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Lenten Devotional 

Giving things up is a familiar custom of Lent. Since 

Lent is a season of contemplation on Jesus’s way to 

the cross, it has been associated with the stripping 

away of excess, in order to focus on what is 

important.  Folks give up desserts or alcohol, Facebook 

or Twitter, screen time or cursing.  It varies.  The point 

of giving things up, though, is to deprive oneself of 

some indulgence, some behavior or substance that 

takes up too much space or time or energy in our lives 

to create a clearing for us to see and experience Jesus 

more immediately.  

 

This frame can be very helpful and can facilitate 

important reflection.  But it can also feel slightly 

punitive, directing our attentions to the ways in which 

we have gone wrong, been less-than, and have failed 

to follow Jesus perfectly.  This year, our Lenten theme 

is Burdens Down.  We’ll shift ever so slightly in our 

thinking and consider what burdens we can lay down 

to better walk the way of Jesus towards the cross and 

beyond.  

 

Each week, we will be guided in our reflection by a 

scripture and an identified burden.  We will work 

throughout that week to loosen its hold on us, so that 

we might be liberated from its weight.  May our souls 

be lifted this season of Lent, by embracing more fully 

our faith with unburdened intention.  

 

Let's learn together, what burdens can we lay 

down? 
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Matthew 4:1-11 

The Temptation of Jesus 

4 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit 

into the wilderness to be tempted by the 

devil. 2 He fasted forty days and forty 

nights, and afterwards he was 

famished. 3 The tempter came and said 

to him, “If you are the Son of God, 

command these stones to become 

loaves of bread.” 4 But he answered, “It 

is written, ‘One does not live by bread 

alone, but by every word that comes 

from the mouth of God.’” 
5 Then the devil took him to the holy city 

and placed him on the pinnacle of the 

temple, 6 saying to him, “If you are the 

Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is 

written, ‘He will command his angels 

concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands 

they will bear you up, so that you will not 

dash your foot against a stone.’” 
7 Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, 

‘Do not put the Lord your God to the 

test.’” 
8 Again, the devil took him to a very high 

mountain and showed him all the 

kingdoms of the world and their 

splendor; 9 and he said to him, “All these 

I will give you, if you will fall down and 

worship me.” 10 Jesus said to him, “Away 

with you, Satan! for it is written, 

‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve 

only him.’” 
11 Then the devil left him, and suddenly 

angels came and waited on him. 

 

 

The Burden of Distraction 
Scriptural Focus: Matthew 4:1-11 

Jesus battles the Devil, the great distractor.  The Devil aims to lure 

Jesus’s attention away from his connection to God and his core 

identity as God’s beloved child.  And he’s good at it.  Jesus wouldn’t be 

tempted otherwise.  What distracts you from your connection to God 

and your core identity as God’s own beloved.  What distractions 

become burdensome, that have become too heavy for you to handle 

any more?  Can you lay them down?  What might happen if you do?  

  

February 26 (Ash Wednesday): Karen Collins 

I value time for reflection, prayer, devotions, and deepening my 

relationship with God.  I appreciate quiet, relaxed time. But I also LOVE 

being busy. For me, being busy seems to be a major distraction that 

undermines my connection to God. 

There are a lot of reasons I like to be busy.  It makes me happy to 

complete tasks, meet challenges, and solve problems.  I like to work 

with people, especially with people who share my values. Putting 

energy into achieving greater justice and making the world a better 

place gives me a sense of purpose and is rewarding.  And I love the 

excitement of new ideas and new ways of thinking.   

In retirement, I’ve become very busy – at least as busy as when I 

was employed. I enjoy everything that I do – well, most of the 

time.  But sometimes it feels like too much. My prayer life is less 

robust, and my time for morning devotions has slipped. I’m not doing a 

lot of reflecting, because I’m just DOING.   

But divesting or cutting back on my commitments is difficult.  Why? 

Because I feel like I’d be letting people down, either by not doing a 

task or not doing as carefully as I think the task deserves.  Or perhaps 

I’m afraid people would not respect or value me as much. Or maybe 

I’m afraid I’d miss out on something exciting. 

As I’ve written this devotional, I’ve come to a new understanding. 

The real distraction is not the busy-ness itself, but my accompanying 

worries of what people might think of me if I didn’t work a hard as I’m 

currently doing.  Those worries distract me and undermine my 

confidence that I am a beloved child of God. 

So, this Lent, I will try to eliminate the time I spend being worried 

about other people’s opinions.  Those worries are a true burden and 

distraction. Those worries compromise my time for reflection, 

devotions, and prayer that will deepen my relationship with God. 

 

Dear God.  Our world is full of worries and other distractions that 

undermine our connection with you.  Help us to make time to be quiet, 

to pray, to reflect, and to feel your presence in our lives.  Thank you for 

always being there, even when we get distracted. 
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February 27: Bridget Webster 

One of the hardest things for me to do is to trust 

God with my burdens. I constantly find myself 

telling God “Thanks God, I got it from here” or 

brainstorming a new way I can make sure my work 

is “presentable” for God. This tug of war was often 

accompanied by long nights, early mornings, 

stressful schedules, and ultimately the illusion that 

I was never busy enough. The competitor in me 

thrives on a busy schedule because it signals to me 

that I am outworking the competition—fueled by the 

idea that if I outwork everyone else I will get ahead. 

After some time, I found that I often make 

productivity my idol. I become my own God—

convinced that I know what pathways to take and 

stop turning to God for guidance. By filling up my 

schedule with plans, I get so distracted with 

obligations that I no longer seek-after God—there 

becomes no wiggle room remaining in my life left 

for God’s plan. As a result of not being my first 

priority, God only has access to pieces of me. The 

burden of designing my life often grows so heavy 

that I am forced to submit myself to God and trust 

God’s plan. 

What stands out to me most about the Matthew’s 

account of Jesus’s temptation is that Jesus not only 

remained grounded in his beliefs, but because of 

his strong faith, he was able to lean on God to 

sustain him as he discerned between distraction 

and divine duty.  

Like Jesus, part of our core identity includes 

being a beloved child of God and we have access to 

God’s guidance. This story reminds me that God is 

bigger than any distraction I may face. When I feel 

myself slip into bad habits, I find that the only way I 

have peace is by turning to God. There is peace in 

knowing that God sees past my imperfections, and 

never gets too preoccupied to connect with me. 

 

God, help us to trust that the plans you have for 

us are not to harm us but to prosper us. Remind us 

that the plan you have for us is better than any 

scenario we could orchestrate for ourselves. Today 

we give our burdens to you and ask for you to 

supply us with peace. We release our distractions 

in exchange for your presence. 

February 28: Kathy Burkett  

When Elise made the trip back from college to 

attend Frances Helen’s memorial, I wasn’t 

surprised. Frances Helen was dear to so many of 

us. But after the service Elise said something that 

did make me stop and think: “It’s a relief to be 

spending time with people who aren’t college 

students.”  

As a church, we’ve been intentional about 

creating spaces where budding Methodists can 

gather with others of the same age, from Sunday 

School to Bible and Brew. These are awesome. As a 

parent, I’ve seen them foster a lovely—if sometimes 

complicated—web of relationships, creating what I 

like to think of as “church cousins.” Most churches 

provide spaces like these—they’re about all I 

remember from my childhood church.  

But at SPSA we’ve also created amazing 

opportunities for all ages to work, worship, and play 

together. My young adults have grown up 

Thanksgiving Pie-Baking and Cooking for GEMS. 

They’ve gone to all-ages Quinipet and Kingswood 

Getaways and Peace With Justice camps. They 

were the cared-for and later the caregivers at ‘Kids 

Night Out’ and Vacation Bible School. And they 

bonded with adult mentors in Youth Group and 

during the confirmation process. They’ve made 

lasting connections with both older and younger 

people, and I think they truly feel a sense of SPSA 

as a church family. What a holy gift.  

With our intergenerational riches in mind, I feel 

called to pray for a sister church it seems is in 

danger of being distracted by age. Cottage Grove 

UMC has a small, mostly senior congregation. Its 

larger partner church has decided to “replant” it 

with young families by closing it from June until a 

November relaunch and then asking current 

congregants to stay away for 15-18 months.  

In the early 1980s, SPSA was also a church with 

a small, mostly senior congregation. For the young 

adults who planted ourselves here in the ‘80s and 

‘90s, those seniors were part of the draw. Like 

Elise, we found joy in spending time with people 

whose experiences and cultural references were 

different from ours. We sometimes argued with 

them, but we always loved them. My prayer for 
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future Cottage Grove members—and for future 

SPSAers—is that they have the same inspirationally 

intergenerational opportunities we did.  

 

Help us avoid being distracted by the visible 

characteristics that make us easy to sort into 

categories. And help us celebrate all the deep, holy 

things that unite us in your love. Amen. 

  

February 29: Ping Kwan 

Today was an odd, airless string of hours. Tried to 

work, but compulsively checked my phone too often 

for a text from someone I really should not be 

texting with. And each time, no new messages. 

I’m disappointed and also relieved and definitely 

distracted.  After all this is what I was going for, why 

one of my last texts last night basically said “I can’t 

see you this week, too busy.” She protested, but it 

was late and we ended one of our usual electronic 

conversations: free-wheeling, hilarious, hyper-

literate, super-flirty. A conversation that had started 

the night before, when I’d walked her home from a 

party I had seriously not considered going to 

because I knew how it would end – the two of us 

loopily waltzing down the bright empty sidewalks; 

trying to book a reservation to the Hudson Yards 

Vessel en route even though it was 1:30 am; 

settling for sitting in the deserted plaza and staring 

up at this shiny lifeless object from the outside; 

totally platonic. The discussion started getting really 

interesting right before we parted ways – me to the 

nearest CitiBike station, her to the apartment 

where her two toddlers, as beautiful as she, were at 

home with her estranged husband. 

The next day (after church – yes I am writing this 

on a Monday, a day after Lea said it was due =P) I 

commiserated with a dear old friend I hadn’t seen 

in a decade, recently relocated to the city. She 

strongly advised me to put this situation, a definite 

distraction, on the back burner. I did a web search 

for “back burner relationship” and other novel 

dating terms followed: we all know what it means to 

be “ghosted,” but I had never heard of being 

“benched.” Or “breadcrumbed.” And the realization 

that I might be getting breadcrumbed was enough 

for me to respectfully decline a certain someone’s 

invitation to lunch this week. Get thee gone, 

distraction! 

 

Take a load off, Fanny 

Take a load for free 

Take a load off, Fanny 

And you put the load right on me 

 

March 1: Don Kirby 

 "We are cursed to be living in interesting times" 

saith the sage.  But these times are not only 

interesting, they also are full of distractions to the 

mind and the spirit.   

Called upon to meditate with SPSAers and friends 

during the first week of Lent 2020, allow me to 

share a couple of what distracts me from my 

connection with God and our core identity as God's 

own beloved. 

First and foremost I am distracted by the 

broadcasted voices of leaders and would-be 

leaders, both on the left and the right, who seem to 

be speaking without understanding the real 

concerns and problems of the people that they 

claim or seek to serve.  I am distracted by those 

who assert that they are "Christian” but behave 

with a reckless abandonment of the Gospel 

message, Matthew 3-5 for starters. To overcome 

these distractions, I need to look more closely at 

my own behavior, come to God in prayer, and allow 

God’s spirit to direct what I say and what I do 

toward justice and mercy, not for some, but for all. 

Moving from the sacred to the profane, I am 

distracted by a lifetime accumulation of cherished 

doo-dads, possessions that at their best remind me 

of many happy moments of years passed, but at 

their worst, loom as a distraction that will take time 

and energy to resolve.   

Happily, I have found a distraction from my other 

distractions, the engaging with fellow sojourners 

among the SPSA community in Sunday worship, 

monthly meal preparation for GEMs, the annual 

Cross walk from Times Square to West End Avenue 

and 86th Street, marching and singing at 26 

Federal Plaza, and so much more that happens 

regularly in the parsonage and the church. Truly 

“the fellowship of kindred minds is like to that 
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John 3:1-17 

Nicodemus Visits Jesus 

3 Now there was a Pharisee named 

Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. 2 He 

came to Jesus by night and said to him, 

“Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher 

who has come from God; for no one can 

do these signs that you do apart from 

the presence of God.” 3 Jesus answered 

him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can 

see the kingdom of God without being 

born from above.” 4 Nicodemus said to 

him, “How can anyone be born after 

having grown old? Can one enter a 

second time into the mother’s womb 

and be born?” 5 Jesus answered, “Very 

truly, I tell you, no one can enter the 

kingdom of God without being born of 

water and Spirit. 6 What is born of the 

flesh is flesh, and what is born of the 

Spirit is spirit. 7 Do not be astonished 

that I said to you, ‘You must be born 

from above.’ 8 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. So it is with 

everyone who is born of the 

Spirit.” 9 Nicodemus said to him, “How 

can these things be?” 10 Jesus answered 

him, “Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet 

you do not understand these things? 
11 “Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what 

we know and testify to what we have 

seen; yet you do not receive our 

testimony. 12 If I have told you about 

earthly things and you do not believe, 

how can you believe if I tell you about 

The Burden of Baggage 
Scriptural Focus: John 3:1-17 

John relays to us how Nicodemus struggles with understanding how 

anyone could be born again by the Spirit.  Nicodemus couldn’t quite 

fathom how entering a relationship with Jesus would offer him new 

life. His past, his old life, clung too tightly.  What baggage stands in 

the way of you embracing new life in Christ?  What emotional or 

spiritual baggage is weighing you down?  Could you consider laying it 

down?  How might that feel?     

  

March 2: Melanie Baker  

Everyone has baggage, demons, things that happened that follow 

us.  I do, too, as much as I like to believe I have shaken them.  They 

sneak up on me when I have let down my guard, they jump to the 

forefront when I am most insecure.  As in the Greek myth of Orestes, 

my own mind is my worst enemy and my best weapon. 

So how to let the baggage go?  To live without it would surely be a 

new birth.  How to turn those things over to God, and trust, truly trust, 

that God will take care of me as I work and strive to do God’s work? 

Our time here is short, I feel, and we must use it the best we 

can.  Sometimes getting the other stuff out of the way is hard because 

we have grown comfortable with our demons.  Yes, they are bad for 

us, but they are also familiar, and sometimes funny . . . and if I let 

them they will hold me enthralled, until I get almost nothing done. 

 So, how would it feel to be without them?  Miraculous!  Freeing!  It’s 

time to stand up and let the demons fall to the ground. 

  

Dear God, Help me trust in you and your angels to help me see 

beyond myself and take the steps needed to leave that unnecessary 

baggage behind. 

  

above.” 

In the midst of it all, there is comfort and 

challenge to be found in the words of writer, 

speaker, and teacher Enuma Okoro "To be a 

Christian is to weigh continually the ways we are at 

odds with the temptations of who the world tells us 

we should be.  We constantly face the choice of 

living our lives in the world's way rather than relying 

on God's way of servant leadership, abundance 

mentality, forgiveness, generosity, hospitality, and 

peacemaking." 

