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2021 Lenten Calendar 

 

All services and other church activities are being held online.  Please check the 
church’s website (www.nyapc.org) for links to these events. 

 
Wednesday, February  17  Ash Wednesday Service, 7pm – bring a 
        little oil or soil for a virtual imposition of 
        ashes. 
 
Sunday, February 21 First Sunday in Lent – worship at 10am 
 
Wednesday, February 24 Spiritual Direction and Contemplative 
   Practice:  A History – Therese Taylor- 
   Stinson (4-week Lenten Series)  7pm 
 
Sunday, February 28   Second Sunday in Lent – worship at 10am 
 
Wednesday, March 3   Spiritual Direction and Contemplative 
        Practice:  Group Discernment – 7pm 
 
Friday-Sunday    Breaking, Blessing, Building:  A Call for the 
March 5-7       Common Good – NEXT Church  
        Conference.  Free 
 
Sunday, March 7    Third Sunday in Lent – Communion 10am 
 
Wednesday, March 10   Spiritual Direction and Contemplative 
        Practice:  Centering Prayer – 7pm 
 
Sunday, March 14    Fourth Sunday in Lent – worship at 10am 
 
Wednesday, March 17   Spiritual Direction and Contemplative 
        Practice:  The Burning Questions – 7pm 
 
Saturday, March 20   McClendon Scholar Program with Judy  
        Fentress-Williams, Professor of Old 
        Testament at Virginia Theological Sem. 
 
Sunday, March 21    Fifth Sunday in Lent – worship at 10am 
     
Sunday, March 28    Palm Sunday – worship at 10am 
       
Thursday, April 1    Maundy Thursday Service 7pm,  

 

Friday, April 2    Good Friday Service, 12 noon 
 
Sunday, April 4    Easter Sunday, Communion – 10am 



February 17, 2021             Joel 2: 1-2, 12-17a 

               Matthew 6: 1-6, 16-21 

Ash Wednesday             2 Corinthians 5: 20b – 6 10 

 

 

 

Daily Conversion 

 

 

Weeping, held in the struggle, 

the incessant pull away 

from grounding, whole-some Treasure. 

I turn this way, turn that way – 

mind, heart, body betrayed 

by unrelenting-take-no-prisoners worry. 

 

And yet, Beloved, I remember your promise: 

For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 

My treasure cannot = worry. 

I need reminders, clues expressed 100 different ways: 

a deep breath 

a walk down country road 

a prayer on my lips 

skipping in the driveway 

moving my body 

talking with loved ones 

music 

laughter. 

 

With so much to divide me from myself and You 

I ask now for a daily conversion. 

Open my heart that I may know my Treasure, 

the glistening gem of my existence. 

You, Beloved, 

You. 

 

 

       Kathryn Sparks Carpenter 

 

 



February 18, 2021 
 
Psalm 25      Reflection, by Ann Davie 
 
1.To you, O LORD, I lift up my soul.  Having been reminded that Psalm 25  
O my God, in you I trust;    is a typical psalm of lament with 
do not let me be put to shame;   recurring themes,*  I am struck by 
do not let my enemies exult   the way it speaks to me in the  
over me.  Do not let those who wait  depths of the pandemic.  So, I offer 
for you be put to shame; let them be  this prayer. 
ashamed who are wantonly 
treacherous.      [ My cry for help, vv.1-3] 
 

       To you, O Lord, I lift up my soul. 
4. Make me to know your ways,   O my God, I do trust that you can 
O LORD; teach me your paths.   protect us if we but listen to you.  It’s 
Lead me in your truth, and teach   almost as if the disease were a  
me, for you are the God of my   punishment, and it makes enemies 
salvation; for you I wait all day long.  among family and friends.  I am 
       angry, God:  may those who are 
       wantonly disobeying the rules be 
Be mindful of your mercy, O LORD,  ashamed! 
and of your steadfast love, for they 
have been from of old.    [ The situation: vv.18-19] 

 
7. Do not remember the sins of my  Please, God, I beg you to consider 
youth or my transgressions;   our affliction and our troubles:  the 
according to your steadfast love   whole world is sick, fearful and 
remember me, for your goodness’  isolated, so many are dying.  New 
sake, O LORD!     variants add daily to our fear, and 
       there is real danger. 
 
8.Good and upright is the LORD;   [ Lord, though I think I am innocent of 

therefore he instructs sinners in the  wrong-doing now, I sincerely regret my past 

way.  He leads the humble in what is  sins. vv. 7, 11, 18, 21] 

right, and teaches the humble his 
way.  All the paths of the LORD are  O God, I ask that you forgive past  
steadfast love and faithfulness, for  failures, in myself and my society: 
those who keep his covenant and his  none of us has fully appreciated and 
decrees.      protected the priceless gifts of life, 
       health, and the environment.  We 
Who are they that fear the LORD?   have been careless with our 
He will teach them the way that   opportunities, serving ourselves 
they should choose.     before the needs of all your creation. 
 
       We have not been humble; we have 
       not chosen your ways. 



11. For your name’s sake, O LORD,  [ I turn back and trust you, O God, because  

pardon my guilt, for it is great.   of my faith in your steadfast love and 

       forgiveness.  v. 8-15] 

Who are they that fear the LORD? 
He will teach them the way that   To fear you is to follow you alone, 
they should choose.     and to act in your ways.  Only when I 
       turn back will I be comforted; only 
They will abide in prosperity,   then will prosperity return; only then 
and their children shall possess the  will my children be safe. 
land.  The friendship of the Lord is for 
those who fear him, and he makes   May I be one who encourages the 
his covenant known to them.   brave ones caring for the ill and may 
       I find ways to support the dedication 
15. My eyes are ever towards   of those developing the cures.  May 
the LORD, for he will pluck my feet  we follow their guidance, and see 
out of the net.     you in these pathways back to “normal.” 
 
16. Turn to me and be gracious to  [O God, vindicate our recommitment to you, 

me, for I am lonely and afflicted.   and guard our lives, that as we act with 

Relieve the troubles of my heart,   integrity and restraint and patience, you will 

and bring me out of my distress.   restore your people.  vv. 20, 21] 

 
       May I find ways to act with firmness 
       and good sense, retaining humility 
18. Consider my affliction and my   and creative hope, as I seek to heal 
Trouble, and forgive all my sins.   breaks with family and friends whose 
       actions I disapprove. 
 
19. Consider how many are my foes  Redeem us all, O God.  Preserve me 
and with what violent hatred they   and all your people.  In so far as I  
hate me.      am able, I will be faithful to you, for 
       in my heart of hearts I know you will 
20. O guard my life, and deliver me;  guide us through these troubles. 
do not let me be put to shame, for I 
take refuge in you.     In your name, I pray.  Amen 
 
21. May integrity and uprightness 
preserve me, for I wait for you. 
Redeem Israel, O God, out of all its 
troubles.      *Oxford Annotated Bible, NRSV, p.693 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



February 19, 2021 

What is Truth? 
Daniel 9:15-25a 

Psalm 25:1-10 

2 Timothy 4:1-5 

 

What is truth? This is a question I’ve been meditating on recently. A friend had asked 
me this, and the words that fell out of my mouth were “truth is flexible.” Most people, 
though, would say truth is relative, right? 
 
Upon further exploration of flexibility versus relativity, what I determined is this: Relative 
truth isolates us. It lets us each have our own individual narratives and individual lenses, 
but it reflects how we experience a situation or event alone. Flexible truth still gives us 
the power to lend our lens to an event, but all of our perspectives together bend and pull 
and move one truth so that we experience it communally. It is the truth that exists when 
we share our voices and are heard. 
 

Over the past year, it sometimes felt like our world was crumbling around us -- like 
David’s  scorned Jerusalem crying out for God’s help and mercy. We were a nation 
divided. In the wake of COVID, racial unrest, and political disunity, many of us in the US 
were living our individual relative truths and not listening to the truths of those around 
us. 
 

It’s still early in the year, but hopefully we can reintroduce ourselves back into society 
soon, post-pandemic. When we do, it will be more important than ever to understand 
the flexibility of truth. While being physically isolated, it’s been that much easier for us to 
live our own isolated truths. As we rejoin the world, may we be open to hearing other’s 
experiences, perspectives, and truths so that we can join together to lift up each other’s 
voices as a community. 
 

This starts with letting our faith guide us. We are a strong, open-minded, family of 
Christians who stand with the oppressed and amplify their voices. Continue to be 
strong. Continue to listen. Continue to meditate on truth and let the Lord guide you with 
an open heart and an open mind. God may not bestow visions upon you as clearly as 
God does with Daniel, but we will be prepared to be lights to the world and lift our 
communities toward a brighter future. 
 

Lord, give us hope for the days ahead. Guide us in your truth so that we may hear and 
appreciate others’ truths and work together toward peace and understanding. Amen. 
 

 

Katherine Leiden 

 
 
 



Psalm 25        Saturday, February 20 
 
                            To you, O God, I Lift Up My Head 
                                       For I Wait for You 

 
I am not worthy to unpack Psalm 25. This is one of the most beloved of all psalms. Yet, 
psalms are for intended public and private devotion.  So, I will tell you what draws me in  
as I read, study and meditate on this one. 
 
You may know that this psalm is an alphabetic acrostic, according to the Hebrew 
alphabet with the exception of 3 letters which Jewish interpreters tell us reference the  
word hell. Psalm 25 is nearly 2500 years old. Its value is ancient and new. Along with  
fervent reading it has been beautifully chanted and sung through the ages. It is 
attributed to David, some of whose experiences we can recall as we read. 
 
It begins, “To you, O God, I lift up my soul.” If I lift up my soul to God, I am asking for a 
blessing, to be raised up, asking “Bless my soul.” Throughout the entirety of the psalm, 
David maintains his posture of humility. Then David, asserts his trust in God, petitions 
for care, for mercy, for protection from shame by his enemies, and begs God to not 
remember his sins, but to remember him only in tender love. He recalls the ways of 
God, who is faithful to instruct sinners.  Friendship with God is real. Then, “turn to me for 
I am lonely and afflicted. Relieve the troubles of my heart and bring me out of my 
distress.” David wills that he be aligned with God, the one who saves him. David 
commits to wait, as a waiter waits upon the one he serves.  He waits for guidance, for 
instruction. Waiting requires patience and awareness. 
 
In The Discerning Heart: Exploring the Christian Path by Wilkie and Noreen Cannon Au, 
we read “Patience entails a commitment to be still in the midst of a painful situation until 
we understand what is going on. Awareness . . . can be the beginning of a way out of 
dead ends and painful places because awareness leads to responsibility, that is, the 
ability to respond.” (page 30) Wilkie and Noreen tell us that patience is a virtue that 
allows us to not just endure an experience but to actively go through it, to face it in order 
to search out its meaning. 
 
If God will instruct the sinner and lead the humble then perhaps it is in being patient that 
I will better understand what is happening and what God wills I do or not do. What is my 
calling? 
 
As I am working on this piece, I notice the final sentence: “For I wait for you.” There is 
something incredibly touching in that initial “for.” He is able to respond to the stressful 
moments in his life because he has surrendered to God’s love. David trusts that he is 
accompanied by his Beloved. For there is nowhere the Divine isn’t. 
 
Let us wait for our merciful God, listen and see God at work in us and in the world. 
               Cathleen Cody Lauer 
 



THOUGHTS AND CONFUSIONS 

 

Genesis 9:8-17                                                             Sunday, February 21, 2021           

Psalm 149 
Mark 1:9-15 
1 Peter 3:18-22 
 
 
     When Miriam asked me if I would be willing to do a Lenten Meditation, I said, “Sure, if 
the passages aren’t too difficult.”  So she gave me the passage in 1 Peter.  Martin Luther 
wrote of the passage: “A wonderful text is this, and a more obscure passage perhaps than 
any other in the New Testament, so that I do not know for a certainty just what Peter 
means.”  It’s wonderful that Miriam believes I can do what Martin Luther couldn’t. 
 
     I suppose I could have written about the meaning of the rainbow in the Genesis 
passage, or about Jesus’s meditation in the wilderness before starting His ministry, but I 
think I will accept the challenge. 
 
     I find the passage to be almost a stream of consciousness.  Something in his first 
thought reminds Peter of something else, which in turn reminds him of still a new idea.  He 
begins by stating Jesus’s mission was to bring us to God, by “being put to death in the flesh 
but made alive in the spirit.”  He was put to death so he could  preach to the spirits in prison.  
These were in prison because they did not obey God.  That reminds Peter that those who 
did not obey God in Genesis were punished by the flood.  And that reminds him that God 
saved Noah and his family by telling him to build the ark.  And since the ark floated in the 
water of the flood, that reminds Peter of the water of baptism. 
 
     Peter goes on to say that the water of baptism (which I imagine was full immersion in 
Peter’s day) is not to remove dirt from the body but to “appeal to God for a clear 
conscience.” 
 
     Since baptism back then (and by Baptists today) required repentance of sin by the one 
being baptized, it certainly doesn’t mean as much to us who were baptized as infants.  
Although the first cry of a baby can be thought of as a selfish appeal for comfort, I do not 
think that the God who made us regards it as sin.  And certainly none of us infants felt any 
repentance before our baptism. 
 
     I think that since almost all of us have thoughts that put the well-being of us and our 
families ahead of anything else, we can be considered people without a clear conscience.  
And the only clearing can be the forgiveness of God.  I think Roger Gench’s practice of 
sprinkling water over the congregation after a baptism was symbolic of that. 
 
                                                                                                               Phil Hanna  
   
Prayer:  I believe.  Help my unbelief.  Mark 9:24  
 
 

 



Job 4:1-21         February 22, 2021 

Psalm 77    Our Winter of 2021 

Ephesians 2:1-10 

 

As I looked over these three texts, I first saw fear, fear, fear.  Well, that is very appropriate for 

America this winter, February 2021.  We have a global pandemic which challenges our modern science 

and medicine unlike anything the world has seen for more than 100 years.  Friends and family are sick, 

and friends and family have died too young. 

Our democracy has suffered under the guidance of a former President who at best tried to help 

his fellow Americans, but proved unequipped for and incapable of the Presidency.  Our hometown 

“Temple of Democracy, the People’s House” was attacked by Americans and people died.  Our fears in 

Winter of 2021 are well justified.  But, as I looked at the passages again, I began to see hope, not just 

fear. 

