
I will call upon the Most High God, 

Particularly resonant was, “until this time of trouble has gone by.” 

We are in the midst of so many times of trouble, we don’t know which one is most troubling nor when any of them will have “gone by.”  We speak of “when the pandemic ends”—but when will it end?  We see civil strife in our country—and even hear talk of “civil war” casually bandied about.  When will that end, and what will that “end” look like?  Our society is increasingly afflicted with all manner of mental health challenges—anxiety, stress, depression—and one wonders when this, too, shall pass.

Thinking about the psalmist’s words in the present moment, we can wear masks and get vaccinated until the pandemic has gone by; or work to find political solutions to our civil strife; or do whatever we can do give comfort to those in emotional distress—but we can also reach beyond this earthly plane for help.  We can do practical and worldly things, but we can, in our times of greatest need, “take refuge until this time of trouble has gone by [in] the Most High God.”  In fact, many of us may need refuge in God more than ever.  It’s okay to say, “I just can’t deal with any of this, it’s all too much.  God, protect me.”

It's worth noting that even amid fear and uncertainty, the psalmist finds an inspiration and strength in God that can only be described as joyous.  May we also feel such joy.

With my heart “firmly fixed, O God” let me:

sing and make melody.
Wake up, my spirit;
awake, lute and harp.
Geoff Brewer



Tuesday, March 15, 2022

Psalm 62
For God alone my soul in silence waits; 
from him comes my salvation.
He alone is my rock and my salvation, 
my stronghold, so that I shall not be greatly shaken.

How long will you assail me to crush me,
all of you together, 
as if you were a leaning fence, a toppling wall?
They seek only to bring me down from my place of honor; 
lies are their chief delight.
They bless with their lips, 
but in their hearts they curse.

For God alone my soul in silence waits; 
truly, my hope is in him.
He alone is my rock and my salvation, 
my stronghold, so that I shall not be shaken.
In God is my safety and my honor; 
God is my strong rock and my refuge.

Put your trust in him always, O people, 
pour out your hearts before him, for God is our refuge.

Those of high degree are but a fleeting breath, 
even those of low estate cannot be trusted.
On the scales they are lighter than a breath, 
all of them together.
Put no trust in extortion;
in robbery take no empty pride; 
though wealth increase, set not your heart upon it.

God has spoken once, twice have I heard it, 
that power belongs to God.
Steadfast love is yours, O Lord, 
for you repay everyone according to his deeds.

*         *         *

How many of us have at some time felt that the whole world was about to land on us, pushing us over like a leaning fence or crushing us like a toppling wall? These difficult days of COVID, entering the third year, have felt especially threatening, but we all feel overwhelmed and helpless at times.  Deaths of family members and friends.  Lost jobs, lost health, lost savings, lost homes.  Evictions and fires and floods.

One of the current fashionable words is resilience. We are urged to find resilience in ourselves and assured that we have more of it than we might think.  But what happens when we reach the limit of what we can do on our own? What if our faith is shaken?

On election night in 2016, watching what had—a few hours before—seemed to be unthinkable, suddenly become inevitable, my friend and I reacted in different, but equally futile ways.  She jumped up and ran around the room with frenetic, terrified energy.  I sat immobile on the couch, curling over on my lap, my arms dangling down to the floor, strength draining out of me, as if my bones had melted away.

The psalm reminds us that God alone is our rock, our stronghold, our salvation.  We cannot do it all by ourselves. Other human beings, however rich and powerful, cannot save us or defeat us.  Only in God can we trust and not be betrayed or let down.  Be still and listen for God's voice.  If we pour out our heart to God, or pray in silence, or simply open our mind for God to enter--we will feel God's love.

God is love.  Steadfast love is yours.
Ann Herendeen



Wednesday, March 16, 2022

Psalm 72
Give the King your justice, O God, 
and your righteousness to the King’s son;
That he may rule your people righteously 
and the poor with justice.
That the mountains may bring prosperity to the people, 
and the little hills bring righteousness.
He shall defend the needy among the people; 
he shall rescue the poor and crush the oppressor.

He shall live as long as the sun and moon endure, 
from one generation to another.
He shall come down like rain upon the mown field, 

like showers that water the earth.
In his time shall the righteous flourish; 
there shall be abundance of peace till the moon shall be no more.

He shall rule from sea to sea, 
and from the River to the ends of the earth.
His foes shall bow down before him, 
and his enemies lick the dust.
The kings of Tarshish and of the isles shall pay tribute, 
and the kings of Arabia and Saba offer gifts.
All kings shall bow down before him, 
and all the nations do him service.

For he shall deliver the poor who cries out in distress, 
and the oppressed who has no helper.
He shall have pity on the lowly and poor; 
he shall preserve the lives of the needy.
He shall redeem their lives from oppression and violence, 
and dear shall their blood be in his sight.

Long may he live!
and may there be given to him gold from Arabia; 
may prayer be made for him always,
and may they bless him all the day long.
May there be abundance of grain on the earth,
growing thick even on the hilltops; 
may its fruit flourish like Lebanon,
and its grain like grass upon the earth.
May his Name remain for ever
and be established as long as the sun endures; 
may all the nations bless themselves in him and call him blessed.

Blessed be the Lord GOD, the God of Israel, 
who alone does wondrous deeds!
And blessed be his glorious Name for ever! 
and may all the earth be filled with his glory. Amen. Amen.

*         *         *

May [the King] judge your people with righteousness,
    and your poor with justice.
May the mountains yield prosperity for the people,
    and the hills, in righteousness.
May he defend the cause of the poor of the people,
    give deliverance to the needy,
    and crush the oppressor.

During this pandemic, I have seen in bold relief the lack of equity and inclusion in our nation that challenges the notion that we are all “created equal.”  I do have faith that, in the eyes of God, we—as God’s children—are equal in the Creator’s eyes.  However, in the socioeconomic reality of our nation, I think we fall short.  And that raises for me the difficult and demanding question, “What am I doing to ‘defend the cause of the poor of the people, give deliverance to the needy, and crush the oppressor?’”

A semi-retiree, I now teach at Baruch College (CUNY), work as a diversity consultant, and belong to the Grace Church faith community.  CUNY, with over 250,000 students, is noted for the upward mobility of our graduates.  In my diversity workshops with VlSIONS, we help our clients create safer and braver spaces where employees and members work together to forge a community of equity and inclusion.  As a member of Grace, I support the ministries of our parish, our diocese, and the wider Episcopal Church in moving toward the Beloved Community.  
And so, in response to the psalmist, I wonder if this is sufficient or, more significantly, is "sufficient" enough?  Is there more I can do that reflects my love of God, my neighbor, myself? 

I often think that perhaps I could help at Red Hook Farms once a month and/or share my bounty by contributing goods and money to CHIPS.  I love being a member of our choir family and serving as a lector and intercessor.  Yet, I find myself wondering, when it comes to the God of abundance, what does "sufficient" mean?  Does sufficient mean the end of poverty, hunger, homelessness, violence, oppression, and hatred?  If so, then whatever I do is never sufficient as long as there is need and despair in this world.
John Colón




Thursday, March 17, 2022

Psalm 74 (New International Version translation)
O God, why have you rejected us forever?
    Why does your anger smolder against the sheep of your pasture?
Remember the nation you purchased long ago,
    the people of your inheritance, whom you redeemed—
    Mount Zion, where you dwelt.
Turn your steps toward these everlasting ruins,
    all this destruction the enemy has brought on the sanctuary.

Your foes roared in the place where you met with us;
    they set up their standards as signs.
They behaved like men wielding axes
    to cut through a thicket of trees.
They smashed all the carved paneling
    with their axes and hatchets.
They burned your sanctuary to the ground;
    they defiled the dwelling place of your Name.
They said in their hearts, “We will crush them completely!”
    They burned every place where God was worshiped in the land.

We are given no signs from God;
    no prophets are left,
    and none of us knows how long this will be.
How long will the enemy mock you, God?
    Will the foe revile your name forever?
Why do you hold back your hand, your right hand?
    Take it from the folds of your garment and destroy them!

But God is my King from long ago;
    he brings salvation on the earth.

It was you who split open the sea by your power;
    you broke the heads of the monster in the waters.
It was you who crushed the heads of Leviathan
    and gave it as food to the creatures of the desert.
It was you who opened up springs and streams;
    you dried up the ever-flowing rivers.
The day is yours, and yours also the night;
    you established the sun and moon.
It was you who set all the boundaries of the earth;
    you made both summer and winter.

Remember how the enemy has mocked you, Lord,
    how foolish people have reviled your name.
Do not hand over the life of your dove to wild beasts;
    do not forget the lives of your afflicted people forever.
Have regard for your covenant,
    because haunts of violence fill the dark places of the land.
Do not let the oppressed retreat in disgrace;
    may the poor and needy praise your name.
Rise up, O God, and defend your cause;
    remember how fools mock you all day long.
Do not ignore the clamor of your adversaries,
    the uproar of your enemies, which rises continually.

*         *         *

In a land and time far, far away, we find … the 74th Psalm.

Here the speaker painfully recounts the desolation of the Jews upon the destruction of the temple and pleads with God not to abandon them forever.  The enemies of the Jews have destroyed the temple and burned down all the meeting places of God.  There are no signs of God, no prophets left.  The people of Israel have hit rock bottom.

Twice the speaker informs God that his enemies scoff at him.  He recounts God’s creation of the world, his rescue of the Jews when he split the Red Sea, his creation of the seasons, of day and night, of the sun and the moon.  He then pleads with God to renew his covenant with his people:  Do not forget the poor, do not let the oppressed retreat in disgrace. 

So, what can we learn from this Old Testament story of the Jews hitting rock bottom?  In what way have we hit rock bottom?

Today, we are torn apart by a glacial racial reckoning, by disputes over how to count votes, by our failure to agree on who can migrate to this country and become a citizen.