 

Gracious and loving God, I thank you for blessings 

poured so abundantly upon me, especially in the 

midst of the world's distraction the blessing to be a 

seeker of your way to joyful servanthood. 
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heavenly things? 13 No one has 

ascended into heaven except the one 

who descended from heaven, the Son of 

Man. 14 And just as Moses lifted up the 

serpent in the wilderness, so must the 

Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever 

believes in him may have eternal life. 
16 “For God so loved the world that he 

gave his only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him may not perish but may 

have eternal life. 
17 “Indeed, God did not send the Son 

into the world to condemn the world, but 

in order that the world might be saved 

through him. 

 

 

Spirit of God, descend upon my heart  

Wean it from earth, through all its pulses move 

Stoop to my weakness, mighty as thou art 

And make me love thee as I ought to love 

  

I ask no dream, no prophet ecstasies 

No sudden rending of the veil of clay 

No angel visitant, no opening skies 

But take the dimness of my soul away 

  

George Croly, 1867  

 

March 3: Frank Glass 

I don’t travel a lot but, when I do, I invariably overpack.  Invariably. 

Shirts, socks, sweaters, pants, jackets, shoes, you name it—several 

more of everything than I could ever possibly need.  Because, well, you 

never know, do you? What it might be nice to have. Depending on 

some totally unplanned, unforeseen course of events swimming 

trunks in the middle of winter might come in handy, right?  I mean, 

they could.  But, despite the fact that it always turns out that I have 

never needed any of the extra things I’ve ever packed, I still continue 

to lug around pounds and pounds of useless apparel every time I go 

anywhere. 

The same sort of thing happens closer to home, of course.  Do you 

have any idea how many old vinyl records I have? Could you even 

begin to guess at the number of CDs and DVDs?  Would you like to 

take a stab at how many years it’s been since I listened to or watched 

any but a few of them? Epochs, seemingly and not surprisingly. 

I do wear, until they start falling apart, the tee shirts and socks I 

can’t seem to stop buying.  So there’s that, at least. But recently—and 

I’m only telling you this because I know you won’t judge—I found 

myself thinking “If I take this old leather-bound Bible Tony got when he 

graduated from high school (a Bible with his name stamped in gold 

leaf on the cover) out of this drawer where it’s lain, unopened and 

unread, very close to as many years as it’s been since he, in 

fact,  graduated from high school and just sort of accidentally throw it 

away, there’ll be more room in this drawer for socks.” Yes, I know. 

Sigh. 

Not too long ago, I was watching a movie on Netflix.  I’ve forgotten 

everything about that movie, except for one brief scene and one 

line.  Two younger people are in the house of an older relative who’s 

just passed away. They’re standing in a room, surrounded by the older 

relative’s belongings, and they’re trying to make some decisions about 

what to do with those belongings.  “When you come right down to it,” 

one of them says to the other, “death is about boxes. There’s one big 

box. That one’s wooden. All of the smaller ones are cardboard.” 
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Over the years, I’ve had the opportunity—and 

great privilege, I might add—to attend memorial 

services for many people who lived truly 

remarkable lives.  They weren’t wealthy people or 

famous people, but they were people who—through 

their kindness, courage, generosity of spirit, and 

willingness to work on behalf of those in need—

made positive impacts on the lives of 

others.  Friends and relatives who eulogized them 

never spoke about how much those who had died 

had acquired from others but, rather, always about 

how much they had given to others. Not one of 

them was a person who was remembered because 

of his or her vast wealth, or wind-ranging fame, or 

huge collection of dusty old records.  Or amazingly 

colorful socks and amusing, meaningful tee shirts. 

By speaking here about a particularly benign kind 

of baggage, I don’t mean to minimize, in the least, 

the effects on us of baggage that is much less 

so.  From what I’ve been able to observe, whatever 

its degree of harm to us personally, the principal 

baggage most of us carry around is the baggage of 

self. And that baggage is very hard to let go of.  Still, 

the longer I live, the more important to me it 

becomes to try to let go of it and leave behind the 

eddying effects of at least some small quantity of 

good that doesn’t need to be consigned to a 

cardboard box but will, instead, hang around for a 

while after I am gone. 

 

Great Spirit, help us direct our thoughts and 

deeds towards helping others. 

  

March 4: Peggy Griffin-Jackman 

In my mid 30’s I made a trip that changed my life 

in many ways.  I spent four weeks traveling through 

the west on my own with a small backpack. 

Carrying only a change of clothing, nightgown and 

lightweight jacket along with a few toiletries, I have 

never felt so free!  Now in my early 70’s I am still 

longing for and trying to get back to that feeling of 

simplicity, of living fully in the moment open to life. 

Along with the increasing years has come the 

realistic need for some daily medications, a 

collapsible cane, extra shoes for achy feet, and the 

feeling that I need to be prepared for “whatever 

may happen”! It is this last statement that causes 

me to have the bigger suitcase, more baggage, to 

feel burdened. Where does this come to play in my 

spiritual life, this fear, need to know, to be 

prepared?   

This week as we discovered the depths of my 

niece’s alcoholism, of the unbelievable lengths she 

has gone to, to create false security in her life, her 

inability to face the truth of herself has made all of 

us look at our own lives and ourselves.  What is it to 

face into the wind, letting go of fear, of the 

unknown, moving forward in faith not knowing the 

result but trusting that God is there no matter 

what.   

Early on I knew I was to follow Jesus in justice, in 

living so that everyone mattered, it was as essential 

as breathing. Not surprising, growing up in a 

missionary, ministerial family that didn’t preach the 

gospel but lived it.  What I did not get at a gut level 

is that God loves me, personally, Peggy as God’s 

own sacred child, and desires nothing but good for 

me. When I remember this and just let go of my 

baggage of needing to be prepared, of not being/

having enough, and trust that God is there with me 

loving me in that moment, I am able to truly live 

freely and joyfully. This is new life in Christ. 

 

Mother, Father, Creator God let us remember 

moment by moment that you call each of us by 

name, you know and love each one of us personally 

as your own sacred child.  Thank you for this 

greatest gift. Amen. 

  

March 5: Jessica Tulloch 

I have a big orange suitcase. I got it for my kid 

when he was preparing to head off to sleepaway 

camp last summer. I love orange. Seeing that bag 

makes me happy. 

But it also reminds me that I need to start 

thinking about the summer of 2020 soon, and that 

I will need to pack that big orange suitcase with 

workshop supplies and drag it across the country 

for another work event at some point in the future. 

On my last trip, I signed up for the airline credit 

card so I could get 70,000 bonus miles and get my 

first checked bag free! Why should we have to pay 
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for baggage anyway? We’ve all got plenty of it. 

Baggage. Checked bag, carry-on bag, personal 

item, bag limit, baggage claim, bag lady, baggage 

handler, baggage allowance, “she’s got baggage,” 

dirt bag, doggy bag, body bag, bag of tricks, 

baggage compartment, excess baggage. Baggage!  

As a Pharisee, a strict observer of the law, 

Nicodemus had a lot of baggage too. He was 

bogged down by stringent adherence to a set of 

rules as a means to personal piety. We carry this 

same burden, worrying about the rules and mores 

that govern our contemporary lives to keep 

ourselves out of trouble and in good standing with 

friends, neighbors, bosses, colleagues and 

strangers… filing a 1040, meeting deadlines, 

getting to work on time, choosing the best health 

insurance plan, sending holiday cards, choosing 

schools, finding the best deal on an appliance, 

minding our table manners, and so on.  

Jesus blew Nicodemus’ mind when he said, “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. So it is with everyone who is 

born of the Spirit.” 

The challenge for each of us is to determine how 

much we like the orange suitcase? Are we willing to 

give it up and just go with the flow? Those born of 

the Spirit don’t care about the rulebooks, but rather 

make themselves light to ride on the wind.  

 

Oh great Spirit, help us to feel the gentle breeze 

across our faces and the powerful gusts leading us 

to You. Relieve us of the burden to follow the 

customs and expectations of this world, and let 

ourselves be born again. Amen. 

  

March 6: Rosângela Oliveira 

The conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus 

started in a good place. There was Nicodemus, a 

Pharisee, and Jesus, a Rabbi. We as listeners figure 

the conversation is going to be all about spiritual 

stuff, and get ourselves prepared to hear a great 

conversation! Nicodemus established the topic: 

seeing signs of God through what Jesus does. He 

put forward the questions and Jesus answered 

them. However, Jesus’ responses did not match the 

questions.  

Nicodemus asked about action – doing the signs 

– and Jesus focused his answer on – being born. 

Nicodemus heard it as literally as possible, and 

could not imagine how a female reproductive body 

could be the language Jesus chose to speak 

spiritually about God. “Can one enter a second time 

into the mother’s womb and be born?”  As the story 

progressed, the conversation became more 

complicated, and by the end of it, Nicodemus was 

silenced.  Jesus went on, talking about birth all the 

way to eternal life – including covering the well-

known John 3:16 verse.  According to Wikipedia, it 

is “the most famous Bible verse, the "Gospel in a 

nutshell", a summary of the central theme of 

traditional Christianity.” "For God so loved the world 

that God gave them God's only begotten son."   

I had heard the Nicodemus story in my teenage 

years, when I was exposed to an evangelical 

perspective of faith, which would consider it not 

good enough to be born and raised a Christian. 

That theology suggested that I needed to have a 

personal experience with Jesus: salvation was not 

secured by being raised Methodist, but by choosing 

Jesus as my personal Savior. I was not aware that 

that was a contradiction! That type of theology was 

baggage that I carried with me from those early 

years.  I had to let it go over years of learning about 

a love of God that goes beyond any institution or 

perspective that I knew.  I had to expand beyond 

my initial understanding and exposure to being in 

relationship with God, a lot like Nicodemus did.    

I know now that we can be born, raised, or 

choose to be a Christian.  Life in faith is not a 

straightforward process and it differs for people. 

There are days that I may be closer to a silenced 

Nicodemus than a talkative Jesus. In those days, I 

may have the urge to feel the love rather 

than see what is before the eyes: cruel hatred in 

the form of injustice. 

 

Life-Giving God, when we cannot see how 

to enter the kingdom of God without being born of 

water and Spirit, be our midwives. Take us into your 

love. Amen.     
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March 7: Jessica May 

 I’m a light packer. I hate to check a suitcase at 

the airport and always want to bring the smallest 

bag possible on any trip, to carry the least weight, 

to minimize the burden I carry. But here, like 

Nicodemus, I’m being literal instead of 

metaphorical. With my metaphorical baggage, I 

have been anything but a light packer. 

Unintentionally clinging to the hurts, traumas, and 

beliefs born of events long past, I paid the 

emotional and spiritual baggage fees over and over 

without really realizing the toll I was paying. 

Much of this baggage took the form of unwritten 

“rules” that I lived by.  They included (1) The 

happiness and well-being of others was more 

important than my own. (2) The amount and quality 

of the work I did defined me.  (1+2=3) People 

would love and value me as long I was useful to 

them. Carrying this baggage left me feeling 

exhausted, inadequate, and broken. I drifted from 

God trying to carry the load on my own and trying - 

and failing - to be “enough” by the definition of 

these rules.   

A few years ago, I hauled my baggage into SPSA 

and started to lighten my load. It’s hard, ongoing 

work.  Even in my entry to SPSA, I saw my value to 

the community primarily in terms of how useful I 

could be. In John 3:12, Jesus asks Nicodemus, “If I 

have told you about earthly things and you do not 

believe; how can you believe if I tell you about 

heavenly things?” Like Nicodemus, I needed to put 

aside my earthly belief-baggage so that I could re-

center myself and authentically connect with my 

spiritual community. Slowly, I began to understand 

that my value is in being a beloved child of God. I 

find satisfaction in being helpful and joy in bringing 

happiness to others, but no longer see these 

measures of my inherent worth. God’s love is 

unconditional and that means I am enough. I still 

don't remember this every day, but I continue to try 

to shed my baggage and embrace this truth. 

 

God, help me to see the unspoken beliefs that 

separate me from understanding, accepting, and 

walking in your love. When these feel too heavy to 

carry, remind me that heavenly grace is stronger 

than earthly baggage. Give me strength to practice 

your love in the world, walking in the assurance 

that I am enough. 

 

March 8: Jon Deak 

“Wake Up!” says Jesus. “Be inspired! Be Reborn!” 

Jesus’ tone here is urgent, almost harsh. 

What does he mean? Most of us have no idea. 

Nicodemus certainly didn’t. Are we to enter our 

mother’s womb again? 

“No, no, NO!” says Jesus. “I mean a rebirth of 

the Spirit!” 

And he emphasizes again and again how 

important this is. 

He harks back to Moses, who offered a brass 

serpent to heal those who have been attacked and 

bitten: So must we be healed by the Messiah; the 

Son of Man. 

And bitten by the Serpent? Yep. That’s us:  

We have elected leaders who tear children apart 

from their parents. 

Leaders who steal from the poor to give to the 

already rich. 

Leaders who incarcerate people of color. 

Leaders who despoil our precious God-given 

planet for the sake of their golden trinkets and 

dictatorial power. 

And WE have elected them. We, who have been 

falsely wooed by material comforts, by our baggage 

of self-indulgence, by our defeatism, by our 

indifference to the needs of the world around us.   

It’s true, none of us can pretend to save the world 

as powerfully as did Jesus. But to be reborn of the 

spirit! That we can do. 

To follow the example of great leaders like Martin 

Luther King, Greta Thunberg and our own shining 

leaders: K and Lea and so many others!   

  

Dear God: will you give us the courage to throw 

off our baggage of comfort and help to serve the 

world in its hour of dire need?   

We can do it! We must.   
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John 4:5-42 

Jesus and the Woman of Samaria 
5 So he came to a Samaritan city called 

Sychar, near the plot of ground that 

Jacob had given to his son 

Joseph. 6 Jacob’s well was there, and 

Jesus, tired out by his journey, was 

sitting by the well. It was about noon. 
7 A Samaritan woman came to draw 

water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me a 

drink.” 8 (His disciples had gone to the 

city to buy food.) 9 The Samaritan woman 

said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, 

ask a drink of me, a woman of 

Samaria?” (Jews do not share things in 

common with Samaritans.) 10 Jesus 

answered her, “If you knew the gift of 

God, and who it is that is saying to you, 

‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked 

him, and he would have given you living 

water.” 11 The woman said to him, “Sir, 

you have no bucket, and the well is 

deep. Where do you get that living 

water? 12 Are you greater than our 

ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, 

and with his sons and his flocks drank 

from it?” 13 Jesus said to her, “Everyone 

who drinks of this water will be thirsty 

again, 14 but those who drink of the 

water that I will give them will never be 

thirsty. The water that I will give will 

become in them a spring of water 

gushing up to eternal life.” 15 The woman 

said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so 

that I may never be thirsty or have to 

keep coming here to draw water.” 
16 Jesus said to her, “Go, call your 

husband, and come back.” 17 The 

woman answered him, “I have no 

husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are 

right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; 18 for 

you have had five husbands, and the 

one you have now is not your husband. 

