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(Sunday Services at 8:45am and 11:00am; Christian Education 10:00am)
Wednesday, March 6

Ash Wednesday Service, 7:00 pm,
Sanctuary, Supper-PMH, 6-6:45pm

Sunday, March 10

First Sunday in Lent – Adult CE: Introduction
to Shelly Rambo

Saturday, March 16

In-Town Solitude Retreat, 8:45am12:30pm (meditation, labyrinth)

Sunday, March 17

Second Sunday in Lent- Adult CE: Introduction
to Shelly Rambo

Saturday, March 23

Scholar in Residence Shelly Rambo

Sunday, March 24

Third Sunday in Lent – Shelly Rambo, Scholar in
Residence

Sunday, March 31

Fourth Sunday in Lent – Congregational Sunday
10am

Sunday, April 7

Fifth Sunday in Lent (Communion) – Adult CE:
“When I Was In Prison:” The Criminal Injustice
System

Sunday, April 14

Palm Sunday

Thursday, April 18

Maundy Thursday Service 7 pm, Sanctuary
(Communion), soup supper, 6 pm, PMH

Friday, April 19

Good Friday Service, 12 noon,
Sanctuary

Sunday, April 22

Easter Sunday, Communion
7:15 am Sunrise Service
8:45 am Worship Service
9:45 am Breakfast ($7)
10:40 am Special Music
11:00 am Worship Service

Wednesday, March 6
Joel 2:1-2, 12-17a; Matthew 6:1-6, 16; and 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10
We put no stumbling block in anyone’s path, so that our ministry will not be discredited. Rather, as
servants of God we commend ourselves in every way: in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and
distresses; in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger; in purity,
understanding, patience and kindness; in the Holy Spirit and in sincere love; in truthful speech and in the
power of God; with weapons of righteousness in the right hand and in the left; through glory and
dishonor, bad report and good report; genuine, yet regarded as impostors; known, yet regarded as
unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten, and yet not killed; sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet
making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing everything. (2 Corinthians 6:3-10)
Our lives are a collection of the highest highs and the lowest lows – love and loss, freedom and
oppression, success and failure. It can be easy to become lost in the lows, to feel overwhelmed, hopeless,
and helpless. This passage is an incredible summation of life and a reminder of the beauty and pain of
being human. We often look to God in these dark moments of despair for answers and for refuge. We
project our anger and frustrations on to God. But God hears us and folds us into open arms until we are
ready to get up and keep fighting, for we will always come out stronger.
These dark moments often lead us to an even more vivid reminder of the beauty, joy, and forgiveness
of humanity. They can teach us lessons about how to show radical, sincere love to those around us. This
is a life that only God could have created and imagined. “For he is gracious and compassionate, slow to
anger and abounding in love, and he relents from sending calamity. Who knows? He may turn and relent
and leave behind a blessing” (Joel 2: 13 – 14).
Every day that is given to us by God is another chance to show “purity, understanding, patience, and
kindness”. We have a choice to take those sleepless nights that we spend working, studying, or caring
for a child, and be grateful for a job, for an education, and for family. We have a choice to, even in the
moments of glory and purity, look to our God of compassion and abundant love, and rejoice in the one
who gives us sunrises. Because each sunrise is another chance to hold weapons of righteousness in our
hands as we bear the burdens of this life, another chance to be sincere in our love, and another chance
to look around us and realize that we have, in fact, been left behind a blessing in this life.
“We have been beaten, but we are not yet killed.”

Taylor Allison

John 17:1-19

March 7 and 8, 2019
That We All May Be One

Today and tomorrow we sit at the feet of Rev. Dr. Frances Taylor Gench.
“In the World” But Not “of the World”: Mission
John’s vision of the Christian life has profound spiritual depths. But spirituality in John is by no means
an otherworldly experience or an end to itself. This Gospel is decidedly world-engaged. Indeed,
throughout the farewell conversations, Jesus makes clear that though he is departing the world, his
disciples are staying and have a mission in the world that is a continuation of his own (see 17:11, 1416, 18). From John’s perspective, the church is decidedly “in the world,” but not “of the world”
(17:11, 16 RSV) – a witness to the possibility of a different way of living that challenges the world’s
false values. The world lives under an illusion that relationship with God is unnecessary, that human
existence is independent of its Creator. Jesus demonstrated the truth about God, revealing the love
of a gracious Creator; and upon his departure the community of believers continues to bear that
witness.
This point finds clearest expression in his final prayer (John 17), which brings the farewell
conversations to a grand conclusion. The last thing Jesus does to prepare his disciples for his
departure is to pray – the longest prayer of Jesus in any of the Gospels. As we eavesdrop on this
prayer we hear Jesus pray first for himself as he comes at last to the hour to which his whole ministry
has moved (17:1-5); then for his disciples, that they may be protected and upheld in their mission in
the world, which is the continuation of his own (17:6-19). Finally, he expands the circle of those for
whom he prays, including those who will believe through the preaching of those first disciples (17:2026); that is, he is praying for us, the church of the future. And chief among his petitions in our behalf
is his prayer for our unity, that we “may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may
they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me” (17:21). How is the world to
know God, to be challenged? Not only through hearing our witness to the gospel, but by seeing and
experiencing the embodied witness of a community united in love of one another.
As we overhear Jesus pray, what may we discern about the unity of his followers, lest it slip
from our grasp? For one thing, it is clear that God is its source, for it is to God that Jesus prays; and
he speaks of the relationship of oneness and love that exists between them – a unity that is
foundational to any unity we claim. Jesus opens up his relationship with God to include us. He
incorporates all who believe in him into the relationship of oneness and love that he shares with God,
a oneness and love that believers make visible and tangible in this world by their unity with each
other.
Note: Jesus does not pray that we may all be the same, but that we may all be one – that we
might love one another despite the differences that may divide us. The power of that kind of witness
is clearly captured in poet and writer Kathleen Norris’s description of her first visit to a monastery.
This is how she articulates her astonishment:

The person you’re quick to label and dismiss as a racist, a homophobe, a queer,
an anti-Semite, a misogynist, a bigoted conservative or bleeding-heart liberal is
also a person you’re committed to live, work, pray, and dine with for the rest of your
life. Anyone who knows a monastery well knows that it is no exaggeration to say that
you find Al Franken and Rush Limbaugh living next door to each other . . . Barney Frank
and Jesse Helms. Not only living together in close quarters, but working, eating, praying,
and enjoying (and sometimes enduring) recreation together, every day.
The power of that kind of witness cannot help but claim the attention of our polarized world, for only
the divine love could be behind the mystery of it.
It is important for all in the church to bear this in mind whenever we find ourselves in the
midst of conflict, for often it is then that the world is watching us most closely, especially when we
are engaged in highly publicized debates. To be “one” is not to say that we will be the same, that we
will all agree, that there will be no conflict. But as we listen to Jesus pray, we are reminded that the
quality of our life together – our ability to make visible the unique relationship that exists by God’s
grace among us – is our most convincing testimony to the truth and power of the gospel we proclaim.
Moreover, sometimes, in the midst of church conflict, the claim is made that internal discord
is diverting believers from the “real” work of ministry, from far more important mission in the world
in which they ought to be engaged. From John’s perspective, however, the quality of our life
together is integral to that larger vocation. Indeed, conflict provides the opportunity to bear witness
to the fact that the gospel makes a difference in how we deal with those with whom we disagree – an
important witness to make, crucial to our vocation in a world of increasing polarization and violence.
As Jesus said, “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another”
(13:35); and “The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are
one, I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the world may know
that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me” (17:22-23). It is an
astonishing claim: that the “glory” of God, manifest in Jesus, is now transferred to the community
believers! In a very real sense, “the community of believers displays the continuing incarnation” and
is now the place where the presence of God is to be found.
For all of these reasons, Jesus’ prayer for our unity is the very heart of his prayer on our
behalf, and at the heart of our ministry in the world in his name. May it be daily among our prayers
as well. And Lord, Jesus, keep praying for us too, that we may all be one, embodying in this world the
divine love that is your gift to us, so that the world may know that God sent you.

From Encounters with Jesus: Studies in the Gospel of John, 2007, pp. 112-114. Used with permission.

Judges 8:22-35
John 17:20-26
Hebrews 12:25-29

March 9, 2019
Gideon’s Righteous Sound

In troubling times, the perils of the ancient Israelites have resonance. In the era of the Judges,
the tribes were in a loose confederation without strong central authority. Upon occupying their
promised land, not all of the enemies had been vanquished, but remained a recurring threat and their
gods were a temptation. There were several periods of 40 years of peace, including with Deborah and
also with Gideon who is recalled in the passage for this day. But times of great upheaval, military
defeat and loss of territory were attributed by the scriptures to lack of faith in the true God and the
people’s cyclical embrace of false gods. Baal seemed to make repeated returns to favor.
Gideon, with his ‘trumpet”, is remembered for the faithfulness that brought success to an
underdog military force by using musical instruments and a light show. (Recounted in Judges 7) But
after military success, he was less successful in creating durable government. People asked him to
found a monarchy, with clear lines of succession. He declined, urging the people to follow Yahweh as
their leader. Gideon himself may have stumbled into a kind of self adulation by using the gold
plundered from the vanquished to fashion a form of idolatry.
With competing claims to succession, violence followed Gideon’s time in office. We can
understand that. We recognize the selfishness, brutality, treachery and vengeance of these ancient
people. Less relatable to us now, is attributing misfortunes to divine retribution.
Years later, when Paul wrote to wayward followers, he warned them not to make the same
mistake of their ancient forbears. Paul does not invoke a wrathful god, but perhaps even more
troubling, a judgmental one.
The gospel passage seems to Jesus in a kind of ethereal state between God and humanity. It’s
part of John’s account of the events in the upper room while Judas had stepped away, and before the
betrayal in the garden. Jesus’ extended prayer ends with a future appeal that they will all be one. The
text seems a little confusing – that Jesus and the Father and the disciples, and future followers will
alternately be “in me” or “in you” or “in us”. Maybe these were the observations of Jesus as he began
to disassociate from the corporeal world. There does seem to be an other-worldly quality to John 17.
Nonetheless, the appeal to unity in love is unmistakable.
Facing times of injustice, pain and loss with equanimity and concern for others – as Jesus did –
is not a natural human first response. As we see some current elected leaders act in contravention of
law and social norms that have been honored throughout our national history. I have a feeling of
anger. It seems to me it is righteous anger, but it’s difficult to reconcile with an apparently passive
Jesus depicted here.
Considering our times through a wider sweep of life and history may make unwise government
only a transitory problem. I see the cycles in nature returning. I see the blooming of romantic love in
my daughters’ generation. The blessings of the newborns in our congregation are a wonder. The
courage and inventiveness that our congregation has shown in opening our building to a day center for
the homeless shows the promise that people of faith and good will can bring to social problems.
But I am worried. The cycles of life and nature and family went on in other societies that were
sliding into fascism.
Prayer: God, help us to live in a community based on love. Help us to encourage our leaders
to do the same. Help us to know when, and how, to make some noise about it.
Jim Turner

Commitments
Sunday March 10

Deuteronomy 26 1-11

As I read today’s assigned scripture, I was struck anew by the realization of how significant
baskets were in ancient times, and thus in Scripture. Humble, common, every-day objects that
nevertheless hold precious things. Moses’ mother put her little son in a basket to save his life.
The disciples gathered up the scraps of five loaves and two fishes in baskets. Paul was spirited
away from danger in a basket let down from a city’s wall.
In today’s passage, God directs that “When you come into the land which the Lord your God gives
you for an inheritance and have taken possession of it, and live in it, you shall take some of the
first of all the fruit of the ground, which you harvest from your land that the Lord gives you, and
you shall put it in a basket, and you shall go to the place which the Lord your God gives you, and
you shall take some of the first fruit of the ground, which you harvest from your land that the
Lord your God will choose, to make his name to dwell there.” Precious first fruits of life in a new,
promised land, gathered up in a humble basket.
It is a beginning: a harvest, “and you shall put it in a basket” and a tithe, and a commitment. God
has brought them into this land, as God had promised. And the people are called to a renewed
commitment of their own. “This day the Lord your God commands you to do these statutes and
ordinances; you shall therefore do them will all your heart and with all your soul. You have
declared this day concerning the Lord that he is your God and his commandments and his
ordinances, and his commandments and will obey his voice….and that you will walk in his ways,
and keep his statutes and his commandments and his ordinances, and will obey his voice…and
the Lord has declared this day concerning you that you are a people for his own possession, as he
has promised you, and that you are to keep all his commandments, that he will set you above all
nations that he has made, in praise and in fame and in honor, and that you shall be a people holy
to the Lord your God, as he has spoken.”
A people of God’s own possession, a people holy to the Lord: what a promise to our spiritual
forbearers, and to us as well.
Mary Krug