 

Job 4: 1-21:  Eliphaz the Temanite comes with two other wise men to counsel Job, wo is 

distraught.  I thought Eliphaz counseled wisely to the despairing Job about righteous hope.  He said, 

“Should not your piety be your confidence and your blameless ways your hope?”  “Who being innocent 

has ever perished?  Where were the upright ever destroyed?”  Eliphaz implied that Job was in some way 

deserving of his affliction from God, and spoke of his night vision:  “Amid disquieting dreams in the 

night, when deep sleep falls on people, fear and trembling seized me and made all my bones shake.”  

This terror-night-dream seems very appropriate for Winter 2021.  Eliphaz’ counsel was later rejected by 

God and God comforted Job. 

Psalm 77:  Again, fear dominates.  “I am so troubled I cannot speak.”  “Will the Lord cast us off 

forever?”  “And will He be favorable no more?”  The power and glory of God answers this despair.  

“Who is so great a God as our God?”  “The waters saw thee, O God, the waters saw thee …”  The voice 

of thy thunder was in the heaven:  the lightnings lightened the world:  the earth trembled and shook.  

Thy way is in the sea, and thy path in the great waters, and thy footsteps are not known.” 

I saw a Superbowl commercial about a little girl from Siberia whose lower legs were amputated.  

She was adopted by an American family and became a champion para-Olympic swimmer, the most 

decorated in history.  The imagery was beautiful.  She swam powerfully in the swim lane, then she swam 

out into the sea at night into the dawn of a rising sun.  “The path is in the great waters.”  The 

commercial closed with “There is Hope and Strength in All of Us.” 

Ephesians 2: 1-10:  Again, fear and condemnation.  “As for you, you were dead in your 

transgressions and sins … like the rest we were by nature deserving of wrath.”  And again, followed by 

hope.  “But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even 

when we were dead in transgressions.”  “It is by grace you have been saved, through faith, not by works 

so no one can boast.  For we are created by Jesus Christ to do good works, which God prepared in 

advance for us to do.” 

 

Our Winter of 2021.  Three passages from the Bible awash in Fear and Hope and 

Triumph.  This winter, many of us are almost trapped at home trying to follow the medical 

advice of Dr. Fauci.  Yet we still must express our Hope and Strength and Faith, perhaps by 

reaching out to old friends.  We won’t become champion swimmers, but in each and every one 

of us, that same “There is Hope and Strength in All of Us,” seem in that little girl from Siberia, is 

there in our heart and soul, placed by the God who made us.    

 

David Powell 



         February 23, 2021 

Job 5: 8-27. “Happy is the man who God correcteth; therefore despise not the chastening of the 
Almighty.” 

Psalm 77. “Hath God forgotten to be gracious? Hath he in anger shut up his tender mercies?”  

1 Peter 3:8-18a. “Finally, be ye all of one mind, have compassion one of another, love as 
brethren, be pitiful, be courteous.”  

 

    A Lenten Meditation in the George Washington Hospital Emergency Room  
 
Having experienced a bad fall in my own apartment following oral surgery at the end of January 
2021, I was no stranger to waiting long hours in an emergency room. Thus, I thought I would be 
sufficiently distanced from the suffering etched on the faces of dozens of others awaiting 
treatment in the George Washington Hospital emergency room on Monday, February 8th. A 
ninety-five-year-old friend had fallen face first onto the curb the day before. She had already 
waited hours in the GW ER that Sunday, only to be told she had broken no bones and was fit to 
return home alone at 1 am.  
 
When I arrived at my friend’s apartment at 10 am that Monday morning, she said that a GW 
doctor had asked her to forgo breakfast and to return to the ER for some additional testing. 
Catching a taxi and traveling there was far easier than locating the actual ER from the ground 
level. We waited in line at the Information Desk only to be told to take a near-by elevator and 
turn right. We waited in another line of individuals checking in only to discover that this line was 
for same-day surgery patients. We had to follow additional arrows leading down a long hallway, 
so long that my friend had to sit down. She felt she could walk no further. I ran the rest of the 
way to the nurse’s station, where I requested a wheelchair. Then, I had to keep checking in with 
my friend and walking back towards the nurse’s station to make sure I heard my friend’s name 
called out. Some forty-five minutes later, her name was called.  
 
My friend’s adult children had wanted me to stay with her throughout her examination in the ER 
but the charge nurse refused to approve that option. That left me alone with all the other 
patients and their respective companions, waiting to be seen. At first, I tried to distract myself by 
looking at people’s footwear. Later, a trip to the cafeteria brought me into a sea of blue and 
green clad hospital staff in animated conversations with their colleagues.  Exiting the cafeteria 
into the lobby, I witnessed a wheelchair-bound older white man who was berating his African 
American caretaker, threatening to sue her and the hospital because he was “freezing” and 
needed to be admitted or taken home.  To escape evidence of such clear suffering coupled with 
the man’s verbal abuse of his assistant, I returned to the ER where I tried to distract myself from 
other clear cases of suffering in my midst.  A woman seated nearby began crying and softly 
moaning, her legs shaking despite her efforts to stop them. 
 
The room was nearly empty many hours later when the nurse approached me to say they were 
working on my friend’s discharge papers. It was after 9 pm and my friend was very tired, hungry 
and thirsty. The MRI showed she had broken her back in two places and she also needed to 
wear a cervical collar. Yet God’s tender mercies shone through the discharge staffers who 
brought my friend apple juice when she was parched. God’s grace showed up in the African 
American medical student who carefully wheeled my friend out to a waiting cab and lifted her 
inside almost effortlessly. God’s humanity was exemplified by the taxi driver who avoided 
bumps in the road and potholes, aware that my friend was in considerable pain. Amidst all the 
pain in the GW ER that day, God was there. In my efforts to distance myself from the suffering 
in my midst, I had failed to recognize God’s presence.      Marsha Renwanz 



Psalm 77                                                                               Wednesday, February 24, 2021                       

Proverbs 30: 1-9 

Matthew 4: 1-11 

 

One of the things I appreciate about the Bible is that it is populated by real people. The Bible is 

surely God’s word, but it is also a window into humanity.  It’s all there – the full gamut of 

human emotions, sinfulness, courage. I was reminded of this as I read today’s readings with a 

background of current events in our country, especially as I was watching a trial in the United 

States Senate and being forcefully reminded of the events of January 6, 2021. 

 

In Psalm 77 I read the words of someone who remembers Israel’s history in the best possible 

terms, and wonders why God does not seem to be around to make Israel great again.  There 

were great victories, miracles, but “I thought of the olden days, years long past came back to 

me….the power of the Most High is no longer what it was….”  What a cry of despair.  

 

The voice in Proverbs 30 is more positive. God is a shield for those who take refuge in God. This 

person has two wishes – “…keep falsehood and lies far from me…” and “…give me neither 

poverty nor riches, grant me only my share of bread to eat….” Seems like a good recipe for life. 

 

Of course, there are other possible recipes in times of trouble. One can make a “deal with the 

devil.”  Sometimes, the temptation is strong. There must be an easy way out of the terrible 

problems we face. Jesus encounters such an opportunity in today’s reading from Matthew’s 

Gospel and rejects the devil for the fraud that he is.  But we are not as strong as Jesus and we 

don’t always remember that the short-term gain offered by such a deal often leads to long-

term disaster. 

 

We have many examples in our history. One of my favorite Abraham Lincoln quotes is a 

statement he made in 1838, long before the Civil War, “At what point shall we expect the 

approach of danger?  By what means shall we fortify against it?  Shall we expect some 

transatlantic military giant to step the Ocean and crush us at a blow?  Never!  All the armies of 

Europe, Asia and Africa combined with all the treasure of the earth…could not by force take a 

drink from the Ohio or make a track on the Blue Ridge in a trial of a thousand years…If 

destruction be our lot we must ourselves be its author and finisher.  As a nation of freemen, we 

must live through all time or die by suicide.” In my mind, decisions made in the 1830’s to permit 

the continuation and even the expansion of slavery  constituted a deal with the devil which 

almost led to national suicide in a tragic war. 

 

It is Lent.  We await a God who is about to redeem the world. It is time to consider our 

individual and corporate lives. We face big decisions about the future of our country. Who shall 

we emulate?  I would like to believe that we would choose the recipe suggested by the fellow in 

Proverbs, but it is hard. There are certainly those who are tempted to despair. There are 

absolutely those who are willing to make deals with the devil.  Our faith in a compassionate and 

redeeming God is more important than ever.  Let us keep that in mind.  

          Steve Dewhurst 



God’s Benevolent Control 

 

Genesis 15: 1-6      Thursday February 25, 2021 

Psalm 22: 23-31 

Romans 3: 21-31 

 

In the Genesis 15 passage, Abram (aka Abraham) is whining to God about why God hasn’t given 

him any children.  And to add insult to injury, he complains, his house servant would be the one 

to inherit his property!  God responds by saying, OK, you want children?  I’ll give you so many 

children and grandchildren and descendants that you won’t even be able to count them all!  Are 

you happy now?  Perhaps chastened, Abram believes the Lord, as he did when he took the risk to 

leave his home in Ur, and his belief is “credited to him as righteousness.” 

 

Psalm 22 has been characterized as a prayer for deliverance from mortal illness – an especially 

timely theme for us in the Year of Covid.  The earlier part of the psalm describes in gory detail 

the agony of impending death, with images that bear an eerie resemblance to the future 

crucifixion of Christ.  But God answers David’s prayer, and saves him from the illness.  So the 

second half of the psalm is David’s effusive praise and thanksgiving for God’s miraculous 

deliverance:  God “did not despise or abhor the affliction of the afflicted; he did not hide his face 

from me, but heard when I cried to him.”  One of the most touching images is the notion that 

those who have died will join the survivors in worshiping God:  “All those who go down to the 

dust Shall bow before Him, Even he who cannot keep himself alive.  A posterity shall serve Him.  

It will be recounted of the Lord to the next generation.”  There is even an implication in these 

words that this “posterity” is not limited to biological descendants.  The family of God extends 

beyond Abram’s narrow vision.  After we have lost so many loved ones this year, it is 

comforting to be reassured that they too echo our praise for God’s salvation.    

 

In Romans 3, Paul writes about justification through faith.  Justification means that we have been 

“declared righteous.”  No matter what we do, we cannot earn our salvation.  God alone saves, 

and that salvation is a free gift.  God gives this gift despite our narrow vision and understanding 

of God’s will and plan, and our whining.  As The Message translation puts it, “Since we’ve 

compiled this long and sorry record as sinners . . . and proved that we are utterly incapable of 

living the glorious lives God wills for us, God did it for us.  Out of sheer generosity he put us in 

right standing with himself.  A pure gift.  He got us out of the mess we’re in and restored us to 

where he always wanted us to be.  And he did it by means of Jesus Christ.”  As a result, we have 

to let go of our tendency to brag.  “What we’ve learned is this:  God does not respond to what we 

do; we respond to what God does.  We’ve finally figured it out.  Our lives get in step with God 

and all others by letting God set the pace, not by proudly or anxiously trying to run the parade.” 

 

Help us, God, to let go of our instinctive desire for control, and to live faithfully, trusting in your 

unconditional love and redemption.     Betsy Merritt & Jim Bird 

Psalm 22 v.23-31      Friday, February 26, 2021 



Genesis 16 v.1-6 

Romans 4 v.1-12 

 

 

Psalm 22 v. 26:  The meek shall eat and be satisfied 

 

Psalm 22 v. 29:  All they that be fat upon earth shall eat and worship 

 

Romans 4 v.11:  And he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteous 

or the faith which he had yet being uncircumcised. 

 

 

 These verses point out that God is all-embracing – whether we are meek or  

 

eat high on the hog, whether we are Jew or Gentile. 

 

 We worship You differently.  Some people clap and shout.  Others prostrate 

 

themselves.  Some of us sit politely in our pews and gently sign hymns – mostly  

 

on key. 

 

 You are beyond our understanding.  You indulge us.  You hear our  

 

supplications.  You acknowledge our doubts and anger.  You hear our joys and  

 

sorrows. 

 

 Listen as we cry out or whisper.  We deeply need your love and support. 

 

 And we will try to listen to you. 

 

 Amen 

 

        Helen Williams 

 

 

 

 
Genesis 16:7-15; Psalm 22:23-31; and Mark 8:27-30   February 27, 2021 



 

“But who do you say that I am?” Mark 8.29 

 
In one of my favorite books, A Prayer for Owen Meany, titular character and best friend of the protagonist, is 

convinced he is God’s instrument. This is not something he hides very openly from John Wheelwright, the 

narrator and best friend who seems mostly unconvinced—at least initially—but does not do much to 

challenge Owen. It was only after John is able to see the totality of Owen’s story (don’t worry, no spoilers!) 

that he comes to believe Owen was indeed an instrument of God. 

 

“But who do you say that I am” 

 

In the Gospel reading for today it appears the disciples, at least Peter, finally have a breakthrough like John 

Wheelwright. After prior failures to comprehend Jesus and his true purpose, Peter quickly responds to Jesus’ 

query. Without seeming to miss a beat, Peter answers “you are the Messiah.” What a stark and quick 

progression—at least in how the story is relayed to us—as just a few verses prior, Jesus was frustrated with 

his disciples, who despite leaving everything behind to follow him, still didn’t seem to completely understand 

Jesus and his role (Mark 8.17) There was clearly a disconnect. Perhaps the pieces of the puzzle are starting to 

come together for the disciples.  

 

It’s fitting, though, that Peter is the one to answer correctly here. For those who have read the full story, we 

know that by the end of the Gospel Peter will publicly deny knowing Christ three times, afraid to be swept up 

with Jesus as he is taken into custody. Peter’s right answer does not correlate perfectly to right behavior. 

Even those who gave up so much to follow Jesus are human and prone to act from a place of fear instead of 

liberation. 

 

“But who do you say that I am?”  