We could do worse than remind ourselves—like the speaker—of God’s power.  As we approach those who disagree with us, we can remember our faith:  those we disagree with are also God’s chosen people. 

To settle our bitter battles, we cannot forget the poor and oppressed.  We must ensure that all Americans share in our nation’s promise.  In that way we can renew their faith in this nation and, in the process, unify this beautiful country.
Mark McIntyre



Friday, March 18, 2022

Psalm 69
Save me, O God, 
for the waters have risen up to my neck.
I am sinking in deep mire, 
and there is no firm ground for my feet.
I have come into deep waters, 
and the torrent washes over me.
I have grown weary with my crying;
my throat is inflamed; 
my eyes have failed from looking for my God.

Those who hate me without a cause are more than the hairs of my head;
my lying foes who would destroy me are mighty. 
Must I then give back what I never stole?
O God, you know my foolishness, 
and my faults are not hidden from you.

Let not those who hope in you be put to shame through me, 
Lord GOD of hosts; 
let not those who seek you be disgraced because of me, 
O God of Israel.
Surely, for your sake have I suffered reproach, 
and shame has covered my face.
I have become a stranger to my own kindred, 
an alien to my mother’s children.

Zeal for your house has eaten me up; 
the scorn of those who scorn you has fallen upon me.
I humbled myself with fasting, 
but that was turned to my reproach.
I put on sack-cloth also, 
and became a byword among them.
Those who sit at the gate murmur against me, 
and the drunkards make songs about me.

But as for me, this is my prayer to you, 
at the time you have set, O LORD:
“In your great mercy, O God, 
answer me with your unfailing help.
Save me from the mire; do not let me sink; 
let me be rescued from those who hate me
and out of the deep waters.
Let not the torrent of waters wash over me,
neither let the deep swallow me up; 
do not let the Pit shut its mouth upon me.
Answer me, O LORD, for your love is kind; 
in your great compassion, turn to me.”
“Hide not your face from your servant; 
be swift and answer me, for I am in distress.
Draw near to me and redeem me; 
because of my enemies deliver me.

You know my reproach, my shame, and my dishonor; 
my adversaries are all in your sight.”
Reproach has broken my heart, and it cannot be healed; 
I looked for sympathy, but there was none,
for comforters, but I could find no one.
They gave me gall to eat, 
and when I was thirsty, they gave me vinegar to drink.

[Let the table before them be a trap 
and their sacred feasts a snare.
Let their eyes be darkened, that they may not see, 
and give them continual trembling in their loins.
Pour out your indignation upon them, 
and let the fierceness of your anger overtake them.
Let their camp be desolate, 
and let there be none to dwell in their tents.
For they persecute him whom you have stricken 
and add to the pain of those whom you have pierced.
Lay to their charge guilt upon guilt, 
and let them not receive your vindication.
Let them be wiped out of the book of the living 
and not be written among the righteous.]
As for me, I am afflicted and in pain; 
your help, O God, will lift me up on high.

I will praise the Name of God in song; 
I will proclaim his greatness with thanksgiving.
This will please the LORD more than an offering of oxen, 
more than bullocks with horns and hoofs.
The afflicted shall see and be glad; 
you who seek God, your heart shall live.
For the LORD listens to the needy, 
and his prisoners he does not despise.

Let the heavens and the earth praise him, 
the seas and all that moves in them;
For God will save Zion and rebuild the cities of Judah; 
they shall live there and have it in possession.
The children of his servants will inherit it, 
and those who love his Name will dwell therein.

*         *         *

… for the waters have risen up to my neck.

The opening verses of Psalm 69 grab my attention.  David is exclaiming his overwhelming despair, about to “drown” in it.  I am reminded of my own grief and lack of grounding during the previous administration, and during the pandemic, prior to vaccinations.    

I watched with horror as our government was undermined.  Wasn’t I taught it is my duty as a Christian to act against oppressors?  As a child, I took to heart David’s courage as he faced Goliath.  Yet, the enormity of our crises was overwhelming.  Treacherous actors were dismantling democracy.  Corruption was ubiquitous.  Hundreds of thousands of people were dying due to malfeasance.  Communities and dear ones were targeted as racism was fanned to incite violence and fascism.  Activists were undermined.  I felt myself a “foreigner” to some of my dearest family.  Where was my impact?  I often forgot to stand on the “rock” of God.  My horror and despair were combined with deep scorn. 

Exhaustion was the norm as we pivoted our business in response to the pandemic.  Dear friends nearly died of COVID.  I bore witness, but felt useless as an activist.  I often forgot to stand on the “rock” of God. 

While I identified with David’s anguish in the beginning of this Psalm, fortunately I kept reading. Even in extremis, David remembers his footing with God, and asks God to save him.  Yet, I stumbled and often forgot to pray.  Why did I sometimes let despair blot out my relationship with God?  

By the end of the psalm, I am laughing, uplifted.  David begs God to inflict harm on his enemies––what delicious permission to open all of my heart to God!  Revealed is David’s journey through many forms of prayer—supplication; request for intercession; honest, unflinching pouring-out of his heart; and thanksgiving.

What a relief!  We are always given access points to remember our relationship with God. We are encouraged to pray, no matter our state.  We can stand on the “rock” of God and act, however best we can.
Jane Ordway




Saturday, March 19, 2022

Ephesians 3:14-21
For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name. I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that you may be strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen.

*         *         *

I have struggled with prayer these past few years. Before the pandemic, prayer seemed easier, if a bit rote. But in the first few months of the pandemic, my prayers felt anemic, inadequate and not up to the task. There was so much suffering, loss and so much that was beyond my comprehension.  Peoples’ lives were falling apart around me. I felt that God was so far away when I needed to feel his closeness. 

Recently, two friends reached out to ask about my prayer life. It seems that I’m not the only one that has been muddling through this pandemic in a prayer fog.  Frequently, we reach a time in our lives when we seek a stronger connection to God … but how do we foster this connection? 

Maybe this isn’t really hard.  Here is some of Saint Paul’s prayer to the Ephesians, “… that you may be strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith …”    I wonder if this could be the key to what is missing in my prayer life?  It is in acknowledging God’s deep and generous love that we find the capacity to grow closer to him.  The answer is within us.
Theresa Seabaugh



Monday, March 21, 2022

Mark 5:21-43
When Jesus had crossed again in the boat to the other side, a great crowd gathered around him; and he was by the sea. Then one of the leaders of the synagogue named Jairus came and, when he saw him, fell at his feet and begged him repeatedly, "My little daughter is at the point of death. Come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be made well, and live." So he went with him. And a large crowd followed him and pressed in on him. Now there was a woman who had been suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years. She had endured much under many physicians, and had spent all that she had; and she was no better, but rather grew worse. She had heard about Jesus, and came up behind him in the crowd and touched his cloak, for she said, "If I but touch his clothes, I will be made well." Immediately her hemorrhage stopped; and she felt in her body that she was healed of her disease. Immediately aware that power had gone forth from him, Jesus turned about in the crowd and said, "Who touched my clothes?" And his disciples said to him, "You see the crowd pressing in on you; how can you say, 'Who touched me?'" He looked all around to see who had done it. But the woman, knowing what had happened to her, came in fear and trembling, fell down before him, and told him the whole truth. He said to her, "Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be healed of your disease." While he was still speaking, some people came from the leader's house to say, "Your daughter is dead. Why trouble the teacher any further?" But overhearing what they said, Jesus said to the leader of the synagogue, "Do not fear, only believe." He allowed no one to follow him except Peter, James, and John, the brother of James. When they came to the house of the leader of the synagogue, he saw a commotion, people weeping and wailing loudly. When he had entered, he said to them, "Why do you make a commotion and weep? The child is not dead but sleeping." And they laughed at him. Then he put them all outside, and took the child's father and mother and those who were with him, and went in where the child was. He took her by the hand and said to her, "Talitha cum," which means, "Little girl, get up!" And immediately the girl got up and began to walk about (she was twelve years of age). At this they were overcome with amazement. He strictly ordered them that no one should know this, and told them to give her something to eat.

*         *         *

People in distress summoned their courage to approach Jesus for help, engaging in what for them were challenging conversations.  The woman who suffered from hemorrhages says, “If I but touch his clothes, I will be made well”.  When she does, Jesus turns and asks, “Who touched my clothes?”  In fear and trembling, she falls before him, and tells him her story. He replies, “Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace and be healed of your disease.”  Near Sidon, a woman shouts to Jesus, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.”  After an intense exchange, Jesus answers her, “Woman, great is your faith!  Let it be done for you as you wish.”  And her daughter is healed (Matthew 15:21–28).  In another instance, at Jacob’s well, Jesus asks a Samaritan woman to draw water for him but, for social and religious reasons, she refuses.  In the long conversation that follows, during which he tests her, Jesus explains, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but … the water I give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”  “Sir,” she responds, “give me this water” (John 4.4–26).

Each of these conversations, revealing personal matters or crossing social boundaries, was difficult in its own way.  Yet in each case, by overcoming fear with faith and through speaking with complete honesty, the women are heard and are given relief.  How often do I speak with Jesus?  Not enough, perhaps from fear, shame, or pride, but there’s no good reason not to.  It may not be an easy conversation to start, but we can approach Jesus and ask for help in our lives.  He’ll listen.
Mark Rose



Tuesday, March 22, 2022

Mark 6:1-13
He left that place and came to his hometown, and his disciples followed him. On the sabbath he began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were astounded. They said, "Where did this man get all this? What is this wisdom that has been given to him? What deeds of power are being done by his hands! Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?" And they took offense at him. Then Jesus said to them, "Prophets are not without honor, except in their hometown, and among their own kin, and in their own house." And he could do no deed of power there, except that he laid his hands on a few sick people and cured them. And he was amazed at their unbelief. Then he went about among the villages teaching. He called the twelve and began to send them out two by two, and gave them authority over the unclean spirits. He ordered them to take nothing for their journey except a staff; no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; but to wear sandals and not to put on two tunics. He said to them, "Wherever you enter a house, stay there until you leave the place. If any place will not welcome you and they refuse to hear you, as you leave, shake off the dust that is on your feet as a testimony against them." So they went out and proclaimed that all should repent. They cast out many demons, and anointed with oil many who were sick and cured them.