Remembering Your Baptism
Mark 1:1-13

Monday, March 11, 2019

This passage from Mark, which begins with John the Baptist’s life and ministry and ends with Jesus in
the wilderness, is so familiar. For some reason, reading it today my attention is drawn to Jesus’
baptism. John is proclaiming the coming of God’s kingdom and baptizing people to cleanse them
from their sins so they will be ready. John proclaims that someone is coming who is greater than he,
whose sandals he is not worthy to untie. And then Jesus is there. In another gospel, John recognizes
Jesus and seeks to defer to him, but not here. Mark gives us a very straightforward account. It seems
that Jesus stands in line with everyone else. Are words exchanged as his turn in the river comes?
Does anyone except Jesus see the heavens being ripped open or the Spirit-as-dove descending? Does
anyone else hear the voice of God? And why did Jesus go to John to be baptized? He was already the
sinless Son of God.
For those not steeped in the Presbyterian tradition, we Presbyterians have a Book of Order. It is one
third of the Presbyterian Church’s constitution. (The other two-thirds are the Bible and the Book of
Confessions.) The Book of Order lays out the church’s polity, how we are to govern ourselves. It
includes a Directory for Worship that gives guidance for worship and the celebration of the
sacraments of baptism and communion, among other things. It also provides the theology that
undergirds the polity as well as the Reformed tradition’s understanding of the sacraments and the
different aspects of Sunday worship.
The Book of Order tells us: “Baptism is the sign and seal of our incorporation into Jesus Christ. In his
own baptism, Jesus identified himself with sinners – yet God claimed him as a beloved Son, and sent
the Holy Spirit to anoint him for service. … The Sacrament of Baptism holds a deep reservoir of
theological meaning, including: dying and rising with Jesus Christ; pardon, cleansing, and renewal;
the gift of the Holy Spirit; incorporation into the body of Christ; and a sign of the realm of God. The
Reformed tradition understands Baptism to be a sign of God’s covenant. The water of baptism is
linked with the waters of creation, the flood, and the exodus. Baptism thus connects us with God’s
creative purpose, cleansing power, and redemptive promise from generation to generation. …
Baptism enacts and seals what the Word proclaims: God’s redeeming grace offered to all people.
Baptism is at once God’s gift of grace, God’s means of grace, and God’s call to respond to that grace.
Through Baptism, Jesus Christ calls us to repentance, faithfulness, and discipleship. Through Baptism,
the Holy Spirit gives the Church its identity and commissions the Church for service in the world.”
I find all of this very helpful. I was baptized when I was 14 and so I do remember my baptism. What I
remember chiefly is being very wet and oddly unmoved. No heavens ripped asunder; no voice from
heaven. As with so much of Christian life, I have to take on faith that I have been pardoned, cleansed
and renewed; that I am incorporated into Jesus Christ; that I have been empowered by the Spirit for
mission and ministry. And so have you. Remember your baptism.
Holy God, especially when we doubt or waver, help us to remember that we are yours, pardoned,
cleansed, renewed and empowered, made fit to serve in your Kingdom. Amen
Miriam Dewhurst

Tuesday, March 12, 2019
Hebrews 3:1-11
Hebrews is a letter in the New Testament which was written to those Jews in
the early church who were having second thoughts about their conversion to
Christianity. The issue was primarily over whether non-Jews would first have to
become Jews with all that this would entail before they would be welcomed as part of
the Christian Community. This was a real stumbling block to Greeks, Romans, etc. The
church, after considerable debate, sided with those led by the apostle Paul who
supported making the new church as open and inclusive as possible. This decision
angered those favoring a strict adherence to rules, rituals, and practices of Judaism and
there was talk of abandoning the new-found faith.
Now we all know (in the political climate of today) that it is a “no-no” to anger
your “base”. So a letter was written to the Hebrew Christians in an effort to hold the
ship together. We don’t know who was the author of the letter. Some originally
thought it was Paul himself. Scholars now don’t believe that was the case. But it was
probably penned by a follower of Paul. The writer was definitely well versed in
“Temple Judaism” (rituals within the Temple itself). The author states that there is
now a new covenant between God and his people brought to them by Jesus. The
author proclaims that Jesus is greater than the High Priests of the Temple, greater than
Moses, Joshua and the prophets, greater than the angels. Jesus had shed his blood as
the ultimate sacrifice for the sins of mankind. The writer encourages those who felt
disillusioned, but he also turns around and chastises them and calls them “little
children” who need to grow up. “If you hear God’s voice today, do not be stubborn as
your ancestors were when they rebelled against God”, a reference to the many times
the ancient Hebrews abandoned the laws of Moses and took up pagan ways.
(Postscript) Hebrews is a book with 13 chapters. You really have to read the
whole book to understand where it is going (at least I had to). The good news is that it
is not a long read.
David H. Williams

Wednesday, March 13, 2019
Judges 11:1-11; Mark 1:29-35; and Hebrews 3:12-19
Today’s readings yield many striking patterns. First, the voices: Jephthah’s, the Ammonites’, the
silenced voices of Jesus’s demons; the clamor of the town crowded into Simon’s mother’s doorway
followed by Jesus’s craving of silence; the powerful sentences of the speaker in Hebrews.
I also sensed dryness, physical and spiritual: Jephthah’s exile, the deserted place Jesus seeks, the
wilderness of sinners and unbelievers. And movement, simple movement: Jephthah cast away from
Gilead and pulled back; Jesus moving from temple to home to deserted place; God’s chosen people
traveling from Egypt through the sweep of Biblical narrative to possible salvation.
I read these passages during transitions in my life and connect, at best, impressionistically. The
authors of Scripture tell masterfully concise, vivid stories of Jephthah’s and Jesus’s journeys. These
stories, absent the Divine at the center, could kick off the plot of a Netflix series about families, or
about other people’s demands. The implicit voice of God, to me, carries with it expectations. I land
on these stories sensing lessons, challenges, even judgment. I find myself shirking the messages and
comfortable only with images: voices, hands, feet; clamor, pleading, movement, stillness.
For more than a year, I’ve felt overwhelmed by life’s simplest things: how to live in a small house with
a parent; how to enjoy singing; where to go for a walk; when to talk to a friend; when to sleep; why I
go to church. It’s easy to allow every stimulus and challenge to attain equal importance.
This year, I can lay claim only to the human patterns in Judges and Mark, such as the nagging voices
of the demons Jesus keeps at bay. What, or who, are Jesus’s “demons,” if we can project the word’s
current connotation on them? I wish I could ask Him about their startling closeness (“[H]e would not
permit the demons to speak, because they knew him.”). I cheer for Jesus when He retreats, when he
separates himself to go out to a deserted place after hours of clamoring crowds. I am grateful to
receive His example of moving toward stillness. I suppose we all seek validation as we read Scripture:
stories and signs that show us that our basic impulses are not wrong.
This season, I draw comfort that Scripture speaks through reminders of our humanness. Tackling the
difficult message about belief, in Hebrews, is tempered by recognizing the impulses of the
Ammonites and Jephthah, as well as the human Jesus. My Scripture is read by an overwrought inner
voice, but the words from Judges and Mark show us that our humanness is inevitable. Engaging with
the world, then retreating to a place of stillness, are both human and divine.
Dear God, show us what is important. Help us pray.
Amy Garrou

Hebrews 4:1-10

March 14, 2019

God’s Rest
“Therefore, while the promise of entering his rest remains, let us fear lest any of you be judged to
have failed to reach it. 2 For good news came to us just as to them; but the message which they heard
did not benefit them, because it did not meet with faith in the hearers.[a . . . 5 And again in this place
he said, “They shall never enter my rest.”
6

Since therefore it remains for some to enter it, and those who formerly received the good news
failed to enter because of disobedience, 7 again he sets a certain day, “Today,” saying through David
so long afterward, in the words already quoted, “Today, when you hear his voice, do not harden your
hearts.”
8

For if Joshua had given them rest, God[b] would not speak later of another day. 9 So then, there
remains a sabbath rest for the people of God; 10 for whoever enters God’s rest also ceases from his
labors as God did from his.” (Hebrews 4:1-10, RSV)
In 1966, as a newly minted Duke freshman, I abandoned the faith of my forebears to plumb a
parent’s sudden, tragic death and initiated an alcohol-fueled quest to tilt at all the other
injustices in the world. Middling writing talent had landed me under the tutelage of Reynolds
Price, in the company of other aspiring writer-adventurers who furnished justification for the
quest: We would experience what we could experience, identify truths from that experience, and
apply our gifts to spread those truths widely. So began a 15-year downward odyssey that
breached boundaries of safety, socioeconomic status, and sanity and littered a path from North
Carolina to Boston to California and back to the red clay gutters of the sinning, sinned-against
American south.
Phenomenologically, because so few of us guttersnipes are so fortunate, I flourished in recovery,
rich in all that mattered, that is, love and work according to my mentor. And, although I found
joy in both, I neither sought nor found rest as I defined it: relief, even temporary relief, from the
anguish that comes with living life in an unjust world. Like Hutchins Mayfield, protagonist of
The Promise of Rest (Reynolds Price. Scribner 1995, p. 351), I traveled unsteadily along a
“darkening, execrable route each private life [digs in] its hunt for care and heat.”
Then, inevitably I suppose, in summer 2017 came pain that would not yield to my pantheon of
secular professors, poets, and philosophers. When I came through the doors of NYAPC, I was at
long last willing to try to see the world through new eyes. Here, I thought, I might continue
working to lose my pain in trying to remedy the needs of others. Here, I might even open my
heart to the possibility of belief.
Some interpreters of Hebrews 4:1-10 assert that God’s Rest is death, that final rest that comes
when our worldly work is complete. Others say that God’s Rest can be experienced
incrementally, through grace, while walking humbly with God in a community of others who love
justice and seek mercy. Without dismissing the first interpretation, I have learned that the
second, for me at least, is true.
I find God’s Rest in Roger’s theology of the cross, in King, Cone, Bruggeman and Rohr. In the
exuberance of children rushing to and from Worship Play. In Jenean’s warmth, as she ministers

to newcomers. In Barry’s back as he labors over cleanup from the Radcliffe Room. In familiar
hymns, spirituals, and liturgy and in new music and dance. In the McClendon Center client who
steps up to sort entryway congestion, the eighty-plus volunteer confident that she can sort a
hallway altercation should one occur, in the 10-year-old marcher for our lives, the girl who took
my hand and asked me to go home with her and her mom. Yes, these days, I find moments of
God’s Rest almost everywhere I look, and I begin to trust that they are building toward a lasting
rest that I have yet to comprehend.
In The Promise of Rest, Hutch Mayfield renews his relationship with his long-estranged, stillloved former wife, buries their adult son with AIDS, and embraces a heretofore unknown biracial
grandson for whom Hutch foresees life without some of the injustices that his Mayfield ancestors
both perpetrated and suffered. After burying some ashes and scattering the rest, Hutch and the
boy are so blinded by sunlight that they can “hardly see to walk toward shade and find the others
to say they’d done one duty at least—one man’s return to the bottomless ground; maybe even a
family’s end, its story told.” Nevertheless, they “. . . looked on forward and took the first steps
together.”
Ann Bradley

“Between Times”
Judges 12:1-7
Hebrews 4:11-16
Mark 2:13-22

Friday, March 15

Lent always puts me in mind of wilderness, of between times and waiting, but not for an arrival as in
Advent but for an answer, for help. Wilderness ties in life can be after tragedy, between jobs, between
life events, when we try to figure out “what next?” Wilderness times in a spiritual journey can be
times when the old way of communing with God no longer resonates, but no new relationship has
taken its place. These three passages can be read in this light – as stories of transition, of movement
from one kind of faith to a new, more mature relationship with God.
Judges chronicles the story of a period of transition for Israel. The nation is between times. Moses
and Joshua are in the past, and David is yet to come. According to the introduction to Judges in the
NRSV, this period is also a time of community and faith building for Israel. The nation will reject the
systems of those around them, finding guidance and strength in the Lord. In today’s passage, it is the
Lord who delivers the enemy, and the Israelites separate others from themselves by testing how
fugitives from the other side pronounce words, perhaps symbolic of Israel’s growing awareness of
their more fundamental differences from those around them.
The letter to the Hebrews is written to Christians who are becoming complacent, according to the
NRSV. Maybe the first excitement of a new-found faith has faded, yet no more mature faith has taken
its place. C.S. Lewis’ devil, Screwtape, would say the Hebrews are ideal targets for a devil, that they
are experiencing “the anticlimax which … marks the transition from dreaming aspiration to laborious
doing.” Luckily, the Hebrews get encouragement. The letter writer exhorts, “the word of God is
living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword.” Perhaps their faith too must be living and
active. And there is help, notes the writer. “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to
sympathize with our weaknesses. … 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.”
In Mark, Jesus calls Levi, a tax collector, and invites him to dinner, along with other “sinners,” or
people who do not follow Jewish law. When the scribes criticize, Jesus speaks of change – of healing
sinners the way a physician heals the sick and of not forcing the new into old forms. “No one sews a
piece of unshrunk cloth on an old cloak; otherwise, the patch pulls away from it … and a worse tear is
made. And no one puts a new wine into old wineskins; otherwise, the wine will burst the skins, and
the wine is lost; … but one puts new wine into fresh wineskins.”
So in our wilderness times, in our between times, what should we do? We need to differentiate te new
from the old, as the Israelites did, we need to worship a “living and active God,” and we need to
discard old forms (old wineskins?) that might get in the way of something new. With new forms, with
new space, we leave room for the new to come.
Dear God, during our transition times, let us remain open to new ideas, to new ways. In Jesus Christ
we pray. Amen
Meg and Doug House

Judges 13:1-14
Mark 2:23-3:6
Hebrews 5:1-10

March 16, 2019

The calling of God is a salvation for us, and we have been chosen to be justified and glorified
only by him.
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ,
My meditation comes from Hebrews 5, 1-10.
Here I am going to speak rather of the choice and the call of God for our mission of
Presbyterian Church's Elders in his service.
God does not choose everyone because we are all born of the flesh, but His choice is based
on those who are filled with the Holy Spirit and therefore able to make sacrifices and the
purification of the sins. The chosen person is patient by the grace of God concerning the
wanderers and the ignorant and because he's born of flesh, he's concerned. He will not be
able to be glorified for this fact but only on the call of God like Aaron.
The same thing also Jesus did not glorify himself as a high priest but only the one who called
him "you are my son, I have become your father today" so God. This means that Jesus is the
eternal king. Jesus was born of flesh like us and suffered, he prayed with cries and
supplications to him whom he believed to save him from death therefore God, His prayer was
heard because of his reverent submission and after having done perfect, that is, after his
resurrection, he became the source of life for all who believe in him, and he was named a
great priest in the manner of Melchizedeck.
For this reason, if we are called to be Presbyterian Church's Elders today by God, we must
be like Aaron and not take honor for ourselves and be like Jesus to avoid glorifying ourselves,
we must seek that only God be glorified.
If God has called us to serve Him, let us be humble so that only God may be glorified in this
mission.
In the name of Jesus Amen!
Marie Noel Meka

Sunday, March 17, 2019
Genesis 15: 1-12, 17-18

Psalm 27

Luke 13:31-35

Philippians 3:17-4:1

Dying Church.
Dying Democracy.
A group of stalwart followers traveled by foot to
behold the beauty of the Lord, and to inquire in his temple.
They wore black, had long hair and gestured in prayer and praise.
Promise-objection-reassurance:
a pattern that encourages one to trust, even in the midst of deep division.
For the fire passed through the pieces and covenant was birthed.
Dying Church.
Dying Democracy.
The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?
The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?
What is faith now but trust
in the One who desires to gather Jerusalem’s children together
as a hen gathers her brood under her wings…
Faith must be Trust
for our days to come, for the release of fear as we face bitterness and confusion
and for strength in bodyspirit as we seek – and find Him.
Dying Church.
Dying Democracy.
Living Lord of all Life,
may our mind be in your mind,
our heart be in your heart.
Amen.