What you have said is true!” 19 The 

woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you 

are a prophet. 20 Our ancestors 

worshiped on this mountain, but you say 

that the place where people must 

worship is in Jerusalem.” 21 Jesus said to 

her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is 

coming when you will worship the Father 

neither on this mountain nor in 

Jerusalem. 22 You worship what you do 

not know; we worship what we know, for 

The Burden of Expectation 
Scriptural Focus: John 4:5-42  

The longest one-on-one conversation Jesus has in scripture is with 

the woman at the well.  That one conversation only happens because 

it relieved from every expectation imaginable.  The burden is lifted and 

an incredible exchange happens. Think about the expectations that 

burden you, hinder you from a richer and fuller experience of your life 

and faith.  Why are they so heavy?  Could you imagine releasing 

them? What could happen?   

  

March 9: Justin Rae 

Through many dangers, toils and snares We have already come. 

T’was grace that brought us safe thus far and grace will lead us home. 

The story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well is a long 

conversation and there is a lot to stop and think about but for me, the 

moment of love that I want to learn from comes before Jesus even 

speaks! 

 He is alone at the well at midday, the Samaritan woman is coming 

for water by herself and in the hottest part of the day, not when the 

water would be cool in the morning, or when the other ladies would be 

there to collect their water earlier in the day.  She is a woman that 

good society would not mix with! She is surprised when a Jewish man 

speaks to her (Jews and Samaritans didn’t mix), and even asks her for 

a drink of water! She knows how she will be recognized by others and 

she lives by that identity.  Don’t we still do this to others?! Don’t we all 

do it to ourselves?! 

Jesus disregards all of this and accepts her just as she is.  He did 

not place any expectation on her and that made her free of all that 

burden….and then love came in.  

 

God help us to see each other with love as you do; help us to let go 

of judgment and choose your grace; when we can not let our burdens 

go; help us to let others carry those burdens with us; then we can let 

your love come in. Amen. 

  

March 10: Nancy Meyers 

The woman at the well is a “nobody”. Not even dignified with a 

name; an outcast from ‘polite’ society forced to go to the well at noon 

so she does not have to interact with the community; likely gossiped 

about because of the many husbands she has had; and surely 

shunned because she now lives with a man to whom she is not 

married. And these are just the external burdens the passage reveals 

to us.  We can only guess about her internal burdens; at her self-

esteem (or lack thereof) or how much she values herself (or doesn’t) 

by her shock at Jesus even speaking to her. But, speak to her he does 
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and in that instant everything in her life changes. Externally she is still 

‘that women’ but internally, where it counts, she knows him as her 

Savior, knows that she is known and loved by him unconditionally and 

so is transformed beyond the reach of societal labels.   

I long for such a transformative experience. Instead of Living Water 

welling up my relationship with God is more like the leaky faucet in my 

bathtub. Drip, drip, drip. Constant but small doses.  I daily work on 

establishing a deeper connection with God. I think I am always on the 

brink of becoming who God wants me to be, being watered and 

nourished to be sure, but never fully blooming. This, I realize, is the 

burden I must learn to let go of. Think-work-try. Faith is not a lesson 

plan.  I need to get out of my own head and out of my own way. I need 

to let go of my internal expectations, my fears of being found wanting 

and let things unfold to God’s will and plan, not mine. I need to let go 

of my ‘headset’ and instead open my heart to trust that I am who God 

intends me to be. 

 

Loving God, in this season of Lent and beyond, help all of us 

to  listen and feel for your presence with open hearts and calm minds 

so that we can let go of useless worries and fully embrace the lives 

you have gifted us. Amen. 

 

March 11: Stephanie Douglas 

Our perception creates our reality, whether it’s true or not.  Truth 

doesn’t hold a candle to the stories we tell ourselves. The story I 

constantly tell myself is that I’m not doing enough, and then I become 

my own personal punching bag.  I want to keep up with others who are 

accomplishing more. My idea of keeping up with the Joneses is not 

having more possessions, it’s fulfilling purpose, especially my purpose 

for God. I look around at the members of our faith community, and I’m 

both awed by them and ashamed of myself.  How I admire and envy 

countless SPSA friends like Jim and Peggy, Nancy and Julia, Connie 

and Jo. Their commitment to specific areas in our church’s work and 

outreach is so humbling. Me? I bounce in and out - Each year, I show 

up at GEMS a couple of times and make garlic bread, I march against 

injustice twice if I’m lucky. I bring snacks to meetings. I buy a 

poinsettia,  I throw in a little extra on Blanket Sunday. I pinch hit and 

read a scripture or two. But in my mind, it isn’t cohesive. My purpose 

for God doesn’t feel consistent. We have so many amazing things here 

at SPSA, and I can’t choose one and stay in that lane! I can’t commit 

to one and really devote myself to it. It’s exactly how I am at an ice 

cream sundae bar. How I wish I were one of those people who 

thoughtfully chooses a taste profile - a theme!  My sundaes include a 

scoop and spoon and sprinkle of everything, just one embarrassing, 

delicious mess. 

But the truth is that God made me, and God doesn’t make mistakes. 

salvation is from the Jews. 23 But the 

hour is coming, and is now here, when 

the true worshipers will worship the 

Father in spirit and truth, for the Father 

seeks such as these to worship 

him. 24 God is spirit, and those who 

worship him must worship in spirit and 

truth.” 25 The woman said to him, “I 

know that Messiah is coming” (who is 

called Christ). “When he comes, he will 

proclaim all things to us.” 26 Jesus said 

to her, “I am he, the one who is speaking 

to you.” 
27 Just then his disciples came. They 

were astonished that he was speaking 

with a woman, but no one said, “What 

do you want?” or, “Why are you speaking 

with her?” 28 Then the woman left her 

water jar and went back to the city. She 

said to the people, 29 “Come and see a 

man who told me everything I have ever 

done! He cannot be the Messiah, can 

he?” 30 They left the city and were on 

their way to him. 
31 Meanwhile the disciples were urging 

him, “Rabbi, eat something.” 32 But he 

said to them, “I have food to eat that you 

do not know about.” 33 So the disciples 

said to one another, “Surely no one has 

brought him something to eat?” 34 Jesus 

said to them, “My food is to do the will of 

him who sent me and to complete his 

work. 35 Do you not say, ‘Four months 

more, then comes the harvest’? But I tell 

you, look around you, and see how the 

fields are ripe for harvesting. 36 The 

reaper is already receiving wages and is 

gathering fruit for eternal life, so that 

sower and reaper may rejoice 

together. 37 For here the saying holds 

true, ‘One sows and another reaps.’ 38 I 

sent you to reap that for which you did 

not labor. Others have labored, and you 

have entered into their labor.” 
39 Many Samaritans from that city 

believed in him because of the woman’s 

testimony, “He told me everything I have 

ever done.” 40 So when the Samaritans 

came to him, they asked him to stay with 

them; and he stayed there two 

days. 41 And many more believed 

because of his word. 42 They said to the 

woman, “It is no longer because of what 

you said that we believe, for we have 

heard for ourselves, and we know that 

this is truly the Savior of the world.” 
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My life is one perfectly-designed, delicious mess, 

and I’m ready to shift my perception to celebrate 

the sampling and experiencing as much I possibly 

can. God is in all of these things.  As long as my 

purpose - my work for God - is in every morsel, 

every interaction, every experience, it’s time to 

celebrate instead of admonish what I’ve 

miscategorized as a lack of cohesion. God is my 

flavor profile. God is my theme! 

 

Holy parent, there is no one way to serve 

You.  Help us to remember that each of our paths 

and purpose - just like our ice cream sundaes - are 

unique and worthy of celebration. 

  

March 13: Annah Heckman 

I am a holiday queen. I am the person who needs 

to do everything, and do it all perfectly. 

Thanksgiving has to have lots of cooking, watching 

the parade and include those special dishes that 

we make every year. Christmas must include every 

single thing in the St. Paul and St. Andrew holiday 

calendar, Christmas cookie decorating, caroling, a 

large, real tree and of course my family’s traditional 

filet mignon Christmas eve dinner. I have high 

hopes and grand plans every year, and every year, I 

get around to about 50% of it and feel a little bit 

like I let myself down. My mom has tried, more 

times than I can count, to lower my expectations. 

She kindly would suggest that I don’t sign up for so 

much, that I take into account my school schedule 

and the need for sleep. But I never listen. I can 

almost never make all my commitments and 

eventually end up disappointed or consumed with 

the need to make something work, even when it 

doesn’t.  

Expectations  are hard. They can lead to 

something great. Often they can help get you 

through tough times. I know that expecting the 

spring helps me get through those last horrible 

weeks of March and that having a trip to look 

forward to, always gets me through finals. But they 

also can lead to let downs, they can lead you away 

from the truth and they can prevent you from 

seeing what is right in front of you. This year, 

instead of building up the expectations of the 

holiday, try and find joy in experiencing them. Focus 

on the present and take in the moment. Lack of 

expectation allowed for the most profound and 

longest exchange in the Bible. Jesus and the 

woman at the well were able to have their 

conversation because they did not have any 

expectations, they did not think about the fact that 

they were a Samaritan and a Jew, or a man and a 

woman, groups of people who were not supposed 

to be talking to each other. She had no expectation 

of something wonderful or to be talking to a 

prophet, she merely went to a well for water. It goes 

to show that those moments without expectation, 

can often be the most profound. Hopefully, in this 

season of Lent, we can let go of expectations, and 

look to the things that are around us, and their 

profound beauty, wisdom and comfort.  

 

Dear God, Please allow us to lay down the 

burden of expectation and look around to the 

beauty of what is. Amen. 

  

March 13: Mary Ellen Kris 

Jesus’s introductory comment to the Samaritan 

woman, “Give me a drink,” triggers the woman to 

say: “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a 

woman of Samaria?”  Jesus responded in part: “If 

only you recognized God’s gift, and who it is that is 

asking you for a drink...”    

With the expectation that Jews believe they are 

the only Chosen People, the Samaritan woman may 

have heard Jesus’ words as challenging the 

legitimacy of her faith, for she responded: “Are you 

greater than our ancestors Leah and Rachel and 

Jacob, who gave us the well and drank from it with 

their descendants and flocks.” . . . Our ancestors 

worshipped on this mountain, but you say that the 

place where people must worship is Jerusalem.”  

The woman ultimately discovers that Jesus did 

not come to the well for a drink of water, or to tout 

the supremacy of the Jews and their God, or to put 

down Samaritans. Once freed of her preconceived 

cultural and religious expectations and biases, the 

Samaritan Woman was open to hearing, receiving 

and believing the revelation that Jesus is the 

Messiah and that the Abba God welcomes and 
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seeks out all worshippers, whomever and wherever 

they may be. 

Like the Samaritan woman, I too need to 

overcome expectations and assumptions that limit 

and challenge my belief. I was raised Catholic, 

attended Catholic schools and Mass, and was 

regularly drilled in Catholic dogma. I was a deeply 

religious adherent to this propositional faith, 

though even at a young age I was skeptical about 

some of the propositions.  

I have shed (or think I have) many of those 

propositions of faith, but some still gnaw at me, 

especially during prayer and devotions. Ruminating 

about the quality and strength of my faith (and 

failure to live up to expectations of a true Christian 

faith?) still distract me at times from the larger 

truth that God (by whatever name) is a mystery and 

gift beyond our understanding.  

If only I could stay focused on striving to discern 

and follow the mysterious, elusive Spirit of truth, 

love and justice!  Maybe then my heart would be 

drawn into loving God and my neighbors with all my 

heart, without interference from expectations in my 

head.  

 

Breath of life and wellspring of love, please open 

my heart and tame my mind so that I will recognize 

and shed expectations that interfere with my 

lovingly and gratefully embracing you with an 

integrated heart, mind and soul as I strive to love 

my neighbor as myself.   

 

March 14: Tim Bosco 

What no one tells you about college is there will 

come a time where you are crying at 11 pm on a 

Tuesday while doing laundry because the machines 

are broken and it’s taken three cycles to dry your 

load and now you have to fold it and all you want to 

do is sleep. Yet, there I was on a Tuesday stressed 

because a task that normally was simple was 

taking too long. 

In my defense, it had been a long day, and at that 

point all I wanted was to sleep and forget about the 

stress from papers and rehearsals and studying. 

But somehow, being forced to continue my laundry 

made me work through the stress – I had to stay 

up, so I had to keep studying; I had to stay up, so I 

had to figure out a way to relax. I held in me an 

expectation of what my night was going to look like, 

and the moment it shifted from my ideal situation, I 

allowed myself to get stressed. Once I accepted 

that my night was not going to be what I had 

planned, I was able to get the most from my 

experience. 

The burden of expecting what we perceive to be a 

perfect outcome holds us back from experiencing 

the fullness of experiences. When we expect any 

type of outcome, we become disappointed if our 

expectations do not meet reality. We can become 

fixated on this unobtainable goal, and anything 

other than what we desire can be considered a 

lesser experience. Although the realities we go 

through may be incredible, we can be closed off to 

accepting them if we hold a standard in mind. 

Through releasing our burden of expecting what an 

outcome should be, we are able to accept any 

outcome that may come from an experience and 

allow it to shape us and grow from it. 

  

Lord, help us to find the joy in all that comes our 

way, no matter if we wish for it or not. Help us 

know that with you by our side, we can accomplish 

any task. Amen. 

 

March 15: Carolyn Browender 

The day I was fired, the plan I had sketched out 

for myself -- work about six more months to stay on 

top of my expenses and save for seminary -- had 

just gone up in flames. I felt shocked, angry, 

scared, uncertain, and hurt.  

I considered how I would financially and 

emotionally get through the next few months. At 

first, it felt like I was expected to put on a polished, 

smiling face, telling only a few trusted loved ones 

and mentors what had really happened so they 

could keep an eye out for jobs on my behalf. But as 

I reflected on this expectation, I knew I couldn’t do 

it. I have a notoriously awful poker face; anyone 

who asked me how work was going would instantly 

know something had happened. And while I didn’t 

want anyone and everyone to know that I’d been 

fired, I also felt that me being frank with friends 
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John 9:1-41 

A Man Born Blind Receives Sight 

9 As he walked along, he saw a man 

blind from birth. 2 His disciples asked 

him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his 

parents, that he was born blind?” 3 Jesus 

answered, “Neither this man nor his 

parents sinned; he was born blind so 

that God’s works might be revealed in 

him. 4 We must work the works of him 

who sent me while it is day; night is 

coming when no one can work. 5 As long 

as I am in the world, I am the light of the 

world.” 6 When he had said this, he spat 

on the ground and made mud with the 

saliva and spread the mud on the man’s 

eyes, 7 saying to him, “Go, wash in the 

pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). 

Then he went and washed and came 

back able to see. 8 The neighbors and 

those who had seen him before as a 

beggar began to ask, “Is this not the 

man who used to sit and beg?” 9 Some 

were saying, “It is he.” Others were 

saying, “No, but it is someone like him.” 