*         *         *

He left that place and came to his hometown, and his disciples followed him.  On the sabbath he began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were astounded. They said, “Where did this man get all this? What is this wisdom that has been given to him? What deeds of power are being done by his hands! Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?” And they took offense at him. Then Jesus said to them, “Prophets are not without honor, except in their hometown, and among their own kin, and in their own house.”

Further in this passage, at the beginning of verse 5, we find that Jesus “was amazed at their unbelief.”  After he performs some healings, he and his disciples go to other villages to spread the Gospel.  This raises two questions.  First, why did Jesus’ fellow Nazarenes reject him? Second, why did he accept their rejection and move on, rather than staying and trying to overcome their doubts? 

As to why his townspeople rejected him, I have this theory:  Had Jesus returned to Nazareth as a battle hero or sports champion, he would have been given an enthusiastic reception.  His accomplishments would have been seen as a natural result of his upbringing.  But when he returned as one with knowledge that “astounded,” he was seen as someone who had turned his back on his humble origins and taken on airs.  As to why he didn’t stay and argue, I think he realized it would be futile.  I don’t think he was casually condemning his fellow Nazarenes.  Instead, I think he believed that if his and the disciples’ mission in nearby places was successful, word would get back to Nazareth and be convincing.

What lesson should we take from this?  We should realize that spiritual insights may come to us from what we may think are unlikely sources.  The quality of the message need not reflect our view of the messenger.
Claude Scales


Wednesday, March 23, 2022

Psalm 119:  Nun
Your word is a lantern to my feet 
and a light upon my path.
I have sworn and am determined 
to keep your righteous judgments.
I am deeply troubled; 
preserve my life, O LORD, according to your word.
Accept, O LORD, the willing tribute of my lips, 
and teach me your judgments.
My life is always in my hand, 
yet I do not forget your law.
The wicked have set a trap for me, 
but I have not strayed from your commandments.
Your decrees are my inheritance for ever; 
truly, they are the joy of my heart.
I have applied my heart to fulfill your statutes 
for ever and to the end.

*         *         *
 
Your word is a lantern to my feet
and a light upon my path.
 
TRUST.  Who do we trust?  Do we trust ourselves?  Do we trust God?  Maybe some of both?
 
I’m currently 25 and pursuing a career in music. Born and raised in Brooklyn, NY, baptized at Grace Church, much of my life now consists of driving between NYC and Texas, collaborating with people and performing along the way.  This is really a dream come true.  I feel that this is my calling, and I’ve been making exciting progress as I work to create an album of music that inspires love, connection, and freedom.
 
However, on this journey, I realize that I often put my head down and try to make everything happen MYSELF.  I say, “I’ve got this, I just need to focus.”  I try to control the outcome.  Force things.  Get things out of situations and people.  This leaves me feeling disconnected, lonely, and fearful.  I question my goals and worry about supporting myself.  Everything feels harder.
 
The beauty of faith is that God is always there, always reaching out, always looking to guide us.  It is up to us when we want to take notice.  Remember in Matthew 6:26:  “I provide for the birds in the field, I will provide for you.”  When we hold onto outcomes so tightly, outcomes WE think are best, we are actually cutting ourselves off from the divine love, flow, and abundance that is our birthright.  By letting go, we open ourselves up to the magical synchronicities and blessings of life. 
 
God’s word is a lantern to our feet, and a light to our path.  He will show us the way.  He has amazing things in store for us.  We just have to ask and believe to receive them.  Trust that it will come.  We are worth it.
David Thomas


Thursday, March 24, 2022

Psalm 138
I will give thanks to you, O LORD, with my whole heart; 
before the gods I will sing your praise.
I will bow down toward your holy temple
and praise your Name, 
because of your love and faithfulness;
For you have glorified your Name 
and your word above all things.
When I called, you answered me; 
you increased my strength within me.

All the kings of the earth will praise you, O LORD, 
when they have heard the words of your mouth.
They will sing of the ways of the LORD, 
that great is the glory of the LORD.
Though the LORD be high, he cares for the lowly; 
he perceives the haughty from afar.

Though I walk in the midst of trouble, you keep me safe; 
you stretch forth your hand against the fury of my enemies;
your right hand shall save me.
The LORD will make good his purpose for me; 
O LORD, your love endures for ever;
do not abandon the works of your hands.

*         *         *

the kings of the earth will praise you, O Lord, 
when they have heard the words of your mouth.

This is very meaningful to me because, in a society that can be so divided based on class, race, gender, and many other identity factors, we must remember that, under God, we are all equals, and we will all be judged equally.  This can be forgotten, especially in the midst of a tough work or school day, when society throws constant pressures at us to impress certain people, and worry about what certain people think about us. 

This whole mindset can derail someone completely from a healthy relationship with God.  As Christians, Jesus said we were never meant to be “valid” in the eyes of the people of this world, but rather in the eyes of God.  We are all God’s children, and we are all meant to serve him in unity, love, and peace.  Just because someone has a bigger house than you, or a more expensive car, does not mean they are any more loved by God than the poorest man on the face of this earth.  As a matter of fact, Jesus himself told us that it is easier for a camel to walk through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.  

So the next time you are out in the world, doing whatever you do, just remember that God loves us all, and that we do not have to worry about impressing or pleasing anyone else but him.
Henry Solmo-Brewer (age 14)





Friday, March 25, 2022

Wisdom 9:1-12
O God of my ancestors and Lord of mercy, who have made all things by your word, and by your wisdom have formed humankind to have dominion over the creatures you have made, and rule the world in holiness and righteousness, and pronounce judgment in uprightness of soul, give me the wisdom that sits by your throne, and do not reject me from among your servants. For I am your servant the son of your serving girl, a man who is weak and short-lived, with little understanding of judgment and laws; for even one who is perfect among human beings will be regarded as nothing without the wisdom that comes from you. You have chosen me to be king of your people and to be judge over your sons and daughters. You have given command to build a temple on your holy mountain, and an altar in the city of your habitation, a copy of the holy tent that you prepared from the beginning. With you is wisdom, she who knows your works and was present when you made the world; she understands what is pleasing in your sight and what is right according to your commandments. Send her forth from the holy heavens, and from the throne of your glory send her, that she may labor at my side, and that I may learn what is pleasing to you. For she knows and understands all things, and she will guide me wisely in my actions and guard me with her glory. Then my works will be acceptable, and I shall judge your people justly, and shall be worthy of the throne of my father.

*         *         *

Give me the wisdom that sits by your throne, and do not reject me from among your servants. For I am your servant the son of your serving girl, a man who is weak and short-lived. 
 
Like everyone, I struggle with human weakness and frequently fail to live up to Christian ideals. I speak ill of others, I desire money and material things, I turn my eyes away from suffering, I get distracted by surface trivialities and devote too little time to a deeper, spiritual life.  I welcome church each Sunday because I am given the chance to reconnect with God and to regain perspective and “the wisdom that sits by your throne,” that this passage from Wisdom speaks to.  The rejoining brings me a profound inner calm, which I especially feel inside our church building. 

I think of the Lenten season as an extended period of reconnection, brought out of church on Sundays and into my daily life for those weeks.  It’s the time of year when I am most aware that I am “a man who is weak,” and most engaged in battling that weakness.  Like many people, I give up a vice or bad habit during Lent, trying to cast off things that take me away from God’s presence.  And more than any other time of year, I study and reflect on the story of Jesus and the apostles and the early Christians.  Somehow, I am better able to resist temptation during Lent, and be more present as a Christian.  Rather than feeling weakness, I feel God’s strength. 

Steven Kurutz 


Saturday, March 26, 2022

Mark 7:1-23
Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered around him, they noticed that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, without washing them. (For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders; and they do not eat anything from the market unless they wash it; and there are also many other traditions that they observe, the washing of cups, pots, and bronze kettles.) So the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, "Why do your disciples not live according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?" He said to them, "Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, 'This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.' You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition." Then he said to them, "You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to keep your tradition! For Moses said, 'Honor your father and your mother' and, 'Whoever speaks evil of father or mother must surely die.' But you say that if anyone tells father or mother, 'Whatever support you might have had from me is Corban' (that is, an offering to God)-- then you no longer permit doing anything for a father or mother, thus making void the word of God through your tradition that you have handed on. And you do many things like this." Then he called the crowd again and said to them, "Listen to me, all of you, and understand: there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile."    When he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about the parable. He said to them, "Then do you also fail to understand? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile, since it enters, not the heart but the stomach, and goes out into the sewer?" (Thus he declared all foods clean.) And he said, "It is what comes out of a person that defiles. For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person."

*         *         *

Then do you also fail to understand? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile, since it enters, not the heart but the stomach, and goes out into the sewer? (Thus, he declared all foods clean.) And he said, “It is what comes out of a person that defiles. For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.”

All humans have been wronged at some point in their life, whether it was a major issue or a smaller one.  No matter the size, though, it's important to realize that however a human is wronged, it doesn't define them.  That is the idea of this passage, I believe:  that as long as the foods you eat don't impact your works or values, that doesn't make you a bad person and it’s okay with God.  So if someone were ever to hurt you physically or mentally, that doesn't make you a bad person at all as long as your values remain holy.