Kathryn Sparks

Expectations and Identity – March 18, 2019
Judges 13:15-24
Mark 3:7-19
Philippians 4:8-13

Can you recall a time when something did not live up to your expectations? The more familiar we
think we are with something, the easier it is to label it and solidify what we expect from it. This goes
for everything from schedules to people. It is a natural human tendency to project an identity onto
someone else – and, in doing so, set expectations of them.
God is no exception.
Have you placed expectations on God? Have you made demands of Him, expecting that in all His
glory He will grant them? It can be easy to default to identifying God as the one who miraculously
solves all our questions, doubts, and fears. However, simply knowing Him by name does not justify
our faith or salvation – we must constantly live out our faith through our actions and seek to follow
God in all our ways.
This is why the angel refused to give his name to Manoah in Judges 13:18 and why Jesus did not
want his name to be known in the crowd in Mark 3:12 – expectations. If Manoah knew he was
confronting an angel, he may have expected something from him and may never have given his
offering of respect and devotion to the Lord. In Mark 3:12, Jesus did not want his name uttered in the
crowd because he knew the people would place expectations on him as the Messiah, as a miraculous
healer, or as a divine leader who could save them from the oppression of Rome’s control. Instead,
Jesus wanted the masses to seek to understand God beyond their expectations.
Like the crowds in Mark, we are sometimes guilty of believing that simply by knowing the name of
God that miracles will happen for us. This is mistakenly reinforced by Philippians 4:13 – “I can do all
things through Christ who strengthens me” – which is frequently misinterpreted as, “I know God so
therefore He will give me the superhuman ability to accomplish anything.” Before we set those
expectations, we need to read the context surrounding the verse. What we should read is this: We
can do everything that we undertake for God and in the name of God. We will face trials when we live
in and through the Lord, but He will give us the fortitude to persevere.
The more we seek to follow God in all our ways, the more He strengthens us. It is by living through
Him that we come to know him – and know Him in so many unexpected ways.
Lord, help me live for you so that I may truly understand what it is to follow you and love you and
know you – beyond all my expectations. Amen.

Katherine Leiden

2 Thessalonians 3: 6-13

March 19, 2019

Eschew Idleness
Taken as a whole, these verses are perplexing. They warn against idleness and include the
proscription that the “one who is unwilling to work shall not eat.” Does this mean that we should not
feed the hungry and homeless, that unless you work you are not entitled to food? In the same
passage, however, Paul also urges us never to tire of doing what is good. Should we view the first
dictum as the controlling one, especially in light of the fact that it receives the most time? It is
discussed in verses 6-10. Only in verse 13 are we told never to tire of doing what is good (NRSV
translates this as “do not be weary in doing what is right”), which embodies a universal principle of
giving, of doing good for others. How can we understand and reconcile two such apparently opposite
exhortations?
Paul’s proscription against feeding those who do not work seems harsh and out of character
with the basic tenets of Christianity. His absolute language leaves little room for the subtleties of life
and the many different situations in which this approach could be applied. For example, how should
those who are willing but unable to find work, those who are capable of working but are not willing
to do so because they are financially well off, or those who have reached retirement age be treated?
How is this reconciled with Deuteronomy 15:11, “Since there will never cease to be some in need on
the earth, I therefore command you, “Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land,’”
or with Matthew 5: 40-42, which urges us to give to all who seek our help and to refuse no one who
wants to borrow from us.
Paul tells his readers to eschew believers who are living in idleness and are not true to the
traditions of the disciples and the examples he set when he lived among the Thessalonians. While
living among the people, Paul tells us that he chose to work and to pay for his bread, because he
wanted to do so. In verses 11 and 12, he contrasts his actions with the behavior of some of the
inhabitants who are “living in idleness, mere busybodies, not doing any work”, and commands them
to work quietly and earn their own living. Commentaries on these verses suggest that Paul is seeking
to reinforce the idea that we should work and pay our way for the good of the whole group if we can,
regardless of whether we do not need to do so or are not required to do so.
In this light, verse 13 does not seem as contradictory to the rest of the passage. Paul is urging
us not to tire of doing what is right, what is needed, what is good for others even when we are not
under any obligation. This is the “work” Paul exhorts us to undertake.
Beth L. Law

Wednesday, March 20, 2019
Mark 4
Mark 4 includes the story of the sower of seeds . . . the spreading of the Word.
The parable is certainly apropos these days.
In some countries, in some cultures, in some families there are few opportunities
to study the Word. It falls, unheard, by the wayside.
Sometimes there are opportunities to listen to meaningful sermons or read
enlightening scriptures, but we don’t have the understanding to grasp their relevance to
our lives. There is not the depth or richness of “soil” to nurture these thoughts.
Other times we are touched by the Word, but it is choked out by life concerns –
bills to pay, disconcerting newscasts, shoes lost five minutes before the school bus is
due to arrive, traffic snarls, etc.
If we want the Word to take root in our lives, it helps to find a quiet time . . . early
morning or late evening . . . or when others are out to lunch. Then we can try to ground
ourselves and concentrate on the miracles of Life and Love.
Helen Williams

Thursday, March 21

Judges 16:1-22
Mark 4:21-34
Philippians 1:27-2:2
Standing Firm in the Faith

Mark’s gospel gives us the “Parable of the Mustard Seed” as told by Jesus. The Kingdom of God “…is
like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground is the smallest of all seeds on earth; yet when
it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the
birds of the air can make nests in its shade.” (Mark 4:31-32) Our faith in striving to achieve the Kingdom
of God begins in each of us as a tiny seed but has the potential of changing us and our lives entirely, to
be in harmony with the earth and our God.
Paul’s letter to the Christians in Philippi, probably written from a Roman prison, exhorts them to stand
firm in one spirit “For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only, of believing in Christ, but of
suffering for him as well…” (Philippians 1:29). These passages seem to add another dimension to the
faith that Mark describes, a duty or responsibility to stand firm in the faith for the gospel against your
“opponents”, which in this case meant risking imprisonment. Standing firm in the faith for my life may
not risk prison but it means I must be roused from my lethargy to stand witness against the wrongs
committed by our government and thus, by us. Our passive acceptance of inhumane policies and our
participation daily in a society in which others are demonized, oppressed or dehumanized is a burden
we all share. I am reminded of the classic newspaper cartoon of “Pogo” who announces “We have
met the enemy, and he is us!” Paul offers an example of defiance of government and standing firm in
the faith.
The passage in Judges was, for me, both an “easy read” and an enigma to derive meaning from. It is
the story of Samson and Delilah. How can I relate this tale, often restricted to storytelling to children,
to my life or to the other scripture readings? I needed to research a bit more for this one, starting with
the idea of the Book of Judges. Who were they? What did they judge? It seems there were twelve
“leaders” or judges who led Israel during a particularly conflict-ridden period from the near destruction
of Israel until the time of Samuel who legitimated the establishment of a monarchy with the crowning of
Saul and then David. These judges or leaders led through charisma rather than authority and some
were “major” (military) and some “minor”. Samson, as it turns out was one of the last minor ones. This
story is of his downfall. His parents were visited by an angel of the Lord before his birth and he was
dedicated or “set aside” as a “holy one” or “Nazirite” and was given his strength as a token of this special
status which he used to do battle with Israel’s enemies. Delilah as a spy for the Philistines, finally
persuaded Samson to reveal the secret source of his strength, his hair, the symbol of his Nazirite status.
He sacrificed his holy bond with the Lord to please her and thus lost his strength, was captured, blinded
and imprisoned. Here is the real crux of the story. He sacrificed his faith to his lust. The story in this
passage ends with a foreshadowing worthy of a movie plot, “But the hair of his head began to grow
again after it had been shaved.” (Judges 16:22) The next chapter describes the death of Samson and
the destruction of the lords of the Philistines as he exacts his vengeance, taking advantage of a second
chance to fulfill his sacred duty while sacrificing himself. Faith, like the mustard seed in Mark can grow
again when, unlike Paul, we fail to stand firm in the faith.
Eternal, Merciful and Patient God, help us find our inner strength, the support of our loved ones and the
nurture of the church community to stand firm in the faith of the Gospel. In Jesus’ name we pray.
Spencer Gibbins

Friday March 22

Judges 16:23-31; Mark 4:35-41; Galatians 3:23-29

In February we hosted the Washington, D.C. premiere of a new documentary film, Backs Against the
Wall: The Howard Thurman Story. Among the many books Rev. Dr. Thurman published is Meditations
of the Heart, a collection of meditations he originally wrote for use by a church he pastored. In the
Foreward, he explained, “Their purpose is to focus the mind and the heart upon God as the Eternal Source
and Goal of life.” The first section of Rev. Thurman‘s meditations, titled “The Inward Sea,” illuminates
our reading of the Gospel of Mark for today.
Jesus had completed the teaching work God called him to that day, and was sleeping calmly in a boat
crossing the sea. Jesus was resting in the Lord and likely confident that God would help him meet the
challenges to take up his call to ministry on the other side. When a great storm arose and waves beat the
boat to the point where it was almost swamped, the disciples were afraid they would perish. Seeking
Jesus’ company and care, they woke him. Jesus first rebuked the wind and said to the sea, “Peace! Be
still!” The wind subsided. Then Jesus said to the disciples, “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?”
I wonder how Jesus meant those questions and how the disciples heard them. As rebuke of their fear?
Disappointment in their weak faith? Or as a call to remember what Jesus had taught, what they had said
they believed about God and Jesus, and their own call to trust and follow? In Meditations of the Heart,
Rev. Thurman wrote, “Whatever may be the tensions and the stresses of a particular day, there is always
lurking close at hand the trailing beauty of forgotten joy or unremembered peace.” Did Jesus’ words
calm only the storm, or also his disciples?
Rev. Thurman noted in the book’s first meditation, “An Island of Peace Within One’s Soul,” that “[t]he
individual lives his life in the midst of a wide variety of stresses and strains. There are many tasks in
which he is engaged that are not meaningful to him even though they are important in secondary ways.
There are many responsibilities that are his by virtue of training, or family, or position.... No one is ever
free from the peculiar pressures of his own life. Each one of us has to deal with the evil aspects of life,
with injustices inflicted upon him and injustices which he wittingly or unwittingly inflicts upon others.
We are all deeply involved in the throes of our own weaknesses and strengths, often in the profoundest
conflicts within our own souls. The only hope for surcease, the only possibility of stability for the person,
is to establish an Island of Peace within one’s own soul.…. This is the place where there is no pretense,
no dishonesty, no adulteration…What one really thinks and feels about one’s own life stands revealed;
what one really thinks and feels about other people far and near is seen with every nuance honestly
labeled: love is love; hate is hate; fear is fear…. Well within the Island is the Temple where God dwells—
not the God of the creed, the church, the family, but the God of one’s own heart. Into His Presence one
comes with all of one’s problems and faces His scrutiny. What a man is… where his life goes—all is
available to him in His Presence. How foolish it is if you have not found your Island of Peace within
your own soul! It means you are living without the discovery of your true home.” Though lacking in
inclusive language, Rev. Thurman’s words speak to all.
Dear God, the sea is so wide and my boat is so small. Thank you for calming stormy seas around me,
and calming me in the midst of storms. Help me remember your promises, overcome fears, rest in you,
and trust you to pilot me over life’s tempestuous sea and safely home. Teach me in all things to say, “It
is well with my soul.” Amen
--

Karen Mills

Judges 17:1-13, Mark 5:1-20; 1 Peter 2:1-10

March 23, 2019

As is almost always the case when Miriam asks me to write one of these meditations, I find
myself first thinking, “what am I going to write about this one?” Typically, I need to sit with these
scripture passages for some time, let the clock wind down to the due date, and then feel the urgency
to get something down on paper.
It was sort of like that this time. But the Mark passage, almost theatrical in the way it sets the
scene, got me thinking pretty quickly about “walls”. Or we can call them “barriers”.
What is clear from the text is that the people of the region of Gerasene saw this man,
possessed of many demons (legions of demons, as suggested by his name, “Legion”), as a real and
present danger. They shackled him and set him apart, confined to live his existence in a graveyard
away from the town and its inhabitants. But their efforts to separate this man, to contain him with a
sort of barricade, simply do not work. His howls haunt them day and night. And their chains no
longer constrain him. He is, in fact, among them.
Most striking to me, is that when Jesus enters the story, he does not go first to the villagers
who have felt most threatened by the man. He doesn’t come first to offer them comfort. Rather, he
breaks in in the most human-centered, individualized way – by going directly to the man possessed.
By punching directly through the barrier that others had built for protection, Jesus demonstrates
both his authority and his determination to make clear that the reign of God takes root first in the
places, and the people, most marginalized. Walls and barriers fail.
The intent of this reflection is not to make a political statement about the other wall
conversation consuming the nation. Rather it is to remind us of the unlimited potential, despite the
walls, to be directly touched, directly regenerated and made alive to all that God has in store for us.
Each and every one of us – despite what we might think separates us from the grace of God – is a
living stone because that is God’s intent and design. And, together, we make the foundation for what
is to come.
Jeff Moore