 

Jesus knew the path before him, including the 40 days in the wilderness we remember each year during Lent, 

would be challenging. He told his disciples just right after today’s passage “the Son of Man must undergo 

great suffering…and be killed.” (Mark 8.31) He knew his disciples would show great promise one minute and 

fight about who would succeed him as a political leader the next. He knew and yet he did not turn away from 

his purpose. He remained steadfast, showing his disciples and all who have chosen to follow him all these 

years later what it meant to bring “Good News” to the marginalized and oppressed. Showing us all the 

upside-down nature of the kin-dom of God and the liberative freedom found in losing one’s life for the sake 

of the Gospel.  

 

“But who do you say that I am?”  

 

Maybe some days we feel like Peter in today’s Gospel lesson—confident in our answer that Jesus is the 

Messiah. Perhaps some days we identify more with Peter in that courtyard, scared of what it might mean for 

us to acknowledge who Jesus is. Scared that by doing so we must reject the material wealth and power this 

world affords to some. And even as we go from the Peter in today’s Gospel to the Peter gripped by fear, Jesus 

is with us each step of the way. Calling us home. Inviting us to reflect, to repent, to remember.  

 

Unlike John Wheelright in A Prayer for Owen Meany, even those of us who can see the totality of Jesus’ story 

will not always answer “But who do you say that I am?” correctly. “For now we see in a mirror, dimly,” Paul 

writes to the church in Corinth, but one day “we will see face to face.” (1 Corinthians 13.12) 

           Kyle Cristofalo 

 

Genesis 17:1-10 & 15-19      Sunday February 28, 2021 



Psalm 150 
Mark 8:31-38 

Romans 4:16-25 

 

One of my quarantine rediscoveries has been PBS’s “Finding Your Roots,” the show in which academic 
Henry Louis Gates, with the help of genealogical research and DNA kits, traces the family tree of a 

celebrity. Visually, the show is simple: Gates and his guest sit face to face at a table. The celebrity, at 

Gates’s gentle prodding, turns the pages of a loosely bound album containing photos, ship manifests 
and newspaper clippings. Page by page, they uncover people bravely fleeing destitution, trapped in 

slavery, serving in wars, bearing children. Sometimes, as we watch, the celebrity must reconcile family 

lore of virtuous forbears – or silence -- with the reality of slave ownership or family violence. It’s not 
unusual for guests, often actors, to cry empathetically as they learn these stories in greater detail. Week 

by week, we watch them reclaim the history of their own families. 

 

Today’s passages are like that album for me, layers of heroics and mysteries in the narrative of the 
Christian family. Instead of historical documents, we have these divergent texts: an ancient covenant 

story, a song of praise that calls all the earth, a prophecy and strong words from Jesus, and an 

interpretation from Paul. All point toward an appealing idea: that we are inheritors of God’s faithfulness. 
 

I am struck by the audacity contained in these pages. This, it seems, is the point. Abram and Sarai, who 

have made their peace and taken action to secure an heir, instead become parents again in their 90s. 

Jesus predicts his own death and resurrection; Paul says that was a kind of cosmic bargain.  
 

When this kind of audacity challenges my belief, I remember that all of creation also feels like an 

impossibility, our very existence, the stardust from which we came. The sun and moon and stars, the 
single-cell organisms, the dinosaurs and mammals that joined them, the fish in the deep and the trees 

that shade us. The birth of our own children, who march in the “triumph song of life.” Millions of years of 

miracles. Here we are, the created, living testimony to the power of the creator. 

 
In that context, what do the particulars of our tradition teach us about our covenant with the divine? We 

have these stories, of humble people in a certain time and place, who are visited by a presence that 

makes big promises, despite the confines of the physical world. And the outrageousness of these stories 
suggests that our spiritual transformation, and what it calls forth, may be similarly audacious. It is no 

small thing to reshape our lives; but we see that God has a vision of justice, and we believe that God’s 

vision is worth our sacrifice. Improbably, in giving up the priorities of the world as it is, we discover a life 
that fulfills us, even as the world falls short of the covenant. 

 

Because, also improbably, the divine is present in the suffering of this world, even now. Gods-self, the 

creator, accompanies us there. Suffering is not difficult to imagine. Perhaps living in a pandemic we feel 
this more acutely. We feel even more adrift; we see bodies grow weary, children disappointed, leaders 

fail, injustices meted out. Suffering is a reality that does not seem audacious at all. But, these stories 

whisper to us, it does not have the last word. 
 

My favorite endings on “Finding Your Roots” always show our celebrity discovering previously unknown 

modern-day relatives. Sometimes they are famous; occasionally they are regular people, and the show 

organizes intriguing, heartfelt reunions. Like them, we come together with the other inheritors of the 
sacrifice, love and stewardship. We see in community what God imagines, week by week, page by page. 

 

Prayer: Let everything that breathes praise God. Amen. 

 
Rebecca Davis 

 

Genesis 21:1-7   Waiting on the Lord   March 1, 2021 



 
On March 8, 2020, our then five year-old grandson, Dylan, joined us for our Metro ride home after 

church. The walk through Chevy Chase, DC from the Friendship Heights Station to our apartment 

signaled faint hints of the promise of spring. The afternoon hours we spent together inside and on the 

deck were full of joy and discovery. Hints of a darker eventuality also swirled in the air, but who 

knew what life during a pandemic could really entail? 

 

We last rode the Metro on March 13. Our branch library closed shortly thereafter, its sign suggesting 

a likely April reopening. Then, as one public facility after another closed, and the coming MLB 

season appeared in jeopardy, I asked a well-informed and scholarly friend how long he thought the 

lockdown could last. He told me his research into past events of a similar nature suggested about 100 

days. More than three months? Could it really last that long? 

 

Could the promise of a legitimate heir for Abraham and Sarah really require so many years of 

waiting? The Genesis text under consideration today is spare in its telling of the happy ending to a 

long, sorrowful story. “Yahweh dealt kindly with Sarah as he had said, and did what he had promised 

her. So Sarah conceived and bore a son to Abraham in his old age, at the time God had promised.” 

(Gen. 21:1-2 Jerusalem Bible). This is the same Sarah who had laughed at God when God said her 

barrenness would one day end and who was the object of the derision and laughter of others. This is 

the same Sarah who bore the indignity, shame, and jealousy of Abraham fathering a son with Hagar. 

Now, “at the time God had promised,” she conceived and bore Isaac, whose very name means 

“laughter.” Sarah exclaims, “God has given me cause to laugh; all those who hear of it will laugh 

with me.” (Gen. 21:6) 

 

But what is “the time God had promised?” Many things about our pilgrimage of faith fall into the 

vast category of unknowing; the time God has promised is not knowledge of a specific point in 

chronological time, or the next event in a linear sequence, or an assured logical outcome after all the 

preparation and steps we may have taken to insure it. What we are given is the knowledge that with 

God all moments are permanently in kairos time, that God-promised realm of opportunity and favor, 

the fullness of time.  

 

And so we wait. We wait for a Covid-19 vaccine appointment. We wait for the return of face-to-face 

worship at 1313 New York Avenue. We wait for that needed career opportunity, that healing of a 

wounded relationship, the diagnosis, the simple restaurant meal, the return to Nationals Park (or in 

my case, Wrigley Field). We long to grocery shop without our glasses steaming up despite the claims 

of our latest mask.  

 

I heard recently about a prisoner who has used his time behind bars to learn high level mathematics 

and is now on the verge of solving one or more of the famously most vexing equations. Would that I 

could claim anything close to that level of redeeming the time! Reading Moby Dick is perhaps my 

most significant accomplishment during this time between whatever it is we had and what we hope to 

recover and also manifest anew. But in my better moments of chronos time I know at the core of my 

being that I also always live in kairos time, under the care and watchful eye of a God who is faithful, 

slow to anger, and full of grace. I am reminded of another scripture, Isaiah 40:31(KJV), “But they 

that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they 

shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint.” May it be so. 

Jonathan D. Lauer 

Genesis 22:1-19       Tuesday, March 2 



Psalm 105:1-11, 37-45 

Hebrews 11:1-3, 13-19 
 

The three scripture lessons for today remind us of the faith of many of our forebears, especially 

Abraham, and their trust in God when the way forward was dark and unknowable. 

 

First, we read the familiar—and rather disturbing—story of God’s test of Abraham’s trust and 

obedience.  Looking back a few chapters, God had promised Abraham and Sarah that she would 

“give rise to nations,” (Genesis 17:16), and that God would establish a covenant with Isaac “for 

his offspring after him” (17:19). God had promised that Isaac would be a father of nations, but 

now he was telling Abraham to offer him as a sacrifice.  What must Abraham (and Isaac!) have 

thought?  In Hebrews, the writer suggests that Abraham “considered the fact that God is able 

even to raise someone from the dead….”  We know that when God told Abraham and Sarah 

that she would bear a son, they laughed in disbelief—and yet it had happened.  Abraham had 

experienced the fulfillment of that promise, so perhaps this time he decided to trust God 

despite the questions he must have had. 

 

The Psalmist reminds us of the covenant with Abraham and his descendants, and praises God 

for his faithfulness.  He tells how God brought the Israelites out of Egypt, providing a pillar of 

fire to guide them, and food and water in the wilderness, because “[God] remembered his holy 

promise, and Abraham, his servant.”  The passage from Hebrews describes the faith of the 

many who came before, who trusted God’s promises even though they didn’t see them 

fulfilled.  Abraham, “when put to the test, offered up Isaac.”   

 

Thankfully, we aren’t often challenged to pass a test as difficult as Abraham’s, but a job loss, a 

difficult diagnosis, or a broken relationship can test our faith. Our way forward can seem 

unclear, especially now when we don’t know when or how this pandemic will end.  Hebrews 

tells us that faith is “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” How 

do we keep that conviction?  The Psalmist gives us counsel to “Seek the Lord and his strength; 

seek his presence continually.  Remember the wonderful works he has done….”  I can certainly 

look back on times in my life when I couldn’t see the path clearly, but I could also see the good 

things God had done in the past.  Let us all remember God’s wonderful works, trust in God’s 

promises and be assured. 

 

Prayer:  God, it is hard to trust you when we’re asked to do difficult things.  Remind us of your 

faithfulness and give us strength for the days ahead, trusting in your promises as Jesus did.  In 

His name, Amen. 

 

 

 

Meg Neill 

 

 
 



Psalm 105:1-11, 37-45      Wednesday, March 3, 2021 
Matthew 6:7-15 
Hebrews 11:13-19   The Lord’s Prayer 
 

Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, 
your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us today our daily bread. 
Forgive us our debts, as we have forgiven our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one. 
 

These are perhaps the most familiar words of our faith.  We pray this prayer every Sunday 
morning and at many other times as well.  This is the Lord’s prayer.   
 
In Matthew, the prayer is part of the sermon on the mount.  In the verses preceding and 
following the prayer, Jesus admonishes his followers not to be like the hypocrites who make a 
great show of giving to the needy or fasting, and who pray standing up in the synagogue and on 
street corners, so that all may admire them.  They are also not to be like the pagans whose 
prayers go on and on.  “This is how you should pray,” Jesus says.   
 
I was taught long ago that the Lord’s prayer provides an outline for prayer.  This revelation was 
a relief to me because, at the risk of emulating the pagans, one does feel that more can and 
should be said.  In this understanding, we are to begin by addressing God, acknowledging that 
God’s name is holy, asking that God’s kingdom to be fully realized on earth, and asking for 
provision, forgiveness and protection from evil.  I still think this understanding is useful.  It can 
provide a helpful framework, especially when one is asked to pray with others.  
 
I think I’ve been missing something, though.  Christians have been praying this prayer for a long 
time, more than two thousand years.  In that time, Christians have been persecuted, but they 
have also ruled.  The Church has become a power.  In the United States Christians of all 
varieties are in many ways at home.  We are not persecuted.  Most of us have enough of life’s 
necessities and then some.  Most of us live in relative security.   
 
What would it mean for us for God’s kingdom to be fully realized – tomorrow?  What would it 
mean – for us – for God’s will to be done on earth as it is in heaven?  What would be asked or 
even demanded of us, we who have so much?  How serious are we about dismantling racism, 
about changing the structures that privilege White people, including White Christians?  Can we 
get on board with reparations?  When we pray this prayer, aren’t we praying for something that 
will cost us?  And aren’t we supposed to be working to bring all this about? 
 
And that may be only the beginning.  When I sit down at the heavenly feast, will Donald Trump 
or Stephen Miller be seated next to me?  Will I be asking for forgiveness from people I have 
criticized behind their backs, or people , especially people of color, who I have slighted or 
wronged without even being aware of my offense?  Do I even know what it means to actively 
engage with forces of evil?  What would that take?  What would that cost?  
 
The first people to pray this prayer were poor.  They were marginalized, reviled and persecuted.  
They could pray this prayer with fervor.  They were at the bottom and almost any change would 
have been for the better.  Do we know what we’re doing when we pray this prayer?  Something 
to think about next Sunday. 
 
        Miriam Dewhurst 



Thursday, March 4, 2021:  God’s Own People 

Scriptures for this day in Lent: Psalm 19, Exodus 19:1-9a, and 1 Peter 2:4-10 

 

Have you ever wondered whether God learns as we do? Whether God makes mistakes 

and strives to correct God’s errors as we attempt to remedy ours?  

When our son was very young, he asked me how God, who created everything (right, 

Mom?), could invent war as well as peace. Our five-year-old sought to rationalize this 

conundrum, saying, “I guess after the first war, God saw all the people hurt and dying and said, 

‘Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.’”  

Today’s passages from the Old and New Testaments suggest that God’s outreach to 

humanity has evolved. In Exodus, the Israelites are God’s chosen people. There are no others. 

The Lord calls to Moses from Mount Sinai, telling him, “Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob, 

and tell the Israelites: You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ 

wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, 

you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but 

you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.” 

Following the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, who God chooses seems to expand 

dramatically. While Jesus is a Jew—God’s cornerstone in Zion, his message is available to all. In 1 

Peter, Jesus is “a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, 

and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to 

offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” Those who believe in Christ, 

who obey God’s word, “are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, 

in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his 

marvelous light.”  

Sometimes in the relentless brokenness of this past year, I have wondered whether we 

human beings weren’t God’s biggest mistake. But then I remember Jesus and his selfless sacrifice, 

God’s unending love for humanity that Christ represents, a love that has always been there. I 

rejoice that “now [all] are God’s people…now [all] have received mercy.  

And I am grateful for a young poet (prophet?) at the inauguration of a new president and 

the grace and strength with which Amanda Gorman recited her work and reflected scripture. 

