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STUDY SERIES



Living the questions with others who also are searching can be confusing. We need light to guide the way, so we do 

not seek the answers in our own heads, but rather, pursue them through the Wesleyan model of reason, experience, 

Scripture and tradition. Think about those who are mature in the faith within your community. How can they 

participate along the way to mentor and encourage? Consider having a group of persons available for Christian 

discourse following each service. This could take place over coffee or lunch. Consider how you will put at ease those 

whose questions have been rejected before as a lack of faith. Faith is deepened by questioning. Nothing is gained 

from withholding the outpouring of one’s spirit in conversation.  Proverbs 20:5 (The Message) says, “Knowing 

what is right is like deep water in the heart; a wise person draws from the well within.”

Rethinkchurch.org will offer an online Bible study through the Lenten season, called FaithLink Café Online. Using 

the FaithLink curriculum, this study will provide an entry point for seekers to engage current affairs through the lens 

of faith. Check back at www.umcom.org/fearless for updates. Included in this package is a supplement called 

“FaithLink Café” that serves as a model which your congregation can use to create a physical space for seekers 

who want to engage the church.

The Fearless series ends on Palm/Passion Sunday to provide churches space for Holy Week and Easter traditions. 

This also prevents first-time Easter visitors from feeling excluded from series references. If you would like to extend 

the series into Easter, consider incorporating testimonies of how individuals have experienced God through searching 

and reflection. The multimedia bundle contains animated Scriptures appropriate through Holy Week and Easter.

The promotional video included in the multimedia package may be placed on church websites and on Facebook to 

encourage involvement. The promotional video is a good way to start the message each week as well – centering 

people in the theme.

Before You Begin:  
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SCRIPTURAL PRACTICES:

The best questioning occurs in the midst of spiritual practices that aid in finding answers. Consider how your 
congregation will expand its focus on prayer, Holy Communion, Scripture reading and fasting, as well as works 
of compassion and justice. Make this Lenten season one of experience and education for all ages.

 

Related Resources

“A Way of Life in the World: Spiritual Practices for United Methodists” by Kenneth H. Carter Jr. 

“50 Ways to Pray: Practices from Many Traditions and Times” by Teresa A. Blythe

“Guide to Prayer for All God’s People” by Norman Shawchuck and Reuben Job



FOCUSFOCUS

Ash WednesdayASH WEDNESDAY

1-6 “Be careful that you don’t practice your religion in front of people to draw their attention. If you do, you 
will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven. 

“Whenever you give to the poor, don’t blow your trumpet as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the 
streets so that they may get praise from people. I assure you, that’s the only reward they’ll get. But when you 
give to the poor, don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing so that you may give to the poor in 
secret. Your Father who sees what you do in secret will reward you. 

16-21 “When you pray, don’t be like hypocrites. They love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street 
corners so that people will see them. I assure you, that’s the only reward they’ll get. But when you pray, go to 
your room, shut the door, and pray to your Father who is present in that secret place. Your Father who sees what 
you do in secret will reward you. . . . 

“And when you fast, don’t put on a sad face like the hypocrites. They distort their faces so people will know they 
are fasting. I assure you that they have their reward. When you fast, brush your hair and wash your face. Then 
you won’t look like you are fasting to people, but only to your Father who is present in that secret place. Your 
Father who sees in secret will reward you. 

“Stop collecting treasures for your own benefit on earth, where moth and rust eat them and where thieves break 
in and steal them. Instead, collect treasures for yourselves in heaven, where moth and rust don’t eat them and 
where thieves don’t break in and steal them. Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”

Focus: Imagine practicing the faith from a point of depth, rather than surface-level, outward appearance. 
Imagine not going to church because it is part of your routine, but because you crave learning more about this great 
mystery – the Holy Trinity – whom we know, and yet cannot fully comprehend. Imagine participating in the practices 
of discipleship through a pure desire to meet God in great anticipation of finding God revealed in our world. 

We are human beings, and the newness of most things, even faith, can wear off quickly. Recall a time in your life when 
God first became real to you. Think about people you know who may have gone on the Walk to Emmaus. For them, 
life may begin to feel like Christmas morning! However, after awhile, we start taking God for granted and treating 
our relationship with God like we do others. We stop asking questions, thinking we know all there is to know. We 
stop growing in our understanding of “other.” God wants to be treated like a lover, a bridegroom. God should never 
become trite in our lives.