The Right Stuff
Psalm 63:1-8
Isaiah 55:1-9
Luke 13:1-9
1 Corinthians 10:1-13

Sunday March 24, 2019

All four passages encourage us—through example, apocalyptic prophecy, parable, and historical
reference—to focus our attention, actions, desires, and our whole lives, on what really matters. In
Psalm 63, David exemplifies a thirst and longing for a closer relationship with the Divine, placing
his ultimate trust in God to preserve him from earthly threats. Despite his well-recorded faults,
weaknesses and mistakes, David in this psalm reveals why God has lifted him up as a light for
generations to come.
Isaiah harkens back to David, starting with the analogies to thirst and hunger for what really
satisfies, and mentioning David as a gift, as a “witness to the people.” The prophet urges us to
“Seek the Lord while He may be found” and forsake wicked ways and unrighteous thoughts, so
that God’s mercy may “abundantly pardon” the repentant. This was David’s life story. Salvation
cannot be bought or earned, but is a free gift of grace. Let your soul delight in abundance! God is
truly beyond our capacity to imagine; it is impossible for us even to comprehend the depth of his
wisdom.
In the Luke passage, Jesus points to situations in which innocent people suffered tragic deaths,
either by human violence (Pilate mingling the blood of the Galileans with their sacrifices), or from
tragedies of nature (the collapse of the tower in Siloam). Jesus then challenges the prevailing
belief at the time that such victims of tragedy deserved their fate, as the result of sin, and Jesus
poses the provocative challenge that, unless we repent of our own sin, we will all suffer a more
serious fate – a spiritual death.
Jesus then describes the parable of the fig tree (representing God’s people – us), in which the
owner wants to destroy the tree because it has failed to produce fruit for three years (despite the
example of David and the teachings of the prophets). But the keeper of the vineyard (representing
God), insists on giving the tree one more chance – one more year, thanks to God’s grace, to bear
fruit in order to escape judgment and destruction.
In 1 Corinthians, Paul, echoing the themes of Jesus and Isaiah, reminds Christians of well-known
Old Testament examples when the Israelites were given miraculous protection and guidance from
God, but then turned away, falling to the temptations of their idols and vices. The Corinthians –
and Christians today -- are in danger of making the same mistake. Ultimately, though, Paul
reassures us that God’s grace will not allow us to be tempted beyond what we are able to bear, and
he will also offer a path of escape, just as he parted the Red Sea (and confronted Paul on the road
to Damascus).
Help us, God, to accept your grace, and to place our ultimate trust in You. We celebrate your
willingness to forgive our arrogance and weakness, to give us another chance, to part the
waters that block our progress, and to be ever-present with us on our journey.
Jim Bird & Betsy Merritt

THE IMPORTANCE OF “TOUCH”
Mark 5:21-43
Judges 18:1-5
Romans 13:8-14

Monday, March 25, 2019
[Monday, March 12, 2007]

The passage in Mark is a very familiar one and one which easily can be taken for granted. As I
reread it several times, I wondered if I needed to come to a more complete understanding of
this scripture.
There are two stories, one of Jairus on behalf of his daughter and one of the woman with
hemorrhages. Both of these persons come to Jesus as a last resort; they do not know what other
path to take.
The woman is treated by many as unclean so is probably hesitant to come out in public. She
has been ill for twelve years and has probably tried every type of remedy available. Yet she is
willing to take a chance, become part of the crowd, and kneel down and touch the tassel of the
robe of Jesus in order to become well. Jesus says that “her faith has made her well” but she
has taken the strength from him by her touch. In fact, so much so that he is aware of her touch.
Jairus, a leader of the synagogue, would be considered a person of some importance and not
be expected to come to Jesus for help. However, in the case of his ill daughter of twelve years,
he also is willing to kneel at the feet of Jesus for help.
These stories show the power of Jesus in healing and in life and death. The woman is the one
who touches the robe in her story. However, Jesus takes the hand of Jairus’ daughter and asks
her to get up and she begins to walk. Power is taken from Jesus in both cases.
How often we touch someone in sympathy, comfort, friendship or love. A touch does not go
just one way. Both the person touched and the one doing the touching is affected. The word
“touch” has become so ordinary in our language that physical contact is not even necessary.
We can be “touched “ by music, by a sunset, by someone’s speaking and in many other ways.
Loving God, we know the importance of your touch. Help us to reach out for your touch in our
lives. Amen
Peggy Evans
Peggy died last month. She was a pillar at New York Avenue and we miss her very much.

Tuesday March 26

Prophets in our own congregation

Judges 18: 16-31
Mark 6: 1-13
Romans 14: 1-12

Leading into Mark 6, Jesus has just completed some miracle-working abroad – casting out unclean
spirits from a demonized man, healing a woman’s hemorrhage, and saving the mortally ill daughter of
a synagogue leader. In Mark 6, he came home to his own country and met a brick wall of skepticism.
Isn’t he just the boy we saw grow up, the carpenter who is Mary’s son? He is not the big deal some
people may say he is. Reflecting this irony, the Gospel text says:
“A prophet is not without honor, except in his own country and among his own kin and in his
own house.”
Isn’t this the truth! Though I have experienced this in my life, I am thinking now about the New York
Avenue congregation and staff. Do we need to more fully celebrate the healing and spirit-building
works of those right here among us? Two very recent contexts come to mind –
The new Downtown Center for homeless services opened in late February, thanks to a talented team
of NYA members and staff who worked creatively and tirelessly on a myriad of details allowing a
major new program to open here. And if one spends time with our front desk weekday staff, it’s
evident what a busy crossroads our lobby is for many people arriving to receive healing and share
community; our staff offer welcome to scores of people. I believe there are healing miracles
happening here. It’s amazing that our congregation and staff would have such talent – one might call
this a team of prophets who have the faith to doggedly pursue the homeless Center and juggle all our
other daytime programs.
We also recently celebrated the life of Peggy Evans at her memorial service. As often happens at
these services, we learned impressive and inspiring details of Peggy’s life. It left us with a portrait of
her remarkable leadership, talent, artistry, friendship and faith. How often it happens that on a weekto-week basis we don’t fully appreciate our NYA colleagues in the pews or the choir loft!
So, whether we celebrate the many prophetic NYA spirits “out loud” or quietly to ourselves, we can
better hold them in an embrace of gratitude and wonder. Let us honor our own prophets!
Prayer: God, let me appreciate and honor my local prophets, and use them as an inspiration to
nurture my own gifts and faith.
Martha Davis

Leave That Place and Shake the Dust Off Your Feet
March 27 – Ecclesiastes 1:1-11; Mark 6:13-29, and 2 Timothy 2:8-17
There is so much wisdom in the Old Testament. In fact, as Roger has said, some believe that
Salvation is possible without the New Testament! I left the Baptist church in part because of the
over-emphasis upon the New Testament to the exclusion of Old Testament teachings. I could not
transition through the Wilderness without the entirety of resources God provided. It is the whole of
God’s word that is important to me, and during Lent, it is particularly essential, as it must have been
to Jesus in the Wilderness. In the first chapter of Ecclesiastes, Koheleth (son of David) speaks as the
teacher. I think the message is this: to worry about changing things that God has set in motion is
pure vanity. Furthermore, Koheleth says later in the chapter, “For in much wisdom is much vexation;
and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.” Ponder this quietly ad you can see the point;
anxiety can be the reward of too much rumination! Not quite “don’t worry, be happy,” but pretty
close. P.S. You might want to read Ecclesiastes from the Hebrew Bible.
Mark tries to provide tools for transformation away from anxiety and vanity. In the prelude to Mark
6:13-29, Jesus gives clear instructions about how to be a disciple, and He also shares a bit of
emotional control “how-to” when encountering the unfaithful. “And if any place will not welcome
you or listen to you, leave that place and shake the dust off your feet as a testimony against them.”
Wow, Jesus actually implied that we must not worry about “non-believers”. What would happen if
we applied the same approach to the word “bully”? Hmmm? Going on, Mark gives us the story of
the beheading of John the Baptist. I dare say that nobody would agree with the motivation that
overwhelmed Herod, which was avoiding embarrassment in front of his powerful guests. Herod is so
fearful and anxious about his power that nothing else matters except the gratification of the moment.
Herod is clearly a dangerous man who could be bated by a Tweet in present times! In our own
Wilderness as we travel toward the Cross, what if God is providing Grace in this process so that we
can know God’s love without stressing over how to remain holy, just as Koheleth was saying.
You really have to love Paul for his ever-resilient faith and intellect in his second letter to Timothy.
Timothy reminds me of a starry-eyed young adult who is forever tripping over his own enthusiasm.
Paul was very gentle and generous in his guidance to Timothy. Paul connects with the Old Testament
teachings discussed above, instructing Timothy to tell his followers not to get caught in squabbles
over words, “godless chatter”. The profound nature of these teachings is what Jesus carried with him
in the Wilderness. It must have helped Him avoid anxiety as Koheleth suggests. “15 Do your best to
present yourself to God as one tested, a worker who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly
handles the word of truth.”
Eric Slaughter

Ecclesiastes 1: 13-15, 18

March 28, 2019

13

I applied my mind to study and to explore by wisdom all that is done under the heavens.
What a heavy burden God has laid on mankind! 14 I have seen all the things that are done
under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind.
15
What is crooked cannot be straightened;
what is lacking cannot be counted.
18
For with much wisdom comes much sorrow;
the more knowledge, the more grief.
Romans 6: 5, 8-10
5

For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly also be united with
him in a resurrection like his.
8
Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. 9 For we know that
since Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no longer has mastery
over him. 10 The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to
God.
This past weekend, I saw Dawoud Bey's exhibit, The Birmingham Project, at the National
Gallery of Art, for the second time. The project commemorates the six children who were
murdered in Birmingham on September 15, 1963. This time, I also watched an
accompanying documentary. While I knew of the bombing of Sixteenth Street Baptist
Church, and the four girls who died there, I hadn't known that other churchgoers had been
injured (including other severely injured children), that a good number of white citizens held a
celebratory rally, and that in the aftermath of that, two more children were murdered: Virgil
Ware and Johnny Robinson. And it was really devastating and haunting to hear about the
circumstances of their deaths too.
In church sometimes, I think about other churches that have been sites of violence, murder,
and terror, and I pray over it.
In reflecting on Lent, I often lament the pain in the world, and it makes me both sad and
angry. I think about how I don't often know how to go from those feelings.
I think about Romans and the resurrection.
And borrowing from a prayer by Desmond Tutu, "Let's be still for a moment. Come, Holy
Spirit. Fill the hearts of thy faithful people and kindle in them the fire of thy love. Send forth
thy spirit and they shall be made new and thou shall renew the face of the earth.
Amen."
Emily Sabo

Lent 2019, Friday March 29th
Ecclesiastes 2:1-16; Mark 6:47-56; Colossians 1:11-20
In the fall of 1983 I was told I had six months to two years to live. This past year has itself been no
pleasure in the way in which we commonly understand it. Struggles with my health and home have
not given me joy to say the least. Many were the times that I wished for an easier path. Almost as
many were the times I complained shamelessly. Many were the times I contemplated what my life
should have been like had I had less to struggle against and had a life more closely approximating the
dreams I had for myself before all the unpleasantness began all those years ago. Surely I would have
worked as hard. But surely I would have been happier and more comfortable for the effort.
Vanity.
In Ecclesiastes we read, “So I became great and surpassed all who were before me in Jerusalem; also
my wisdom remained with me and this was my reward for all my toil. Then I considered all that my
hands had done and the toil I had spent in doing it, and again, all was vanity and a chasing after wind,
and there was nothing to be gained under the sun.”
That’s a bit of hyperbole when compared to even my most daring aspirations. But you get the idea.
Struggling to stay alive and comfortably housed weren’t in my imaginings either. Was it all really
vanity?
Also in Ecclesiastes, “Then I said to myself, ‘what happens to the fool will happen to me also; why
then have I been so very wise?’ And I said to myself that this also is vanity. For there is no enduring
remembrance of the wise or of fools, seeing that in the days to come all will have been long forgotten.
How can the wise die just like fools?”
The story from the book of Mark recounting Jesus’ perceiving of the struggle in the storm of his
terrified disciples and his walking over the same troubled waters to them and then stilling the tempest
typifies what I often prayed for over the years. Absent an understanding of the gift he gave them “their
hearts were hardened.” I fervently hope I would be more perspicacious. When they came ashore at
Gennesaret “people at once recognized him, and begged him that they might touch even the fringe of
his cloak; and all who touched it were healed.” This certainly would describe the urgency I feel.
As I’ve pondered all this in the study of today’s scriptural passages, it occurs to me that the key is once
again gratitude. I have touched the fringe of Christ’s cloak. I’ve worked to emulate the Christ “image
of the invisible God.” I have toiled in my life with accomplishments of which I am proud and which
do give me joy to contemplate. I’ve never been homeless or alone. I’ve always had what I needed.
I’ve learned so much. I’ve grown spiritually. I’ve endured. When I’ve made mistakes, I’ve been
forgiven…even by myself eventually. I’m very, very grateful.
Nathan Moon
May you be made strong with all the strength that comes from his glorious power, and may you be
prepared to endure everything with patience, while joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has
enabled you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the light. He has rescued us from the power
of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption,
the forgiveness of sins.