The other part of this passage that fascinates me is how it says evil intentions come from the heart.  When you send a heart emoji, I’m sure you don't mean hate at all, but then why would Jesus say that evil comes from your heart?  It is because the values of a human don't come from what people see on the outside, but from the inside.  So while your good intentions come from your heart, your poor actions come from your heart as well.  This could be because you have jealousy, hatred, or anger in your heart that leads you to commit a sin.  Thankfully, however, we can be forgiven for our sins and our heart can improve to be more focused on Christian values.

To tie back to the message from the verse, if you eat the foods that some consider unclean. you yourself aren’t unclean, since these foods don't impact your inner values.  As long as those outside foods you eat, or outside actions you may experience, don't change your values and cause you to go against God, then there's no issue.  But the works you do on this earth that come from evil intentions in your heart, those are the ones that reject God’s commandments, and they corrupt and defile you.  
Warner Gephardt (age 17) 




Monday, March 28, 2022

1 Corinthians 10:14-11:1
Therefore, my dear friends, flee from the worship of idols. I speak as to sensible people; judge for yourselves what I say. The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a sharing in the body of Christ? Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread. Consider the people of Israel; are not those who eat the sacrifices partners in the altar? What do I imply then? That food sacrificed to idols is anything, or that an idol is anything? No, I imply that what pagans sacrifice, they sacrifice to demons and not to God. I do not want you to be partners with demons. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons. You cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons. Or are we provoking the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than he? "All things are lawful," but not all things are beneficial. "All things are lawful," but not all things build up. Do not seek your own advantage, but that of the other. Eat whatever is sold in the meat market without raising any question on the ground of conscience, for "the earth and its fullness are the Lord's." If an unbeliever invites you to a meal and you are disposed to go, eat whatever is set before you without raising any question on the ground of conscience. But if someone says to you, "This has been offered in sacrifice," then do not eat it, out of consideration for the one who informed you, and for the sake of conscience-- I mean the other's conscience, not your own. For why should my liberty be subject to the judgment of someone else's conscience? If I partake with thankfulness, why should I be denounced because of that for which I give thanks? So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God. Give no offense to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God, just as I try to please everyone in everything I do, not seeking my own advantage, but that of many, so that they may be saved. Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.

*         *         *

With swirling thoughts of the past two years of requested shared sacrifice in mind, I couldn’t help but be struck by words in today’s reading—perhaps an especially timely reminder for us?

Here we read:
  
 “The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ?” 
 “We who are many are one body.” 
 “ … not seeking my own advantage, but that of many, so that they may be saved” 

These lines seem to be so very relevant, even a poignant plea, in these times of COVID-19 recommendations.  Think of mask-wearing, testing and social distancing—words brought into our consciousness by necessity.  What a change these words have brought in our thinking and awareness in just two years!  

Looking toward the future, these requests may seem so little to ask when harder sacrifices, no doubt coming, may demand so much more and be much more impinging.  It may be that what we have been through, and been asked to consider, is preparing us to cope with the climate extremes—to cite one example—that will only get more obvious as their effects come upon us, demanding our attention and still deeper “shared sacrifice”.  It’s as if we have been put on notice, and an alert sounded, that much sharing and looking out for the greater good will be front and center starting now. 

But there can be positives that shared sacrifices can bring.  These can be a blessing, bringing strength through unity and vision to move forward in cohesive ways.   

Finally, note that the passage speaks of “sensible” people.  So yes, let’s be sensible and judge what sensible people say when discussing the conundrums and possible ways forward in matters of great import.  Hear them out.  We really are in this together—there is no escape from our circling Earth and its myriad issues!
Lynn Vardakis




Tuesday, March 29, 2022

Mark 8:1-10
In those days when there was again a great crowd without anything to eat, he called his disciples and said to them, "I have compassion for the crowd, because they have been with me now for three days and have nothing to eat. If I send them away hungry to their homes, they will faint on the way-- and some of them have come from a great distance." His disciples replied, "How can one feed these people with bread here in the desert?" He asked them, "How many loaves do you have?" They said, "Seven." Then he ordered the crowd to sit down on the ground; and he took the seven loaves, and after giving thanks he broke them and gave them to his disciples to distribute; and they distributed them to the crowd. They had also a few small fish; and after blessing them, he ordered that these too should be distributed. They ate and were filled; and they took up the broken pieces left over, seven baskets full. Now there were about four thousand people. And he sent them away. And immediately he got into the boat with his disciples and went to the district of Dalmanutha.

*         *         *

This story seems magical and, though magic can be entertaining, I don’t believe in it.

It is the story of a miracle, which the dictionary defines as a surprising and welcome event that cannot be explained by natural or scientific laws, and so is attributed to divine agency. 

For me, the keys to this story are in the words that Jesus “had compassion” for the crowd who followed him, and that after he “gave thanks” for the mere seven loaves of bread and the few small fish his disciples said they had, the disciples distributed them, and all 4,000 people were “filled.”  There were even seven baskets of bread left over.

This is a story about the limitations of arithmetic and reason.  Despite the educational and scientific advances in the past 2,000 years, our human knowledge and understanding are still so limited that we cannot see the whole picture with our reasoning minds.  We are all filled and fulfilled not by the material—by what we can see and count--but as a result of one another’s compassion, and by gratitude for what we do have.  

Compassion and gratitude have made all the difference in my own life.  Most surprisingly, when I have been able to reach out from my heart instead of my mind, I have found solutions to what appeared to be insoluble problems.

I believe that following Jesus’ example of compassion and gratitude, each of us has enough to make a difference, to feed the hungry, and have plenty left over.
Barbara Lowe




Wednesday, March 30, 2022

Psalm 119:  Pe
Your decrees are wonderful; 
therefore I obey them with all my heart.
When your word goes forth it gives light; 
it gives understanding to the simple.
I open my mouth and pant; 
I long for your commandments.
Turn to me in mercy, 
as you always do to those who love your Name.
Steady my footsteps in your word; 
let no iniquity have dominion over me.
Rescue me from those who oppress me, 
and I will keep your commandments.
Let your countenance shine upon your servant 
and teach me your statutes.
My eyes shed streams of tears, 
because people do not keep your law.

*         *         *

The Lenten piece I chose to reflect on is the Pe section of Psalm 119.  I chose this piece because I thought it was very interesting in the way it talks about God's commandments.  The Psalm talks about how it is sad that people sometimes don’t follow God’s rules and laws.  But it also talks about how wonderful God’s commandments are, and how everyone should follow them.

Another reason I chose to write about this Psalm is because there have been some times in my life where I have not followed God’s commandments, and I regret those times.  In the Psalm it says, “Let your countenance shine upon your servant.”  This line is saying how we need to discipline ourselves in order to follow God’s commandments.  There are moments in the past where I needed to discipline myself more than I did. 

When reading Psalm 119 there was one line that stood out to me.  That line was, “My eyes shed streams of tears, because people do not keep your law.”  This line stood out to me because I thought it was very important.  I thought this because there are some people who do not keep God’s laws, like those who steal, or lie, or hate others just because of how they look.  This Psalm was very powerful and very important, especially during the time of Lent.

Elliot Sedgwick (age 12)


Thursday, March 31, 2022

1 Corinthians 12:12-26
For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body-- Jews or Greeks, slaves or free-- and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many. If the foot would say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body," that would not make it any less a part of the body. And if the ear would say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," that would not make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be? But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there are many members, yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, "I have no need of you," nor again the head to the feet, "I have no need of you." On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members of the body that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less respectable members are treated with greater respect; whereas our more respectable members do not need this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior member, that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it.
 
*         *         *

The wonder of my son Leo's newborn days in Spring 2020 remains vividly in my memory.  Day by day, his eyes opened wider and, with seeming surprise, he began to discover his own body:  his own tiny hands waving before his still-scrunched face; the noise of his little diaphragm emitting hiccups; the exploratory kicks of legs no longer bound in the womb.
 
I wonder how he experienced these mysterious appendages.  Still functionally useless, did they seem somehow full of potential?  Over time, their still-purposeless flailings became sources of endless giggles, both to Leo and to his parents. 
 
Paul tells us that, regardless of the identity we have adopted for ourselves and despite the hierarchy of value that society assigns to different roles, in Christ we are all members of one body to be treated with equal care.  I am considering how I might take this on faith:  how I might adopt the undiscriminating eyes of a newborn, naïve to purpose, seeing every person as worthy of careful attention, capable of provoking delight.
 
These days, our nightly prayer with Leo asks God to reveal to us our gifts (large or small), and how we might use them to serve others.  This Lenten season, I am reminded to pray also for a humble and open spirit that can readily discern and joyfully rejoice in the role and gifts of each member of our community.
Sarah Yates



Friday, April 1, 2022

Psalm 107: Part I
Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, 
and his mercy endures for ever.
Let all those whom the LORD has redeemed proclaim 
that he redeemed them from the hand of the foe.
He gathered them out of the lands; 
from the east and from the west,
from the north and from the south.

Some wandered in desert wastes; 
they found no way to a city where they might dwell.
They were hungry and thirsty; 
their spirits languished within them.
Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, 
and he delivered them from their distress.
He put their feet on a straight path 
to go to a city where they might dwell.
Let them give thanks to the LORD for his mercy 
and the wonders he does for his children.
For he satisfies the thirsty 
and fills the hungry with good things.

Some sat in darkness and deep gloom, 
bound fast in misery and iron;
Because they rebelled against the words of God 
and despised the counsel of the Most High.
So he humbled their spirits with hard labor; 
they stumbled, and there was none to help.
Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, 
and he delivered them from their distress.
He led them out of darkness and deep gloom 
and broke their bonds asunder.
Let them give thanks to the LORD for his mercy 
and the wonders he does for his children.
For he shatters the doors of bronze 
and breaks in two the iron bars.