In this passage, fasting, giving, prayer and storing up treasures in heaven are practices that surely beckon curiosity. We 
live in a society where we seldom practice self-denial. If you preach on outward appearances alone and do not reflect 
on these spiritual practices, you may miss a chance to deepen the faith of your congregants, inform newcomers and 
engage questions. 

Your message should focus on the hollowness of external accolades, and the depth of meaning we can find when we 
engage in holy questioning through spiritual practices. Think of this as the beginning of a season of opening oneself 
and community to the mystery of God.

Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21, (Common English Bible)



 
God cares more about being in real conversation with you than how you appear to others.

Let the mystery of God unfold through spiritual practices. 

Prepare to engage your congregation on the practice of fasting from food and from the 

things considered one’s treasure. Carve out a space in your life where God can be revealed more fully.

	 •	How	is	God	revealed	through	spiritual	practices?

	 •	How	do	we	meet	God	in	the	world?

THE TAKEAWAY: 

THE CHALLENGE:

HOW:

HOLY QUESTIONING:



THE SERVICE:

THE WEEK AHEAD 

Consider Ash Wednesday your love letter to God. What will you do to make it special – to create the environment 
where the Holy Spirit can work? Through visuals, music, spoken word and silence, prepare a place where you will 
make visible your love for God. No business as usual. As newcomers and guests arrive, they will feel that energy. 
They will know something special is happening. They will comprehend the Christian faith through the love you 
show for God and one another.

Newcomers may never have heard of the imposition of ashes. Prepare a bulletin insert with information cited from 
the Book of Worship. Include contact information for those who want to discuss. 

Consider setting up a question box throughout the series where persons of all ages can submit their questions about 
God. Intentionally choose a question each week to answer – either through social media, Bible study, or as part of 
your message. A collage may be built week by week from the questions. Display it on Easter weekend with the 
message that, “love	wins.” Despite hardship and questioning, God’s grace is sufficient. 

Sidewalk advertising is a way of reaching people who walk with downturned eyes. Do you have space within your 
sanctuary, halls, and sidewalks to leave thought provoking quotes and questions? Messages can be printed, laminated, 
and taped down on the floor, or written in chalk. Whimsical ideas spark imagination. Think of other ways that you 
can reach out in new ways.

Think about spiritual practices as ways that God woos us, speaking to us lovingly, yet brazenly truthful. Engage 
those around you as if God were new in their lives. By the time you get to Easter and announce, “Christ has risen!” 
you want people to experience God in new ways. God’s creativity is always working, inviting and doing a new thing. 
Will we be able to comprehend it?

Rethinkchurch.org presents a special Lenten FaithLink online Bible study for seekers and those wanting to engage 
in relevant issues through the eyes of faith. Plan to participate beginning the first week of Lent. 

Review the supplement “FaithLink Café” and determine if this is a way your congregation will reach out to seekers. 
If so, be sure to advertise beyond your congregation to attract newcomers.

Ash Wednesday



SOCIAL MEDIA:

Interact with others through social media. In the week before, pose a question through texting, email, Facebook, or 
Twitter which you will address in the sermon. Following worship, send a message which either sums up the sermon 
(in 140 characters or less) to be shared with others or through the quote below.

Examples for this week follow:

Pre-Message: “If	you	could	ask	God	one	thing,	what	would	it	be?”	 

Post-Message: ““Be	patient	toward	all	that	is	unsolved	in	your	heart	and	try	to	love	the	questions	themselves.”	 

          -(Rainer Maria Rilke )

MEDIA
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F I R S T  S U N D A Y  I N  L E N T

KEY WORD: 
Bread

STUDY SERIES



SCRIPTURAL FOCUS:    

1-11 “Then the Spirit led Jesus up into the wilderness so that the devil might tempt him. After Jesus had fasted for 
forty days and forty nights, he was starving. The tempter came to him and said, ’Since you are God’s Son, command 
these stones to become bread.’

“Jesus replied, ’It’s written, People won’t live only by bread, but by every word spoken by God.’ 