Roots
Ecclesiastes 2:16-26
Mark 7:1-23
Colossians 3:1-11

Saturday, March 30, 2019

Lately, I have found myself watching an episode or two of a PBS program called “Finding Your Roots”.
It is fascinating. In the program, scholar Henry Louis Gates Jr. uses a combination of research and
technology to help famous people find out about their ancestors and in the process find out more
about themselves. There are always surprises. People find out that aspects of their family lore are
not entirely true, or they discover aspects of their lineage they didn’t know existed. The results can
be emotional as was the case of the African American actor who was shown a property inventory
from an 1850’s South Carolina plantation which listed several of his ancestors with dollar values next
to their names. Wow.
Roots are important. We all want to know where we came from, on whose shoulders we stand. I
have done some research on my own roots. I have a copy of the manifest from the ship on which my
father and his parents came to Ellis Island in 1919. I have learned about the passage of my maternal
ancestors from Ireland to New York in 1849. It is very inspiring.
But I wonder -- How do our ancestral roots contribute to who we are today as we live in a certain
country, a certain culture, among certain people? Where do we find our innermost identification? As
important and meaningful as they may be, do our ethnic and national roots tell our whole story?
This was all brought to mind as I perused today’s readings, especially the verses from Paul’s letter to
the Colossians. I have always thought of Paul as someone who had very deep roots in his Jewish faith
and community. He was a creature of the history and traditions of those roots. But he also had a
Damascus Road experience. Here he is writing to the Colossians about a new life where Christ “is
everything” and a new world “where there is no room for distinction between Greek and Jew”.
How do we react to these words which seem to imply that there may be some problematic aspects to
our roots? Maybe our vision is too limited. Maybe we need to shift our focus in another direction.
We may not have had a Damascus Road experience but we do have another set of roots – spiritual
ones – and we need to nurture those roots and encourage our vision to expand toward God and
toward a refocused view of the world where ethnic and national roots and traditions are not the end
of our story but only the beginning. Easter points the way ahead.
Steve Dewhurst

A Parable: The Wise Loving and Initially Ineffective Parent and Two
Prodigal Children
Joshua 5: 9-12
Psalm 32
Luke 15: 1-3, 11-32
2 Corinthians 5: 16-21

Sunday
March 31, 2019

A parent has two children, the older of whom is by nature and personality a conformist, a “conservative,”
and the younger of whom is by nature and personality, an “out-of-the box” thinker, non-conformist and thus a
“progressive.” The parent loves both children equally and unconditionally, but does not initially successfully
demonstrate that desired loving relationship to either child.
The parent “likes” the older child much better because that child routinely meets and exceeds the
parent’s expectations – well-behaved, good grades in school, always “minds” the parent and thus conforms to
the parent’s “natural” goals for the child. The parent initially doesn’t worry about this child’s motivations and
anxieties because the child appears to function as a very “well adjusted” child.
Of course, the parent admires the younger child’s creative thinking and leadership qualities, but
recognizes the child’s obvious immaturity and impaired capacity for making wise decisions. Nevertheless, the
parent recognizes this child’s claimed independence and accommodates it by continuing to provide essential
economic support for as long as it is practicable to do so, also recognizing that the day will come when economic
support will necessarily stop.
The need for better communication and reconciliation between the parent and the younger child is
obvious. Alas, those needs are less obvious but still real in the parent-older child relationship.
Today’s Scripture passages require us to re-examine the standard interpretations of the “prodigal son”
story. Joshua reminds us that wilderness wandering has value in helping us grow up, but God’s goal is for God’s
people to enjoy the fruits of the Promised Land. The psalmist reminds us that confession of injury, whether
intentional or inadvertent, to those who love us and corresponding forgiveness are essential to a joyful (truly
loving) relationship: “... faithful love surrounds the one who trusts the Lord.” Paul reminds us that God yearns
for each of God’s children – that is each and every human and probably every other element of God’s creation
too – to be reconciled to God – to be “part of the new creation,” actually to believe and accept with consistent
actions the fact that God unconditionally loves each and every one of us.
Luke tells us that the younger child and the parent eventually undertake the challenging, even
psychologically painful, work necessary to achieve the loving, reconciled, relationship each yearns for. The older
child still doesn’t “get it.” What else can the parent do to help the older child grow out of its wilderness
immaturity, to repent and seek forgiveness, which will eagerly be given? Luke assigns this task to each child –
indeed, to each of us as a child of God. The question for each of us: Do I “get it” yet? Are we yet participating in
the new creation and enjoying the benefits of the Promised Land?

Prayer: Gracious and loving God, thank you for sending Jesus to show all your people how to grow up,
to repent and seek your forgiveness, indeed to honor your sovereignty over the universe by living
faithfully, working for a just social order. Empower us daily to claim your promises to love and protect
us and to resist the temptation to cling to fears that keep us from loving you and others. Amen.
-- John H. Quinn, Jr.

Ecclesiastes 3:1-15

Monday, April 1, 2019
Seasons and Times

For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven.
Each of us is always going through a season in our lives and within each of
those seasons there is a time.
Lent has long been a season in my life when I pause to be aware of time and
of choices. Because time is made up of choices.
I become more self-reflective, more self-focused – and in becoming more selfidentified I become more other identified.
In questioning my ingrained habits, attitudes, words, behaviors, and beliefs I
become more aware of the effect each of these has on others, those I know, those I
don’t know, those who see me as enemy, those who see me as ally.
I ask myself as I make my many choices each day why am I choosing this
habit, this attitude, this word, this behavior, this belief?
For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: a
time to be born, and a time to die.
In Lent I see more clearly what needs to be born in my life --- and what needs
to die.
Each of us knows –when we are still and quiet, when we unplug from the
internet, from social media, from political discussions on TV or radio, when we let go
of substances we abuse —what needs to die in our lives.
Accepting what needs to be born is more difficult. And most difficult of all is
making the changes in our lives that let die those things that keep us from being born
to new life.
---Bonnie Davis

April 2, 2019

Mark 8:1-10

Abundance Amid Scarcity
He told the crowd to sit down on the ground. When he had taken the seven loaves and given thanks, he broke
them and gave them to his disciples to distribute to the people, and they did so... The people ate and were
satisfied. Afterward the disciples picked seven basketfuls of broken pieces that were left over. Mark 8:6, 8
This is one of my favorite stories in the Bible — Jesus feeding 4,000 hungry men, women, and
children. It is a story of radical hospitality; a story of a need being met despite the seeming lack of
resources. It is a story that affirms the abundance of God, and not God’s scarcity of grace.
The same miracle story is repeated in other books of the Bible, this time, involving 5,000 people. Both
stories have similarities: disciples are skeptical that they can feed the multitude, Jesus multiplies the
loaves and fishes, the people are fed, and in the end, they harvest several baskets of left-overs.
However, community organizers who I have worked with claim that it happened not because of the
multiplication of loaves and fishes, but people had food hidden in their bags. They simply did not
bring them out when the first call was issued for food.
That is, of course, a very cynical and self-centered interpretation of a very moving story. It is one
anchored in the belief that the solution to our problems lie in the hands of mortals — not with some
mystical Being.
I am a simple Christian who simply finds their logic to be bereft of faith. But their cynicism moved me
to examine these stories in greater detail. My attention was caught not by Jesus multiplying the loaves
and fishes. Instead, what struck me that that Jesus did not distribute the food himself. He relied on his
disciples to distribute the food.
So it is today, to solve the problems of hunger — both physical and spiritual — Jesus relies on us, his
disciples, his believers, to feed others, our neighbors, our friends. It is a task that Jesus left to us when
he was resurrected.
So, as we commemorate Lent, let us give up our cynicism and our logical mindset. Instead, let us
joyfully give of ourselves to serve strangers and neighbors. Let us give not out of a fear of scarcity, but
out of God’s abundance — multiplied several times over .
Forgive us, Almighty Baker, when we fear that we have nothing to give. Grant us Thy grace to always give to
others out of your abundance. Thank you for who we were. Thank you for who we are. Thank you for who we
will be. Amen.
- Adlai Amor

Ecclesiastes 4: 4-16
Mark 8: 11-26
Hebrews 10: 19-25

NOW I AM SURE

April 3, 2019

“…let us draw near to God with a sincere heart and with
the full assurance that faith brings…” (Hebrews 10: 22 NIV)
How fortunate I am to have grown up in a family of faith! Inspired by our grand matriarch Grandmom
Ella, my father felt called to the Lutheran ministry. Grandmom and her children are all in heaven now:
Aunt Margie is still belting out, “When the Roll is Called Up Yonder, I’ll be There!” and Aunt Ginnie
is still sharing her anchor verse with others:
“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in Him, so that you may
overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.” (Romans 15: 13 NIV)
My father chose this as my confirmation verse:
“So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live your lives in Him, rooted and
built up in Him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.”
(Colossians 2: 6 &7)
I can still feel him standing over me as I knelt, feel him putting his hand on my head, blessing me with
these words.
A few years before she died, Grandmom Ella wrote these words:
“Billy Graham’s program from the East Tennessee Crusade over the radio Tuesday, June 23,
1970, opened my heart and revealed to me that eternity in heaven begins Now. Jesus suffered
and died on the cross for my sins and I am assured of my salvation now. All I must do is repent
and accept the salvation offered and believe that my sins are all forgiven and remembered no
more. I need have no fear of death as I know I shall be in heaven where Jesus is when I depart
this life. I always was afraid I wasn’t good enough and that I was presumptuous to believe. I
know I am saved and I know I shall be where He is.
Now I am sure.”
Yes, how firm is my foundation, built on the solid rock of faith, and nurtured by my ancestors.
Prayer: Loving God, thank you for the Great Cloud of Witnesses that has gone before us. We rejoice
that they are now in Heaven with You.
Ella Cleveland

Thursday April 4, 2019

Ecclesiastes 5:1-7
Mark 8:27-9:1
Ephesians 4:17-24
I’m Broken Too

Easter is just over two weeks away. How is Lent going for you so far? Have you figured it out
yet? Many people try to keep a discipline during Lent, which can be hard, especially since Lent lasts
over forty days! I consider myself successful if I’ve thought a little more often about what it means for
me to be a Christian and consider strategies for re-prioritizing my life in that direction. In recent years,
I’ve tried to keep my car radio turned off during Lent to help. This reminds me to think a little more
about being a Christian as I go about my daily routine.
What am I going to focus on this year? As always, I’m going to focus on becoming a better
follower of Christ. Jesus says in today’s scripture reading from Mark, “If any want to become my
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to
save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will
save it. For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?” Mark 8:34-36
So, to follow Christ, I should take up my cross and deny myself. Lose my life for Jesus’s sake
and for the sake of Jesus’ good news. How can I do this? When Jesus says I should take up my cross,
I think it means I should recognize and embrace the suffering in the world, both my own personal
suffering and the suffering I see all around me. When Jesus says I should deny myself, I think it
means that I shouldn’t embrace easy relief of my own suffering through all the readily available
worldly palliatives, such as money, ambition, alcohol, drugs, and entertainment. Then, I can lose my
life for the sake of Jesus and the gospel when I address the suffering of others as Jesus did, seeking to
relieve the suffering of the poor, the oppressed, the sick, the imprisoned, and the marginalized.
One of most moving reflections in Brian Stevenson’s book, Just Mercy, is his realization that
his work assisting wrongly conflicted death row prisoners addresses his own suffering. After twentyfive years of this work, Stevenson realized, “I do what I do because I’m broken too.” He says, “Our
brokenness is our source of our common humanity.” Stevenson concludes, “We have a choice. We
can embrace our humanness, which means embracing our broken natures and the compassion that
remains our best hope for healing. Or we can deny our brokenness, forswear compassion, and as a
result, deny our own humanity.” See Brian Stevenson, Just Mercy, Chapter 15, Broken.
I think Stevenson captures what the passage from Mark means by taking up a personal cross
and losing a life for the sake of the gospel. We can’t all be Brian Stevenson, dedicating our lives to
assisting prisoners. But, we can all recognize our common humanity with the poor, the oppressed, the
sick, the imprisoned, and the marginalized. More importantly, we can all use our God-given
compassion to address the brokenness in others. When we use that compassion for others, we address
our own brokenness in the way Christ intends for us as His followers.
Prayer: Dear God, Please help me see my own brokenness and my common humanity with
others who are suffering. Then show me how to use compassion to heal the brokenness in others and
myself. Amen.
Adam Bain