He kept saying, “I am the man.” 10 But 

and colleagues in my close-knit professional circle 

rather waiting for the news to inevitably circulate 

would give me more control over a situation that 

felt very much outside my grasp. 

So instead, I told people what happened. I 

reached out to friends, former bosses, my volunteer 

community, and my church family. I said that while I 

had not expected my employment to end in this 

way, that I was looking forward to seminary in the 

near future and, in the meantime, would welcome 

any guidance, support, and short term job leads. 

Emails, texts, and calls poured in with words of 

prayer, solidarity, affirmation, and job connections. 

When I laid down the burden of professional and 

personal expectations that I had for myself, I was 

fully able to receive the grace, generosity and love 

being offered to me. 

Laying down burdens of expectation means we 

are able to offer holy authenticity to one another to 

and God, like what we see in this passage from 

John. Jesus and the Samaritan woman carry their 

own burdens of expectation: the expectation that a 

Jewish man and a Samaritan woman would avoid 

interacting with one another, the expectation that 

because of the Samaritan woman’s background 

and past that she would be looked down upon and 

not be worthy of Jesus’s time or ministry. But when 

both chose to set these expectations aside, Jesus is 

able to offer the promise living water to someone 

outside of his own community, and the Samaritan 

woman is willing to receive it -- and even share word 

of it to others. 

 

Holy One, I pray that you give me the courage to 

release the expectations I have placed on myself. 

May ridding myself of these burdens bring me 

closer to You and the rest of your beloved children. 

Amen. 

 

The Burden of Limitation 

Scriptural Focus: John 9:1-41 

 John tells us about a man born blind, whose sight is restored by 

Jesus.  The neighbors and the religious elite struggle to understand the 

man’s healing.  They are uneasy with the power of Jesus and they try to 

restrict it, limit him, and diminish God’s work in the healed man.  What 

perceived limits hold you back?  What restrictions and limitations 

constrict your life and your faith in God?  How have they become 

burdens?  Could you lay them down?  What might change if you did?  

  

March 16: Cynthia Round 

The Blindness of Privilege: As Easter approaches, I find myself 

reflecting on the many blessings of my life: a happy childhood in a 

loving and supportive family as the great granddaughter of Oklahoma 

homesteading pioneers and the Kaw Nation tribe; the first in my family 

given the opportunity to earn a college degree; a joyful marriage of 30 

years and a strong, independent daughter who has launched herself 

into the world; a comfortable home in a city and neighborhood I love; 

meaningful work across a 40-year career that has taken me around 

the world… 

My gratitude is genuine and runs deep. I feel fortunate and blessed.  
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they kept asking him, “Then how were 

your eyes opened?” 11 He answered, 

“The man called Jesus made mud, 

spread it on my eyes, and said to me, 

‘Go to Siloam and wash.’ Then I went 

and washed and received my 

sight.” 12 They said to him, “Where is 

he?” He said, “I do not know.” 

 

The Pharisees Investigate the Healing 
13 They brought to the Pharisees the 

man who had formerly been 

blind. 14 Now it was a sabbath day when 

Jesus made the mud and opened his 

eyes. 15 Then the Pharisees also began 

to ask him how he had received his 

sight. He said to them, “He put mud on 

my eyes. Then I washed, and now I 

see.” 16 Some of the Pharisees said, 

“This man is not from God, for he does 

not observe the sabbath.” But others 

said, “How can a man who is a sinner 

perform such signs?” And they were 

divided. 17 So they said again to the blind 

man, “What do you say about him? It 

was your eyes he opened.” He said, “He 

is a prophet.” 
18 The Jews did not believe that he had 

been blind and had received his sight 

until they called the parents of the man 

who had received his sight 19 and asked 

them, “Is this your son, who you say was 

born blind? How then does he now 

see?” 20 His parents answered, “We 

know that this is our son, and that he 

was born blind; 21 but we do not know 

how it is that now he sees, nor do we 

know who opened his eyes. Ask him; he 

is of age. He will speak for 

himself.” 22 His parents said this 

because they were afraid of the Jews; for 

the Jews had already agreed that 

anyone who confessed Jesus to be the 

Messiah would be put out of the 

synagogue. 23 Therefore his parents 

said, “He is of age; ask him.” 
24 So for the second time they called the 

man who had been blind, and they said 

to him, “Give glory to God! We know that 

this man is a sinner.” 25 He answered, “I 

do not know whether he is a sinner. One 

thing I do know, that though I was blind, 

now I see.” 26 They said to him, “What 

did he do to you? How did he open your 

eyes?” 27 He answered them, “I have 

told you already, and you would not 

listen. Why do you want to hear it again? 

Do you also want to become his 

Yet, as I write this, I recognize the privilege from which I see and 

experience the world.  Most of these are unearned assets, “accidents 

of birth”, the happenstance of being born as a citizen of this country, 

in this era, to my particular family.  

Perhaps what I have always considered the blessings of my life may 

also be limitations that I must overcome to do God’s work in the world. 

Racial, economic, educational, and geographic privilege.  All of these 

distort my view of the world.  

It is uncomfortable to acknowledge privilege as limitation, as a kind 

of blindness. What do I not see? What do I miss? How does this 

privilege constrict my faith and response? Social justice requires 

empathy. To relate to the experience of those who have not had the 

same advantages in their lives.  I strive to understand their challenges 

and pain and to work to improve the conditions and systems in our 

society that perpetuate inequality. But there is so much more I could 

do.  

 

Dear God, help me to remember always that my view of life is 

distorted by my personal experience. Help me to overcome the 

blindness of my privilege, to see the world with clear eyes and an 

open heart as you would have me understand it. Grant me the 

consciousness to see past my privilege and to seize the opportunities 

you put in front of me every day to increase your love and justice in 

our world. 

 

March 17: Michelle Navis 

I struggle with the limit of self-doubt, a subconscious feeling that my 

emotions and perceptions are unwarranted or inaccurate.  One burden 

of this self-doubt is regret.  I regret not knowing how to act, not acting 

sooner, not having the surety that I see in powerful, successful people. 

My lack of confidence led me to stay in a toxic and harmful work 

situation for longer than necessary. 

It’s a constant journey to break down self-doubt. It’s so imbedded, 

it's not easy to realize how it's affecting my thoughts and actions. By 

writing, sharing, and talking about my experience, I begin. I write my 

story down, and I can see the facts more clearly. Shades of grey 

become more distinct, which makes it easier to discuss and be self-

assured and confident. Talking with friends about my experience, my 

doubts, and my anger has led to many healthy, good, honest 

conversations about their similar experiences. These conversations 

with loving friends reaffirm my perspective, my right to speak up and 

be angry, and my right to not feel ok or not feel strong. I realize that I 

am not alone in my feelings and experiences.  I also realize that a 

protective culture supporting the harassment of women in work places 

is hard to speak up against, even in our personal lives.   

There’s a powerful community of the self-doubters, fighting against 
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disciples?” 28 Then they reviled him, 

saying, “You are his disciple, but we are 

disciples of Moses. 29 We know that God 

has spoken to Moses, but as for this 

man, we do not know where he comes 

from.” 30 The man answered, “Here is an 

astonishing thing! You do not know 

where he comes from, and yet he 

opened my eyes. 31 We know that God 

does not listen to sinners, but he does 

listen to one who worships him and 

obeys his will. 32 Never since the world 

began has it been heard that anyone 

opened the eyes of a person born 

blind. 33 If this man were not from God, 

he could do nothing.” 34 They answered 

him, “You were born entirely in sins, and 

are you trying to teach us?” And they 

drove him out. 

 

Spiritual Blindness 
35 Jesus heard that they had driven him 

out, and when he found him, he said, 

“Do you believe in the Son of 

Man?”[e] 36 He answered, “And who is he, 

sir?[f] Tell me, so that I may believe in 

him.” 37 Jesus said to him, “You have 

seen him, and the one speaking with 

you is he.” 38 He said, “Lord,[g] I believe.” 

And he worshiped him. 39 Jesus said, “I 

came into this world for judgment so 

that those who do not see may see, and 

those who do see may become 

blind.” 40 Some of the Pharisees near 

him heard this and said to him, “Surely 

we are not blind, are we?” 41 Jesus said 

to them, “If you were blind, you would 

not have sin. But now that you say, ‘We 

see,’ your sin remains. 

 

 

perceived limitations. There's a whole community out there, a large, 

present movement, a drip, drip, drip, that hopes and fights for larger 

cultural change.  There’s a righteous rage that empowers us. You hear 

it, when you listen, when you share. Speak up against limitations and 

change can happen.   

I am grateful for anger and sadness.  They can tell us when things 

need to change.  I am thankful for the loving and supportive women, 

and men, in my life.  And I am hopeful for the cultural movement that 

is working to uncover each Me Too. May it continue and flourish.  

 

March 18: Madeline Taylor 

Growing up in a strict Calvinist church, I felt the constant tension of 

limits in our faith. So much of the language the church used was about 

how limitless God was, how completely beyond any boundaries we 

could imagine: the limitless love of God, limitless power, limitless 

grace, limitless anger… the list trailed on throughout the scripture and 

doctrine that we read diligently. But even though God was limitless, 

the church itself was full of limits. They enforced strict rules about the 

role of women in the home and church, about whom you could love, 

about which people were the recipients of grace and which were cast 

away.  I found the disconnect to be disconcerting and confusing: why 

were we constructing walls around the church, locking ourselves 

inside and keeping others out, if God truly was as limitless as the Bible 

said? This church loved to exclude people, through the politics they 

supported and the doctrine they professed. There were always limits 

placed on God’s grace. 

Now that I am coming back to faith, I am wrestling with these limits 

and trying to break down my preconceptions of what God’s limitless 

grace, mercy, and justice really mean. This Lent, I want to -- and I must 

-- consider what limits I am constructing around my faith and my 

interaction with the world. Am I opening myself up to God’s grace, or 

am I shutting down, folding my arms, walking away with a furrowed 

brow? Am I offering myself to others, or am I secluding myself and 

constructing boundaries on how much love and service I can give? 

This questioning is urgent; there is simply no time to wait any longer.  

 

Abba, please help us to be open to grace. Help us not only to 

receive your grace, but also to give that grace freely and abundantly to 

our communities, our families, the strangers in our midst. Right now, 

our country and the world are constructed with limits of partisanship, 

of national borders, of fear and ignorance. Please help us to tear 

down these walls wherever we find them, so that we can be stewards 

of your love and justice. Amen.   

 

 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+9%3A1-41&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26465e
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+9%3A1-41&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26466f
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+9%3A1-41&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26468g
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March 19: Christie House 

The Six Words: I’m a Dr. Who fan – and you may 

be wondering what this has to do with John 9 and 

limitations. But if you are also a Dr. Who fan 

(particularly David Tennant era), you already know 

where I’m going with this, just from the title. 

The blind man healed by Jesus received a 

wonderful gift, but other people denied him his 

story and the right to use his gift: ancient biblical 

fake news. The authorities insist the blind beggar 

was not the man healed, or, he was but not by 

Jesus. The blind man’s parents acknowledge him 

and the healing but are so fearful of the authorities 

that they throw him under the bus. 

Back to Dr. Who and Harriet Jones, Prime 

Minister. Harriet, an investigative reporter, was 

looking into suspicious activity among the members 

of parliament. She becomes entangled with Dr. 

Who, who is also investigating parliament, because, 

well, it’s Dr. Who and the culprits are aliens from 

space. Anyway, because of this association and the 

lightbulb realization across the U.K. that aliens 

from space exist, Harriet experiences a meteoric 

political rise and is elected prime minister. 

All is well until she crosses Dr. Who in a moral 

decision to destroy an alien ship that already got 

whooped by Dr. Who (different aliens, keep up) and 

was retreating out of our solar system.  

Dr. Who, enraged by Harriet’s lack of grace, 

brings her down with six words whispered to her 

aid. “Don’t you think she looks tired.” 

The next time Harriet Jones shows up in the 

series, she has been ousted by a vote of no 

confidence. It’s silly, and funny, and human, and by 

the way, it happened to me. 

I’ve had a long and very enjoyable career as a 

writer and editor. All along my path I’ve had 

wonderful supportive supervisors and colleagues 

who sought to make me a better person, an 

informed reporter, and a savvy communicator in 

the ever-changing world of media platforms. 

Until one, just one, didn’t. “Don’t you think she 

looks tired.” Middle-aged women are particularly 

susceptible to this kind of take-down. Suddenly, my 

30-year career became a liability, rather than an 

asset. 

But Harriet Jones, Former Prime Minister, 

remained true to herself, and she saved the world. 

She was not limited by the series of events that the 

great Dr. orchestrated with his lie, his fake news. 

She did not allow that to limit what she knew to be 

her worth and her destiny. My biggest limitation is 

myself. 

So, while I’m out there pounding the pavement 

looking for a job, fearful of how I come across in 

interviews, thinking maybe I am “just too tired,” yet 

earnestly searching for what God would like me to 

do next, I’ll be thinking of Harriet. You go girl. You 

saved the world. 

 

Dear God, help me get out of my own way so your 

way becomes clear. Amen 

 

March 20: Carter Snyder-Samuelson 

Stories about Jesus’ healing “miracles,” like this 

one in John 9:1-41, tell us a lot about limitations 

that we as a society burden each other with. The 

person in this story is born blind in a world that was 

built by and for people with sight. His blindness in 

and of itself is not a limitation -- indeed, if he lived 

in a society that valued the leadership of blind 

people, things would be different. He would not be 

weighed down by systems that constantly expect 

him to not be blind. He could live his life safely and 

with ease.  

I think Jesus knows this. Despite what traditional 

interpretations of this story might tell us, I think 

Jesus knows the inherent worth of this stranger, 

and knows that he does not need to be “healed” 

from his blindness in order to be loved and claimed 

by God. Far from it -- I think society is the body that 

needs healing. Society, in its fear of disability and 

its unrepentant dismissal of all who live with 

disabilities, is the body that needs to transform its 

understanding of limitation. 

As Jesus says here, the man’s blindness is not a 

consequence of sin. His blindness does, however, 

give the man unique insight into who God is and 

how God is alive in the world. This man has a 

message to preach to the world, and Jesus wants 

us to start paying attention to it. 

I wonder, then, if Jesus offers the man this mud-
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and-water ritual not to wash away his blindness, 

but to wash away the shouts of un-worthiness and 

inferiority that the man’s community has 

surrounded him with. I wonder if the mud and water 

are meant to liberate him from what he isn’t, and 

remind him of what he so powerfully is. Isn’t mud 

the cosmic, divine substance with which we’ve all 

been made, like the ashes we wear on Ash 

Wednesday? Isn’t the water a reminder of our 

baptisms -- a reminder of our inherent worth, a 

reminder that we are each born children of God?  