 

When day comes we step out of the shade, 

aflame and unafraid 

The new dawn blooms as we free it 

For there is always light, 

if only we're brave enough to see it 

If only we're brave enough to be it 

 

A prayer: God, help us remember that there is always light. Help us see beyond the darkness to 

the marvelous light that is Christ. Help us be brave enough to be his light in the world. Amen. 

     

~ Edith Holmes Snyder 

 



Preparing for the Glory of the Lord 

 
March 5, 2021 

 

Exodus 19:9b-15     Psalm 19    Acts 7:30-40 

 

 

 Today’s readings talk of preparing to hear from God. Sharing his instructions from God, 

Moses tells the Israelites to take two days to consecrate themselves and to get ready for the Lord 

to come down to Mt. Sinai. This is just after God promised the people, “If you obey me fully and 

keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasure possession.” In turn, the people 

of Israel agreed to do everything the Lord asked. It takes time and effort to be ready to hear and 

see the holy presence. 

 

 David the psalmist sings that the heavens themselves tell of the glory of God. The 

psalmist says the skies send their words to the ends of the world. Creation joyfully tells of the 

Lord, with the sun being “like a champion rejoicing to run his course.” (Psalm 19, v. 5) 

 

 I look at these two examples of how we might respond to God. In this time of Lent, we 

aim like the Israelites to prepare carefully to come closer to the divine presence. We read, we 

think, and we pray, seeking to grow closer to God. And then I think of the other example from 

the psalm, of the heavens that proclaim the glory of God. Although the psalmist says that the 

skies have “words,” it seems to me that the heavens show God’s glory just by being and showing 

the beauty of creation.  

 

Perhaps because I have a child with autism, I think a lot about how we can experience 

being in someone’s presence without saying a word and how we can just be. My son William can 

speak at most a couple of words because of his autism. Wordlessly, his sunny smile shares his 

joy in life with us most eloquently. Sometimes I wonder if he experiences the divine presence in 

sunbeams and in the beauty of flowers, as I do when I let myself be present in the moment. 

 

  I offer to you these different ways to come closer to God in this time of preparation. We 

can reverently and thoughtfully prepare, praying and understanding and joining in community. 

And we also can just be, delighting in God’s presence. 

 

 

Prayer: Dear God, help us come nearer to you, through prayer and thought and being in your 

presence. Amen. 

 

Margaret Sheppard-Kelly 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Our Relationship with God 

 

 

March 6, 2021          Exodus 19:16-25; Mark 9:2-8; Psalm 19 

 

 

Go down and warn the people so they do not force their way through to see the LORD and many 

of them perish. Exodus 19:21  

 

I must confess that Exodus Chapter 19 brings back memories of the by-gone days of my 

childhood -- days spent in a religious (non-Presbyterian) primary school in Hong Kong, then a 

British crown colony.   The subliminal message that I received from six years of chapel attendance 

and religion classes at school was that God was to be feared.  God was an omnipotent Being, 

always watching and ready to dispense the harshest of punishment at the mere hint of a 

transgression.   I must submit to God and be good always, or bad things will, for sure, happen to 

me.   But is that really all there is to our relationship with God?   Is fear really the central foundation 

of our relationship with a distant, unreachable God?  I certainly hope not.      

Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here.  Let us put up three shelters—one for you, 

one for Moses and one for Elijah.” Mark 9:5 

The transfiguration of Jesus in the radiant glory of the Lord, as told to us in Mark’s gospel, 

brings a more reassuring answer on the question of our relationship with God.  Later in the passage, 

Jesus is revealed to be the Son of God.  “Then a cloud appeared and covered them, and a voice 

came from the cloud: “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” [Mark 9:7]    God is no longer 

a distant, unreachable Being, high up on Mount Sinai, from who we, God’s people, are barred.   

Here, Jesus, the Son of God, is indeed with his disciples, Peter, James and John, in flesh and blood.   

From this message, I take comfort that God is always with us, among us, and a part of us.       

 

May these words of my mouth and this meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, LORD, 

my Rock and my Redeemer.   Psalm 19:14  

 

Psalms is the book in the Bible that I turn to during the darkest days and most trying hours 

of my life.  Whenever I feel utterly overwhelmed, I curl up under the covers in bed and retreat to 

the poetic beauty and profoundly hopeful message of Psalms.  And what a note to end our inquiry 

on today!  Psalm 19:14 reminds us that, through prayer and meditation, our relationship with God 

is an intimate and personal one.  Through prayer and meditation, we lift up our burdens, and make 

our supplications, to God.  Through prayer and meditation, we learn to be still so that we can 

discern God’s guidance and answers to our entreaties.  Through prayer and meditation, we feel the 

very presence of God and God’s love and grace in our lives.  Through prayer and meditation, we 

are assured that God is indeed walking beside us, every step of the way on our journey.   

 

Annie Wong  
 

 

 



Risky Business 

 
John 2: 13-22; I Cor. 1: 13-22        March 7 

 

 

 When I was a kid, I was taught that the Cleansing of the Temple was the only time Jesus 

got angry.  I knew about anger, so I could identify with the Jesus of the story – or at least a little.  

I must admit it wasn’t all that clear why he had gotten so bent out of shape about the 

moneychangers when there were so many other times in the Gospels when he could have been 

at least equally put out.  Moreover, I had some trouble connecting with the situation, since 

there were no cattle or sheep or doves or moneychangers in First Presbyterian Church of 

Monongahela, Pennsylvania.  And, as I later learned, in the Temple courts of Jerusalem, the 

cattle and sheep and doves and moneychangers were a natural and traditional part of the 

sacrifice system.  Why was Jesus so angry about the way things were and had always been?  

Jesus is not berating an aberration but the system itself.  Why? 

 

 When the Visioning Task Force met regularly for a year to draft a Strategic Plan for our 

congregation, we had some serious conversations about the value of sustainability for the New 

York Avenue congregation.  How faithful was it for our congregation to hold up sustainability, 

the long-term financial viability of the church, as a goal?  On the one hand, one could argue that 

only if we handled our financial wherewithal wisely could we hope to maintain the programs 

and missions that have defined our sense of our own faithfulness for many, many years.  On the 

other, does preoccupation with sustainability threaten our ability to be prophetic, to be faithful, 

to actually be the church?  Just a thought:  Maybe each year [or at least periodically] the 

Session should consider both a “sustainability” budget and a “all in, all out” budget that would 

promote an action or series of actions to address the great challenge of that time and place, an 

outlay that might even endanger our future as a congregation.  Maybe the “sustained” 

congregation is not what we’re called to be.  That sounds like the radical character of Jesus’ 

assault on the Temple. 

 

 Along similar lines, St. Paul tells the church in Corinth, “The message of the cross is folly 

for those who are on the way to ruin, but for those of us who are on the road to salvation it is 

the power of God….  God’s folly is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger 

than human strength.”  The careful and sure way may not be right way.  At some juncture we 

may be called to risk our corporate life [and even our individual lives] to be faithful. 

 

Tho’ the cause of evil prosper,/ Yet the truth alone is strong;/ Tho’ her portion be the scaffold/ 

And upon the throne be wrong;/ Yet that scaffold sways the future,/ And behind the dim 

unknown,/ Standeth God within the shadow,/ Keeping watch upon His own. 

 

          Paul Dornan  

 

 



1 Kings 6:1-4        Monday, March 8 

Psalm 84 

1 Corinthians 3:10-23 

 

 

The temple that King Solomon built for the Lord was sixty cubits long, twenty wide and thirty 

high. – 1 Kings 6:2 

 

How lovely is your dwelling place, Lord Almighty! – Psalm 84:1 

 

Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in your midst? 

– 1 Corinthians 3:16 

 

 

Today’s three passages are about longing to be with God and building temples. 

 

Today’s passage from 1 Kings includes a very detailed description of the temple built by King 

Solomon. The temple was the first to be built by the Israelites, and It was built to honor God 

and house the Arc of the Covenant and the 10 Commandments. The text of 1 Kings paints a 

picture of a large, ornate temple that was not just a religious building, but also a gathering 

place for Israelites.  

 

The second passage is Psalm 84. In it, the Psalmist expresses a longing to reside in God’s house. 

The Psalmist writes, “Better is one day in your courts than a thousand elsewhere.”  

 

In the third passage, which is from 1 Corinthians, Paul writes to the young church of Corinth 

about building upon the foundation of Jesus Christ. He wrote, “Don’t you know that you 

yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in your midst?” He also warns them 

about building upon the foundation of Christ with worldly materials (e.g., gold, silver, wood, 

hay) and self-deception.  

 

As Christians, we seek to be with God. Wouldn’t it be nice if we could just Google “God’s 

House” and get step-by-step instructions to the place we seek? According to Google, “God’s 

House” is in an office building a mere 9 miles from my house. I chuckled when that result came 

up. However, I really like the image of a Baptist congregation gathering in worship God and 

experience God’s Spirit. The temple is housed in the ordinary which is made extraordinary. 

God’s House. 

 

         Karin Lohman 

 

 

 

 

 



The Doorman’s Odyssey 

Psalm 84         March 9, 2021 

 
“For a day in thy courts is better than a thousand.  I had rather be a doorkeeper in the house of 

my God than to dwell in the tents of wickedness.”  Psalm 84: 10, KJV 

 

“One day spent in your house, this beautiful place of worship, beats thousands spent on Greek 

island beaches.  I’d rather scrub floors in the house of my God than be honored as a guest in the 

palace of sin.”  Psalm 84:10, The Message 

 

 Let me suggest that you begin today’s meditation by reading Psalm 84 and then focusing 

on the 10th verse.  Then go to YouTube and access “How Lovely Is Thy Dwelling Place”, Brahms’ 

lovely choral interpretation of Psalm 84 in his German Requiem.  You might try the Mormon 

Tabernacle Choir’s rendition.  That will prepare you, then, for Eugene Peterson’s colloquial 

translation of the 10th verse in The Message. 

 

 When your surname is Dornan, you should be prepared as a kid to be called 

“Doorknob”, my personal favorite, or “Doornail” or even “Doormat”.  I was rarely called 

“Doorman”, though, perhaps because there were few doormen in small town Pennsylvania.  

But now I see that Psalm 84: 10 was written just for me:  “I would rather be a doorman in the 

house of my God than to dwell in the tents of wickedness.” 

 

 My Bible designates Psalm 84 as a pilgrimage song, a psalm a Jewish pilgrim would 

recite or meditate upon as they journeyed from far-flung villages to the Temple in Jerusalem.  

The pilgrim anticipates the joy he/she will feel as they approach the Temple Mount.  Note that 

the doorkeeper isn’t even in the temple, but just to be on the threshold is a source of 

uncommon joy.  T.S. Eliot described what I’ll call the Doorman’s Odyssey this way:   “We shall 

not cease from exploration/And at the end of all our exploring/Will be to arrive where we 

started/And know the place for the first time….  Quick now, here, now, always --/A condition of 

complete simplicity/Costing not less than everything)/And all shall be well and/All manner of 

thing shall be well/When the tongues of flame are in-folded/Into the crowned knot of fire/And 

the fire and the rose are one.” 

 

Prayer:  Gracious God, we yearn to return to your sanctuary, the place we hear your Word read 

and sung and preached, where we see the visible signs of our life together, where we sense the 

presence of saints past, present, future.  Let it not be too many months before we pass that 

threshold again – and know that place for the first time!  Amen.” 

          Paul B. Dornan 

 

 

 

 

 



 

THE NEW JERUSALEM 

Ezra 6: 1-16         March 10, 2021 

Psalm 84 

Mark 11: 15-19 

 

God told King David not to build a temple, that God would establish Godself forever through 

one of David’s descendants.  In spite of this, there were a series of successive temples on the 

Temple Mount in the Old City of Jerusalem, beginning with David’s son King Solomon’s, about 

3,000 years ago.  The Babylonians knocked that temple down, although the “Wailing Wall” 

survives to this day.   

 

Then King Darius built and rebuilt a temple about 2,500 years ago, as described in our reading 

from Ezra.  In the Mark passage, we read of Jesus’ displeasure about goings-on in this temple.  

It had become a marketplace, a place for money-changers. Jesus knocked down the tables, and 

the Romans knocked down that temple in 70 CE.  The temple in Jerusalem has not been rebuilt 

since. 

 

So what are we to make of this, all this temple building, knocking down, rebuilding...? 

I think Psalm 84 helps us out:  how lovely is your dwelling place, O God.   

(At this point, you should pause and listen to “How lovely is your dwelling place” from Brahms’ 

Requiem.)       

 

So where is God dwelling?   In Jerusalem?  In a temple?  In the sanctuary of NYAve Presbyterian 

NW?   

 

“Happy are those whose strength is in you,  

in whose heart are the highways to Zion.”   

(Psalm 84, v. 5, NRSV) 

 

God is not in a building, but in our hearts.  They are the highways to Zion, the New Jerusalem.  

We long for the New Jerusalem. 

 

I hope many of us have discovered this during quarantine, when we have been unable to 

worship in the sanctuary.  I don’t want to un-employ church staff, and we certainly want to get 

together again.  However, I hope that you have had rich experiences in your personal prayers 

and meditations during this time.  I have. 

 

Prayer:  Dear God, help us to seek and find you in our hearts.  That way You are always with us, 

to comfort and guide us, especially in times of trial.   

 

Ella Cleveland 

 

 



The Word of the Lord 
Genesis 9:8-17        March 11, 2021 
Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22 
Ephesians 1:3-6 
 
Genesis 15-16:  “I will remember my covenant that is between me and you and every living 
creature of all flesh; and the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. When 
the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and 
every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.” 
 
Psalm 107:17-22:  “Some were sick through their sinful ways/and because of their iniquities 
endured affliction;/they loathed any kind of food,/and they drew near to the gates of death./Then 
they cried to the Lord in their trouble,/and he saved them from their distress;/he sent out his 
word and healed them,/and delivered them from destruction./Let them thank the Lord for his 
steadfast love,/for his wonderful works to humankind./And let them offer thanksgiving 
sacrifices,/and tell his deeds with songs of joy.” 
 
Ephesians 1:3-6:  “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us 
in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, just as he chose us in Christ[a] 
before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love.  He destined us 
for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of his will, to 
the praise of his glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved.” 