“After that the devil brought him into the holy city and stood him at the highest point of the temple. He said to him, 
’Since you are God’s Son, throw yourself down; for it is written, I will command my angels concerning you, and they 
will take you up in their hands so that you won’t hit your foot on a stone. ‘ 

“Jesus replied, ’Again it’s written, Don’t test the Lord your God.’ 

“Then the devil brought him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory. 
He said, ’I’ll give you all these if you bow down and worship me.’ 

“Jesus responded, ’Go away, Satan, because it’s written, You will worship the Lord your God and serve only him.’ 
The devil left him, and angels came and took care of him.”
 
Focus: Fully	human?	Fully	divine? We can feel that tension in this passage. By becoming fully human, God under-
stands our plight – our temptations, our weaknesses. Yet God will work in the midst of our temptations to perfect us 
in love and show us the better way. Practicing the means of grace reveals God’s presence, even in our darkest times.

We ask God to “lead us not into temptation.” We earnestly yearn for this because temptation faces us from every 
angle. When we cannot overcome temptation, we may lead a life centered on a very unholy trinity – me, myself and I. 
With God at our side and in Christian community, we can overcome temptation, receive forgiveness for past failings 
and become strengthened for a life of meaning.

Consider what temptations your congregation may face. How can Christian community bolster the congregation’s 
resistance? Do you offer addiction counseling? If not, make sure you can inform your congregation of other local com-
munity resources. Where persons are willing, encourage testimonials from congregants showing both human frailty 
and God’s power to help one overcome. 

 

 

Matthew 4:1-11, (Common English Bible)

Th
e M

ess
ag

e

FOCUSFOCUS



 
Because Jesus became fully human, he understands the world in which we live—the temptations and 

the trials. However, because Jesus is divine, he will set us free from past failings and by grace, help us 

overcome temptation.

Name a challenge in your life. Where is your greatest temptation? You need not face it alone. Share it 

with someone you trust. Ask for help. Let fear’s hold on you be removed. God will help you take that 

first step.

Fast from the things that provide easy access to your temptation. Consider these things:

	 •	Stay	away	from	computer	use	outside	of	work.

	 •	Take	a	break	from	“friends”	who	invite	temptation.

	 •	Don’t	go	near	the	places	where	temptation’s	memories	may	seduce	you.

	 •	 If	you	suffer	from	addiction,	understand	that	you	are	only	human	and	you 

  cannot overcome this obstacle alone. Take a step toward wholeness. Ask for help.

In addition to staying from temptation, fill the void with things that will support your 

efforts.	Stay	close	to	those	who	will	help	you.

	 •	From	where	does	temptation	come?

	 •	How	can	I	lean	on	God	to	overcome	temptation?

THE TAKEAWAY: 

THE CHALLENGE:

HOW:

HOLY QUESTIONING:



THE SERVICE:

THE WEEK AHEAD 

This is the first Sunday in Lent, and you may have first-time visitors for the series. Pay careful attention to your words. 
Are they exclusive to those “in the know”? Are they accessible to those who haven’t been in church for a long time, or 
perhaps never? “Ash Wednesday,” “Lent,” “fasting” and “Holy Communion” are terms that may require explanation. 
Use accessible language to engage and to teach these important Christian terms.

In speaking about temptation, you may raise the desire within congregants to confront their “demons.” Allow time for 
reflection aided only by music and visuals. Open the altar as a place of prayer for people to come forward and kneel. 
Have ministers and lay leaders nearby to pray with those who express that need.

Do not feel the need to fill the “empty space” with quick remedies, solutions or answers. Allow persons to express 
themselves and for God to be at work. Be compassionate. Let people know they do not walk alone. 

Stones offer a wonderful visual on this day. Consider using them on the altar and allowing people to take them as a 
sermon response. The stones can represent both temptation and Christ’s response within the desert. Let this service 
breathe, offering space for quiet reflection and response to the Holy Spirit. Simply ask the question, “Where in your 
life	do	you	need	God	to	help	you	fight	temptation?” and allow people to respond in altar prayer or in their seats 
during a musical response. 