What is interesting and liberating to me about 

this story, then, is not whether or not the man 

retains his physical blindness or becomes sighted 

after his encounter with Jesus. Instead, our 

liberation comes from the idea that Jesus could 

meet each of us at our own locations of exclusion 

and remind us that we belong. Jesus brings us 

mud, leads us to water, and teaches us to see our 

own worthiness with fresh eyes. 

 

Divinely disabled God, you came to Earth to 

journey with us, to bear wounds and scars like 

ours, to be excluded and persecuted by the same 

systems that seek to limit us. Teach us to see, 

hear, feel, and know the truth that we are 

wonderfully made, and that you speak to us and 

through us exactly as we are. Amen. 

 

March 21: Dorcas Demasio 

As human beings, we all have shortcomings.  We 

are only human, and innately flawed.  True 

limitations certainly exist.  Nonetheless, we fail to 

reach our potential more from our perceived 

limitations than real ones.  When we get older, 

especially those of us lucky enough to be 

octogenarians, these perceived limitations only 

increase in our culture.  As Christians, laying down 

this burden of limitations as could help all of us—

young and old—better walk with God. 

In John 9:1-41, the religious elite couldn’t 

understand the power of Jesus to make a blind 

man see.  So they tried to diminish the great 

miracle, and rationalize away Jesus’s power. 

Human beings project their limitations onto 

others.  And we put them on Jesus, too.  

When I take a bus, occasionally, I’m forced to 

smile at how fast some people get up once they 

spot my cane—it almost looks like the parting of the 

Red Sea!   The response shows genuine kindness 

toward the elderly by my fellow New Yorkers.  But if 

necessary, I could surely survive waiting a few 

minutes for an open seat…Praise God. 

The perceived limits that sometimes hold me 

back may be more intangible than physical.  Like 

most New Yorkers, I am not wealthy.  And so, I 

sometimes get frustrated because I’m not able to 

write a big check, or make a substantial donation, 

towards things for the Lord.  This becomes a 

burden because it makes me feel as if I’m 

restricted in what I can do in God’s name.  But in 

reality, we all have the power inside of us to case 

aside such perceived limitations.  We can all help in 

different ways and make valuable contributions 

with our time, prayers and actions.  

By not focusing on my small bank account, I 

would be able to concentrate even better on God’s 

real work, while overcoming material obstacles.  At 

least, I would be free to challenge myself to figure 

out a way to do even more for the Lord. 

 

Dear God, thank you for the Holy Spirit, who 

guides our steps and brings us gifts of faith and 

love.  Help us to hold onto our faith during the 

hardest moments of our lives.  Help us refresh and 

renew our commitment in the name of 

Jesus. Amen.  
 

March 22: Lea Matthews 

When I consider the associations I have with the 

word or concept of limitation, the musical Wicked 

comes to mind.  The Wicked Witch of the West, 

Elphaba, has a realization.  She explains to Glinda, 

the Good, “Just look at me - I'm limited.  And just 

look at you. You can do all I couldn't do, Glinda. So 

now it's up to you, for both of us.  Now it's up to 

you.”   

This is a stark contrast to her earlier anthem-

pronouncement that she was “unlimited,”  that her 



 

 

future, her path, was absolutely and utterly 

“unlimited.” And it’s important to note that she 

changed in her thinking, not in her power or 

capacity or skill.  She remained extraordinary, 

unique among others in what she can do. But 

Elphaba, when confronted by the enormity of need 

and injustice of the world, came into a deeper 

understanding about how much more powerful she 

could be when she could admit that she couldn’t 

right all wrongs by herself.   

Her unique giftedness was amplified when she 

used it in concert with others and their own 

contributions.  She found herself needing others. 

She desired companionship, partnership, and 

friendship. She began to see how working to make 

a way in the world for justice and goodness is more 

meaningful and more sustainable when done in 

community.  Each contribution, each person, is 

needed. Together, there is limitlessness. In 

isolation, limits feel full stop.   

Elphaba’s learning helps me reflect on my own.  I 

have learned about the power of seeing my actual 

limitations these last several years. It’s been very 

good and very challenging work to pull apart my 

real limitations from the perceived ones that come 

out of a nagging need to mindread others’ 

expectations of me or assumed projections that I 

take as true. I consider it strength to begin at times 

with the truth of my own limits, claiming that “I 

don’t know,” “I need help,” and “I cannot do it 

alone.”   

When I am able to express those things, I have 

found that I see more clearly, and can access more 

boldly, God’s limitlessness.  I see God resourcing 

me with companionship, partnership, and 

friendship. In balance, my gifts and skills are 

amplified and more useful when put into a larger 

web of work for good.  Each one of us is the 

recipient of unlimited grace for all that we are and 

all that we aren’t. And together, we join in the 

movement of God’s limitless love and justice. And 

with that in mind, even my limits don’t have to be 

limiting.   

 

God of unbounded love, let us never imagine 

limits to your grace and goodness.  And let us be 

gentle with our own limitations, for you call, claim, 

and use us as we are.  In Jesus’s name. Amen.     

   



21 

 

John 11:1-45 

The Death of Lazarus 

11 Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus 

of Bethany, the village of Mary and her 

sister Martha. 2 Mary was the one who 

anointed the Lord with perfume and 

wiped his feet with her hair; her brother 

Lazarus was ill. 3 So the sisters sent a 

message to Jesus, “Lord, he whom you 

love is ill.” 4 But when Jesus heard it, he 

said, “This illness does not lead to 

death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that 

the Son of God may be glorified through 

it.” 5 Accordingly, though Jesus loved 

Martha and her sister and 

Lazarus, 6 after having heard that 

Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days 

longer in the place where he was. 
7 Then after this he said to the 

disciples, “Let us go to Judea 

again.” 8 The disciples said to him, 

“Rabbi, the Jews were just now trying to 

stone you, and are you going there 

again?” 9 Jesus answered, “Are there not 

twelve hours of daylight? Those who 

walk during the day do not stumble, 

because they see the light of this 

world. 10 But those who walk at night 

stumble, because the light is not in 

them.” 11 After saying this, he told them, 

“Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, 

but I am going there to awaken 

him.” 12 The disciples said to him, “Lord, 

if he has fallen asleep, he will be all 

right.” 13 Jesus, however, had been 

speaking about his death, but they 

thought that he was referring merely to 

sleep. 14 Then Jesus told them plainly, 

“Lazarus is dead. 15 For your sake I am 

glad I was not there, so that you may 

believe. But let us go to him.” 16 Thomas, 

who was called the Twin, said to his 

fellow disciples, “Let us also go, that we 

may die with him.” 

 

Jesus the Resurrection and the Life 
17 When Jesus arrived, he found that 

Lazarus had already been in the tomb 

four days. 18 Now Bethany was near 

Jerusalem, some two miles away, 19 and 

many of the Jews had come to Martha 

and Mary to console them about their 

brother. 20 When Martha heard that 

Jesus was coming, she went and met 

him, while Mary stayed at home. 

The Burden of Hopelessness 

Scriptural Focus: John 11:1-45 

John offers us the extraordinary story of Lazarus, brother of Mary 

and Martha and dear friend of Jesus.  We experience the loss of him 

through these three people.  And at different points in the story, all the 

characters lose hope.  They can’t see beyond their grief and their pain 

to possibility beyond it. Lazarus is raised and we are called to question 

the things that draw us and keep us in hopelessness.  Might we be 

unbound from them and offered new life in Christ, just like 

Lazarus?  How has hopelessness become burdensome in your life and 

faith?  Can you see how you might let it go?  

 

March 23: Benz 

The work of hope: There are many reasons to despair. The climate 

crisis. The cruelty of our country’s immigration policies. The 

unconscionable wealth inequality. The resurgence of white nationalist 

politics and violence worldwide. And most of all, no end in sight to any 

of these injustices.  

There are many appropriate responses to these conditions. Rage. 

Grief. Fear. Among others.  

But hopelessness is not one of them.  

Hopelessness is the absence of hope, and to understand why 

hopelessness cannot, must not be an option for us as followers of 

Jesus, we have to understand what hope is.  

I learned to understand hope as the commitment to action through 

my work with Methodists in New Directions (MIND). MIND’s signature 

contribution to the UMC was our assertion that we did not have to wait 

until some future date – when the Book of Discipline no longer 

mandates discrimination – to live justly. We could, and we did, refuse 

to discriminate now. What I learned in that work was that it was 

possible to live justly even in an unjust world/church/system. And in 

that way, there is justice present even in the midst of injustice. And 

that, to me, is the essence of hope. 

Crucial in this understanding of hope is that it is not a passive thing. 

“I hope millennials turn out to vote.” “I hope they stop caging 

children.” “I hope it doesn’t rain today.” No, hope is the belief that God 

is an active presence in the world, that justice is possible – and it is 

possible precisely because we decide, defiantly, to act justly, to live 

“as if” in the here and now. Hope is the insistence that we live as 

though “for God all things are possible” (Matt. 19:26).  

The Lazarus story is one of the biblical stories that most clearly 

underscores this point. If Jesus could raise Lazarus from the dead, 

who are we to be hopeless and think that economic justice, or climate 

justice, or anything, is impossible?  

“Hope does not disappoint,” Paul says in Romans 5:5, “because 



22 

 

21 Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had 

been here, my brother would not have 

died. 22 But even now I know that God 

will give you whatever you ask of 

him.” 23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother 

will rise again.” 24 Martha said to him, “I 

know that he will rise again in the 

resurrection on the last day.” 25 Jesus 

said to her, “I am the resurrection and 

the life.[f] Those who believe in me, even 

though they die, will live, 26 and everyone 

who lives and believes in me will never 

die. Do you believe this?” 27 She said to 

him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are 

the Messiah, the Son of God, the one 

coming into the world.” 

 

Jesus Weeps 
28 When she had said this, she went 

back and called her sister Mary, and told 

her privately, “The Teacher is here and is 

calling for you.” 29 And when she heard 

it, she got up quickly and went to 

him. 30 Now Jesus had not yet come to 

the village, but was still at the place 

where Martha had met him. 31 The Jews 

who were with her in the house, 

consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly 

and go out. They followed her because 

they thought that she was going to the 

tomb to weep there. 32 When Mary came 

where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt 

at his feet and said to him, “Lord, if you 

had been here, my brother would not 

have died.” 33 When Jesus saw her 

weeping, and the Jews who came with 

her also weeping, he was greatly 

disturbed in spirit and deeply 

moved. 34 He said, “Where have you laid 

him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and 

see.” 35 Jesus began to weep. 36 So the 

Jews said, “See how he loved 

him!” 37 But some of them said, “Could 

not he who opened the eyes of the blind 

man have kept this man from dying?” 

 

Jesus Raises Lazarus to Life 
38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, 

came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a 

stone was lying against it. 39 Jesus said, 

“Take away the stone.” Martha, the 

sister of the dead man, said to him, 

“Lord, already there is a stench because 

he has been dead four days.” 40 Jesus 

said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you 

believed, you would see the glory of 

God?” 41 So they took away the stone. 

And Jesus looked upward and said, 

God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit 

that has been given to us.” Hope does not disappoint because it is not 

dependent on external events. It depends only on God’s presence, on 

God’s love at work through us.  

To be hopeless is to reject God’s agency in the world. To have hope 

is to recognize God’s agency and understand that it is realized through 

our action, our insistence of creating justice.  

 

March 24: Carla Mikel 

My Antidote for Hopelessness: Death is the end of hope.  It is so 

final. Lazarus was dead for four days---so dead that he stunk.  I think 

that religion, especially Christianity, can be a way of avoiding the 

reality of death.  Sure we die. But, if we do the right thing, when death 

happens we see those people we loved and lost—parents, siblings, 

friends.  And, we see them in this great place: heaven. Hope is 

thinking that things will get better. Tomorrow will be better. Death 

ends tomorrows.  

My grandmother died when my mother was eleven.  When my 

mother was fourteen her only sister, Mabel, the person who was her 

protector and partner in life, died at the age of eighteen. When she 

went to see her dying sister in the hospital Mabel winked to comfort 

her little sister.  My mother said that she literally could not eat for 

weeks. She could not remember any of the details of her sister’s 

funeral. Despite the tragedies that happened in her early life—and 

later —my mother kept her faith.  

Unlike my mother, it has been difficult for me to keep 

faith.  Hopelessness has been a constant. I felt hopeless in my 

twenties.  At thirty-three I thought, like Jesus, I was going to die. My 

therapist reminded me that Jesus rose from death three days later.  In 

my forties I was overcome by hopelessness and I was angry at God—if, 

indeed, there was a God. My cycle of hopelessness continued spiraling 

downward. I will never have what other women have—family and love. I 

have been dealing with hopelessness—it seems to me—always. Any 

hope I had felt fake and short lived.   

In the last few years I have made a deliberate effort to fight 

hopelessness.  Even to me it sounds corny. I say to myself and others 

that I am trying to practice gratefulness.  Gratefulness is helping me to 

combat hopelessness and self-pity. I nourish myself by what is present 

in my life:  family—my incredible eighty-eight year old aunt, Ida, who 

continues to be a rock for everyone in her domain, the unofficial 

adoption of a young woman, Marcela, who was sent my way to help 

me de-clutter my apartment and her daughter, Sarahi, who has 

“adopted” me as her grandmother;  strong, rich friendships--- Claudia, 

Gary, Emily, Len Sheryl; a church that embraces me; work---adult 

students who express gratitude when they pass the high school 

diploma exam. The practice of gratefulness is my way of fighting the 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+11%3A1-45&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26538f
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“Father, I thank you for having heard 

me. 42 I knew that you always hear me, 

but I have said this for the sake of the 

crowd standing here, so that they may 

believe that you sent me.” 43 When he 

had said this, he cried with a loud voice, 

“Lazarus, come out!” 44 The dead man 

came out, his hands and feet bound 

with strips of cloth, and his face 

wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, 

“Unbind him, and let him go.” 45 Many of 

the Jews therefore, who had come with 

Mary and had seen what Jesus did, 

believed in him. 

 

 

hopelessness that haunts me.    

 

March 25: Charlene Floyd 

I heard something on the radio early this morning—or maybe early 

yesterday morning.  I just spent 56 minutes scrolling through the 

WNYC website trying to find the story, but I couldn’t. 

I don’t know why I bothered because I can still hear the words so 

clearly—“It was freezing cold, the children’s socks were soaking wet, 

and yet those kids weren’t crying.  They weren’t making a sound.”   

 

Is that what hopelessness sounds like? 

 

A few minutes later a woman quietly recounted waking up in the 

morning to find her healthy infant child had died in the night—of the 

cold.  Syrian refugees. Five million people have left their homes. 

143,000 just this past week. They left places where once they had 

dresser drawers filled with dry socks, where once they had warm 

blankets covering their warm beds.  

Later I was walking the dog and I saw a little girl in a stroller 

screaming and crying, crying because her mother was making her 

wear mittens.  It made me angry and then it made me cry. 

And then I just wanted to pick up that beautiful crying kid and hug 

her and hug her and hug her some more. I stood on the sidewalk 

listening to her glorious cries until her stroller rounded the corner. 