Reflection on the Word 

These words, always comforting, provide a special comfort this year - after the year of isolation 
and fear of the virus, fear for the direction of our country, sorrow for our sins - sins of the past, 
and present, and especially those sins of everyday racism and systemic racism that perhaps the 
privileged among us don’t even see that have deprived and hurt so many among us.  These 
words remind us that God is here for us and that God sent God’s son, Jesus Christ to cleanse 
us of our sins and to forgive us.  Not only that: they are a reminder that this love and forgiveness 
is extended to all God’s creatures – God’s covenant is with “all flesh that is on the earth” - not 
just certain flesh - but all flesh.  If we come to God and ask forgiveness, or in our time of need, 
we can count on God’s love, God’s care and God’s compassion regardless of what happens to 
us or what we have done.  Love is always needed and it is especially needed now - even as we 
hopefully are coming out of a year of physical sickness and heartsick-ness. In reading these 
passages I feel relief and even a sense of warmth from being wrapped in the loving embrace of 
the Lord.  Knowing God is with me and will always be with me and that God is with others who 
are hurting, who are ill, who are dealing with the effects of racism and other forms of prejudice 
helps to give me strength to try and make changes to make the world better for “all flesh”.  Even 
when I make missteps, even when I am tired and it all seems too overwhelming, reminders like 
the words of these passages, inspire me to take the next step and the next one to make the 
world a place worthy of God’s love.  

Prayer 

Dear Lord, we embrace your love and revel in it.  Help us to see your way and to emulate you in 
loving all your creatures.  Give us the strength and fortitude and humility to make the world 
worthy of your love and forgiveness.  Amen 
 
        Stacey Gagosian 



Friday, March 12, 2021       
 

Scripture: 
• Daniel 12:5-13 

• Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22 

• Ephesians 1:7-14 

Ephesians 1:7 

7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in 
accordance with the riches of God’s grace…. 

Psalm 107 

1 Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; 
    his love endures forever. 
2 Let the redeemed of the LORD tell their story— 
    those he redeemed from the hand of the foe, 
3 those he gathered from the lands, 
    from east and west, from north and south 

Reflection: 
 

As a sometimes-copyeditor, I marvel at how much Paul can pack into a single sentence. 
And he’s so clear. We are not defined by our faults. We are not defined by our busy-
ness. We are not defined by the places in which we inevitably fall short. We are defined 

first and foremost of being loved by God. 
 
These verses are out of order in the time period in which they were written, but they 

read quite wonderfully responsively.  In Christ we are redeemed! Let us give thanks for 
this today and always. 

 
Prayer: 
Father/Mother God, On the days in which we feel we are not enough, when we have 

lost our sense of purpose or direction, when the troubles of the world weigh our 
shoulders down, remind us that you forgive us, love us, and heap your grace upon us. 
Let us feel the strength of your spirit course through our lives, respond to your call, and 

remember that we only need do our part. There is no vacancy in the trinity. You’ve got 
that covered.  Amen 
 

 

         Laura Asiala 

 

 

 



Saturday March 13, 2021        Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22 

      Numbers 20:22-29 

     John 3:1-13 

Born Again Presbyterian 

 

In junior high school I first started giving some serious thought to the meaning of life.  

We were studying the Greek philosophers:  Socrates, Aristotle, and Plato.  I had never really 

thought much about the nature of God, reality, logic, or the reason for my existence.  But, 

learning about these philosophers and their teachings caused made me to critically question 

other things that I was hearing, especially at church.   

 

 I was raised in the Second Presbyterian Church in Indianapolis, Indiana.  I went to 

church most Sundays with my family, sang in the children’s choir, and went to Sunday school.  

Around the same time that I was learning about philosophy, I started a confirmation class at my 

church.  It was called “Niners” because it coincided with ninth grade.  I remember stumping my 

poor Niners teacher when I asked her whether Socrates, who lived years before Jesus, could get 

into heaven.  I don’t recall her answer, but I remember that it wasn’t satisfactory to me.  

Socrates deserved to be in heaven, I thought, if anyone did!  I wasn’t rebellious enough to quit 

confirmation class, but I drifted away from the Presbyterian church.  And, when Second 

Presbyterian contacted me several years later when I was starting my career in Indianapolis, I 

declined to become a member (much to my parents’ chagrin). 

 

Looking back on it now, I think I was in my Nicodemus phase.  Like Nicodemus in today’s 

passage from John, I was looking for definitive answers from Christianity about the meaning of 

life.  I was looking for something that could be proven with facts and reason.  Nicodemus was 

particularly perplexed when Jesus talked about being “born again.”  Nicodemus says, “How can 

anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb 

and be born?”   

 

As I grew older and looked a little deeper into philosophy, I realized that philosophy 

didn’t have the answers to the meaning of life.  I concluded that there was no logic or reasoning 

that could explain life’s tragedies, suffering, injustices, or the relative brief existence for each of 

us on earth.   

 

I took another look at Christianity, and I found that the Presbyterian church welcomes 

my doubt and my constant struggle for meaning.  A Presbyterian pastor in Arlington told me: 

“we don’t ask you to check your brain when you come to church on Sunday morning.”  In this 

light, I hear a sublime beauty in Jesus’s words to Nicodemus: “The wind blows where it chooses 

and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes.”  For 

me, this represents a constant quest for meaning that is always present but ultimately elusive.  I 

believe Jesus is telling Nicodemus to embrace this and grapple with this, but, most of all, trust 

God.  For me, this is what it means to be “born again.”  As Jesus tells Nicodemus, this is the life 

for those “born of the Spirit.”   

           Adam Bain 



How Do We Think About God? 

 

II Chronicles 36:14-23       Sunday, March 14, 2021 

Psalm 34 

John 3:14-21 

Ephesians 2:4-10 

 

I think these four passages are teaching us how we may have thought of God and how that can 

change over time. 

 

In II Chronicles we see God punishing the Israelites by sending them off to Babylon captivity for 

70 years.  In other words, God punishes big time. 

 

In Psalm 34 we learn that God will destroy the wicked and reward the good.  So, you better be 

good!  (God keeps a list, you know.) 

 

In John 3, “For God so loved the world that God gave the son Jesus that we may have 

everlasting life….”  Now we know just how much God loves us. 

 

In Ephesians 2:4-10, we now learn that God gives us love, even when we are dead through our 

trespasses.  God has saved us by grace, which we did not earn.  And we do not earn this love 

through our works, so no one can boast of their good deeds. 

 

So, we have come from being punished for disobedience and all the way to receiving God’s love 

through non-earned grace.  It is just there for us.  Are we not lucky ducks!  Praise the Lord. 

 

         Jenean McKay 

 

 

 

 
 

 



Slow Healing 

 
Exodus 15:22-27; Psalm 102; Hebrews 3:1-6             Monday, March 15 

 
Dashing into the desert, the Hebrew tribes have just escaped plague-infested Egypt and are 
suddenly thirsty, so they start “grumbling against Moses.”  In distress he cries out to the Lord 
and drinkable water is provided for the demanding people.  Then and there, the Lord speaks 
directly to them, “If you listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your God and …if you pay 
attention to His commands, I will not bring on you any of the diseases (10 plagues) I brought on 
the Egyptians, for I am the Lord, who heals you! (Ex 15:22-26).”  Things do get a bit better, but 
the impatient tribes must learn humility and how to wait on the Lord, as they heal. 
 
And if we also listen carefully, Psalm 102 shares a second lesson in how to heal.  Now, centuries 
later, Jerusalem is abandoned and the Temple destroyed; the majority of its residents and 
workers exiled.  The city is a shadow of its former self.  Shops boarded up.  Streets empty.  All 
around, the hills are quiet and dark at night.  During this Babylonian Exile, Psalm 102 was 
written to lament this great loss and the isolation felt by the exiles. 
 
Speaking for all the captives, the psalmist cries out: 
 
  My days vanish like smoke… 
  My heart is sick and withered like grass… 

I lie awake; I have become 
Like a bird alone on a roof… 
My days are like the evening shadows; 
I wither away like dry grass… 

 
Yet out of this isolation, this drought of the spirit, she has a vision of the Lord: 
 
  The Lord looked down from His Sanctuary on high, 

To hear the groans of the prisoners 
And to release those condemned to death. 

 
This vision makes the speaker aware in the midst of her pain and isolation, that the Lord of all 
Creation abides.  Spiritually aware, she can declare: 
 

So the Name of the Lord will be declared in Zion 
  And His praise in Jerusalem, 

When the faithful peoples and the kin-dom 
Assemble to worship the Lord! (Ps 102: 3-22) 

 
So, all that has been taken away or lost, will return.  Jerusalem may be in ashes and the people 
scattered, but the glory of the Lord endures.  And when she praises this all-giving, all-loving 
Lord, her hope renews and returns.  The ephemeral meets the Eternal.  Her praise lifts her out 
of exile and into a spiritual awareness of the glory of the Lord.  In a mysterious way the Lord 
lives in the praises of faithful believers. 
 
O Lord, give us the strength and spiritual awareness to wait for our safe return to our cities and 
communities.  For You are the Lord of healing and grace.  Amen. 
 

          Tom Dunlap 



Psalm 107:1-16       Tuesday, March 16, 2021 

Numbers 20:1-13 

1 Corinthians 10:6-13 

 

“In the first month the whole Israelite community arrived at the Desert of Zin, and they 

stayed at Kadesh.  There Miriam died and was buried. 

“Now there was no water for the community and the people gathered in opposition to 

Moses and Aaron.  They quarreled with Moses and said, ‘If only we had died when our brothers 

fell dead before the LORD!  Why did you bring the LORD’s community into this desert, that we and our 

livestock should die here?  Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to this terrible place?  It has no grain or 

figs, grapevines or pomegranates.  And there is no water to drink!’ 

“Moses and Aaron went from the assembly to the entrance to the Tent of Meeting and fell 

facedown, and the glory of the LORD appeared to them.  The LORD said to Moses, ‘Take the staff, and 

you and your brother Aaron gather the assembly together.  Speak to that rock before their eyes and it 

will pour out its water.  You will bring water out of the rock for the community so they and their 

livestock can drink.’ 

“So Moses took the staff from the LORD’s presence, just as he commanded him.  He and Aaron 

gathered the assembly together in front of the rock and Moses said to them, ‘Listen, you rebels, must 

we bring you water out of this rock?’  Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff.  

Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank. 

“But the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, ‘Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me 

as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them.’ 

“These were the waters of Meribah, where the Israelites quarreled with the LORD and where he 

showed himself holy among them.” – Numbers 20:1-13 

 

This is such a significant event!  It is alluded to in the passage from Psalm 107 and elsewhere.  Imagine!  

Water from a rock!  In the desert! Enough water to satisfy all the people and their livestock.  A story to 

be told around campfires for generations.  An unforgettable example of God’s provision.   

 

This is actually the second time this story is told.  It is told first in Exodus (Chapter 17), and in that 

account, God tells Moses to strike the rock.  One has to feel for Moses.  He did not want the job of 

leading the Israelites out of Egypt.  In fact, he argued against it as strenuously as perhaps one might dare 

to argue with God.  It was an argument he lost.  So, he had to face down Pharaoh, endure the plagues 

and the terror of standing in front of a body of water as Pharaoh’s chariots bore down on the people.  

And that was just the start of his troubles because the people complained at every turn, every turn. And 

the moment Moses’ back was turned, they melted down their jewelry and made an idol to worship. 

After forty-plus years of heavy responsibility and abuse, it seems supremely unfair that Moses was not 

allowed to lead his people into the promised land.  The compliers of the Pentatuch (Genesis-

Deuteronomy) must have thought so, too.  There is today’s story, where Moses’ destiny is his own fault, 

and there is a passage in Deuteronomy 1:32ff where Moses tells the people that God has denied him 

this honor because God was angry with the people who refused to enter the Promised Land the first 

time.  The compilers seem to be inventing reasons to explain a perceived injustice. 

 

Moses did not lead the people into the Promised Land, but he is the great figure in the story of Israel.  It 

is hard to imagine Israel’s story without him.  Transfiguration Sunday was just a month ago.  It is good to 

think of Moses standing there on the mount with Jesus and Elijah, his feet in the Promised Land after all. 

 



Lent 2021, Monday March 17th  

Isaiah 60: 15-22 

Psalm 107: 1-16 

John 8: 12-20  

The pendulum of our country's fortunes has swung once again. Violently, but it has at 

least swung. The hateful and violent rhetoric of the last four years seems, at least at the 

presidential level, to have swung over to a more compassionate and generous tone. We'll see 

what the practical results are, of course, but I choose to hope for the best. The intent counts for 

something. We still have far to go to achieve the unity we and our new President hope for. Our 

President does seem to be trying at least to set a new tone and set new standards of governance 

based in Christian practice. As much as possible. We'll see how that turns out. The level of 

success will depend on our strength of our Christianity as a community and our faith in God's 

nurturing love for us. As well as, of course, on our level of success in reflecting God's love to 

each other even in the darkest hour. I'm convinced that this will be the most challenging part of 

the road ahead of us.  

As well, my health has once again seemed to deteriorate in new and concerning ways. I 

have reason to believe that I'll make it through. So far I have always passed through successfully. 

I have hope for our nation as well. In Isaiah we read, “I will make you majestic forever, a joy 

from age to age.” And, ”you shall know that I, the LORD, am your Savior and your Redeemer, 

the Mighty One of Jacob.” “I will appoint Peace as your overseer and Righteousness as your 

taskmaster. Violence shall no more be heard in your land, devastation or destruction within your 

borders; you shall call your walls Salvation, and your gates Praise.” My gratitude for my health's 

durability drives my hope for the future for all of us. Throughout my life I've learned that 

gratitude for blessings received fits us for future ones.  

The wise words of Psalm 107 exhort us. “O give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; for 

his steadfast love endures forever. Let the redeemed of the LORD say so, those he redeemed 

from trouble and gathered in from the lands.” “They cried to the LORD in their trouble, and he 

delivered them from their distress.” “Let them thank the LORD for his steadfast love, for his 

wonderful works to humankind.”  

In the context of pandemic my health seems especially fragile. I'm quite sure many are 

experiencing the same sense of foreboding. I work very hard to hold on to my faith even though 

it is sometimes difficult. Faith that my life has its source in God. Lord, redeem me from my 

failures and for my loving intentions and my honest effort to carry them out. I mean well.  