Some were fools and took to rebellious ways; 
they were afflicted because of their sins.
They abhorred all manner of food 
and drew near to death’s door.
Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, 
and he delivered them from their distress.
He sent forth his word and healed them 
and saved them from the grave.
Let them give thanks to the LORD for his mercy 
and the wonders he does for his children.
Let them offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving 
and tell of his acts with shouts of joy.

Some went down to the sea in ships 
and plied their trade in deep waters;
They beheld the works of the LORD 
and his wonders in the deep.
Then he spoke, and a stormy wind arose, 
which tossed high the waves of the sea.
They mounted up to the heavens and fell back to the depths; 
their hearts melted because of their peril.
They reeled and staggered like drunkards 
and were at their wits’ end.
Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, 
and he delivered them from their distress.
He stilled the storm to a whisper 
and quieted the waves of the sea.
Then were they glad because of the calm, 
and he brought them to the harbor they were bound for.
Let them give thanks to the LORD for his mercy 
and the wonders he does for his children.
Let them exalt him in the congregation of the people 
and praise him in the council of the elders.

*         *         *

This Psalm reminds me that sometimes life can be hard, and sometimes you might even feel that God isn't with you.  But I think that is part of faith because if God always made it so there were no problems or challenges to face, if you did ever face a challenge, you would not know what to do.  God is always with you even if it seems that he is not immediately helping you.  And he might be teaching you something by not helping you immediately, too. 

Like in sports, if you are losing a game, you can still come back and win.  And that’s actually easier to do if you have been in a position before when you have lost or been behind.  The times that are the hardest are sometimes the times when you are learning the most.

So when we have challenges and “cry to the Lord in our trouble,” we can believe that he is setting us on the right path whether we are “winning” or “losing”.  We can feel faith that in the end, everything will be all right and that he will “bring us to the harbor we are bound for” even if it’s not along the path we thought we wanted to take.
Will Tuminello (age 11)



Saturday, April 2, 2022

Mark 9:14-29
When they came to the disciples, they saw a great crowd around them, and some scribes arguing with them. When the whole crowd saw him, they were immediately overcome with awe, and they ran forward to greet him. He asked them, "What are you arguing about with them?" Someone from the crowd answered him, "Teacher, I brought you my son; he has a spirit that makes him unable to speak; and whenever it seizes him, it dashes him down; and he foams and grinds his teeth and becomes rigid; and I asked your disciples to cast it out, but they could not do so." He answered them, "You faithless generation, how much longer must I be among you? How much longer must I put up with you? Bring him to me." And they brought the boy to him. When the spirit saw him, immediately it convulsed the boy, and he fell on the ground and rolled about, foaming at the mouth. Jesus asked the father, "How long has this been happening to him?" And he said, "From childhood. It has often cast him into the fire and into the water, to destroy him; but if you are able to do anything, have pity on us and help us." Jesus said to him, "If you are able!—All things can be done for the one who believes." Immediately the father of the child cried out, "I believe; help my unbelief!" When Jesus saw that a crowd came running together, he rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it, "You spirit that keeps this boy from speaking and hearing, I command you, come out of him, and never enter him again!" After crying out and convulsing him terribly, it came out, and the boy was like a corpse, so that most of them said, "He is dead." But Jesus took him by the hand and lifted him up, and he was able to stand. When he had entered the house, his disciples asked him privately, "Why could we not cast it out?" He said to them, "This kind can come out only through prayer."

*         *         *

In this passage, a father asks Jesus why the disciples weren’t able to cast out the spirit that has possessed his son. Jesus responds by saying that the father is faithless.  In our lives, we often have times when we ask God to do things for us, and then we don’t thank him when he helps us.  We often doubt that God will be able to actually do something to improve our situations, but still ask him to help. 

At one point the father asks Jesus to cast the spirit out, but only if he has the power to do it.  Jesus is obviously upset by this, because the father is questioning God's ability to heal.  Jesus then says “all things can be done for the one who believes.”  The whole point of Christianity is to trust in God that he has everything under control, even when it seems like everything in your life is going wrong.  You need to believe in God in order for him to help you.  In this situation, the father isn’t able to trust Jesus fully because the disciples weren’t able to heal his son.  To be able to trust God, you have to believe that God has a plan for you.  

At the end of the passage, the disciples ask Jesus why they were unable to cast the spirit from the man’s son.  Jesus says, “This kind can only come out through prayer.”  When Jesus says this, he is not only talking about the spirit, but he is talking about the father as well. The father was only able to talk to God once he prayed for his son.  The reason the disciples couldn’t cast out the spirit was because the father wouldn’t pray for his son with them.  Only after the father talked to Jesus and realized that he had to truly believe that God could cast the spirit out was the spirit actually cast out.
Zachary Sedgwick (age 14)

Monday, April 4, 2022 (Feast Day of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.)

Psalm 31
In you, O LORD, have I taken refuge;
let me never be put to shame; 
deliver me in your righteousness.
Incline your ear to me; 
make haste to deliver me.

Be my strong rock, a castle to keep me safe,
for you are my crag and my stronghold; 
for the sake of your Name, lead me and guide me.
Take me out of the net that they have secretly set for me, 
for you are my tower of strength.
Into your hands I commend my spirit, 
for you have redeemed me,

O LORD, O God of truth.
I hate those who cling to worthless idols, 
and I put my trust in the LORD.
I will rejoice and be glad because of your mercy; 
for you have seen my affliction;
you know my distress.
You have not shut me up in the power of the enemy; 
you have set my feet in an open place.

Have mercy on me, O LORD, for I am in trouble; 
my eye is consumed with sorrow,
and also my throat and my belly.
For my life is wasted with grief,
and my years with sighing; 
my strength fails me because of affliction,
and my bones are consumed.

I have become a reproach to all my enemies and even to my neighbors,
a dismay to those of my acquaintance; 
when they see me in the street they avoid me.
I am forgotten like a dead man, out of mind; 
I am as useless as a broken pot.
For I have heard the whispering of the crowd;
fear is all around; 
they put their heads together against me;
they plot to take my life.

But as for me, I have trusted in you, O LORD. 
I have said, “You are my God.
My times are in your hand; 
rescue me from the hand of my enemies,
and from those who persecute me.
Make your face to shine upon your servant, 
and in your loving-kindness save me.”
Lord, let me not be ashamed for having called upon you; 
rather, let the wicked be put to shame;
let them be silent in the grave.
Let the lying lips be silenced which speak against the righteous, 
haughtily, disdainfully, and with contempt.

How great is your goodness, O LORD!
which you have laid up for those who fear you; 
which you have done in the sight of all
for those who put their trust in you.
You hide them in the covert of your presence from those who slander them; 
you keep them in your shelter from the strife of tongues.

Blessed be the LORD! 
for he has shown me the wonders of his love in a besieged city.
Yet I said in my alarm,
“I have been cut off from the sight of your eyes.” 
Nevertheless, you heard the sound of my entreaty
when I cried out to you.

Love the LORD, all you who worship him; 
the LORD protects the faithful,
but repays to the full those who act haughtily.
Be strong and let your heart take courage, 
all you who wait for the LORD.

*         *         *


... I put my trust in the Lord, 
I will rejoice and be glad because of your mercy;

For you have seen my affliction; 
you know my distress.  
You have not shut me up in the power of the enemy;

You have set my feet in an open place.  
Have mercy on me, O Lord, for I am in trouble.


These words resonate historically on this day of remembrance for Martin Luther King, Jr., as well as on a personal level for me.  Dr. King never lost the trust he put in the Lord, despite constant threats from segregationists and racists opposed to his leadership in the struggle for equal rights for Americans of color. Whatever distress he felt did not weaken his commitment or silence him. Death made him a martyr.

All of us can feel distress at times, in different degrees and for many different reasons; in my case, the afflictions of my beloved.  My faith helps give me hope of choosing the right way to ensure her care as we both pass into old age.  

I pray, too, that the Lord sees the afflictions and the distress that we are all now enduring as a nation.  May we all hope to be worthy of mercy, and let our trusting belief help us to think through our problems more clearly, keep our hearts and minds open, and engage with each other to find the right way forward.
Craig Whitney


Tuesday, April 5, 2022

1 Corinthians 14:20-33a, 39-40
Brothers and sisters, do not be children in your thinking; rather, be infants in evil, but in thinking be adults. In the law it is written, "By people of strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners I will speak to this people; yet even then they will not listen to me," says the Lord. Tongues, then, are a sign not for believers but for unbelievers, while prophecy is not for unbelievers but for believers. If, therefore, the whole church comes together and all speak in tongues, and outsiders or unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are out of your mind? But if all prophesy, an unbeliever or outsider who enters is reproved by all and called to account by all. After the secrets of the unbeliever's heart are disclosed, that person will bow down before God and worship him, declaring, "God is really among you." What should be done then, my friends? When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for building up. If anyone speaks in a tongue, let there be only two or at most three, and each in turn; and let one interpret. But if there is no one to interpret, let them be silent in church and speak to themselves and to God. Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is said. If a revelation is made to someone else sitting nearby, let the first person be silent. For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be encouraged. And the spirits of prophets are subject to the prophets, for God is a God not of disorder but of peace. (As in all the churches of the saints, So, my friends, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues; but all things should be done decently and in order.

*         *         *

What does it mean to be part of a community?  And what do we want our communities to look like?  These are questions that we are all grappling with in this peculiar (post?) pandemic period as life returns to “normal.”  After almost two full years of disconnection, what are the rules for reconnecting?  Whether it’s our church, our school, our work, our home or our nation, it seems fair to say that the path forward does not seem clear or linear as the pandemic throws us curveball after curveball.   But at the same time, as we begin to come together again, in many ways we have a clean slate on which to redefine our relationships to each other, to the institutions that bind us, and to God.  In that sense, this moment provides us with a powerful opportunity to reflect and rebuild.  

In this extract from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, he is speaking to the challenges of building a church community when that community is, by design, made up of very different people, both believers and unbelievers, infants and adults.   