 

God, my God—you hear the sound of hopelessness.  You make the 

sound of hope. Give me the courage to listen.  Please. 

 

March 26: Marianne McClure 

The raising of Lazarus from the dead has to be the super miracle of 

Jesus’ career as a healer. Clearly Martha and Mary who witnessed this 

event experienced an indestructible hope and a faith in radical 

possibility. But what does their radical hope mean to me, a 

contemporary participant in the Christian tradition who lives in a world 

ravaged by violence and hatred and threatened by looming ecological 

disaster? 

I do not know where possibility ends and fantasy begins, but I do 

know that more is possible than I can conceive and that hope is 

necessary for the soul as air is for the lungs and food, for the body. I 

first realized this when I was twenty-three reading Sartre and 

Nietzsche. “Nothingness” loomed large in my imagination and I 

starting thinking my way towards the abyss. “It all means nothing. We 

are all going to live and die for no reason.” I felt an intellectual 

responsibility to face bravely this new truth, but instead I found myself 

wallowing in despair. As I began taking myself more and more 

seriously, as perhaps only a twenty-three year old can, panic set in. I 
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raced upstairs opened the medicine chest and 

flushed down the toilet the only narcotic I 

possessed at the time, a bottle of codeine. I was 

afraid of where such thoughts and hopelessness 

could take me. 

Behind my despair was a profound arrogance, an 

arrogance of the mind and an arrogance of 

someone that defined herself as independent and 

autonomous.  The intellect is a feeble instrument 

with which to apprehend the world. Left to its own 

devices, my mind will take me to some weird places 

and predict tragedies that tomorrow will not in fact 

inevitably bring. The mind craves certainty and the 

comfort of clear categories with black and white 

boundaries. But in reality I am so much more than 

a mind that knows. I am an embodied being with a 

yammering heart and spiritual tentacles that are 

always reaching out to others and to a God I need 

to sustain me. 

It took me a long time to overcome the arrogance 

of autonomy.  I am forty back studying philosophy. 

But this time in a graduate program at Stony Brook 

University, a thousand miles away from home and 

what felt like a million miles from my friends of 

twenty years.  The existential despair I experienced 

earlier paled in comparison to the terror of 

completing a dissertation. I realized I cannot do this 

alone. I found myself turning to God to ask for help. 

Overcoming the illusion of my autonomy, I replaced 

my hopelessness with the courage to take the next 

step forward.  

There is so much going on the world today that 

leaves us numb, scared, exhausted and without 

hope. But to be hopeless is to give up the fight, to 

stop resisting the greed and the lies. When I feel 

hopeless, I think about those students at Parkland 

or I remember older peace warriors like Frances 

Helen Guest, and I rediscover the courage to take 

the next step forward. When Jesus heals Lazarus, 

he tells us that he does it so that we will know that 

he is God’s son sent to liberate us from our despair 

and hopelessness.  The body of Lazarus was rank 

with the decay of death; the arrogance of the mind 

will assert the empirical fact of that smell. But the 

truth of the story of Lazarus will point us to the 

hope that with God’s help we can act in a world of 

violence and hatred to bring about new 

possibilities.  

 

Dear God, Help us to remember that you are 

always there when we feel overcome with hopeless 

and despair. Abide with us as we imagine and act 

on new possibilities. Amen. 

 

March 27: Cheryl Melchiorre 

I received the news that I was about to become a 

grandparent after popping up from the subway one 

afternoon.  

What I did not expect was that our first 

grandchild, would have a major heart defect. The 

left side of his heart did not develop. A feeling of 

hopelessness came over me. From the day I heard 

this news I began to wonder, worry, research, and 

pray. Would this baby survive once he was born? At 

four days old, Paul had his first of three open heart 

surgeries.  Hospitalization lasted 55 days, and Paul 

had the chance to live, go home and get strong 

enough to prepare for the second surgery almost 

four months later. A child born with Hypoplastic Left 

Heart Syndrome must undergo three heart 

surgeries to reconfigure the heart to make it work.  

At the age of two-and-a-half, Paul was ready for 

phase three. Paul’s parents decided to take him to 

the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia where some 

of the best pediatric heart surgeons in the world 

practiced.  After a previous visit, to get a full 

examination, and meet the doctors, it was 

determined that Paul would have the third and final 

procedure done at CHOP. During his stay we 

prayed, you prayed, family and friends around the 

world prayed for Paul. The surgery was done, 

complications happened. Paul had a stroke, he had 

a bleed, and had to undergo a procedure to locate 

and repair the bleed in his chest. His lungs were 

filling with fluid and he needed a new experimental 

procedure to get him off the breathing tube.  Paul 

was only the seventh, and the youngest, to ever 

have the procedure. After a few days, the doctors 

revealed that, although they did their best, in the 

end, the third surgery did not work for Paul. Talk 

about a feeling of hopelessness! After all his little 

body had been through, and the final surgery did 
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not work for him. His only chance would be a 

transplant. 

Everyday for the six weeks I stayed in 

Philadelphia, I prayed, went to the chapel at the 

hospital and asked God to touch Paul’s body and 

heal him.  I don’t think in my life I have ever prayed 

so much or so hard. Eventually, Paul returned to 

Vanderbilt Children’s Hospital in Nashville where he 

was put on a life- supporting drug while he waited 

for a new heart. After more than four months of 

waiting and living at the hospital, Paul’s parents got 

the news that a heart had become available.  They 

called us right away to give us the news. The 

hopelessness I had in my heart, much like that of 

Mary and Martha when Lazarus was sick, now had 

become hopeful.  

On April 21, 2015 Paul received the best gift a 

person could ever get, a new heart. The family, 

whose hope had been lost for their own child, gave 

hope to other families through organ donation.   

 

Lord God, may we always remember that when 

we feel our struggles are too much to handle, you 

are there to provide us with hope and strength to 

carry on. Amen. 

 

March 28: Hannah Reasoner 

Anyone who works in human rights and social 

justice areas tries their best to block out that voice 

of hopelessness. That voice in the back of all of 

our heads that says nothing you do matters, you 

can't possibly make a difference, you are so much 

smaller than the unjust systems that control 

society and government, it's always been this way, 

stay in your lane and don't fight the status quo.  

So why do we keep working towards the 

seemingly unachievable goal of justice and 

equality? I've met people who don’t understand 

why I would ever want to leave the comforts of 

home and dedicate so much time and effort to 

work in social justice and reconciling ministries. 

I've met others who didn't see the point in 

dedicating so much work and time to something 

that will never make you rich. I’ve talked to people 

who don’t understand why I would spend so much 

time on issues that don’t affect me directly or 

improving the lives of people I don’t even know.  

The thing is, once you start making personal 

connections, hearing people's stories, and seeing 

how their lives are impacted by your seemingly 

small actions, your view of the world begins to 

change. Maybe I can’t take down the patriarchy, 

but I can help a young girl speak up and use her 

voice. Maybe I can’t end all homophobia, but I can 

support churches that welcome and value 

everyone that walks in the door. Maybe I can’t 

undo centuries of discrimination, but I can lift up 

the voices of marginalized groups and listen to 

their struggles.  

The people that benefit most from unjust 

systems of oppression thrive off of hopelessness. 

If we believe that nothing we do will make a 

difference, we are more likely to simply do nothing 

and let the cycle continue.  

Hope is small. It can be felt in the tiniest 

moments of seeing change and possibility. Hope is 

just one step forward even if we don’t know if or 

when we’ll make it to the final destination. Hope is 

courage. Hope is faith.  

 

Dear God, when we feel like we’re too small to 

make a difference, shine a light on the hope 

around us. Light the path to take even seemingly 

small steps forward and remind us that on that 

path we will never walk alone. Amen. 

 

March 29: Chris Grabenstein  

As tombs go, mine was pretty nice: a three-story 

Tudor in Metuchen, New Jersey with three-and-a-

half bathrooms. 

It was also the house where my late wife passed 

away at three o'clock in the morning on a cold and 

dreary Martin Luther King day.   

For months after her passing, I stayed in that 

huge, stone faced house.  Just me and my dog 

Buster. I wept in the garden because gardening is 

what she and I used to do but she wasn't there to 

do it with me.  I felt grief and cried more than I have 

ever cried before, especially when answering 

condolence cards while, for some reason, listening 
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to the Les Miz soundtrack.  That'll make you weepy. 

Then one Saturday, and I remember this very 

vividly, I was waking up later than usual.  My dog 

Buster was curled up at my feet in the bed. I was 

asking Buster what he wanted to do that day. 

Gardening was out of the question.  Go see a 

movie? Buster wouldn't be allowed to come with 

me... 

Suddenly, I heard this voice.  (I was reminded of 

this during K's recent sermon where he mentioned 

the first time he heard the voice of God.) 

"What are you doing here?" the voice 

asked.  "What are you doing here?"    

Why was I locking myself up in this tomb of 

sadness in suburbia?  I was 44. Didn't I have more 

to do with my life? I had a vivid vision of my 

future.  I could stay in my house and become the 

old guy behind the fence that small children feared 

losing a ball over because "That's where mean Old 

Man Grabenstein lives.  He lost his wife, you know, 

and he's never been the same."    

Or... 

I could crawl out of my tomb, shake off the 

sadness, and move on with my life in some new 

and different direction. 

And that's what the story of Lazarus is all about 

for me. 

I could stay stuck in my grave of grief or I could 

listen to the voice calling me to come out and live 

again. 

So, that's what I did.  Within months of my 

"calling," I sold my house in New Jersey, gave away 

lots of furniture and weedwhackers, and moved to 

a small rental apartment on the Upper West Side.  I 

also met a wonderful woman named J.J. I quit my 

Executive Vice President job in advertising and 

decided to see what might happen if, instead of 

writing TV and radio commercials, I tried to write a 

book. 

Even in our darkest days, when all seems lost, 

hope is just one Saturday morning wake-up call 

away.  If we allow ourselves to hear it. 

 

God, help us hear your voice calling us out of our 

tombs, no matter what sad and heavy stones 

they're made out of. 

 

Matthew 21:1-11 

Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 

21 When they had come near 

Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage, 

at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two 

disciples, 2 saying to them, “Go into the 

village ahead of you, and immediately 

you will find a donkey tied, and a colt 

with her; untie them and bring them to 

me. 3 If anyone says anything to you, just 

say this, ‘The Lord needs them.’ And he 

will send them immediately.” 4 This took 

place to fulfill what had been spoken 

through the prophet, saying, 

 
5 “Tell the daughter of Zion, 

Look, your king is coming to you, 

    humble, and mounted on a donkey, 

        and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” 

 
6 The disciples went and did as Jesus 

The Burden of Stuff 

Scriptural Focus: Matthew 21:1-11 

Matthew’s Palm Sunday narrative shows us several examples of 

Jesus followers, who lay down their stuff for Jesus.  A donkey, a colt, a 

coat, or a branch, they let go of the stuff of their lives because they 

don’t need it.  They do need Jesus.  What stuff clutters up your 

relationship with God?  What things have become burdens in your 

life?  How can you let them go?  What might be possible if you did?   

 

March 30: Dawn Celestin 

The scriptural focus of Matthew 21:1-11, “The Burden of Stuff,” is 

the well-known story of Jesus’ preparation and entry into Jerusalem. It 

describes the procurement of the donkey and the paving of Jesus’ 

path with palm tree branches and various articles of clothing. These 

actions have been interpreted as Jesus’ followers giving up their 

“stuff” to make a clearer path to receive and follow Jesus. 

  This story brings to mind the process my father recently went 

through in packing up and moving from his marital home of 53 years 
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had directed them; 7 they brought the 

donkey and the colt, and put their cloaks 

on them, and he sat on them. 8 A very 

large crowd spread their cloaks on the 

road, and others cut branches from the 

trees and spread them on the 

road. 9 The crowds that went ahead of 

him and that followed were shouting, 

 

“Hosanna to the Son of David! 

Blessed is the one who comes in the 

name of the Lord! 

Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 

 
10 When he entered Jerusalem, the 

whole city was in turmoil, asking, “Who 

is this?” 11 The crowds were saying, “This 

is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in 

Galilee.” 

 

 

to move in with Dee, Aurora, Courteney, Austin, and me after the death 

of my mother. It was expectedly very difficult for him in the beginning, 

and we were met with a lot of resistance. My father and mother had 

unofficially moved in with us several years ago so that we could help 

care for my mother. After her passing, I had to convince my father to 

make the move permanent, as he was spending the majority of his 

time with us and his home had become a very expensive storage unit. 

After several months of coaxing, he relented. 

  Knowing the challenges that my father would face deciding what to 

take and what to get rid of, I told him that we would pack up 

everything, except the furniture, and bring it down to our place where 

he could leisurely go through his belongings. Once we decided on what 

to throw out and what to bring home, he was ready to leave and not 

look back. He seemed free to move forward. He was very involved in 

going through all of his wife’s clothes, gladly deciding which pieces 

should be donated to UMW or WSCAH, and which ones to pass down 

to the girls. I thoroughly enjoyed watching him go through old seminary 

papers and pictures and listening to stories of his appointments to 

churches in the West Indies; we all enjoyed finding K in old UMC 

conference directories. More amazingly was that, when my father was 

finished looking through the paperwork and church journals and 

reminiscing about the past, he would calmly pass the material over to 

me to shred. Comical exchanges ensued with me asking him if he was 

sure he wanted the material shredded and him insisting he did, saying 

he didn’t have any more use for it. 

  As bittersweet as this transition has been for my father, we could 

see a sense of relief and peace come over him once the things he 

wanted kept were put in their places and the things for donation were 

delivered. He seemed freed to embrace and embark on this new 

chapter in his life, transitioning from being a dotting grandfather to 

being dotted on and supported by his three young adult grandchildren, 

a freedom and openness that Jesus wishes us to have in order to be 

able to accept and receive his love. 

 

May the lord help us to unpack our baggage and free us to accept 

and receive his love. Amen 

 

March 31: Mark Duffy 

Matthew 21:1-11 is a scriptural passage we all know.  We even 

celebrate it at SPSA by reenacting it with a real donkey, on Palm 

Sunday!  I note two important themes of the passage when I think of 

the burden of stuff.  First, the scripture highlights that stuff is of 

importance only for the use to which it is put.  In other words we don’t 

need to possess things as if we are some sort of hoarder.  The stuff is 

in our possession to use, and it is glorious when it can be used for a 

higher purpose, to help others or to carry the message of God.  In this 
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case Jesus is asking the two disciples and the 

owner of the donkey to drop everything give up 

ownership and set their priorities on something 

important, beyond the material ownership of a 

donkey, so that Jesus can “fulfill what has been 

spoken through the profit”.  Now Jesus has 

transportation! Can there be a higher purpose for 

that donkey on that day? I think not. 