Friday, April 5
Choices

Ecclesiastes 5:8-20
Mark 9:2-13
Romans 1:16-23

When Jesus took Peter, James, and John up the mountain, I don’t think they could have imagined
what they were about to witness. In fact, Peter was terrified which seems like a reasonable reaction
to me. I’m not sure how I would react seeing Jesus “glowing” with Elijah and Moses by his side. The
transfiguration didn’t last long and before they knew it, the moment had passed. Then as Jesus takes
Peter, James, and John down the mountain, he instructs them not to tell anyone about what they saw
until “after the Son of Man had risen from the dead.” When I read this passage on the transfiguration
of Jesus, I often wonder what does this mean for us today?
Shannon Kershner, pastor at Fourth Presbyterian Church in Chicago, asks what gift can we take away
from this story? She writes “Was it so that we might have a chance to experience a bit of what those
disciples experienced, even if it only unfolds in the space of our imagination? I wonder if Mark wanted
to give us the gift of a powerful, God-filled, luminous, transfiguration memory in the hopes of giving
us courage for whatever is to come on our journeys of faith.” Every day we make choices that impact
our lives and the world around us. We can choose to see the world as dark and corrupt or we can
choose to be the light in those seemingly dark places. I think the story of transfiguration helps remind
us that God hasn’t left us. God sees us for who we truly are and if we’re looking in the right places,
we encounter the glory of God daily. This could be something as small as a smile from a stranger on
the streets, to a cup of coffee in the Radcliffe room, to laughing with a friend. But no matter where
life takes us, God is always there leading the way and reminding us that we are never alone.
Once Peter, James, and John return from the mountain, they have a choice – they can remember
what they experienced, or they can forget about it. Would they take time to pause and remember
this experience? Shannon Kershner writes “I think one gift Mark gives us with his account of the
strange transfiguration story is to point out that every single day you and I have the option of making
a different choice than the one those first disciples made. We don’t have to so quickly forget what God
has shown us in Jesus. We can choose to remember and lean into God’s promise of a porous, Godleaking, divine, hope-infused world and let that faith-based reality shape us and how we act and think
each day.” The good news is we have a choice. We have the choice to pause and reflect on this story
or not. We have the choice to allow ourselves to be open to seeing God’s light seeping into the
darkness or not.
I hope during this Lenten season you are reminded that every day we have the choice to make the
world a little brighter. Will we choose courage? Will we choose to live out our faith outside the walls
of the church? I hope the answer is yes. Go knowing that God hasn’t left you and never will.
Sarah McGinnis

Saturday, April 6, 2019
Faith is Hard
Ecclesiastes 6:1-12; Mark 9:14-29; and Romans 3:21-26
All three Old and New Testament scriptures for this day in Lent have to do with faith and belief – either in God
alone or in God and Jesus Christ. These passages also illustrate our constant struggle to have faith, to believe,
to surrender to the sovereignty of God.
Ecclesiastes 6:1-12 addresses our penchant to be dissatisfied with what we have, ignoring God’s central role in
our lives. This passages concludes: “Whatever has come to be has already been named, and it is known what
human beings are, and that they are not able to dispute with those who are stronger. …For who knows what is
good for mortals while they live the few days of their vain life, which they pass like a shadow? For who can tell
them what will be after them under the sun?” The answer in this book of the Hebrew Bible is implicit: God
and only God. In his work, The Wounded Healer, priest, teacher, and author Henry J. M. Nouwen describes this
basic affirmation that humans are human and God is God, and that without God, humans cannot be called
human.”
Viktor Frankl, the Jewish psychiatrist and author of Man’s Search for Meaning, offers a powerful example of
what happens when we submit to and have faith in God. Frankl recounts his loss of everything – including a
manuscript about the meaning of life on which he had worked for years – when he was arrested by the Nazis
in World war II and sent to Auschwitz. He had sewn the manuscript into the lining of his coat, which he was
forced to give up soon after arriving at the death camp. In its place, Frankl was given the worn-out garment of
someone who had already been sent to the gas chamber. “Instead of the many pages of my manuscript,”
wrote Frankl, “I found in the pocket of the newly acquired coat a single page torn out of a Hebrew prayer
book, which contained the Jewish prayer ‘Shema Yisrael’ [Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is one God. And you
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.]” Asks Frankl,
“How should I have interpreted such a ‘coincidence’ other than as a challenge to ‘live’ my thoughts instead of
merely putting them on paper?”
Frankl recognized and responded to God’s sovereignty and found the means to endure. After the war, he
recreated his lost work, enriching it with his personal experience: “There is nothing in the world that would so
effectively help one to survive even the worst conditions, as the knowledge that there is meaning in one’s life…
He who has a ‘why’ to live for can bear almost any ‘how’.”
In the passage from Mark’s Gospel, Jesus drives an unclean spirit from a boy and, in the process, expresses
frustration with his disciples for forgetting the source of the power given them to heal. Following his
transfiguration, Jesus comes down from the mountain with Peter, James, and John on his way to Jerusalem
and the cross and finds the other nine disciples arguing with scribes in a large crowd. When Jesus asks what
has happened, a man answers 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.” Angry, Jesus turns to the disciples and
publicly rebukes them saying, “You faithless generation, how much longer must I be among you? How much
longer must I put up with you?” Jesus orders them to bring the boy to him.
What follows is a lesson to the disciples and to us. The father of the boy pleads with Jesus: “…if you are able to
do anything, have pity on us and help us.” Jesus again replies with exasperation: “if you are able! – All things
can be done for the one who believes.” The father cries out, “I believe; help my unbelief!” His faith – though

clearly not absolute – is enough; Jesus commands the spirit to leave the boy and then help the child, who
appears dead after the spirit leaves him, to stand, foreshadowing Christ’s own resurrection.
Once they leave the crowd, the disciples ask Jesus why they could ot cast out the demon; he tells them that
this sort of spirit requires prayer. His disappointment with his disciples – because their faith in the power to
heal is in themselves instead of God, and they do not even think to pray to God for help in healing the boy –
gives way to a teaching moment. They – and we – must understand that people are helpless without God and
prayer is essential. And more than that: this scripture suggest that Jesus is our only hope.
Paul affirms this last truth in Romans 3:21-26: “But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been
disclosed, and is attested by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ
for all who believe.” Everyone sins; we all fall short. We are in need of God’s righteousness, and we receive it
by God’s grace and through the faithfulness – the obedience to God in life and death – of Jesus Christ…but only
when we believe.
A Prayer: Dear God, as we demonstrate daily, it is hard for us to have faith. Help us to remember that you
alone are sovereign in our lives. WE can do nothing you would have us to without you and the faithfulness of
Jesus, your beloved son. We try to believe; oh, God, help our unbelief! In Christ’s name we pray. Amen.
~Edith Holmes Snyder

Jesus ordering the unclean spirit from the boy,
Fresco, Byzantine, 14th Century, Decani Monastery, Kosovo, Serbia

ON THE ROAD
Philippians 3:4b-14
Isaiah 43:16-21
John 12:1-8
Psalm 126
sign:

Sunday April 7, 2019

Driving through the backroads of West Virginia, we came across the following
BLOOMERY
on the road to everywhere

The sign can bring many thoughts to mind on this Palm Sunday. A bloomery
is an old form of an iron refinery. Iron ore is heated in a tall tower and the resulting
smelted iron is dropped from the top of the tower, cooling on the way down, and
ending up as rough iron lumps on the bottom of the tower. The lumps are not a final
product, but a step on the way of creating something else. The small town of Bloomery
has a population of about 325. I think it is remarkable that the town’s people think
of themselves not as a destination, but as a stop on the way to other places.
Paul in this passage from Philippians recounts his life experience as if it were
only a step on the way to what he should be. As a first century Jew, he was the best
of the best. He came from the pure stock of Israel and practiced the faith perfectly:
“concerning the righteousness which is in the law blameless.” But now he says that
all he thought he gained from following the law he now regards as rubbish. It is not
his own righteousness that saves him, but ”the righteousness which is from God by
faith.”
And he continues by saying that he has not yet attained perfection, but is still
pressing on toward the upward call of God in Christ.
Isaiah tells the people of Israel the same thing. The have just been restored to
Palestine after their exile in Babylon. But he tells them it is not the end, that the Lord
says:
Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past.
See, I am doing a new thing!
Palm Sunday is a big celebration. The people of Jerusalem wave their palms
and shout their greetings. But this is not the end product. It is only a step on the
way to a new thing. The heat of their joy leads to the cooling of crucifixion. Only the
Easter resurrection can bring the final product. So today we can pray with Psalm
126:
Those who sow with tears will reap with songs of joy.
Those who go out weeping, carrying seed to sow,
will return with songs of joy, carrying sheaves with them.
Phil Hanna

April 8th, 2019

Ecclesiastes 7:1-14
Mark 9:30-41
Philippians 3:15-4:1
God’s Plan

God has made the one, as well as the other.
Therefore, no one can discover anything about their future.

Ecclesiastes 7:14

Sitting down, Jesus called the Twelve and said, “Anyone who wants to be first must be
the very last, and the servant of all.”
Therefore, my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown,
stand firm in the Lord in this way, dear friends!

Mark 9:35

Philippians 4:1

I was born and grew up in China, a third world, developing country, imagining the lifestyle of a middleclass “have” in developed country like S. Korea and a wealthy country like the USA. I thought the
reason for many unemployed poor people in my country was because I was living in a third world.
China has been transformed by economic reforms past three decades, and the Government no longer
assign jobs for people since 1981. I have seen my uncles and aunts struggled to find a job after
college, ended up going overseas to a more industrialized country such as Japan or S Korea to find a
job opportunity. College graduates unable to find jobs regardless of the major or degree started 30
years ago in China, never got better until today. The population is still growing in China, but the job
growth does not catch up with the pace. The student loan crisis and default rate indicate the struggles
and helplessness of young people in America. The problem of lacking job opportunities for young
people who need them desperately seems universal. Now I see that “Unemployed” will lead to “Poor”
status regardless where I live, a third world or an industrialized wealthy country.
Technology has transformed our lives so much past three decades. Thanks to IT developers and
their great inventions, I enjoy the simplicity and convenience in my daily life. But the simplified
automated process has eliminated many job opportunities, and continuously taking jobs away from
people, which worries me.
The population is growing worldwide, and young people want to have a chance to live a dignified life,
so the need for a good job is growing. In theory, all young people should have a chance, but the
reality seems like not many people will have one. I’m so grateful to be one of the lucky ones who has
found a calling and safely and securely sheltered financially. Now I’m wondering what God’s plan is
to take care of his people 350 million in the USA and 7 billion on the planet of earth. It is sad to think
of a life with struggles and suffering leads to no better life.
Prayer: Gracious God, think you for the guidance in my life finding my path to build a life, help me
understand your plan, the struggles, and suffering of other people go through each day.
ShuXian McKenna

Ecclesiastes 8:14 -9:10; Mark 9: 42 – 50; 1 Corinthian 9: 19-27

April 9, 2019

These three passages are each long, but taken together, through them progresses the epic story of Christianity,
past, present and future.
Pre-Christian - Ecclesiastes
In pre-Christian Ecclesiastes, a universal lament resounds through the world and the minds of men. Providence
treats the good man as wicked and the wicked man as good. Providence, God’s will, is mysterious. “All is
chance.” In this random world, “eat, drink and be merry, all hope is only for life, the living,” so live well, for in
death “there is no … knowing or understanding.” A mysterious arbitrary world, devoid of meaning.
For me this passage evokes Abraham Lincoln’s confusion and despair confronting a mysterious and remote
Providence arbitrarily taking his beloved 11 year-old son Willie’s life, just as the war was taking hundreds of
thousands of young men’s lives in brutal, violent death. Lincoln became lost, all his understanding gone. He
said to NYAPC Rev. Phineas Gurley, “Now I don’t have confidence in anything, except God.”
So Gurley in Willie’s funeral sermon preached on the Providence of God and comforted Lincoln. The next year
the final edit Lincoln made to the Gettysburg Address was adding the two words, “under God.”
As a tour guide at NYAPC, several visitors, often from the South, have doubted that Lincoln believed in God,
since he did not join a denomination. I answer them, he most certainly did believe! Lincoln’s Second Inaugural
Address, a few months after Gettysburg, calls forth the Will and Providence of God far more than has any
other Inaugural Address in our history.
The Christian Present – Mark
Mark records that Christianity begins in a manger. In this passage, Christ answers the mystery of Providence in
no uncertain terms. If you cause a child to lose faith, it is better to drown yourself. It is also better to cut off
your hand, or your foot, or lose an eye, to avoid sin and evil. Better to enter the Kingdom of God maimed –
than to go as a whole man into Hell, where all are salted with fire.
Now you know – don’t lose your saltiness, season the world with Christ’s message. Don’t lose your flavor!
The Christian Future – Corinthians
In Corinthians, Paul sees the Christian future, the Church Triumphant. He is a doer. On fire with the “salt” of
Christ, Paul seasons all he meets in faith and hope.
Paul knows that Christ brings men to God, not a remote, mysterious God, not a Providence beyond
understanding, but a Providence we can have faith, joy, and hope in attaining. “So run your race to win.”
“[R]un straight to the goal with purpose in every step. I fight to win.” Paul fights for Christ’s purposes and
promises without hesitation.
Martin Luther King said the arc of the universe bends toward Justice. Jesus seems to say, true, but we can help
bend it. His life was a path for mankind, giving assurance to all generations, and new meanings to the
Providence of God. In this same way, always through Christ, Rev. Gurley comforted Abraham Lincoln.
David Powell

Races to Run
Ecclesiastes 9:11-18; Psalm 37; Mark 10:1-16; 1 Corinthians 15:20-28

Wednesday April 10

… I have seen something else under the sun:
The race is not to the swift
Or the battle to the strong,
Nor does food come to the wise
Or wealth to the brilliant
Or favor to the learned,
But time and chance happens to them all (Eccl 9:11)!

These famous lines detail how life is full of unexpected outcomes and is a warning to be ready if the best, man
or woman, does not win. The future can’t be assured, and if there is a hidden way to cheat, well, it could
happen. What discourages me with this view of life is that there is so little room for hope or for a just God.
Despite the deluge of bad news, good things do happen and the best values do endure. So with hope I went
looking for good news among today’s other scriptural passages.
Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for Him;
Do not fret when men succeed in their sly ways,
When they carry out their wicked schemes…
For evil men will be cut off, …
But the meek will inherit the earth
And enjoy great peace (Ps 37: 7-11).