Paul has two pieces of advice that I find most salient as we face our own post-pandemic rebuilding process and emerge from some degree of social isolation.  First, we must acknowledge that people have different roles to play in our community, and must not fear those with views different from ours.  “When you come together,” Paul reminds us, “each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation.”  When the pandemic has shrunk our social networks such that we are mostly surrounded by the like-minded, I find it helpful to remember the importance of listening to, and welcoming the voices of, those outside our bubble.  

The second piece of advice is even more beautiful and powerful in its simplicity.  “Let all things be done for building up,” writes Paul.  To me, this means that we must be intentional in our community-building and act with purpose, but ultimately with the goal of creating bonds that strengthen and elevate both the community and the individual within it.  As we come together again, I pray that I will keep Paul’s counsel with me, remembering that if I act with the goal of “building up”, I am doing God’s work in our brave new world.  
Amy Rowland



Wednesday, April 6, 2022

Exodus 7:8-24
The LORD said to Moses and Aaron, "When Pharaoh says to you, 'Perform a wonder,' then you shall say to Aaron, 'Take your staff and throw it down before Pharaoh, and it will become a snake.'" So Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and did as the LORD had commanded; Aaron threw down his staff before Pharaoh and his officials, and it became a snake. Then Pharaoh summoned the wise men and the sorcerers; and they also, the magicians of Egypt, did the same by their secret arts. Each one threw down his staff, and they became snakes; but Aaron's staff swallowed up theirs. Still Pharaoh's heart was hardened, and he would not listen to them, as the LORD had said. Then the LORD said to Moses, "Pharaoh's heart is hardened; he refuses to let the people go. Go to Pharaoh in the morning, as he is going out to the water; stand by at the river bank to meet him, and take in your hand the staff that was turned into a snake. Say to him, 'The LORD, the God of the Hebrews, sent me to you to say, "Let my people go, so that they may worship me in the wilderness." But until now you have not listened.' Thus says the LORD, "By this you shall know that I am the LORD." See, with the staff that is in my hand I will strike the water that is in the Nile, and it shall be turned to blood. The fish in the river shall die, the river itself shall stink, and the Egyptians shall be unable to drink water from the Nile.'" The LORD said to Moses, "Say to Aaron, 'Take your staff and stretch out your hand over the waters of Egypt-- over its rivers, its canals, and its ponds, and all its pools of water-- so that they may become blood; and there shall be blood throughout the whole land of Egypt, even in vessels of wood and in vessels of stone.'" Moses and Aaron did just as the LORD commanded. In the sight of Pharaoh and of his officials he lifted up the staff and struck the water in the river, and all the water in the river was turned into blood, and the fish in the river died. The river stank so that the Egyptians could not drink its water, and there was blood throughout the whole land of Egypt. But the magicians of Egypt did the same by their secret arts; so Pharaoh's heart remained hardened, and he would not listen to them; as the LORD had said. Pharaoh turned and went into his house, and he did not take even this to heart. And all the Egyptians had to dig along the Nile for water to drink, for they could not drink the water of the river.

*         *         *
Before I get to the serious lesson here, I would be remiss not to acknowledge the amazing one-upmanship between Moses’ and Pharaoh’s sorcerers.  Commanding your staff-snake to devour other staff-snakes must be the magical equivalent of dunking on someone in basketball.

And it doesn’t end there—the next day Pharaoh must have been thinking, “The Nile stinks, it’s full of blood, fish are dying, and my court wizards are using their magic to … wait for it … make MORE blood?  Honestly why am I even paying these guys?”  Not to jump ahead, but these amateur magicians eventually tap out at the third plague, telling Pharaoh: “Listen, this Moses guy is the real deal.  They taught us how to make it rain frogs at the School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, but we never learned gnats.”  Pharaoh was secretly relieved to hear this, as Egypt had enough gnats by that point anyway.

Anyway, all joking aside, my wife has pointed out that I often use noncommittal responses like “We’ll see,” or “I’ll think about it,” to say no without explicitly saying no.  By doing this, I am just buying time until I can think of some excuse to justify “No” that sounds better than “Because I don’t feel like it.”  I think that’s essentially what Pharaoh is doing by saying “Perform a miracle,” in response to Moses asking him to let the people of Israel go.  Instead of just saying no, it must have felt easier to give Moses an arbitrary hoop to jump through.  That’s not a fair way of addressing someone else’s request, and even when faced with an escalating mountain of contrary evidence, Pharaoh continues to stubbornly resist changing his mind.  This Lent, I want to practice giving more honest responses, and be more open to revisiting my past decisions.

Evan Cook



Thursday, April 7, 2022

Mark 10:17-31
As he was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and asked him, "Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?" Jesus said to him, "Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone. You know the commandments: 'You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor your father and mother.'" He said to him, "Teacher, I have kept all these since my youth." Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, "You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me." When he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many possessions. Then Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, "How hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!" And the disciples were perplexed at these words. But Jesus said to them again, "Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God." They were greatly astounded and said to one another, "Then who can be saved?" Jesus looked at them and said, "For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are possible." Peter began to say to him, "Look, we have left everything and followed you." Jesus said, "Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the good news, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this age-- houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields with persecutions-- and in the age to come eternal life. But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first."

*         *         *

In our home we have had many conversations about giving during the last months, mostly about money: what to give, where to give, how much to give.  We are surrounded by so much need that at times it has felt embarrassing just having enough!  As I walk my dogs on the street, I know that my pets live better than the man outside the subway station who is hungry and asks for change.  On the train, I see people who are homeless, dirty sometimes, smelling not so nice, maybe also angry.  

By contrast, I am fortunate to have a pretty comfortable existence.  I am reminded of what a friend/colleague and I refer to as "the embarrassment of riches."  This is a first-world problem, to be sure, and it is actually embarrassment at being ENVIED for having a lot, or even enough.  Jesus telling the rich young man that he must give up all that he possesses, feed the poor, and follow him in order to have eternal life is an example set forth in what was, at best, a third-world existence.
 
Are we to take away from this passage that we really must give up all of our possessions and money in order to ensure our salvation?  In that case, we are all pretty much doomed!  Rather, I see that, as Christians (and members of society in general), we are asked to give generously and cheerfully to those in need.
 
We give money, or donate our no-longer-needed or -wanted goods to the Winter Fair; that sort of choice is easy.  But there are many different kinds of riches:  blessings and talents/gifts, spiritual and material, to which everyone is privileged in different degrees and ways.  These include joy, love, understanding, peace of mind, kindness, patience, generosity of spirit to name a few—intangibles that, when shared, make our world a better and safer place for all.  It is what we choose to do with our gifts that makes a difference, and it is indeed a matter of choice.  We are called upon to share these gifts as freely and generously as we are able.  The "fruits of the spirit" enhance the greater good and offer spiritual riches to all.  
 
But what of compassion?  Perhaps your neighbor talks incessantly when he encounters you on the street.   You'd like to avoid him, but you know that he lives alone and always walks alone, so do you stop and talk with him a bit when he engages you?  I have a friend of very limited financial means who lives in rural Virginia and works several jobs to make ends meet.  She used to stop by daily after work to visit my elderly mother in a nursing care facility, sharing home-baked treats and visiting for a while (at 11 pm –that was still allowed a few years back!). How grateful my family was for Kay's generosity, for sharing what she had!  

It might be very tempting to fly off the handle at a fellow motorist who cuts you off for a parking space, rude to be sure.   But perhaps that person has just heard devastating news, or has had a huge personal loss, or had words with a family member before leaving the house this morning and is eager to get home to try to make things right.  We never know.  

I once, without thinking, said something very hurtful to someone, and it shamed me for several years.  Then one day I unexpectedly ran into her and apologized.  She was so gracious in her acceptance, and while I was the recipient of her compassion, she had the grace not to hold a grudge.  These choices that we make, sometimes even unconsciously, can make all the difference to another person.  Again, quite often we'll never know.  THESE are the fruits of the spirit, however small, that Jesus asks of his followers. 
Dolly Moon


Friday, April 8, 2022

Exodus 9:13-35
Then the LORD said to Moses, "Rise up early in the morning and present yourself before Pharaoh, and say to him, 'Thus says the LORD, the God of the Hebrews: Let my people go, so that they may worship me. For this time I will send all my plagues upon you yourself, and upon your officials, and upon your people, so that you may know that there is no one like me in all the earth. For by now I could have stretched out my hand and struck you and your people with pestilence, and you would have been cut off from the earth. But this is why I have let you live: to show you my power, and to make my name resound through all the earth. You are still exalting yourself against my people, and will not let them go. Tomorrow at this time I will cause the heaviest hail to fall that has ever fallen in Egypt from the day it was founded until now. Send, therefore, and have your livestock and everything that you have in the open field brought to a secure place; every human or animal that is in the open field and is not brought under shelter will die when the hail comes down upon them.'" Those officials of Pharaoh who feared the word of the LORD hurried their slaves and livestock off to a secure place. Those who did not regard the word of the LORD left their slaves and livestock in the open field. The LORD said to Moses, "Stretch out your hand toward heaven so that hail may fall on the whole land of Egypt, on humans and animals and all the plants of the field in the land of Egypt." Then Moses stretched out his staff toward heaven, and the LORD sent thunder and hail, and fire came down on the earth. And the LORD rained hail on the land of Egypt; there was hail with fire flashing continually in the midst of it, such heavy hail as had never fallen in all the land of Egypt since it became a nation. The hail struck down everything that was in the open field throughout all the land of Egypt, both human and animal; the hail also struck down all the plants of the field, and shattered every tree in the field. Only in the land of Goshen, where the Israelites were, there was no hail. Then Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron, and said to them, "This time I have sinned; the LORD is in the right, and I and my people are in the wrong. Pray to the LORD! Enough of God's thunder and hail! I will let you go; you need stay no longer." Moses said to him, "As soon as I have gone out of the city, I will stretch out my hands to the LORD; the thunder will cease, and there will be no more hail, so that you may know that the earth is the LORD's. But as for you and your officials, I know that you do not yet fear the LORD God." (Now the flax and the barley were ruined, for the barley was in the ear and the flax was in bud. But the wheat and the spelt were not ruined, for they are late in coming up.) So Moses left Pharaoh, went out of the city, and stretched out his hands to the LORD; then the thunder and the hail ceased, and the rain no longer poured down on the earth. But when Pharaoh saw that the rain and the hail and the thunder had ceased, he sinned once more and hardened his heart, he and his officials. So the heart of Pharaoh was hardened, and he would not let the Israelites go, just as the LORD had spoken through Moses.