 When I think of all the stuff I own, I feel blessed, 

selfish, overwhelmed and challenged.  These are 

complicated and conflicting thoughts. Reading this 

passage I am led to reflect about who needs what I 

have and how God might want it put to a better 

use.  To what use could my stuff be put?  Wouldn’t I 

feel better with more order and less 

clutter?  Doesn’t the fact that I’m calling it “clutter” 

illustrate a sort of greed?  Would I not feel the joy of 

giving if I let go of some of that “clutter” in the 

knowledge that it made another person’s life 

easier? Perhaps even letting go of something that 

falls in the category of precious, not just the 

clutter? And wouldn’t that decision be pleasing to 

God? 

 I also see a second important aspect of Matthew 

21 both in the initial reading of verses 1-11 and as 

I read on to finish the entire chapter.  Jesus 

continues to direct us to get our priorities 

straight:  Don’t make the Temple about 

commercialism!; listen to the innocents who know 

God with a purity unencumbered by “stuff”;  If we 

make faith in God our number one priority there are 

no limits to what we can produce in our lives; Look 

beyond the material world to see the true source of 

purpose, joy and fulfillment.  If we put our focus 

solely on the temporal and material we lose our 

spiritual connection to God. 

 This reading challenges me to improve my 

priorities and my focus, both with regard to how I’m 

using my material stuff, and in finding a way to 

focus my actions, my spirit, my thoughts and my 

priorities on the “non-material” to find the source of 

meaning, hope, love and purpose. I invite you to 

join me in prayer and contemplation to do a better 

job of laying down the burden of “stuff.”  Let’s focus 

on the miracle of Grace, a gift that transcends all 

“stuff”. 

April 21: Nora Matthews 

When I was younger, I had a lot of stuff.  Kid 

stuff…like Legos, American Girl dolls, Calico 

Critters, and Shopkins.  That stuff was all over our 

apartment. But as I have grown, there have been 

less objects that I own.  Now, the things, the stuff, 

of my life falls into two camps: slime materials and 

electronics. Those things might hinder my thought 

process and conversation with people, but they 

haven’t gotten out of control.  My parents keep a 

close watch on that! 

But the stuff that does clog my relationship with 

God is the denomination’s treatment of queer 

people.  That’s the stuff that is hard to let go of for 

me. I was around 8 for the 2016 General 

Conference. It was talked about around me and I 

knew something was going on, but I didn’t really get 

it.  In 2019, when the Judicial Council met and was 

making decisions about married queer clergy, 

things changed for me. I became more aware of 

what was going on in the world and how it was 

affecting my family.  I went to the Council. I didn’t 

understand why this council, made up of no queer 

people, was deciding things about the LGBTQIA 

community when they didn’t have a say. That made 

me really upset. I didn’t have any control of the 

outcome.   

Not long after that, after they made their decision 

to continue hurting queer people and excluding 

them more, I started to feel much worse.  I felt like I 

couldn’t breathe sometimes, like I couldn’t get full 

breaths. We went to the doctor and she explained 

that I was having anxiety.  I started doing night time 

meditations with Mama and that helped. I got my 

breath back, but I still have leftover stuff. I wish I 

could let all that go.  But it’s hard. And it messes up 

my relationship with God. I have to remember that 

God isn’t excluding queer people, the denomination 

is.   

 

Dear God, help us remember that the bad stuff 

people do to each other isn’t your work.  You love 

us. Help us love others too. Amen. 

 

April 2: Naomi Velez 

I have two beautiful daughters, Leah (26) and 
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Erica (40). I have two healthy and beautiful 

grandchildren, Charles (8) and Mia (11). I have the 

best husband, a nice place to live, good food to eat, 

and nice clothes to wear. I have tons of people who 

love and care about me; and people who I love and 

care for. 

I laugh a lot, and am healthy and strong. I feel so 

blessed that a color, the smell of something, or 

even a sound can make me really, really happy. I 

am blessed to be a morning person. I can wake up 

early and I am never grouchy; unlike, these not 

morning people. I have major depression, and even 

this I consider a blessing, because I've learned how 

to use all of my senses to notice all the beautiful 

things around me. 

When Lea asked me to write this Devotion, I 

thought this would be easy. I have a lot of stuff 

going on with God, but it wasn't as easy as I thought 

it would be. Every single day my husband, Frank, 

takes some time out, sits by himself in a quiet 

place, closes his eyes, and prays. 

Sometimes I just stand and look at him, no 

reason, I just stand and look. The whole time, he’s 

just sitting there very calm, very still, eyes 

closed.  Frank is asking God to fix things that are 

wrong and thanking God for the things that are 

right. 

In some ways, he kind of looks like a child, talking 

to his father about things that are troubling him. 

Then his father says, "Ok, son, I’ll get to work on it." 

Frank says, "Thank you father," and he opens his 

eyes, gets up... and Frank seems to be satisfied 

with this conversation. He trusts that God has 

heard him and will handle the situation.  

My conversations with God look very, very 

different. I don't sit down, don't close my eyes, and I 

don't use a quiet space. I just tell God what is on 

my mind, whenever and wherever. I sometimes say 

to God, "You just like to work on the easy stuff. 

When are you going to get to work on some of the 

hard stuff? When I need a little help from you, God, 

I ask you and you come through. I am grateful. But 

if we are all your children and you are so loving and 

fair, why do some of us have so much while some 

have nothing? Where are you when unexplainable 

violence happens to innocents, even little 

children.  Some people don’t even have a chance 

to ask for a blessing. 

Where are you for those who have no food, no 

water, no medicine and nowhere to go? And those 

circumstances don’t change, no matter how hard 

they, Frank, myself or others pray: help doesn’t 

seem to come. 

Where are you God in times of war, when people 

are scared to death? Where are you when adults 

act like babies, fighting and whining about the 

littlest things, having tantrums when things don't go 

their way.”  Now…I understand that God 

doesn't make wars, people do. God doesn't hurt 

people, we do that to each other. But I say to God: 

"Fix it! Why don't you fix it? Answer me. I am waiting 

for an answer. If you're such a powerful God, do 

something. Why are you hanging around here, 

working on the small stuff? There’s bigger stuff that 

needs your help?  I’m waiting for an answer." 

Frank says that I should have faith and trust that 

God knows what God is doing; and that I should 

stop asking unanswerable questions. I say, God is 

God.  How can my stuff, my questions, be 

unanswerable by God. That's where this burden of 

"stuff" comes in for me. I decided to take a break, 

stop fighting with God and just listen. Maybe with 

all this noise I am making, God is trying to answer 

and I just cannot hear. Too many questions, too 

much fighting, too much noise! 

I believe that God invites us to ask questions; and 

my questions are not unanswerable. If I can slow 

down and make some space for some answers: it 

just might work.  So I am going to give it a try. 

 

April 3: Alicia Pitterson 

I’m stuffed and most times it’s satisfying but it 

also tilts burdensome, let me explain....  

I have a mental list of the things I enjoy that 

require commitment. I recall being as young as 5 

and having our dad tell me, “Make sure you hold 

your sister’s hand when crossing the street when 

you’re out with your mom.” — I remember enjoying 

the responsibility entrusted to me, but the burden 

of worry also came because Dad hadn’t told my 
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little sister to adhere to that rule. So when we 

crossed the street, reaching for her hand, she’d 

say, “I’m not going to hold your hand, I’ll hold 

mommy’s hand.” - Worry became an early feeding. 

Stressed by not wanting to break a rule, concerned 

about displeasing Dad if he asked when I got home, 

I not only made this simple task grand in my child-

mind, I stuffed myself over and over with different 

variations of worry meets helpfulness. Worry tied 

herself to almost all my actions in care.  

The good news: I’m better, but still working on the 

burden of stuff called: What am I responsible for 

and what can I lay down temporarily or even 

permanently? I’ve been intentional about 

laying down worries and I am still stuffed with 

things that are “good burdensome,” but for Lent, I 

plan to put down a few things like: having to share 

my opinions in social media, changing the way I am 

in community, releasing physical stuff like my over 

abundance of books, shoes, papers and things that 

are ornamental more than anything. I’m picking 

up—volunteering, more dedicated personal mission, 

which will include running and biking.  

In Matthew 21:2-3, it always troubled me that the 

disciples just did exactly what Jesus said in 

expectation that those two would move in faith to 

get that colt. I can imagine worry, but there’s no 

reference to prove that in this text. There wasn’t a 

“no,” like my sister said. (I say nope a lot!) Crowds 

knew about Jesus so they were not far off from 

wherever team Jesus left and the imagery of Jesus 

realizing there’s needs behind me and expected 

needs before me (the crowds waiting for him) in my 

basic review, he just decided to take a (Lenten?) 

break on walking. I don’t know how long the 

distance was, but I sense this parade of welcome, 

rest, release—was the symbolic shedding of cloaks 

(of social media) of worry to some degree. That 

crowd, I assume, wasn’t naked, but they were 

willing to join this hope brigade and if it meant 

giving up their valuable outer layer, even if only 

temporarily, so be it.  The moment felt worth it.   

The expectancy of renewal, new perspective, and 

Un-stuffing of the heavy can produce a definitive 

YES. The taking on of the possibilities of holding a 

sibling’s hand or just trusting that that sibling-friend

-colleague-family-stranger or foe might believe the 

hope expectations that those ancient parade route 

seekers found shouting their renewal with each 

declaration of Hosanna to the Highest. The burden 

of stuff, like material things and worrying about 

people, politics, pollution, pets, planet, peace — this 

is a timeless shared concern and prayer request 

universal because God is interested in us. This 

Lenten season, let’s pray about rest, even as 

turmoil was noted in Jerusalem then (Verse 10) and 

now here in NYC, our country and the world. People 

were/are looking for joy, and they paused despite 

the crowding whispers of responsibilities demands, 

real, imagined, or big. Expect joy.  

 

Dear God, Jesus had a busy schedule and the 

demands list was great. He was often interested in 

connection with people, yet He set a lifestyle that 

included Sabbath rest and daily bread/break to be 

still, to recharge, to step away from the ever 

increasing demands so that he could hear from you 

without having to check his social media page, help 

someone cross a street or worry about stuff. He 

took his stuff to you heavenly parent in prayer and 

listened for love, instruction and moved when the 

recharge took place. Once he did that, he usually 

didn’t lose his peace no matter how heavy the day 

and mind demanded.  Remind me, us that even a 

dedicated 15 minutes might be just the type of 

Hosanna cheering we need for ourselves. Direct us 

to the best fit for our un-stuffing so we can do the 

stuff that’s needed for this ourselves and this 

world.  

May our love light be the first stuff we own and 

share. Fill us great expectancy of love. Thank you. 

In Jesus’s name amen. 

 

April 4: Brent Ness 

My email inbox has turned into the proverbial 

"junk drawer" of my life, the catch-all for to-dos, 

memos, e-newsletters that fill up my work day. This 

digital "stuff" constantly occupies my mind in the 

real world, particularly when I'm not in front of a 

computer, and distracts and ties up the time that 

should be occupied with more healthy thoughts and 

practices.  
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As much as I struggle with email, it makes my day 

to receive a note of praise and often it is better to 

give than to receive. Yesterday's post-lunch email of 

"Chicken was mad good. " to WSCAH’s brilliant 

Chef Bianca led to warm smiles on a dreary 

Monday, and a tip that the secret ingredient was a 

Malaysian curry paste.  

As I write this, there are 600 emails between me 

and inbox nirvana, and if I can keep up with my 

goal to reduce that by 100 per week, it should be 

down to 0 by the time you read this. And if 

someone stops by and says "the Lord needs these 

emails", well, be my guest.   

 

Lord, inspire me to speak your love and truth with 

my neighbors, give me courage to reach out to 

others, and perseverance in tackling my obstacles. 

Amen.  

 

April 5 (Palm Sunday): Jon Mikel Ziegler 

“The True Weight of My ‘Stuff’”…. A few years 

back I decided to simplify, downsize and lighten my 

“life load” in an effort to reinvent myself.  I felt 

stuck and bored and needed a change of venue 

and a new cup of stimulating “life juice.”   

As part of that process I cleared out and sold my 

coop home of 34 years located in the UWS where I 

had lived longer than anywhere else my entire life, 

including most of my adult life.  It was one of the 

most difficult, stressful and challenging things I had 

faced in my life, but it was also one of the most 

freeing and exciting. 

Deciding what to keep and what to let go of from 

a 1909, 2,500 sf, 5 bedroom/3 bathroom 

apartment is not an easy task, but I did it often 

thinking the stress of it all was going to kill me 

along with the uncertainty and fear of where was I 

next going to live.  It took me a little over a year, 

after looking at over 100 different properties, to 

find a new, upscale, modern, one bedroom/one 

bathroom condo apartment “just up the road” in 

Harlem and I could not be happier!  

Truly “less can become more!” 

I learned some very valuable lessons in my 

“letting go” graduate level experience and I am still 

learning them since my previous home, I felt, was a 

direct reflection of who I was in the world.  It was 

my security blanket and it was my “stage.” 

Having to maintain and take care of “stuff” can 

be exhausting and takes lots of time and costs 

one’s life force.  By clearing out certain things from 

my life it forced me to prioritize what is really 

important now in my life. If I cannot see it and 

easily get to it, I will not use it, thus I do not need it - 

anymore. 

These same “stuff” decluttering and prioritizing 

skills can also be effectively applied to dealing with 

one’s relationships:  family, friends, romantic/life 

partners, neighbors, co-workers and with God. 

Clearing out toxic, emotional cobwebs, 

establishing new, self-drawn relationship 

boundaries with others and learning how to say 

“no” with no guilt attached is also cleaning up and 

freeing up one’s emotional and spiritual house. 

When we make new room for new energies/

opportunities to come into our lives we become 

reborn with new hopes and new dreams. 

 

Heavenly Father, please help us to always 

remember our true homes/sanctuaries/havens 

exist within us, wherever we may go, as your son 

Jesus taught us. 
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Matthew 28:1-10 

The Resurrection of Jesus 

28 After the sabbath, as the first day 

of the week was dawning, Mary 

Magdalene and the other Mary went to 

see the tomb. 2 And suddenly there was 

a great earthquake; for an angel of the 

Lord, descending from heaven, came 

and rolled back the stone and sat on 

it. 3 His appearance was like lightning, 

and his clothing white as snow. 4 For fear 

of him the guards shook and became 

like dead men. 5 But the angel said to 

the women, “Do not be afraid; I know 

that you are looking for Jesus who was 

crucified. 6 He is not here; for he has 

been raised, as he said. Come, see the 

place where he lay. 7 Then go quickly 

and tell his disciples, ‘He has been 

raised from the dead, and indeed he is 

going ahead of you to Galilee; there you 

will see him.’ This is my message for 

you.” 8 So they left the tomb quickly with 

fear and great joy, and ran to tell his 

disciples. 9 Suddenly Jesus met them 

and said, “Greetings!” And they came to 

him, took hold of his feet, and worshiped 

him. 10 Then Jesus said to them, “Do not 

be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go 

to Galilee; there they will see me.”  