Peace and the Love of Christ.        

Nathan Moon  

Jesus spoke to them [us], saying, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never 

walk in darkness but will have the light of life.”  



Thursday March 18 
Isaiah 30: 15-18 

 Psalm 51: 1-12 
Hebrews 4: 1-13 

 
“Teach me Wisdom in my secret heart” 

 
Even living in pandemic quarantine, it often seems difficult to focus on what’s 
important, be really open to truth, or zero in on what really matters.  Having 
extra time and space have not automatically helped! 
 
It is written in Hebrews 4: “For good news came to us just as to them, but the 
message they heard did not benefit them because it did not meet with faith in 
the hearers.”  In Psalm 51 the psalmist asks a prayer for healing and moral 
renewal: “Behold, thou desirest truth in the inward being; therefore teach me 
wisdom in my secret heart.” 
 
It seems that a heart which is both receptive and open is required before I 
really can fully hear the good news, or experience genuine healing. How do I 
manage taking the risk of a really receptive heart? The reference to “my secret 
heart” calls up an image of  peeling back the onion to find what is really at my 
center.  Digging deep to find my own truth.   
 
I think courage is probably the ingredient most needed to do so. Courage is 
required to honestly face individual pain and societal injustice in the world and 
to figure out my Christ-informed response.  I hope that if I really believe 
Isaiah’s passage “the Lord waits to be gracious to you” that this gives me that 
courage. That if I truly believe in God’s unconditional love, that bolsters me. I 
need to give the Lord that chance.  
 
This leads me to this old song – try singing it right now!   
 
“I want Jesus to walk with me, I want Jesus to walk with me; 
All along my pilgrim journey, Lord I want Jesus to walk with me.” 

 

Martha Davis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Exodus 30:1-10 March 19, 2021 

Psalm 51:1-12 

Hebrews 4:14-5:4 

Not Enough 

 

A friend tells a story of her experience at a health conference a few years back. At one point, 

participants spoke about their hurts and fears – and their stories stayed with her. Not the details, 

but the deeper story behind everyone’s words. Over and over again, she heard: “I fear I am not 

good enough.” 

 

I wonder if today’s Exodus passage comes out of a similar fear. These precise specifications for 

a gold-plated altar of atonement form one part of a long set of detailed instructions for the 

tabernacle, given from God to Moses on Mt. Sinai. Two things strike me. First, when Moses at 

last comes back down the mountain with these instructions, he will find that the people have 

built themselves a golden calf to worship. And second, these people are in the wilderness – the 

details and the riches seem impossible! 

 

But I think impossibility may be exactly what these codes are about. How can it be possible for 

an imperfect, sinful people to approach the Holy One? 

 

Today’s Psalm is one of longing. By tradition attributed to David after the episode with 

Bathsheba, it’s a desperate prayer for forgiveness. “Wash me thoroughly … indeed, I was born 

guilty … purge me with hyssop … hide your face from my sins.” The not-enough-ness comes 

through loud and clear. Perhaps that is why it is one of my favorites. I am not enough – help! 

 

I know it says something about me that I prefer lingering in this Psalm to spending time with the 

passage from Hebrews, which seems to offer a pat solution: Jesus Christ as our high priest. But 

even here, the not-enough comes through. The author of Hebrews isn’t waving a magic wand to 

make us good. Instead, it’s a call to confession, knowing that Jesus can “sympathize with our 

weaknesses.”  

 

Clearly, fears of not being enough are part of human history, part of being human. Back at the 

health conference, my friend says it didn’t seem to matter whether someone’s mother was 

neglectful, or so wonderful they could never measure up, whether they had advanced degrees and 

successful careers – or not. No one felt good enough.  

 

For some, affirmations of being enough, or of being enough through Jesus, provide the antidote. 

For me, letting go of being enough (over and over again) gives me comfort. Each time, it is like a 

great sigh of relief. And I can pick myself up and go on with what I am doing anyway. Thank 

God. Thank Jesus. We don’t have to be enough. We have each other, the community of faith, and 

the story of God, who decides to walk the earth with all of us not-enough people.  

 

Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. Do not cast me 

away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your 

salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit. Amen 

- Meg Hanna House 



Psalm 51:1-12         March 20, 2021 

         “Create in Me a Clean Heart, O God” 

 

The psalm is David’s prayer for redemption after “lying with” or “going in to” Bathsheba. The 

second verse begs God to wash the sinner of iniquity. The fifth makes clear that sinfulness is a 

natural state, present at birth. Taken together, the twelve verses suggest that sinners sin often, 

that our sins are “ever before” us, and that they, presumably, require frequent washings.  

Oddly, at least in a Lenten reflection, the passage is reminiscent of humorist Florence King’s 

infamous self-rejuvenating southern virgin.  

 

Growing up privileged and female in the American South of the 1950s and early 1960s, 

dishonesty was the coin of the realm, essential to social acceptance, perhaps survival.  For 

starters, there was our otherwise commendable tradition of civility. Ugly, even merely 

unpleasant, truths seldom made their way into civilized discourse. The ugliest, pervasive 

throughout the Jim Crow South and strikingly evident even today, were unseen by averted 

eyes, misperceived by custom-dulled sensibilities. Especially among women and girls, slowly 

descending the shaky pedestals of their past, half-truths prevailed. How else to achieve agency?  

As my Mother stated more than once, always with a straight face, “I cannot lie but I certainly 

can dissemble.”   

 

Of course, even in those bad old days, the psalmist called out our sins and pointed the path to 

the confessional. But any permanent “truth in the inward being, wisdom in the secret heart,” 

let alone a society that would welcome such qualities, eluded my search and, for reasons too 

complex to detail here, as a young adult I despaired of faith as their source. When, after 15 

years of active alcoholism, I resumed that search in the secular world, success was infrequent at 

best. 

 

Since returning several years ago to faith, most of my interpersonal interactions have been with 

members of the NYAPC family and a handful of long-trusted friends. Driven indoors by 

pandemic, I also communicate more often than heretofore with other residents of the 

retirement residence bunker where I live.  A recent interaction among residents startled me as 

a contrast to others in recent years.  As I processed the encounter, I was startled again to 

realize that not since joining the NYAPC community have I experienced anything similar. Not 

once have I encountered dishonesty; nor have I perpetrated it. Not once have I witnessed 

unkindness; nor have I knowingly acted unkindly.  Is it possible that clean heartedness has 

become . . . the new normal?  

 

This Lenten season, I celebrate the spiritual community that affords the ability to build truth in 

the inward being and wisdom in the secret heart.  I have changed and am changing as part of a 

community of fellow seekers who also are growing in faith.   

 

How great the rejoicing in bones all but crushed by years of little faith!  How willing—nay, 

eager—this new and right spirit, in community with my kindred, to further God’s work in world! 

          Ann Bradley   



A New Covenant 
 
Jeremiah 31:31-34        March 21, 2021 
Psalm 119:73-96 
John 12:20-33 
Hebrews 5:7-10 
 
 
“But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: 
I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they 
shall be my people.”                                              Jeremiah 31:33 
 
 
In the Gospel of John, Jesus says to his disciples, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give 
you...Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” Today’s scripture lessons cause 
me to reflect on how hard it is to claim this peace that Jesus promised. From the war-filled, 
desert wanderings of the Old Testament, to the suffering Jesus himself experienced, to the 
racial and political discord we face today, the tension between reality and the peace of Christ is 
stark. In today’s lesson from John, Jesus states, “My soul is troubled” as he foreshadows his 
own death, and the Hebrews passage speaks of Jesus lifting up prayers with “loud cries and 
tears” to the one who could save him. Jesus advises us to not be troubled, but his own anguish 
during his earthly ministry is palpable. 
 
As a prophet to the people of Israel (who themselves had no shortage of experiences with 
anguish), Jeremiah offers hope of a new covenant. In lieu of the old covenant, where God 
worked through the chosen people of Israel and called them to remain steadfast to more than 
600(!!!) commandments, Jeremiah states, “But this is the covenant that I will make with the 
house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on 
their hearts.” What was once solely an external-facing practice expands to also become an 
internal matter of the heart. And to take things one step further, this covenant extends beyond 
the people of Israel. In the passages from John and Hebrews, we read of Greeks drawn to 
Jesus’ message, of salvation being for all who obey, and Jesus himself proclaiming he will draw 
all people to himself. 
 
In this revelation of the new covenant, and in this declaration that all can be drawn near, there is 
peace. We are no longer called to take up arms against one another; the Israelites are no longer 
called to war with their neighbors but to share in God’s promise. It is a radical departure from 
the old covenant, and I imagine one that took some getting used to. But in the promise of peace 
that Jesus offers, and in the peace we pass to one another each week, I find this new covenant 
hopeful and enticing, as difficult as it can be to live into the peace Christ promises. 
 
Prayer: Oh lord, make me an instrument of thy peace, and help me live into the promise of the 
new covenant - offered to all, withheld from none. Amen. 
 
         Hillary Webster 

 

 

 
 



Seeking, Meditating … Treasuring, Delighting 

Accepting 

 

Psalm 119: 9-16        March 22, 2021 

Isaiah 43: 8-13 

2 Corinthians 3: 4-11 

 

If it was any other year, on this day, I would be finalizing my preparations and packing for an 

ecumenical Easter-week pilgrimage to Holy Island in Northern England.  Over the course of 

eight days or so, myself and a small group of wayward followers of the Way would be hiking up 

hills, crossing through dales, rambling along rivers, and venturing into villages.  We “Northern 

Cross Pilgrims” would be fellowshipping with each other, with strangers whom we encountered, 

and with creation in all its varied forms.  We would be lifting ourselves and others up, 

celebrating our hopes and joys, consoling our fears and concerns.  We would be singing and 

praying.  We would be laughing and crying.  We would be serving and letting others serve us.  

And we would be pondering important formational questions.  Questions like, “Who are we? 

And Whose are we?  What does it mean to be a follower of Christ?  And how might we glorify 

God while at the same time help bring forth a new creation?” 

 

The season of Lent is a pilgrimage of sorts.  During this period, you and I – indeed, the entire 

Christian community – find ourselves walking alongside Jesus towards Jerusalem and the cross.  

It’s an intentional time; a time when we ask ourselves, “Have we as individuals – as the Church 

– been moving towards or away from God?”  It’s a time when we reflect on our “unholy and 

unwholly” thoughts and deeds.  It’s a time when we resist temptations that draw us away from 

God, from others, and from our true selves and take on practices that make this world a better 

place.  Indeed, Lent is a time of change.  In Lent, we repent, we redirect; we reorient.  And we 

know that to encounter resurrection, we must die by letting go of our sinful ways.  And yet also, 

in this season, we never forget our baptisms and the firm belief that we all are children of God. 

 

In today’s reading, the psalmist reminds us to seek God; to not stray from God’s commandments, 

to meditate on God’s precepts; to treasure God’s word.  When we intentionally embrace the ten 

commandments and God’s word, not as a way of denigrating ourselves and others, but rather as a 

guidepost to question whether we are living into, or might fully live into, a right relationship with 

the Holy One and others, we find ourselves open to wondrous change.  Open to being “re-born”.  

Open to a life anew.  Open to a new creation. 

 

During this season of Lent, where in your life have you found yourself reflecting and reorienting? 

 

The prophet Isaiah reaffirms this necessity to redirect ourselves to God rather than to other idols 

of the world that too often become gods to us.  In a society that regularly seems to favor fame 

and fortune, power and polarity, over expansive love and justice, mercy and kindness, perhaps it 

is a good time to remember who we are, whose we are, and what we are called to be. 

 
During this season of Lent, in what ways have you been striving to live into right relationship with 

God and others? 

 



Finally, Paul in his second letter to the Corinthians reminds us that it is the Spirit that gives us 

life.  It is from God that we live and have our being.  In this letter, Paul calls for a ministry of 

justification rather than one of condemnation.  Just as Jesus often followed the spirit rather than 

the letter of the law to carry out agape love, so are we called to do such.  For it is then that we, 

indeed, are faithful partners, bringing together a beloved community and God’s reign at this time 

and place. 

 
During this season of Lent, how has the Spirit been life-giving to you?  What will you do with your 

remarkable and marvelous life? 

 

Gracious God, Compassionate Christ, Sustaining Spirit … on this day, may we recall that we are 

a pilgriming people seeking, meditating, treasuring, and delighting.  May we seek You and your 

intentions for us and the earthly community; may we meditate on your precepts and treasure 

your word; and may we delight, delight in the conviction that we are your beloved children.  As 

we reflect and reorient during these last days of Lent, may we accept and embrace who we are, 

whose we are, and who we are called to be.  May it be so.  May it be so. 

 

- Mark A. Zaineddin 
 

 

 

 
 

 



Keeping the Faith and a Stiff Upper Lip 

 
              March 23, 2021 

 

Psalm 119:9-16: How Do I Keep the Faith:  We are truly blessed this Lenten season with so many on-

target passages from the Word of God. In the bowels of this pandemic, there are still millions who feel 

isolated, alone, frightened and angry. Many want to keep the faith and be strong, but they fall short with 
depression and sadness. The Psalmist asks, “How can a young person stay on the path of purity?” The 

answer is clear:    

- By living according to God’s word. 
- Keeping God in our hearts; 

- By praising God; 

- By constantly learning, reciting, and delighting in God’s decrees; 
- By meditating on God’s precepts; 

- By not ever neglecting the Word of God. 

Isaiah 44:1-8; Good Tidings for Israel, the Chosen, and All Children of God – After writing out 

activities to help keep us out of the ditch, God gives us some shout-outs and good-tidings: 

- Do not be afraid, I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; 

- I will pour out my Spirit on your offspring, and my blessing on your descendants; 
- Some will say, ‘I belong to the LORD’; others will call themselves by the name of Jacob; 

- still others will write on their hand, ‘The LORD’s,’ and will take the name Israel. 

- In other words, be like the Lord! 

 
This is all very good psychology and great crisis counseling! The Old Testament gives guidance on 

rebuilding the relationship with God and keeping it. It only takes a little trust. 