*         *         *

In today’s reading of Exodus, I am reminded of our experience over the course of the pandemic.  In our version of the story, however, we are the Israelites and COVID-19 is the Pharaoh, putting down his fist whenever we see hope of escape.  In the early morning of the pandemic, not many Americans even knew about it and, instead of rising up and facing it as Moses was able to do to Pharaoh, we were forced to endure the plague rather than the other way around.  

The outbreaks of coronavirus progressed and, after much struggling, we eventually got a vaccine, just as God gave Moses the ability to rain down thunder, hail, and fire in an attempt to drive Pharaoh away.  Just as Pharaoh did in the story, COVID recessed for a period and let our minds and bodies escape (the confines of our houses).  However, when the “hail” stopped, a new variant, Omicron, came, and we were trapped once again by this different, more contagious version of the virus.  This induced a new wave of panic and, at the peak, schools were on the verge of shutting down once again. 

Our story demonstrates its similarity to the one in Exodus, but what does it teach us about our situation?  Will the Pharaoh always thwart our attempts at escape?  I think that, although our situation can feel hopeless, this story teaches us that God will continuously help us towards finding freedom, not just in the pandemic, but in our own lives.  It is important to realize that even when we feel alone in these unusual times, there is always someone working so that we can make it to the other side.  There will always be one Pharaoh or another in our lives, and our time in Egypt is not yet over, but I take comfort in knowing that I will always have someone by my side to guide me through.
Dean Tuminello (age 15)



Saturday, April 9, 2022 

2 Corinthians 4:13-18
But just as we have the same spirit of faith that is in accordance with scripture—"I believed, and so I spoke”—we  also believe, and so we speak, because we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus, and will bring us with you into his presence. Yes, everything is for your sake, so that grace, as it extends to more and more people, may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God. So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day. For this slight momentary affliction is preparing us for an eternal weight of glory beyond all measure, because we look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal.

*         *         *

My 5 1/2-year-old son, Zachary, has been coming with me to Grace since he was a baby.  As a child of a member of the choir, he's grown to love the sound of the organ, the voices of the choir members he knows so well, and the number of every pew in the church.  I realized, as I started preparing my reflection on the readings for today, that I've never asked him his opinion about a piece of Scripture. 

When I read him today’s passage from 2nd Corinthians, I realized I've never tried to explain a reading from the Bible to a 5-year-old.  When we reached the line, "we look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal," I paused for a moment. 

"Zachary, do you remember Muggert?" I asked.  (My grandmother, Grace, the only one of my grandparents he met, with whom he maintained a close connection despite only ever seeing her twice in person.)

"Yes, of course."

"Well, buddy, you know that Muggert died?  And we are so sad because we can't see her anymore, but she still lives with us in our hearts and in the world around us?  Well, that's how God is.  God lives with us, even though we can't see God."

"Oh yeah, like air!  We can't see air!  But it's there!"

"That's exactly right!  And we can't live without air, right?  Well, that's how God is."

I came away from this brief conversation feeling like not only had I gently introduced my son to this great spiritual idea, but I found myself understanding it even more myself.  Just because we can't see something doesn't mean it's not there.  And, sometimes, those are the very things that live forever.
Heidi Engstrom

[bookmark: _Hlk95411109]Monday, April 11, 2022 (Monday in Holy Week)

Mark 11:12-25
On the following day, when they came from Bethany, he was hungry. Seeing in the distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to see whether perhaps he would find anything on it. When he came to it, he found nothing but leaves, for it was not the season for figs. He said to it, "May no one ever eat fruit from you again." And his disciples heard it. Then they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive out those who were selling and those who were buying in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money changers and the seats of those who sold doves; and he would not allow anyone to carry anything through the temple. He was teaching and saying, "Is it not written, 'My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations'? But you have made it a den of robbers." And when the chief priests and the scribes heard it, they kept looking for a way to kill him; for they were afraid of him, because the whole crowd was spellbound by his teaching. And when evening came, Jesus and his disciples went out of the city. In the morning as they passed by, they saw the fig tree withered away to its roots. Then Peter remembered and said to him, "Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed has withered." Jesus answered them, "Have faith in God. Truly I tell you, if you say to this mountain, 'Be taken up and thrown into the sea,' and if you do not doubt in your heart, but believe that what you say will come to pass, it will be done for you. So I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours. "Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that your Father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses."

*         *         *

When I read today’s passage in Mark about the fig tree, I realized that Jesus and I both have a love for this deeply delicious fruit. The sight of a fig tree “in leaf” so early in the season drew Jesus to go over and seek among the branches for a small, early fig.  I had never had a fresh fig until I moved to California in the 80’s and lived near a farm called Fig Tree Ranch.  In late summer they sold their big, luscious fruits, dark-green on the outside and rose pink within.  Although I could get a super-sweet dried fig any time of the year, I really looked forward to fresh fig season.  I am sure Jesus was just as excited to explore the possibility of a juicy fresh fig. 

But Jesus’ fig tree was all false promises.  Although it was leafy and green, it failed to offer the fruit for which it had been planted, for which it had been created.  Jesus was understandably disappointed and that tree received his divine judgment in that very moment.  It was a failure, had not lived up to its purpose or potential, and was condemned to wither away.

I have read explanations of this story which remind me that there have been many times in the Bible where Israel is compared, sometimes favorably, to the fig tree.  God blessed Israel and the fig tree with the ability to grow, prosper and bear fruit.  But the people of Israel often lost their way and didn’t live up to the covenant they had with their savior and protector.  And like this disappointing tree, they gave off the appearance of being faithful, but their rituals and words were empty and the fruit was stingy or non-existent.

As I prepare for Easter, I need to ask myself if my Lenten practices are just a profusion of leaves which make a good show from across the road.  But when Jesus comes close to me, will he delight in what I have produced?  I was created for a purpose, and as a Christian I have an obligation to live out my baptismal vows to honor my Creator and to fulfill that purpose.  I was created to bear fruit, fruit which I can share with others. And Jesus will judge me accordingly.

Linda Wexelblatt


Tuesday, April 12, 2022 (Tuesday in Holy Week)

Psalm 12
Help me, LORD, for there is no godly one left; 
the faithful have vanished from among us.
Everyone speaks falsely with his neighbor; 
with a smooth tongue they speak from a double heart.

Oh, that the LORD would cut off all smooth tongues, 
and close the lips that utter proud boasts!
Those who say, “With our tongue will we prevail; 
our lips are our own; who is lord over us?”

“Because the needy are oppressed,
and the poor cry out in misery, 
I will rise up,” says the LORD,
“and give them the help they long for.”
The words of the LORD are pure words, 
like silver refined from ore
and purified seven times in the fire.

O LORD, watch over us 
and save us from this generation for ever.
The wicked prowl on every side, 
and that which is worthless is highly prized by everyone.

Lamentations 1:17-22
Zion stretches out her hands, but there is no one to comfort her; the LORD has commanded against Jacob that his neighbors should become his foes; Jerusalem has become a filthy thing among them. The LORD is in the right, for I have rebelled against his word; but hear, all you peoples, and behold my suffering; my young women and young men have gone into captivity. I called to my lovers but they deceived me; my priests and elders perished in the city while seeking food to revive their strength. See, O LORD, how distressed I am; my stomach churns, my heart is wrung within me, because I have been very rebellious. In the street the sword bereaves; in the house it is like death. They heard how I was groaning, with no one to comfort me. All my enemies heard of my trouble; they are glad that you have done it. Bring on the day you have announced, and let them be as I am. Let all their evil doing come before you; and deal with them as you have dealt with me because of all my transgressions; for my groans are many and my heart is faint.

*         *         *

In today’s troubled world, this Psalm resonates with my despair as I watch the divisions in our world.  The Psalm focuses on false speech and proud boasts—something we view daily on the news.   These “smooth tongues” oppress the needy and “the poor cry out in misery.”   We hear the cries of refugees, those in war zones, people living under oppressive governments, victims of racism, poverty and climate change, all suffering for the sins of the powerful and wealthy.   

Yet the psalmist tells us to have hope:  The Lord will rise up “and give them the help they long for.” Although the wicked “prowl on every side” and “that which is worthless is highly prized by everyone,” the Lord watches over us.  Today’s reading from Lamentations continues this theme of suffering and pleads that all the evil-doers will be dealt with by God.  Yet God uses us as his hands, feet, and heart in our world to build his kingdom of justice and truth.  We have much work to do as God’s partners. The psalmist promised that, although we are surrounded by an evil generation, the Lord will save us.  Help is on the way!
Jacqui Taylor Basker


Wednesday, April 13, 2022 (Wednesday in Holy Week)

Mark 12:1-11
Then he began to speak to them in parables. "A man planted a vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a pit for the wine press, and built a watchtower; then he leased it to tenants and went to another country. When the season came, he sent a slave to the tenants to collect from them his share of the produce of the vineyard. But they seized him, and beat him, and sent him away empty-handed. And again he sent another slave to them; this one they beat over the head and insulted. Then he sent another, and that one they killed. And so it was with many others; some they beat, and others they killed. He had still one other, a beloved son. Finally he sent him to them, saying, 'They will respect my son.' But those tenants said to one another, 'This is the heir; come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.' So they seized him, killed him, and threw him out of the vineyard. What then will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and destroy the tenants and give the vineyard to others. Have you not read this scripture: 'The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this was the Lord's doing, and it is amazing in our eyes'?"