The Burden of Fear 

Scriptural Focus: Matthew 28:1-10 

Matthew’s Palm Sunday narrative shows us several examples of 

Jesus followers, who lay down their stuff for Jesus.  A donkey, a colt, a 

coat, or a branch, they let go of the stuff of their lives because they 

don’t need it.  They do need Jesus.  What stuff clutters up your 

relationship with God?  What things have become burdens in your 

life?  How can you let them go?  What might be possible if you did?     

   

April 6: Melinda Neiblum  

After four years in our beautiful brownstone Jeff and I are ready for a 

change and certainly eager to move out of a somewhat dysfunctional 

situation with our landlord. In late January we started dipping our toes 

into the rental market.   There really was no rethinking the move for a 

host of reasons, so we pushed on booking appointments with leasing 

agents that didn’t show up or ones that did showing us shoebox sized 

apartments. 

I often go to the Mary Chapel at St. Patrick’s Cathedral for prayer 

and contemplation on my lunch hour.  I was focusing my prayers on 

moving forward although I was terrified that moving might be a 

mistake. One afternoon I got back to my desk and I started looking at 

Washington Heights.  In the past Jeff had suggested different 

neighborhoods, but I’d always dug my heels in refusing to look beyond 

my beloved Upper West Side. I found a gorgeous apartment and 

booked a showing for that evening.  Jeff was stunned when I told him 

about our evening appointment, but he gladly agreed that we should 

look outside of the box. 

The long and short of it was that we saw the apartment on a 

Wednesday and signed the lease on Thursday.  On Friday I was sitting 

in the Mary Chapel on my lunch hour and I was completely overcome 

with fear.  What had I done?  I’d signed the lease, handed over our 

rent and security deposit and was now a renter in Washington 

Heights.  Had I given up our search too quickly?  Had I abandon’s my 

heart’s desire for a three bedroom in a neighborhood that felt so 

foreign to me? I had told my daughter Cameron the night before and 

she said, “Mom, it’s too far.  No one will come and visit you.”  Was she 

right?  Had I become a social outcast on the #1 train line (too far to 

walk from the Upper West Side and too expensive to take a cab). 

Jeff got the keys on Friday and we went back up to the 

apartment.  The apartment once again met our standards and even 

exceeded them. We saw a few people coming and going in the hallway 

and we extended a greeting to them only to get a suspicious and 

hesitant response, but I often get that response from reserved New 

Yorkers upon first meetings, so I tried not to take it as a warning 

sign.  The real test was the neighborhood.  We headed out to explore a 



33 

 

ten-block radius on Broadway.  We found a few 

visually inviting restaurants, two shiny new grocery 

stores with aisles large enough for two full sized 

baskets to roll down, a wine store with nice 

selection (albiet bulletproof glass), and lots of 

bakeries and bagel shops.   Heading back down to 

our brownstone I felt pretty good.  It was a new 

adventure, and although it would be a walk outside 

of my comfort zone, I would meet the 

challenge.  That Friday in the Mary Chapel I had let 

myself fear and mourn the loss of my Upper West 

Side identity, but today I am walking into the fear 

and uncertainty and embracing the possibilities. 

 

Lord, keep us from paralyzing ourselves with 

fear. Open our hearts to the unknown and lead us 

on the path that you have set out for us in your 

wisdom.  

 

April 7: Ressie Mae Bass 
When I was reflecting on this passage, I was in a 

rehab center! Physically exhausted and emotionally 

drained, I was trying to comeback to “normal.”  On 

such occasions, living as in an exile, I run through 

the resurrection story anew in my mind. Shaken by 

the trauma of Jesus’s crucifixion but eager to 

anoint the dead body of Jesus, Mary Magdalene 

and the other Mary went to see the tomb. 

Lifelong supporters of Jesus’s ministry, these 

women have experienced enough trauma in the 

last couple of days to last through a lifetime.  They 

have accompanied Jesus from Galilee to 

Jerusalem, and from Jerusalem to the site of 

crucifixion outside the city. They saw it all. Injustice, 

inhumanity, travesty of a trial, and a criminal’s 

death inflicted on Jesus.  Carrying spices to his 

tomb to anoint his dead body is the only thing they 

can do, as women followers of Jesus.  

Now on this morning, there is an earthquake, 

lightning, and the very ground they are standing on 

is shaking.  Their hands clutching the spices, the 

panicked women are steadying their feed on an 

unsteady ground. What they see is an empty 

tomb!  Some of us can relate to their emotion. 

Certainly, I can. Being paralyzed, overwhelmed by 

all sorts of fears, not being able to act and looking 

for something sturdy and solid to hang on to, in the 

face of what appears to be emptiness.  

At this very moment, an angel of the Lord 

descending from heaven tells the women, “Do not 

be afraid.”  He tells them that Jesus is risen from 

the dead and is walking ahead of them to Galilee. 

When the women walk away from the tomb, 

carrying the message of the angel, suddenly Jesus 

appears and reinforces the message of hope: “Do 

not be afraid.” That is only half of the message. 

Jesus entrusts the women with a fullness of a 

message we have not heard before: “Go and tell my 

brothers to go to Galilee…” Yes, he said, “brothers,” 

not betrayers. Forgiving grace.  The fearful women-

now become the first witnesses-carry a message 

for the church: Go to your Galilees! Go to places of 

marginality. Go figure out what your Galilees are. 

Share the good news that God is alive in the dead 

places of your lives.   

Let not your fears stop the Risen Savior working 

through your fears.  Fears stop our faith; they limit 

our lives; stifle our witness. 

 

Risen Savior, thank you for these eye witnesses, 

a set of fearful women-turned agents of mission, 

carrying your message of resurrection.  Even in the 

midst of our fears, help us to focus on your risen 

presence in our personal lives and in a world that is 

bent on destroying human flourishing.  Fill us with 

the resurrection power of Jesus Christ this day and 

every day of our lives. Amen. 

 

April 8: Jenna Johnson 

My first year of staff training as a camp 

counselor, we were practicing on the ropes course. 

I was very afraid of heights and I decided that to 

work on my fear, I should be one of the first ones 

up and get it over with. I climbed up the rockwall 

and crossed 2 of the 4 elements, meaning I was as 

far from the way down as possible. As I was 

standing on the platform, gathering the strength to 

go to the next element, another counselor close to 

me was joking with his belayer; “it would be funny 

to jump, you can catch me and practice!” he called 

down. His belayer was not as confident but he 

jumped anyway; except, he wasn’t caught, he fell 
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40 feet. At the time, we didn’t know that he had 

clipped into the wrong part of his harness which 

wasn’t made to support weight; it could have been 

anything that made him drop.* 

I was already fearful that day but watching him 

fall paralyzed me; I hugged the pole and couldn’t 

move. Unfortunately, everyone in the air needed to 

come down quickly because we didn’t know what 

had happened. The high ropes director who knew 

about my fear walked over to me and told me that I 

had to breathe and I had to move. I had to decide 

what to do with my fear, I could let it freeze me and 

leave me crying, clinging to a pole or I could move 

past it, with the help of a friend.  

Years later, I figured out that my fear wasn’t so 

much the height as it was the falling. Both literally 

and figuratively, I was terrified of falling, of not 

being caught if I failed. I can still see the eyes of 

that director, breathing and walking with me to help 

me trust people to lower me to the ground. I’ve built 

a community of people that I can trust to catch me 

which has made it easier to take chances and risk 

potential falls, knowing that even if I slip, there’s a 

safety net waiting for me. Learning to fall has 

allowed me to try new things and grow in ways I 

could have never anticipated as long as I 

remember the people breathing and walking with 

me through it all.  

 

God of our fears and failures, guide us and walk 

with us. Teach us that it’s okay to climb to new 

heights and that even if we slip, you’re there to 

catch us, amen.  

 

*the guy who fell had a couple broken bones and a 

punctured bladder but recovered 

 

April 9 (Holy Thursday): Micah McCann Moina 

In Matthew 28: 1-10, Mary and Mary are 

confronted by an angel at Jesus’ tomb. The angel is 

so fearsome, that his very presence strikes down 

the “keepers” and they tremble in terror.  Mary and 

Mary are also afraid but they listen and act 

according to his directions, to go find Jesus, as he 

has risen and left the tomb. And when they find 

Jesus, they are told by him not to fear but to tell his 

brethren to go to Galilee to find him there. 

So fear is a big theme in this passage. And when 

it comes to fear, I don’t even know where to start 

telling my own story. Fear is the most dominant and 

diabolical emotion with which I have ever struggled. 

It is with me always and it has caused me more 

problems and regrets than I care to think about. 

But think about them, I do. 

Fear is the reason I overeat and overspend. It is 

the reason I ran from opportunities in school, in 

love, and in work. And I wonder, often, what my life 

would be like if I had not been afraid of those 

opportunities. Would I like my work? Would I be 

successful? Would I be more prosperous? Would I 

be happier?  

Despite the torment of regrets that I try to 

escape, I still live in fear. I have very little control 

over it. But I have found that there is, for me, one 

way to overcome my fear: ask God for help.  

God held me up when I could not move forward on 

my own. God has shown me that there is a 

beautiful, working sense to the universe—that there 

is an answer to all things and that any door I try to 

step through has a way for me, of one kind or 

another. The answer is to ask for help and trust in 

God.  Where else would I go? Who else would I rely 

on that could show me so many beautiful 

answers?  

 

God, I humbly ask that you release me from the 

bondage of fear—that my successes, my mistakes, 

and my path with You bear witness to Your 

everlasting, boundless generosity, grace, and 

protection. Through You, may I be freed from fear. 

Amen. 

 

April 10 (Good Friday): Shirley Struchen 

Let Go, Let God: It feels like a huge stone is 

blocking the path!  It started with consulting for a 

conference 3 years away. An exciting time for 

interfaith religion communicators to come together 

once a decade to learn, network and worship in 

new ways. No problem to consult—I led this venture 

in 2000 and 2010! Hundreds of people came 

together for meetings. forming new friendships and 

learning the value of various faiths.  We sang, 
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laughed, prayed and questioned the speakers 

(respectfully)! So Mid- March 2020 long time away- 

no problem! 3 years later-WAIT- where did all the 

leadership go? I don’t want to do this again with too 

many deadlines, not enough time, and waking at 

night with fear my “TO DO” lists are too long. Why 

am I sitting here in fear that no one will come to the 

event to pay all the bills that have accrued or fulfil 

the hotel contract I signed for thousands of dollars. 

Who will hear the fantastic speakers like Simran 

Jeet Singh, Katherine Marshall, Rabbi Rick Jacobs, 

Sr. Simone Campbell, Rev, Jim Wallis or Azza 

Karam? Prayer, quiet time and devotions are 

truncated—too much to do and fear of failure takes 

over.   A light comes on. WAIT Jesus said, “do not 

be frightened – do not live in fear”. The stone is 

rolled away and Jesus lives. So move out in prayer 

and praise – deadlines will be met and failure is 

just a 7 letter word. When we read this devotional 

all will be complete. 

 

Oh God you told us to not worry about anything, 

but to pray and be thankful as we release our 

needs to you. Help us –let go and Let You be God. 

 

April 11: K Karpen 

Matthew’s gospel doesn’t tell us very much about 

Holy Saturday.  We know that Jesus is dead. We 

know the disciples have scattered. We know that 

everyone is afraid.   

Everyone?  Yes. Even the religious authorities 

who come to Pontius Pilate with a request to post 

guards at the tomb.  Even the Roman soldiers. 

Even Pilate. Everyone is afraid.   

What are they afraid of?  They are afraid of the 

disciples, who might come to spirit away the body, 

and start rumors.  They’re afraid of the people 

rising up against them. Against the collaborators 

with Rome. Against Rome itself.  Against the 

occupying army. Against Pilate and his government. 

Holy Saturday is a day of fear.  Fear makes 

people in power do scary things, in order to hold 

onto their power.  So Pilate agrees to send the 

soldiers. Pilate agrees to seal the edges of the 

stone covering the tomb. 

Of course, the fear will not go away with Christ’s 

rise on Easter morning. The guards are afraid of the 

angel who comes to roll back the stone and sit on 

it.  The two women, Mary Magdalene and her 

friend, are afraid of the news of the resurrection. 

Even though they are told, “Do not be afraid!” 

That fear won’t go away, once the truth of the 

resurrection sinks in.  They leave with joy, but they 

are still afraid. And the fear stays with them, until 

they encounter Jesus himself.   

For us, on this Holy Saturday, there is so much to 

be afraid of.  A difficult and divisive political 

situation. A government that targets the most 

vulnerable.  An economy that seems shaky. A 

planet in peril. 

The only thing that gives me hope on a day like 

today is this: Jesus will rise.  Death will not get the 

last word. And, somehow, we may be able to lay 

down our burden of fear.   

 

Lord, you know our burdens, the fears that weigh 

on us and threaten to press us down.  Lift us up. 

Lord. ‘Made like Christ, like Christ we will rise.’ 

Amen. 
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Lent to Easter 

at St. Paul & St. 

Andrew 
Wednesday, February 26 

Lent Begins! 

8-9am, 12-1pm, 5-6pm: Prayers 

and Ashes on the sidewalk 

7:15pm: Ash Wednesday Service 

 

March 4 - April 1 

Wednesdays in Lent 

7:15pm: Lenten Vespers 

 

Sunday, April 5 

Palm Sunday 

10:45am: Blessing of the Palms 

& Donkey 

11:00am: Palm Sunday 

Celebration 

12:30pm: Palm Sunday Brunch 

 

Thursday, April 9 

Holy Thursday 

6:30pm: Service and light meal 

in the Social Hall 

 

Friday, April 10 

Good Friday 

6:00pm: Cross Walk. Meet at 

Columbus Circle 

7:30pm: Good Friday Service 

 

Sunday, April 11 

Easter  

6:30am: Sunrise service in 

Central Park 

11:00am: Celebration of the 

Resurrection 

12:30pm: Egg Hunt 

 

 

 

April 12 (Easter): Sonnet 9 by Madeline L'Engle  

 

Resurrection's not resuscitation. 

What, in heaven's name, do we expect? 

I'm satisfied with no one's explanation 

Which seem to me more fancy than correct. 

I know that hour beloved body's gone 

And heaven's not pie in some ethereal sky. 

It's you I want, familiar flesh and bone. 

But my flesh, too, is mortal. I will die. 

So what, then, do I hope from resurrection? 

I hope beyond my wildest hope unseen 

That there will still be some aware connection 

'Twixt what we will be and 'twixt what we've been, 

And you and I and all we love will meet 

When Love has won, and we're at last complete.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our Mission Statement 
At St. Paul and St. Andrew, we seek to build a community of radical 

welcome that follows Jesus into the streets of the city to increase the 

amount of love and justice in the world.  To do this, we will...  

♦ Be a catalyst for love-inspired action and social justice. 

♦ Nurture and inspire Jesus’ followers through dynamic worship and 

relationship-building to transform ourselves and the world. 

♦ Teach and live progressive Christian values, including racial and 

gender equality, inter-faith partnership, LGBTQI affirmation, and 

empowerment of the last, the lost, and the least. 

♦ Raise up future generations by fostering a congregation of all ages 

and developing young leaders & communities. 
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