Acts 2:14-24: Peter Addresses the Crowd in How to Know When the End is Near - In modern psychology, 

we teach people how to set and maintain boundaries in all connections and relationships. However, we 

always want to know the full story too. Peter has sensed the tensions among the Jews about the power of 

God, and seeks to explain how we would know when God intends to end it for good. This too is simple 

and a little scary in order to get everyone’s attention: 

- I will pour out my Spirit on all people; 

- Your sons and daughters will prophesy; 

- Your young men will see visions; 
- Your old men will dream dreams; 

- Even on my servants will prophesy; 

- I will show wonders in the heavens above and signs on the earth below; 
-  The sun will be turned to darkness  and the moon to blood; 

- And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. 

 
In an effort to further prove his point of God’s ultimate power while verbally punishing those who killed 

Jesus, now that Peter has their attention, he drives the point home to let the crowd know that God does not 

forget those wicked people who murdered Jesus, reminding them that God still prevailed and raised Him 

form the dead:  “Fellow Israelites, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by 
miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know. 23 This 

man was handed over to you by God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of 

wicked men,[b] put him to death by nailing him to the cross. 24 But God raised him from the dead, freeing 
him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him.”  Eric Slaughter 



Wednesday, March 24 

 

Psalm 119:9-16; 

Haggai 2:1-9, 20-23; 

John 12:34-50 

 

“…for they loved human glory more than the glory that comes from God.” 

John 12:43 

 

We all spend a certain amount of time and energy worrying about what others 

think of us. Some of us do that more than others. As a social species, it is natural 

for us as humans to care whether our tribe values us. In prehistoric times, failure to 

be valued by one’s clan had deadly consequences, and that is deeply encoded in us. 

 

The pandemic has brought our reliance on our fellow humans into stark relief. We 

are acutely aware of how we need everyone to follow epidemiological advice to 

get through this. We have become more conscious of how we cannot take others 

for granted, such as the grocery store employees who stock shelves with nourishing 

food. We also notice how we yearn for real human connection with actual eye 

contact rather than stilted Zoom conversations. 

 

Lately, on those rare occasions that I have social contact, I find myself afterward 

rehashing things I said over and over and wondering what others were or are 

thinking of me. Then I feel frustrated about that and wish that I did not care that 

much. Do I really love “human glory” that much?! It was reassuring when one of 

my favorite meditation instructors recently shared on a podcast that he also 

naturally tends to worry about what others think of him. He mentioned that his 

self-compassion meditations help restore him to equanimity. 

 

Similarly, in moments when our concern about others’ views of us is running on 

overdrive, we can recall that we are made in the image of God. We are human and 

will make lots of mistakes in front of other humans, especially as we awkwardly 

relearn how to exercise our social muscles after a year or more of not using them 

regularly! But we do not need to obsess over every interaction, because God loves 

us just as we are, even the parts of us that worry about what others think of us. And 

odds are that our fellow humans actually prefer connecting with our imperfect 

selves than they would with someone who was nauseatingly “perfect.” 

 

Laura West 

 



Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29       Thursday, March 25 

Deuteronomy 16:1-8 

Philippians 2:1-11 

 

 

Psalm 118 begins and ends with the same exclamation: 

 

 Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; [for] his steadfast love endures forever. 

 

As I was reading Psalm 118, I was reminded of several familiar hymns that use this text.  Verse 19 was 

used to create this hymn stanza, which was translated from German by Catherine Winkworth (1827-

1878) 

 

  Open now thy gates of beauty 

  Zion, let me enter there, 

  Where my soul in joyful duty 

  Waits for him who answers prayer. 

  O, how blessed is this place, 

  Filled with solace, light, and grace! 

 

John Mason Neale (1818-1866), translated many Latin texts, including this one that utilizes verse 22. 

 

  Christ is made the sure foundation, 

  Christ the head and cornerstone, 

  Chosen of the Lord and precious, 

  Binding all the church in one; 

  Holy Zion’s help forever, 

  And her confidence alone. 

 

Isaac Watts (1675-1748), who published more than 800 hymns, found inspiration in verse 24 when 

writing this text: 

 

  This is the day the Lord has made; 

  He calls the hours his own; 

  Let heav’n rejoice, let earth be glad. 

  And praise surround the throne. 

 

Finally, the Palm Sunday hymn “All Glory, Laud, and Honor” includes a reference to verse 26: 

 

  You are the King of Israel 

  And David’s royal Son, 

  Now in the Lord’s name coming, 

  The King and Blessed One. 

 

 

        Daniel A. Stokes 

 

 



 
A Life of Service Coming from Our Faith 

 

 
Jeremiah 33:10-16        Friday 
Psalms 118:1-2, 19-29       March 26, 2021 
Philippians 2:12-18 
 
“But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service 
coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you.” Philippians 2:17 
 
This passage caught our attention, first because we had to parse it carefully to understand it, 
and then for the impact of its meaning.   Understanding the phrase “being poured out like a 
drink offering” required some research. In the Old Testament (and ancient Greek and Roman 
pagan rites), offerings to God had three elements, consisting of a slaughtered animal set afire 
on the temple’s altar, grain offerings thrown onto the burning altar, and then a drink offering 
poured out over all so that the liquid becomes steam and rises skyward (see Numbers 15:1-
16).  Paul compares the good works of the Philippians to the ritual of making an offering at the 
temple.  A comparison to the three elements of this ritual act becomes a metaphor that the 
Philippians easily understand in their time and culture.  
 
Paul is encouraging the Christian community at Philippi to work toward their salvation by helping 
and serving other people, “for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill 
his good purpose” in the world.  He explains that their actions, inspired by their faith, represent 
the primary offerings to God.  Paul places himself last in the ritual, as the liquid offering that 
turns to steam. He is saying that he does not need to be the center of attention.  
 
When they all come before God “on the day of Christ,” he will be glad for them and he will 
rejoice with them, even though his role was to simply act as a guide.  Paul’s life after his 
conversion on the road to Damascus was devoted to encouraging and guiding others in their 
faith.  His “sacrifice” enabled others to find their faith in Jesus and work towards their salvation, 
becoming “blameless and pure children of God without fault in a warped and crooked 
generation.”  
 
As a faith community, The New York Avenue Presbyterian Church can serve collectively in the 
same way Paul served the Christians of Philippi.  Our faith community encourages its members 
and others to find and work out their faith so that God’s purpose is fulfilled through the will and 
actions of each individual.  The work we give to the congregation through our service and 
sacrifice is part of how we enable each other and those around us in the world to live out their 
faith. 
 
Through our work at New York Avenue, we are all Paul, pouring ourselves out “like a drink 
offering” to support the sacrifice and service of others. 
 
Prayer:  Gracious God, give us an understanding humility and courage. May we act to 
encourage the faith journey of others so that they too may feel God working through 
them in the world. Amen 
 
       Paul and Gwenn Gebhard 
 



Psalms 118: 1-2, 19-29      March 27, 2021 

Jeremiah 33: 10-16 

Mark 10: 32-35, 46-52 

 

“What’s Love Got to Do with It?” 

 

Psalm 118 begins with “Give thanks to the Lord, for his love endures forever.”  
The verses make clear what we should be doing, and likely aren’t doing very 
much:  Give thanks to the Lord, praise the Lord, exalt in the Lord, see the Lord’s 
doing each day and rejoice in it.  During life’s hard times and probably the stress 
of every-day living, it is not easy to take time or even remember to give thanks to 
God for the blessings we have. Perhaps what we need to do is intentionally 
practice being grateful—whether through a gratefulness journal or the St. 
Ignatius  “daily examen” or prayer—whatever it takes to form the habit of being 
grateful and thanking God.  Health experts tell us that being grateful is good for 
our outlook, our health, our well-being.  Throughout the Bible, we are told to be 
joyful every day, to be grateful.  Ecclesiastes says it often—live each day “under 
the sun” as a gift of God. Or as Bobby Kennedy said about his faith, “Fake it till 
you make it.”  In other words, practice until it becomes second nature, a habit of 
joy and gratefulness that we carry with us as we go through our days. 
 
As we continue to endure the struggle and challenges of the past year—the 
pandemic, job loss, deep racial injustice—we need this wellspring of hope and 
joy, of gratefulness, to propel us to action and better days.  In Jeremiah, the Lord 
promises that in “all the land that is laid waste, is in ruins inhabited neither by 
man nor beast. …shall be heard once again the sounds of joy and gladness.” As 
the pandemic has laid waste to jobs, mental health, and families enduring illness 
and death, there is the promise that hope and joy will come again. The Lord 
again promises in Jeremiah, “For I will restore the fortunes of the land as once 
they were.” For God so loved the world…  
 
God’s love bestowed on us should lead us to lives of love and joy, cultivated and 
nurtured by practice, consciously choosing to be grateful, to have empathy, to 
love one another.  This “art of love” really has no art to it.  Love just is—a deep 
soul-soaking love for one another, for ourselves, for God. Love makes things 
right.  Love believes and puts our souls and being “in right order.” So,  “what’s 
love got to do with it?”  Everything. We love because God first loved us. 
 
Prayer:  Gracious God, help us to remember to praise you, to be grateful for your 
gifts, and to love one another as you love us. 
           Marilyn J. Seiber 
 
 



Palm/Passion Sunday       March 28, 2021 

 

The lectionary texts for this Sunday are all very rich and full of meaning:  

--Isaiah 50 is the third Servant Song where the prophet identifies himself with the servant. 

--Psalm 29 is an enthronement psalm – “the voice of the Lord is powerful” 

--Philippians 2: 5-11 – Christ’s example of humility and obedience-- a Christology hymn. 

--Mark 11:1-11 is THE Palm Sunday text of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem and the beginning of 

what the church calls Holy Week. 

 

--Mark chapters 14 and 15 is the passion narrative, twenty percent of the gospel of Mark.  

It is good that today is a Sunday because maybe you have a bit more time for your 

devotion and meditation.  One would do well in finding a quiet space and reading slowly 

through the passion narrative of the last days and hours of Jesus life in chapters 14 and 15 of 

the Gospel of Mark, putting yourself back in AD 33 and absorbing all that is going on, identifying 

with the characters and imaging how these events changed the course of history! 

 

     ***** 

If you need more, let me add some quotes about the cross for your thought and reflection from 

theologian and author, Rowan Williams’ book, The Sign and the Sacrifice -The Meaning of the 

Cross and Resurrection.  (NYAPC Adult Education class discussed this book a couple of years 

ago.)   

__ “the cross is our sign and it is a sign of the kind of God we believe in.” 

__”the cross is a sign of the transcendent freedom of the love of God.” 

__”The cross is an example to us, but also an example for us…a ‘sample” of the love of  

God.” 

__”The cross is the one moment when we see God and suffering brought together.” 

__”the cross is a compelling sign not only of an inexhaustible love but of a vulnerable love.” 

__”The cross, says Thomas Aquinas, ‘prompts us to love, and it is by this that we are forgiven.’ 

__“The cross is what creates in us friendship with God.  Here then is a very powerful and 

moving and resourceful tool for thinking about the cross.  The sign of disgrace and exclusion, 

the sign of failure, is turned inside out to be a sign of that unique freedom which is God’s  

freedom to be God whatever we do.  But it is also a sign of the riskiness, the vulnerability, 

which such freedom must mean.” 

 

__ the writer of the hymn, “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” says it completely –"love so 

amazing, so divine demands my soul, my life my all.” 

 

__and the poem, “Just Wood” by Bob Benson 

           

Isn’t it strange that we should glorify the cross,  

Put it on our churches, 

Wear it on our lapels and around our necks – 

That we should sing about it and that it should become a 

Symbol of faith and inspiration? 



 

The cross – a dark, dirty, excruciating way of legalized killing 

in the name of justice. 

Had the Romans chosen to hang or behead, or mutilate or shoot, 

Would we sing of the precious old rope or would our steeples lift rifles to the sky? 

 

Isn’t it moving that God’s love could transform the long-ago 

Counterpart of electric chairs and gas chambers into a symbol 

Of faith and devotion? 

But then love changes everything it touches: 

It makes heavy burdens light, long hours short, ordinary faces beautiful,  

Houses into homes, picnics into banquets, and wilted daisies into bouquets, 

God into sacrifice, and sinners into saints. 

 

And if Jesus could take a cross and fashion like he fashioned wood  

in his earthly father’s carpenter’s shop  

into a depiction of Deepest love,  

Doesn’t it make you wonder what he might be able to do with you  

if you yielded to his love? 

 

 

PRAYER: O God of love, forgiveness and grace, in this Holy Week open us to experience anew 

Your transforming love shown to us in Jesus’ life.  Amen! 

 

Beth Braxton  

 

 

 

 
 

 



Monday, March 29, 2021 

Isaiah 42:1-9 

John 12:1-11 

Hebrews 9:11-15 

 

In the gospel reading, just days before his return to Jerusalem, Lazarus, Martha, and Mary gave 

a dinner for Jesus.  After Mary used an extravagant amount of costly perfume to anoint Jesus’s 

feet, the text continues: 

 
4But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), 

said, 5“Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money 

given to the poor?” 6(He said this not because he cared about the poor, but 

because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was 

put into it.) 7Jesus said, “Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it 

for the day of my burial. 8You always have the poor with you, but you do not 

always have me.” 

 

The passage provides context in verses four and six to soften the message: the parenthetical 

text highlighting Judas’s selfish motives and labelling Judas as a thief and “the one who was 

about to betray him.” Most online commentary seems to focus on those portions, narrowing 

Jesus’s words to Judas and exhorting the reader not to be selfish, like Judas, but to 

extravagantly embrace Christ, like Mary. The passage can also be read to encourage action—

Mary’s service—instead of cynical criticism—Judas’s critique. 

 

But meditate on Jesus’s statement at verse eight: “You always have the poor with you, but you 

do not always have me.” It seems facile to reduce that statement to a simple condemnation of 

Judas’s greed. 

 

I can understand that verse only if I read this scene as metaphor for Christ’s resurrection and 

our relationship to it. The dinner was at Lazarus’s home and celebrated Jesus’s raising of 

Lazarus. Mary anointed Jesus’s feet as one would prepare a body for burial. In the historical 

chronology, Jesus had not yet been crucified, but Mary and Lazarus were already with Christ in 

a resurrection world. Judas did not see that world. After this passage, John’s narrative turns to 

the high priests’ plot to kill Lazarus, reinforcing that the institutions of power tend toward 

death, away from Christ. It was with these priests whom Judas casts his lot. 