This passage must have been one of Jesus’ favorites as he includes line 11 as one of his Beatitudes (Matt 5:5).
Yet today meekness is not valued. People say, “Meek as a lamb” and imply that a person is submissive, docile,
and timid. Puzzled I went to W. Barclay’s commentary on the Greek word for meek that is used here: “praus”.
In Greek it is much stronger and more diverse in meaning. It can mean taking the middle way between wild
anger and timid passivity. A secondary meaning can describe one who is self-controlled, serene. Another
meaning Barclay finds is humility when one is aware of one’s faults and one endures much trouble and many
tests. For example: “Now the man Moses was very meek, more than all men that were on the face of the
earth (Numbers 12:3).” After 40 years of troubles and trials wandering, Moses leads the People into the
Promised Land. With his humility and God’s abundant help, he was able to deliver the new land to the tribes.
He stayed in the wilderness, while his followers inherited the land.
So much for how one should move thru the world with a serene, unstoppable purpose, how does one enter
the Kingdom of Heaven? Jesus explains this path several times in several ways. Our puzzling passage for today
says, “ I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the Kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it
(Mark 10:16).” He says this right after the bumbling disciples try to block the children. Provoked, he says,
“Suffer the little children to come to me, and do not hinder them, for the Kingdom of God belongs to such as
these (Mark 10:15).”
How do adults accept or receive the Kingdom like a child? It does not seem that it is based on merit or as a
reward. It is freely granted. It does not seem to be based on study or long pilgrimages. It is right here. It does
not seem based on having all of one’s questions answered. The children receive it in complete trust. Perhaps,
Jesus is hinting that the Kingdom is available to all, is all around us and is beyond our doubt-filled adult
understanding. It is as easy as an embrace filled with love. “And he took the children in his arms, put his
hands on them and blessed them (Mark 10:16).”
Prayer: O Lord, let us come close and be embraced by Your mysterious love. Allow us to have a moment just
to be with Christ. Amen.
Tom Dunlap

Ecclesiastes 11:1-8

April 11, 2019
Holy Hevel

Those looking for rules for success will be frustrated by Ecclesiastes. Today’s passage teases with
practical economic maxims: Cast your bread upon the waters – take a chance, and you will be
rewarded, balanced by advice to spread out your initiatives – don’t put all your eggs in one basket.
But it then turns fatalistic: Rain comes when it comes. Trees fall where they fall, and anyone who
waits for the perfect time to do something will never get going. The conclusion? Keep busy. Work
hard even though you don’t know what will happen.
Good advice, I guess … but this grim exhortation to keep on keepin’ on leaves me discouraged
because, dear Lord, some days I feel burdened by my to-do list. Some days it feels like a powerful
tool, while other days I feel as though I am its victim, its subject, its lackey.
But the writer of Ecclesiastes isn’t done, and the next sentence isn’t a to-do. It’s a simple statement
of fact.
Light is sweet, and it is pleasant for the eyes to see the sun.
The words shine amidst the other verses, and then the writer moves back into a refrain oft repeated
in Ecclesiastes – darkness will come again. All is vanity.
The Hebrew word translated as vanity here, hevel, seems to be a puzzle for translators. Other
versions of the Bible use fleeting, smoke, futility, and meaninglessness. Hevel can mean breath – like
the vapor we breathe out on a cold day, breath that quickly disappears. Hevel is when we look up
from our to-do list, glimpse the sun, only to have a cloud block it again.
I had a hevel moment, a “light is sweet moment,” on a cold rainy evening not too long ago, at a little
church’s benefit concert for a refugee organization. We gathered in a sanctuary nearly as full as on
Easter to applaud as singers sang and refugees told stories, and we left in a spirit of hope and joy.
Perhaps I’d been spending too much time with Ecclesiastes’ fleeting, meaningless, smoky hevel, but I
felt like talking back to Ecclesiastes. I wanted to say, “Yes, all is hevel, but sometimes it is beautiful
hevel.” I wanted to say, “Don’t you remember the joy you took as a child in puffing out clouds of
vapor on the first cold day of winter?” Doesn’t that joy count for something?
I wanted to keep arguing: Yes, that concert was a fleeting moment, and no crisis was solved that
night. And we need to follow your advice and work hard even though we can’t really know what will
happen, even though we know that dark times will surely come. But that evening was a human
response to God’s call. It was our human hevel responding to God’s. Our limited breath, mixed with
God’s. And it was holy.
Dear God, help me notice these holy moments: The robin on the tree, the light of the sun, the smile on
a loved one’s face, and the gatherings of our fragile, fleeting selves working together with You. Make
our hevel holy, and let these moments strengthen me for the journey, for the living of these days.
Amen.
– Meg Hanna House

Friday, April 12, 2019

Ecclesiastes 11:9 – 12:14
Mark 10:32-45
II Corinthians 4:1 – 12

From an early age, I have been drawn to proverbs, aphorisms, or most any expression associated with
a friend, relative, or hero. “Let’s play two!” has to be Ernie Banks speaking from the friendly confines
of Wrigley Field. “One more cup of coffee ‘fore I go, to the valley below.” Nobel Laureate Bob Dylan.
“Things perish with the using.” My Dad. “Youth is wasted on the young.” That one could be a
paraphrase of the Preacher himself in the Old Testament text for today. The writer of Ecclesiastes is
identified as one given to “weighing and studying and arranging many proverbs” and who “wrote
words of truth plainly.”
And hard truths they are. While in our youth we follow our hearts and pursue what pleases the eye,
that alone will not guarantee meaning, nor should our youthful pursuits fail to recognize that all
occurs under the watchful eye of a God who will one day hold us accountable. Old age and its many
limitations await all who do not die young. We are dust and to dust we shall return. The grim
aphorism concluding the Preacher’s discourse is this: “Fear God, and keep his (sic) commandments,
for that is the whole duty of everyone.” Thankfully, the Westminster Shorter Catechism gives that
admonition of more positive cast. 1. Q. What is the primary purpose of every person?
A. Every person’s primary purpose is to glorify God and to enjoy God forever.
(attempt at inclusive language is mine alone)
At times all may look like vanity and vexation of spirit, but a faithful perspective transcends the
inescapable truth of human nature, its inherent pathos and tragedy, and ultimately rests in a place of
more hopeful surrender.
Still, in Mark’s gospel we have a striking example of another aspect of humankind’s vanity—oblivious
denial. Jesus begins this pericope by explaining to his disciples what will happen to him when they
arrive in Jerusalem. It is a concise description of the raw exercise of corporate power; religious and
secular authorities will arrest Jesus, mock him, spit on him, flog him, and kill him. The miraculous
result of this unjust tragedy will be resurrection after three days. James and John apparently only
hear the very end of the story and assume a glorious vindication in which they wish the most
prominent supporting roles. Jesus reminds them of the suffering that comes before resurrection,
asking if they are prepared for that. They glibly answer, yes, though the juxtaposition of their request
with the harrowing events about to unfold is striking and reveals the depths of their self-centered
denial. Jesus ends by teaching the disciples the upside down nature of God’s reign, where the
greatest servant holds the position of prominence.
St. Paul’s theme in the text from II Corinthians might be aphorized this way. “What doesn’t kill you,
makes you stronger,” or “It’s not the number of times you fall, but how many times you get up and
press on that matters.” And what are we pressing on for? To paraphrase Bob Dylan, we’re pressing on
to the higher calling of our Lord. We renounce that which we would wish to keep hidden, we shuck
off the blinders of the Prince of this world to see the light of the Gospel and the glory of Jesus Christ,
the image of the unseen God. We follow Jesus even onto death so that his ministry and teachings
may be visible in our mortal flesh.
Jonathan Lauer

Saturday, April 13, 2019
Zechariah 9:9-12; Mark 10:46-52; and 2 Corinthians 4:13-18
It’s always interesting telling people that I’m Presbyterian because most non-churchgoers don’t have much context
for what the various mainline Protestant denominations look like and how they’re similar or different from one
another. Few ordinary observers know that the PCUSA ordains women and the other national Presbyterian
denomination doesn’t or that the PCUSA doesn’t rely on bishops but instead empowers individual congregations
to call their own pastors. But what many people do know about Presbyterianism, thanks to high school World
History, is that John Calvin had something to do with Presbyterianism and that we believe in predestination.
Now, I know Roger always cringes a little when asked to explain predestination in a new members’ class and
we’re far more likely to talk about the theology of the cross than predestination here at NYAPC. The concept has
some troubling exclusivist associations, suggesting that some people are bound for salvation and others
intrinsically destined for damnation, something which flies in the face of the universalist beliefs I at least hold.
But there’s also something comforting to it, especially if one can divorce it from its judgmental trappings. God
has a plan for us, God knows us and holds us and shapes us, and faith in God feels like a natural extension of that.
The passages for today present the idea of faith coupled with the concept of weight:
“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.” — 2 Corinthians 4:16-18
“An eternal weight of glory beyond all measure” is such an interesting phrase, full of contradiction and
complexity. Weight tends to be either a neutral or negative term in our society, but here, it’s something to be
celebrated or at least marveled at. God’s love, God’s presence is unfathomable… and yet we try to understand,
we seek to see, we yearn for closeness to God. Faith is unseen and unknowable.
As we see from the healing of “Blind Bartimaeus” in Mark, faith can have tremendous consequences. Bartimaeus
asks for mercy, demonstrating his faith when he says to Jesus, “my teacher, let me see again.” (Bartimaeus also
identifies Jesus as “Son of David,” an important signifier of Jesus’s lineage and calling.) Jesus does as Bartimaeus
asks and restores his sight, saying, “Go; your faith has made you well.”
The wording is fascinating, especially in our Protestant context, rejecting the concept of salvation through works.
It’s clear that faith has played the key role here, but did Bartimaeus deserve healing? Did he earn healing? No.
Rather, he was a grateful recipient of the gift of God’s ever-present love and healing power, just as we are all the
recipients of God’s grace and salvation.
There’s weight in that gift - the burden of knowing that we always fall short of God’s hope for us and for the
world — but also so much lightness. After all, while we struggle to discern the path forward and grapple with the
concept of atoning for our sins in this season of Lent, God is always with us:
“…[God] shall command peace to the nations; [God’s] dominion shall be from sea to sea, and from
the River to the ends of the earth.” — Zechariah 9:10
Prayer: God, help us to navigate the journey of faith with confidence and humility, to recognize the weight of
faith and the joy of your never-ending love for us. Amen.
Kristin Ford

Whose Story?
Luke 19: 28-40; Philippians 2: 5-11

Palm Sunday, April 14

Nobody knows the names of the owners of the colt who carried Jesus into Jerusalem on Palm
Sunday. To my knowledge there is no legend that honors them with names. They remain among all
those nameless people, within scripture and without, who made a decision to be part of that great
narrative of faith. When they saw their colt being led away by the disciples, they could have said,
“No, we would rather not lend our animal to the Master”, but they didn’t. When asked, they gave.
The question always is: Of whose story do you want to be a part?
As we hear about the apparent choices of Virginia’s elected officials as young adults, I can’t
help wishing that the Governor of the Commonwealth had said, “As a young adult I was caught up, at
least for a time, in an old, sad and destructive story. Since then, I have found and have tried to live in
and out of a new story, one that builds up and that does not tear down. I regret that old story, but it
is part of me; please listen, though, as I relate the new one.”
In his letter to the church in Philippi, Paul gave his powerful account of our story. He wrote,
perhaps citing an early hymn of the church: “Make your own the mind of Christ Jesus:/ Who, being in
the form of God,/ did not count equality of God/ something to be grasped./ But he emptied himself,/
taking the form of a slave,/ becoming as human beings are;/ and being in every way like a human
being,/ he was humbler yet,/ even to accepting death/ death on a cross./ And for this God raised him
high,/ and gave him the name/ which is above all other names;/ so that all beings/ in the heavens, on
earth and in the underworld/ should bend the knee at the name of Jesus/ and that every tongue
should acknowledge/ Jesus Christ as Lord,/ to the glory of God the Father.”
Gracious God, we all have stories, our stories, of which we are not proud. Forgive us, we pray, and
help us become at one with your great and redemptive story. In Jesus name, Amen
Paul B. Dornan

Isaiah 42: 1-9
John 12: 1-11
Philippians 3: 1-14

April 15, 2019

Heart of Hearts
As I write this, the week after Valentine’s Day, for meditation on the day our NYAPC group is en route
to Cuba, I cannot help but think of the love and sense of caring for others that permeates these
scripture verses. And I wonder if Isaiah’s words from God are about the coming Savior or do his
words speak to all of us, for all of us? “…Here is my servant whom I uphold…I have bestowed my
spirit upon him, and he will make justice shine on the nations….I, the Lord, have called you with
righteous purpose and taken you by the hand; I have formed you, and appointed you to be a light to
all peoples, a beacon for the nations, to open eyes that are blind…” Wow! If God takes us by the
hand, how can we NOT try to be a light or beacon for others? How can we not, as the song goes, “let
this little light of mine shine”?
This command or encouragement brings to mind the opening of the Downtown Day Services Center
at NYAPC—an opportunity for us as Christians to show love and connection with others, to
demonstrate that we care for God’s people on a personal level. It also shows that caring by giving
money is not the same as “being with,” of listening and sharing with another. One could say the
same about being partners with the First Presbyterian-Reformed Church of Havana. The power and
joy of our relationship is being there, “being with,” to share in the joys of Christ’s love and mission
together when Cubans often feel cut off from the rest of the world. Just being there to form
friendships with the members and staff of First Havana is the beacon of mutual mission that shows
love and caring on both sides. The love and warmth that we receive from First Havana’s “radical
hospitality” surely is a light and gift.
In the familiar John passage, Mary anoints Jesus’ feet with expensive perfume, and Judas scolds that
it is a waste of perfume that could be sold with the proceeds given to the poor. Jesus rebukes this
thinking, basically saying that Mary is “in the moment,” paying attention to the now. So we must be
intentional and in the moment to shine that beacon of light and Christian love to others, to share
what is in our hearts, and to receive the kindness, caring, and love of others.
As Paul wrote in Philippians, it is not the “externals” that matter or bring joy to life (for him, “written
off because of Christ”), but the “internal,” the heart and soul of “gaining Christ,” of having faith in
Christ. So on this first day of arrival in Cuba to spend Easter’s Holy Week with our partners at First
Havana, our hearts will be open to their love as our love will flow to them. Living in Christ, who this
week died on the cross for us, can have no better meaning than loving each other, heart to heart.
Prayer: Gracious God, hold our hands as we seek to live in Christ, loving one another, sharing the
light of your love in all we do and with all we meet.
Marilyn J. Seiber