*         *         *

Dinner conversations in our home span an array of topics – from “would you rather” scenarios, to the impending ban on avocado imports, to Disney World trip planning, to reproductive freedom and beyond—so no one batted an eyelash when I recently read the Parable of the Bad Tenants aloud to the family and asked for comment.    

My husband, Bryan, started us out with the observation, “That’s pretty ‘eye for an eye’ for a ‘turn the other cheek’ guy.” And honestly, that was my thought too.  So I brought up contrasting this parable with a more well-known one, The Prodigal Son.  We asked each other why, in one story, would God destroy the wrong-doers but, in another story, welcome the Prodigal home with open arms?  My eight-year-old daughter, Audrey, had two suggestions.  The first was that perhaps murder deserves punishment whereas just wasting a bunch of money isn’t as bad.  

But I pushed back—wait a minute, does God rank sin?  Like, I don’t have an exact passage on the top of my head to back this up, but I’m pretty sure I was brought up learning that God treats one sin as just as bad as the next, and it’s we, as members of society, who have decided on a ranking.  So, Audrey followed up with maybe it’s because the Prodigal Son came back contrite whereas the Bad Tenants just kept heaping one bad deed on another.  I mean, maybe? 
 
Not finding a satisfactory answer in that line of thought, we took the conversation in another direction and compared the parable to the Jesus story in general—the vineyard is the Earth, the owner is God, the slaves are the prophets (we were less certain on that one), and the beloved son is obviously Jesus.  I think this one might be what the parable is actually trying to get at.

Audrey, on the other hand, picked up on the Earth metaphor and commented about taking care of the Earth that God gave us.  Bryan and I almost simultaneously thought of climate change activists as the servants/prophets.   But then that spells trouble because that makes us the Bad Tenants, and they were destroyed in the end.   Shortly after arriving at this conclusion, dinner was over and we still hadn’t come to any satisfying conclusions, but I’m not mad about it.  We grappled with some hard-hitting theological topics, and it gave me reflections for Lent.  

For his part, my four-year-old son, Teddy, wanted to know how the Tenants were destroyed …

Brianna McCarty




Thursday, April 14, 2022 (Maundy Thursday)

1 Corinthians 10:14-17, 11:27-32
Therefore, my dear friends, flee from the worship of idols. I speak as to sensible people; judge for yourselves what I say. The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a sharing in the body of Christ? Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread. 

Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be answerable for the body and blood of the Lord. Examine yourselves, and only then eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For all who eat and drink without discerning the body, eat and drink judgment against themselves. For this reason many of you are weak and ill, and some have died. But if we judged ourselves, we would not be judged. But when we are judged by the Lord, we are disciplined so that we may not be condemned along with the world.

*         *         *

Examine yourselves, and only then eat of the bread and drink of the cup.

This is no mere suggestion but a matter of life and death, Paul enjoins the people of Corinth.  A casual, undiscerning approach to the Lord’s Supper had cost a number of Corinthian communicants their health, “and some have died.” 

I’m afraid that St. Paul would have counted me in that at-risk cohort.  Communion is, or surely ought to be, a sublime and transcendent experience.  It is literally about death and life everlasting.  Yet, through repetition (not weekly, in my case, I am bound to admit), it becomes rather a habit, and where is transcendence in a habit? 

I have it on authority that blood was spilled at the time of the Reformation over the question of the correct frequency of the celebration of the Eucharist.  We are past such things today.  If blood is to be spilled, modern society has come to reason, let it be over important things—politics, sports and the like.  
 
Whether a break in the predictable weekly celebration of the Eucharist at Grace Church would help or hinder the cause of self-examination is a question I leave to others.  For myself, I will try not to forget Paul’s injunction, plain and urgent as it is.  
James Grant





Friday, April 15, 2022 (Good Friday)

Psalm 22
My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 
and are so far from my cry
and from the words of my distress?
O my God, I cry in the daytime, but you do not answer; 
by night as well, but I find no rest.

Yet you are the Holy One, 
enthroned upon the praises of Israel.
Our forefathers put their trust in you; 
they trusted, and you delivered them.
They cried out to you and were delivered; 
they trusted in you and were not put to shame.

But as for me, I am a worm and no man, 
scorned by all and despised by the people.
All who see me laugh me to scorn; 
they curl their lips and wag their heads, saying,
“He trusted in the LORD; let him deliver him; 
let him rescue him, if he delights in him.”

Yet you are he who took me out of the womb, 
and kept me safe upon my mother’s breast.
I have been entrusted to you ever since I was born; 
you were my God when I was still in my mother’s womb.
Be not far from me, for trouble is near, 
and there is none to help.

Many young bulls encircle me; 
strong bulls of Bashan surround me.
They open wide their jaws at me, 
like a ravening and a roaring lion.

I am poured out like water;
all my bones are out of joint; 
my heart within my breast is melting wax.
My mouth is dried out like a pot-sherd;
my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth; 
and you have laid me in the dust of the grave.

Packs of dogs close me in,
and gangs of evildoers circle around me; 
they pierce my hands and my feet;
I can count all my bones.
They stare and gloat over me; 
they divide my garments among them;
they cast lots for my clothing.

Be not far away, O LORD; 
you are my strength; hasten to help me.
Save me from the sword, 
my life from the power of the dog.
Save me from the lion’s mouth, 
my wretched body from the horns of wild bulls.

I will declare your Name to my brethren; 
in the midst of the congregation I will praise you.
Praise the LORD, you that fear him; 
stand in awe of him, O offspring of Israel;
all you of Jacob’s line, give glory.
For he does not despise nor abhor the poor in their poverty;
neither does he hide his face from them; 
but when they cry to him he hears them.

My praise is of him in the great assembly; 
I will perform my vows in the presence of those who worship him.
The poor shall eat and be satisfied,
and those who seek the LORD shall praise him: 
“May your heart live for ever!”

All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the LORD, 
and all the families of the nations bow before him.
For kingship belongs to the LORD; 
he rules over the nations.

To him alone all who sleep in the earth bow down in worship; 
all who go down to the dust fall before him.
My soul shall live for him;
my descendants shall serve him; 
they shall be known as the LORD’s for ever.
They shall come and make known to a people yet unborn 
the saving deeds that he has done.

*         *         *

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?

Sometimes we feel our prayers are not being heard, let alone answered.  In the first line of Psalm 22, David is reaching out to God, begging him, asking why he has been forsaken.  There is such sadness in this idea of being forsaken by our God, such loneliness, such heartbreak. 
David was crying out for help to God.  In my own moments of darkness, I think of Psalm 22.

Reflecting back on when I was experiencing difficulties in my personal life, there were times when I was so shaken, and I questioned the loving God I serve.  Was he listening?  Was he there?  I questioned why this happened, why this moment of despair couldn’t have been prevented.

Meanwhile, this was a lesson for me to strengthen my faith and belief in Christ, and to be patient.  I was being protected and sheltered in the loving arms of God who knew what was best for me.  And, yet, I was too blinded, too selfish to see—struggling with the idea to solve my own problems and looking for ways to recreate the same old patterns of my life, which was clearly not healthy or satisfying for spiritual growth and development.

Now, instead, I look at unanswered prayers as God’s way of teaching me how to let go of things that are not right for me.  Now I can clearly see that my prayers were being answered, just not from my perspective or in my time.  Stand strong and be steadfast in your faith, for God knows our hearts and desires, and while he may not see your prayer as a necessity, he is listening and will grant you greater reward in the end.
Anju Craig


Saturday, April 16, 2022 (Holy Saturday)

Hebrews 4:9-16
So then, a sabbath rest still remains for the people of God; for those who enter God’s rest also cease from their labors as God did from his. Let us therefore make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one may fall through such disobedience as theirs. Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account. Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

*         *         *

I love this reminder from Paul to rest.  I so often forget that keeping the Sabbath holy is listed among the Ten Commandments, nestled between not taking the Lord’s name in vain and respecting our parents, commandments I readily remember when correcting myself to “oh my gosh” or rolling my eyes when my mother gives me advice.  I love this reminder especially because of how Paul brings it up: he reminds us that God told us to rest, and that even God rested after creating the universe.  It is not selfish or lazy to rest.  It is something God specifically tells us to do, for our own health and well-being.

I remember a day in my first semester of Seminary when I gave up technology to observe the sabbath.  I went to a cider mill with my friends.  At first, I found myself having to constantly stop myself from reaching for my phone.  I couldn’t take pictures of the snowy corn maze we explored or the fresh cinnamon-sugar donuts that I enjoyed while standing among the Halloween decorations and hay bales.  But I also came to realize how much more present I was in the moment.  The cold mud on my jeans when I fell, the tingling in my fingers as I packed another snowball—every moment is so clear in my memory, and I was filled with that pure joy of experiencing God in the outdoors, and in community.  Having one less distraction from being mindful of God’s presence was a welcome change.

I hope to remember this God-given gift of a dedicated time for meaningful rest more often.  Making time to intentionally be present with others is healing in a special, spiritual way
 that watching TV or running errands is not.  Especially in this time of anticipation on Holy Saturday for the return of Jesus, I hope to be intentional in finding moments of peace, to be with God in this complex space between death and new life.  I also hope to give myself grace as I continue my journey into this practice, because as Paul so lovingly reminds us, “we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are.”  Jesus understood the temptation to keep busy, to be preoccupied with news and worldly things, but God knew from the outset that rest is part of a healthy life.  And so, as Paul says, “Let us therefore make every effort to enter that rest.”
Jess Smith
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