 

Jesus’s statement in verse eight highlights the chasm between the world as it is and as it could 

be. It is a statement to all of us: You see a world where there is not enough, where there is 

death; I am not in that world. Mine is a world of abundance, of life. 

 

Prayer: As told in Isaiah, Jesus came as a light to the nations, to open eyes that 

are blind. We are blinded by world and culture that reinforce need and death. 

Help us leave that world on the cross and see a resurrection world in Christ. 

—Mike Smith 



 

God’s Call 

 

March 30 

 

Isaiah 49:1-7 

John 12:20-36 

I Corinthians 1:18-31 

 

When all three of these lectionary passages are read together, there are two dominant threads: 

God’s call to us throughout our lives, and the juxtaposition of the earthly kingdom and God’s 

kingdom.  Isaiah’s second Servant Song articulates that we are called to be God’s servants when 

we are still in the womb. God has claimed us as God’s own before our births. The passage from 

John comes at the end of Jesus’ public ministry and foretells of his crucifixion.  Jesus urged the 

gathered crowd to believe in the light while you have the light so that you may become children 

of the light (v. 36).  As God’s children, we are called to shine God’s light out into the world. 

 

In the passage from Paul’s letter to Corinth, Paul challenges the church and its believers to 

reevaluate their relationships with their worldly virtues: wisdom, power, and nobility.  Paul 

writes that in God’s kingdom wisdom and foolishness are reversed. In verse 26, Paul implores 

us to remember our own call: God’s children are called despite a lack of wisdom, strength, and 

nobility. Paul leaves his readers enriched with a better understanding of the magnitude of 

God’s grace, that despite our lack of worldly attributes, we are God’s and God’s kingdom 

upends our worldly values. 

 

As I reflect on God’s call, this last year has left me with an increased urgency to work against 

the disparity that plagues our communities.  It is usually a Lenten practice to give up something 

you enjoy for the season to strengthen your connection with Jesus and the sacrifices he made. 

But this year, in lieu of giving something up, I am contemplating what to share with the 

community as a way of fulfilling God’s call.  I am aiming for something that I maintain beyond 

Lent as a way to recognize the disparity in the world, work to change in, and in so doing better 

embody God’s call for each of us.  I invite you to join me in my non-conventional Lenten 

practice.  

 

Prayer:  Almighty God, be with us as we listen for your call, respond to your call, attempt to live 

out your call in the world, in an effort that your kingdom may be fulfilled. In Jesus’ name we 

pray.  Amen. 

 

         Melissa Jane Taylor 

 

 

 

 

 



Wednesday, March 31 
Isaiah 50:4 – 9a, John 13:21 – 32, Hebrews 12:1 – 3 

 

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay 

aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance 

the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, 

who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its 

shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who 

endured such hostility against himself from sinners, so that you may not grow weary or 

lose heart.” – Hebrews 12:1 – 3  

 

 

Lent is often understood as a season of waiting. We begin with Ash Wednesday, 

saying, “dust to dust,” yet we sometimes forget that between the dust there is so much 

life to be had. While looking ahead to Easter is exciting and appropriate, especially in a 

year that has brought so many hardships, today’s Scripture passage reminds us of the 

central invitation of Lent: to focus on how we live in between the dust and with whom we 

choose to do this life and work of Kingdom-building. As Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

famously said, we are all part of this “inescapable network of mutuality.” Our task, as we 

wait for our Savior is to take care of one another, to be community, to be Church.  

 

Perhaps some of you choose to participate in this season by giving up habits you would 

like to leave in the past or acquiring new habits you’d like to integrate into your life. In 

the days to come, we will experience great sadness and great joy alike. My hope this 

Lent is that we all remember we are not experiencing any of this alone. With Christ as 

our guide, and our Church by our side, God’s Kingdom—a world of love of community-- 

is truly not far from reality.  

 

As we move through our day, we can all consider how we will live into our roles as 

members of the “cloud of witnesses” (Heb. 12:1) and help build the Kingdom of God on 

earth.  

 

-- Abby and Katie Rosenson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Maundy Thursday        John 13:1-17; 31-35 

April 1, 2021 

 

“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; even as I have loved you, that you also 

love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 

John 13:34-35 

Being in Community 
 

Since I began working from home at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, it has been difficult to 

maintain my community or build new ones. Virtual tools like Zoom, Blue Jeans, or Facebook 

Messenger are helping, but they are clearly no substitutes for being physically present with 

family and friends.  

 

However, these virtual platforms have also helped me to revive and/or strengthen family ties 

and friendships across the Pacific. My community of childhood friends and my community of 

college friends now regularly meet monthly, with my family in the Philippines, Canada, and the 

U.S. meeting twice monthly.  

 

In our scripture reading today, Jesus shows us how to maintain community – whether virtually 

or physically. It provides a good reminder as we tire of virtual platforms.   

 

In ancient times, it was the custom for the host to offer a container of water for guests to wash 

their dirty, tired feet. The guests washed their feet, but often it was done by a servant or a slave.  

Yet, after supper, Jesus, the Messiah, washed the feet of the disciples, emphasizing that all 

people are created equal.  

 

Today, being in community requires humility so that we may serve others who are our equals.   

 

Among the disciples, Peter objected to the washing of their feet. Jesus reminded him that it was 

a gift, marking their relationship with him. By assuming the role of a slave, Jesus  conveyed the 

gift of his deep love for them.  

 

Today, being community requires the gift of love, one that is freely given and accepted.    

 

At the end of this story, Jesus gave us an order – in Latin, a mandatum, hence Maundy Thursday 

– that we love one another. Love binds and strengthens our communities – pandemic or not.  

 

The world will know we are his disciples if we love one another. Strengthen our hands and our wills for 

love and for service. Keep before our eyes the image of your Son, who, being God, became a servant for our 

sake. Amen. (by Rachel Marie Stone) 

Adlai Amor 

 

 



Good Friday, April 2, 2021         Isaiah 52:13-53:12; Psalm 22:1-15 
            John 18:1-19:42; Hebrews 4:14-16, 5:7-9 
 

“Beneath the Cross of Jesus” 
 

Again, I am confused by the term “Good” to describe the events depicted for this portion of the 
life of Jesus.  Some superficial research reveals that “Good Friday” comes from the “…obsolete sense 
of ‘pious’, ‘holy’ of the word ‘good’”. (Wikipedia)  It is in the same sense that we refer to the Bible as 
“the good book”.  A more appropriate term might be “Holy Friday” or “Sacred Friday”.  All of the 
readings for today emphasize suffering and the hope for redemption we experience individually or 
collectively. 

The reading from the Book of Isaiah, entitled the “Suffering Servant” is the last of several 
passages so entitled.  The early Church and Frederick Handel identified the servant here with Jesus.  
Handel used many of the verses (King James version) in his oratorio “The Messiah”.  It is difficult to 
read this without the music of “He was despised, rejected….” Accompanying one’s reading.  However, 
in historical context (this section of Isaiah is believed to have been written during Israel’s Babylonian 
exile), scholars believe the servant referred to here appears to have been Israel itself.  It would appear 
to be a description of a nation suffering from mistreatment by all other nations, a collective passion, if 
you will.  It predicts that its suffering is almost over and that the oppressors will receive their 
punishment. 

Psalm 22 begins with yet another passage associated with Jesus, “My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?” (Psalm 22:1)  It is a song describing the anguish and pain of a person forsaken 
by God but remembering that God had delivered the earlier community of faith.  It is a petition that 
God again relieve the current suffering.  These passages may be seen as a foreshadowing of the 
passion of Jesus. 

The brief statements from the Letter to the Hebrews (authorship anonymous) seems to be an 
extended sermon emphasizing a sinless Jesus whose suffering and passion makes Him an empathetic 
high priest to whom we can turn for salvation. 

The passages from John are an “hour by hour” description of the passion of Jesus:  his arrest, 
appearances before the Jewish and Roman authorities, and his crucifixion and burial.  John’s 
description of these events brings Jesus’s human pain and suffering to the fore.  The Jewish authorities 
and the mob following shouting “Crucify him, crucify him” are graphically depicted.  In a strange 
juxtaposition, the demand for blood is paired with the need to conform to religious practice.  When 
interviewed by Pilate in the Roman headquarters building, the Jews must stay outside or be defiled by 
entering a Gentile structure.  Since Passover was the next day, they would not be able to celebrate it 
if defiled  They also demand immediate action and death because Torah law did not permit a hanging 
on the sabbath.  All three being crucified needed to die before sundown. 

The strange mixture of orthodox or religious ritual with the cries for blood seem to me to mirror 
what happened on the Capitol steps on January 6.  Persons following a leader with religious zeal 
shouting “hang Mike Pence” or “kill Pelosi”, even “praying” on the rostrum of the Senate seem to me 
quite similar.  There is no description here, however, of the actions of those who followed and loved 
Jesus standing near the cross surrounded by this vitriol and chaos.  What feelings of helplessness, 
despair and grief must have been there.  How could they follow Jesus’ teaching of love and loving 
one’s neighbor while these “neighbors” were spewing their hate and violence?  Does this dilemma 
sound familiar? 

How can I follow the example set by Jesus when I can’t understand or communicate with my 
neighbor and must continually suppress the anger and even rage I feel about their actions?  These 
passages would seem to say that my suffering, the suffering of my nation, will end and that redemption 
will come.  Something difficult to keep in mind while awaiting Easter morning. 
 
God of the ages, please be patient with me.  Give me the courage and forbearance to endure and to 
work toward the day of redemption and deliverance by reflecting God’s love in all I do.  Amen 
         Spencer Gibbins 



April 3, 2021 

Job 14:1-14p  

Matthew 27:57-66 

1 Peter 4:1-8 

 

Today, Holy Saturday, is the day of expectation, of waiting, of listening, of yearning. We know 

that Easter is coming, that good news is on the horizon, but it is not here just yet. The Rev. Kim 

Seidman, an Episcopal vicar in Colorado, calls this day the “longest day of the church year” and 

says: 

“On Holy Saturday, the tomb is sealed tight, the stench of death lingers, and the world 

waits for a miracle.” 

 

There’s always that strange limbo as Holy Week transitions into Easter and we wait in the in-

between. But for me at least, this year feels even more fraught than Holy Saturdays in the past. 

This is the second Easter in pandemic times and the idea of being suspended in a liminal space, 

waiting for a miracle, rings just a little too true. This Holy Saturday, rather than just waiting, I 

think it might just be the time to tap into lamentation. Not just feeling alone or angry or lost, but 

laying those feelings at God’s feet. Ellen Davis’ book, Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering 

the Old Testament, completely transformed my understanding of lamentation and feels 

particularly fitting today. She writes: 

 

“When you lament in good faith, opening yourself to God honestly and fully---no matter 

what you have to say--then you are beginning to clear the way for praise.” 

 

Maybe today, we sit and mourn what we’ve lost. To grieve for the nearly half a million people in 

our nation who lost their lives to COVID-19. To yearn for the easy familiarity of squeezing a 

loved one in a tight embrace, gathering with extended family at a restaurant, or your kids 

throwing a sleepover for their friends. We can bring our suffering to God, who is with us when 

we lament. God shares and hears our pain. Always, in the midst of lamentation, there is love.   

 

Today’s story gives us powerful models of what love in the midst of grief can look like: The love 

of Joseph of Arimathea who gives his own tomb, in which no one had ever been laid, to bury 

Jesus’ body with tenderness. The love of Mary Magdalene and Mary who bear witness and 

mourn. The love of Nicodemus, who brings a massive haul of myrrh and aloe to anoint Jesus’ 

body.  

 

We all show our love in different ways... but in the midst of grief and in the waiting, let us 

always show up in love and remember, that God will always greet us with love. As 1 Peter 4:8 

reminds us: 

 

“Above all, maintain constant love for one another, for love covers a multitude of sins.” 

 

Prayer: God, be with us on this day of waiting, of mourning, of lamenting. Hear our cries of 

anguish and shower us with your love. Help us to carry your love into the world and when 

Easter comes, to give praise to you for the risen Christ. Amen. 

Kristin Ford 
 



An Easter Memoir and Commentary 

 

 

Acts 10: 34-43                         Easter Sunday 

Psalm 118: 1-14                         April 4, 2021 

Mark 16: 1-8  

1 Corinthians 15: 1-4 

Introduction 
 

I have contributed to the Lenten meditation booklet many times over the years, but this 
is the first time I have been asked to write the Easter message. I quickly realized that 
the Easter message is qualitatively different from all the Lenten messages, but writing 
about that dramatic and significant difference on one page presented a challenge. The 
first effort at responding to that challenge was to invite us all to ponder what we have 
learned from our study and prayer during the 40-plus day Lent period. I continue to 
believe that that is an important exercise, but I now offer the following commentary on 
what I have learned about Easter and its theological significance. If the following 
theological propositions are sound, as I believe they are, the challenge each of us who 
also believes them to be sound faces is how to live as the redeemed, forgiven, fearless, 
trusting person God intends and has freed us to be.   
 

Commentary 
 
First, we humans live in a God-centric cosmos, not in a human-centric universe.  
 
Second, the Hebrew Scriptures introduce us to the God of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac 
and Jacob, who created the cosmos and all that is in it and beyond it.  
 
Third, we learn from these Scriptures that this God (simply “I Am”) has entered into a 
covenantal relationship with humans, committing to love us steadfastly. The expected 
human response is to honor and trust the God who created us, loving, honoring and 
respecting all the rest of God’s creation. 
 
Fourth, humans failed to keep our part of the covenant. 
 
Fifth, God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone will have eternal 
life, in spite of our repeated failure to honor our part of the covenantal relationship with 
I Am. 
 
Sixth, the Resurrection, which we celebrate on Easter, demonstrates God’s power and 
intent to overcome – conquer – evil, injustice, yea, even death itself, so that humans can 
know and experience God’s redemption and forgiveness and enjoy God forever. 

 

Prayer: Gracious and loving God, we praise you for your faithful love for all 
creation and this day for the redeemed world made possible by Risen Jesus. Help 
us to live as your faithful redeemed people. 
 

--- John H. Quinn, Jr.                                              
 