1 Corinthians 1:18-31

April 16th, 2019

In this time of Lent, I am called to take action to bring me closer to God, to think on things in my life
that distract and separate me from God. From today’s reading, 1 Corinthians 1:18-31, one passage
struck me in particular:
For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom… Consider your own call, brothers and sisters.
What do we demand from God? I find myself in the camp of the Jews looking for how situations line
up hoping for a glimpse of God’s work in the world. I find myself in the camp of the Greeks asking for
insights beyond my experience. On my worst days, I demand from the easing of my sorrows, the
increasing of my purse, and to have the wind at my back for all actions. Are these the actions God
asks of us? We are blessed to be part of a strong congregation, leaders in our communities, friends to
those around us. But are we fulfilling God’s call?
He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness
and sanctification and redemption, in order that, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the
Lord.”
For this time of Lent, as I work to live closer to the life of Jesus, I will ask God to work through me, to
allow me to be His blunt instrument in the world to carry out His will.
Matthew Webster

Isaiah 50:4-9a
John 13:21-30
Hebrews 12:1-3

April 17, 2019

I was inspired by today’s passages. I must admit that since the first time I was asked to write one of
these meditations, I have always been a bit perplexed by some of the combinations of scripture I was
supposed to write about, and have sometimes ignored one of the passages. But today’s passages
spoke to me about many things – a reminder of Jesus’ love and sacrifice for us; that we all make
mistakes; and sometimes we have to endure humiliation or even betrayal in order to do the right
thing, and that God will be there with us through it all.
I love historical fiction. Mostly because I like to pretend that I’m learning something via these stories.
And, because it is fiction, I can sometimes distance myself from the less pleasant parts of human
history. One area of historical fiction that I like are stories set in the life and times of Elizabeth I.
Religion plays a very large role in the lives of people of that time, and often, depending on your
religion, it could be very dangerous to practice your faith. As someone lucky enough to have been
born in the U.S., where, generally speaking, we are free to practice our religion and live out our faith,
I have always wondered if I would be strong enough to practice my faith in such conditions as the
Elizabethans. It seems so extreme to have to lose one’s head or worse, burn at the stake for one’s
religion. While we in this country, thankfully do not have to worry about that at least in terms of
practicing our faith, there are other sorts of humiliations that we may have to endure here in order
not just practice our faith, but to live out our faith.
For example, the Hebrews passage “I gave my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to those
who pulled out the beard; I did not hide my face from insult and spitting” reminded me of the civil
rights era of this country. I was reminded of a photo from that era (see below), where so many had
to endure humiliation, and worse, in support of gaining equal rights in a country that was supposed
to be about “liberty and justice for all”. This was a good reminder that the Lord is with us as we stand
for justice and as we work to live out the messages of Jesus.
No one said that would be easy. As the passage in John tells us, we, like Jesus, may be betrayed in
our work – sometimes by someone close to us, but, as the passage from Hebrews reminds us, “we
are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses” and we must “consider him who endured such
hostility against himself from sinners, so that you may not grow weary or lose heart.” These passages
give me joy that such love exists. It gives me strength to work to help others, to work against those
who strive to divide, and stand against those who claim that some people are not as worthy of the
gifts of this country, or even the gifts of God, as others.
Stacey Gagosian

“A scene from the May 28, 1963, sit-in at a Woolworth's lunch counter in Jackson, Miss. Seated at the
counter, from left, are John Salter, Joan Trumpauer and Anne Moody, who died Feb. 5 at 74. (Fred
Blackwell/AP Photo/Jackson Daily News)”
Source: https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/anne-moody-activist-and-chronicler-of-the-civilrights-movement-dies-at-74/2015/02/09/b7f5992c-b073-11e4-827f93f454140e2b_story.html?utm_term=.0eefa660a9bd

“In this May 3, 1963, photo, a 17-year-old civil rights demonstrator, defying an anti-parade ordinance
of Birmingham, Ala., is attacked by a police dog. (Bill Hudson/AP)”
Source: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2018/07/04/the-civil-rightsmovement-might-have-been-nonviolent-but-to-critics-it-was-considereduncivil/?utm_term=.bafacf706949

A Meal Worth Remembering
Remembering During Meals
Jeremiah 31:31-34
Psalm 89
Luke 22:7-20
Hebrews 10:16-25

Maundy Thursday
April 18, 2019

Lent is a season of walking with Jesus and his followers towards Jerusalem and the cross. It’s a season of
reflection and of self-examination; of prayer and of penance; of reorientation and of preparation. It’s a time to
consciously remind ourselves of who we are and of whose we are; and to address our shortcomings, all the while
anticipating and living into a new life in Christ.
On this day, we find ourselves in the midst of Holy Week. Between the triumphal entry into Jerusalem and the
denial, betrayal, crucifixion, and hopeful resurrection to come, we encounter Jesus and his disciples in an upper
room ... in an upper room sharing an intimate final Passover supper together.
Then Jesus took a cup, and after giving thanks he said, ‘Take this and divide it among yourselves; for I tell you that
from now on I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes.’ Then he took a loaf of bread,
and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, saying, ‘This is my body, which is given for you. Do
this in remembrance of me.’ And he did the same with the cup after supper, saying, ‘This cup that is poured out for
you is the new covenant in my blood.
- Luke 22:17-20

In the course of this meal, knowing what is to come, Jesus interrupts the conversation and fellowship occurring
among his disciples. He pauses. He gives thanks to God … perhaps for the food, perhaps for his life and his
ministry, perhaps for the steadfast love that he has exhibited to friends and strangers.
And then Jesus says to his closest companions, even the ones who will betray and deny him, “whenever you eat,
remember me.” And he adds, “whenever you drink, know that a new covenant is upon you.” One can imagine
the affect that this meal had on Jesus’ disciples, especially when they recalled it following his death and
resurrection. One can imagine that they approached the daily breaking of bread and the drinking of wine
differently; each being a constant reminder of the love that Jesus exhibited and how they were changed by his
presence.
What difference would it make in our daily lives if we gave our breakfasts, lunches, and dinners the same degree
of import that Jesus gave (and that we continue to give) to this Maundy Thursday meal? Might we live our lives
more fully? More authentically? More in line with our Christian call?
Rather than simply for physical nourishment, meals offer us the chance for fellowship with friends and strangers
at the table. Meals offer opportunities for moments of grace to give thanks and to pray. And meals present us
with a time to remember ... a time to remember the steadfast love that God has for all creation and humanity; a
time to remember what it means to seriously live as followers of Jesus Christ; and a time to remember a Passover
supper in an upper room two thousand years ago that seriously shaped a dozen of Jesus’ followers and continues
to form us today.
A Maundy Thursday Prayer: Loving God, on this Maundy Thursday, and, indeed on all days, may we take the time during
our meals to remember: to remember who we are and whose we are and to remember a meal in an upper room two millennia ago.
And, in doing so, may we be constantly reminded of God’s steadfast love, of our new life in Christ, and of how we are to live and act
as followers of the Way, helping usher in the beloved Kingdom at this time and in this place. Amen.
- M.A. Zaineddin

April 19, 2019

John 18:1-19:42

“Good Friday and Understanding the Cross”
NOW IS THE DAY to take a good half hour to be alone for reflection and read these two complete
chapters in the gospel of John. The scripture for today is the full story of Jesus’ passion. It begins with
Jesus in the garden across the Kidron Valley (Gethsemane) and Jesus’ identification to the Roman
officer’s and Jewish police, priests and Pharisees by the disciple Judas, then his arrest. There is the
display of disciple Peter’s anger by cutting off the ear of the high priest’s slave. Jesus goes before Annas,
the father-in-law of Caiaphas, the high priest that year, for an informal trial designed to indict Jesus for
training his disciples as revolutionaries. He is then sent to Caiaphas for a formal trial before the
Sanhedrin (the 70-person supreme court of the Jewish people). You have Peter’s denial in the courtyard
while the trial is going on, then Jesus is sent to the headquarters of Pilate because Jews could not
administer the death penalty, which they wanted. You can feel Pilate’s struggle because he sees Jesus
as innocent, but he gives in and does what is politically expedient. Jesus is crucified! Roman soldiers
gamble for his tunic. Jesus gives his mother to the disciple whom he loved and gave his beloved disciple
to his mother Mary. He is given wine on a sponge, gives up his spirit and dies. Joseph of Arimathea,
with the help of Nicodemus, takes Jesus’ body off the cross and places it in a new tomb.
Also for reflection is the following by theologian Richard Rohr on the meaning:
God, the “Divine Mind transforms all human suffering by identifying completely
with the human predicament and standing in full solidarity with it from
beginning to end. This is the real meaning of the crucifixion. The cross is not
just a singular event. It’s a statement from God that reality has a cruciform pattern.
Jesus was killed in a collision of cross-purposes, conflicting interests and halftruths, caught between the demands of an empire and the religious establishment
of his day. The cross was the price Jesus paid for living in a “mixed” world, which
is both human and divine, simultaneously broken and utterly whole. He hung
between a good thief and a bad thief, between heaven and earth, inside of both
humanity and divinity, a male body with a feminine soul, utterly whole and yet
utterly disfigured–holding together all the primary opposites.”
As pastor Roger would also encourage, let us in this season observe this cruciform pattern.
PRAYER: Oh God, in your brilliance of creation You have created a redeeming way of life for
us. Give us insight and wisdom and courage to live faithfully as you taught us in Christ Jesus our Lord,
in whose name we pray. Amen
Rev. Beth Braxton, Parish Associate

Before Faith
Exodus 14:10-15:18
Luke 24:1-12
Romans 6:3-11

Saturday
April 20, 2019

Today is the day that Jesus is dead. Dead. Today is the day after His crucifixion and the day before
His resurrection. If we accept the historical Jesus and believe in His resurrection, then we accept the
reality of His death, and that is our reality today.
Two thousand years ago today is the day that tested the faith of those who had left their previous
lives and followed him from the beginning of His ministry in Galilee. After experiencing His life among
them, His followers surely knew the reality of His death. They had seen Him die on the cross. They
had taken His body down, washed His body, wrapped His body in linen, laid His body in a stone tomb,
and sealed the tomb with a boulder. They had lost their prophet, their leader, their friend. He was
dead.
Simon Peter had declared that Jesus was “The Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Matthew 16:16).
Jesus’ followers believed in Jesus and in His relationship to God. But on this day, after His crucifixion,
what happened to their belief? The women who approached the tomb thought they would find His
body, but they didn’t. The women told the Apostles about their experience (Luke 24), only to have
their report dismissed. Why was their report dismissed? On this day, the Apostles had lost their belief
in Jesus’ divinity. His death was like all other deaths and was - to them – a final and complete event.
Can we imagine the emptiness they felt on waking up that day? The Apostles had lost their belief, but
had not yet discovered the proof they needed to build their faith that He was the Son of God.
And therefore, today should stand each year for the sum of our doubts, our weak moments of belief,
our times of wavering faith. It is a long day that we begin, knowing that Jesus is dead, and we end the
day knowing that He is still dead.
Then a new day dawns. We rise to live. And, if we are open to see it, we discover the proof of our
faith.
Christ is Risen, He is Risen Indeed!
Paul and Gwenn Gebhard

Sunday, April 21, 2019
Scripture
John 20:1-18
“So she came running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loves, and said, ‘They have taken
the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him!’…. ‘They have taken my Lord away,’
she said, ‘and I don’t know where they put him.’”
John 20, verses 2 and 13
Reflection:
How often have I read this passage on an Easter morning? How often have I heard it? At least 100
times, but the description is sparse, so it’s easy to miss the full weight of what’s happening here. The
person she loves most in the world has died, and they can’t find the body.
I’m not sure why it’s so important for us as human beings to bring someone ‘home,’ for the final rite
of passage, for a final ‘good bye’, but it’s true. I’m grateful for the times that I’ve been present and
able to do that, and to share memories, tears, and comfort with those I love in times of the greatest
loss.
Mary Magdalene watched Jesus’ torturous death, unable to save him or even offer some modicum of
care. What a horrible feeling of helplessness to watch someone you love suffer so much. She is
already stricken with grief, but now she is also denied the final act of love and service. I can imagine
her thinking, “At least I will be able to do this for him.” And then, the body is gone. Gone. I’m sure
she absolutely lost it. She’s not ‘weeping’—the connotation there is ‘quietly crying’. She’s hysterical,
and fat lot of help and comfort she gets from the guys, who leave her there (I see them as quite
young, also grief stricken, and no idea to do with an hysterical older woman). But it’s ok. Jesus
comes to her.
How many times have I missed what’s right in front of me, because my eyes are too full of tears or
fears to see what is always right here? “Go instead…and tell them I am returning to my Father and to your
Father, to my God and your God.” (verse 17). He is with us always. Those who have gone before us are
with us for eternity, wrapped in the love of God.
Prayer:
Dear Lord, Thank you for Easter! Thank you for the gift of your son, who came to dwell among us.
Thank you for the gift of the Holy Spirit, who is with us always. We rejoice in the love and light that
surrounds us. Help us to see those whose eyes are full of tears, to reach out and wipe them with
gentleness, and point to that light, so that all may see.
Laura Asiala