Consider showing a documentary follow by questions and answers or discussion. Here are a couple that show 
temptation being overcome in community and by God’s grace:

“Lost in Woonsocket” http://www.lafia.org/ 

“Chances: The Women of Magdalene” http://store.documentarychannel.com/product_p/28.htm
.

Bread



SOCIAL MEDIA:

Interact with others through social media. In the week before, pose a question through texting, email, Facebook, or 
Twitter which you will address in the sermon. Following worship, send a message which either sums up the sermon 
(in 140 characters or less) to be shared with others or through the quote below.
 
Examples for this week follow:

Pre-Message: “What	is	the	best	way	to	resist	temptation?”

Post-Message: “Courage is fear that has said its prayers.”  - Dorothy Bernard

MEDIA
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SCRIPTURAL FOCUS:    

1-18 “There was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a Jewish leader. He came to Jesus at night and said to him, ‘Rabbi, 
we know that you are a teacher who has come from God, for no one could do these miraculous signs that you do 
unless God is with him.’ 

“Jesus answered, ‘I assure you, unless someone is born anew, it’s not possible to see God’s kingdom.’ 

“Nicodemus asked, ‘How is it possible for an adult to be born? It’s impossible to enter the mother’s womb for a second 
time and be born, isn’t it?’ 

“Jesus answered, ‘I assure you, unless someone is born of water and the Spirit, it’s not possible to enter God’s kingdom. 
Whatever is born of the flesh is flesh, and whatever is born of the Spirit is spirit. Don’t be surprised that I said to you, 
You must be born anew. God’s Spirit blows wherever it wishes. You hear its sound, but you don’t know where it comes 
from or where it is going. It’s the same with everyone who is born of the Spirit.’ 

“Nicodemus said, ‘How are these things possible?’ 

“Jesus answered, ‘You are a teacher of Israel and you don’t know these things?  I assure you that we speak about what 
we know and testify about what we have seen, but you don’t receive our testimony. If I have told you about earthly 
things and you don’t believe, how will you believe if I tell you about heavenly things? No one has gone up to heaven 
except the one who came down from heaven, the Human One. Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so 
must the Human One be lifted up so that everyone who believes in him will have eternal life. For God so loved the 
world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him won’t perish but will have eternal life.  God 
didn’t send his Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world might be saved through him.  Whoever 
believes in him isn’t judged; whoever doesn’t believe in him is already judged, because they don’t believe in the name 
of God’s only Son.’” 

John 3: 1-18,  (Common English Bible)



Focus: Nicodemus asked a question that many still ask today, “How can a person be born again?” People today 
might add the questions, “Will I look different? Act differently? Will I be seen as a fanatic?” Being born of the Spirit 
can be an important and interesting faith topic. 

Jesus railed against those who would proclaim their belief in God by outer actions, abiding by religious laws but show-

ing no love or grace for others. In Matthew 23:27 (Common English Bible), Jesus proclaimed: “How terrible it will 

be for you legal experts and Pharisees! Hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs. They look beautiful on the outside. 

But inside they are full of dead bones and all kinds of filth.”

Contrast the analogy of a tomb with a newborn baby. The first, filled with death, possibilities unfulfilled and signs of 
what once was and can no longer be. The second, life filled with possibilities of what may be individually and for com-
munity, the need to be loved and cared for, and the recognition that one cannot make it on his or her own.

God calls us to a disciplined spiritual life. Fully relying on God , we follow spiritual practices and laws. When disci-
plines become nature, new lives can be led, relationships affirmed or reconciled, and the world affected in ways never 
before imagined. This is new life: dependence on God as a babe to its parent and love for God through whom life 
itself would not be possible.

Consider also this passage: 

“‘This	is	the	brand-new	covenant	that	I	will	make	with	Israel	when	the	time	comes.	I	will	put	my	law	within	them—

write	it	on	their	hearts!—and	be	their	God.	And	they	will	be	my	people.	They	will	no	longer	go	around	setting	up	

schools to teach each other about God. They’ll know me firsthand, the dull and the bright, the smart and the slow. 

I’ll	wipe	the	slate	clean	for	each	of	them.	I’ll	forget	they	ever	sinned!’	God’s	Decree.” 

         -Jeremiah 31:33-34 (The Message)
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We receive new life as we practice our faith in spirit and in action.

To live the “born-again” life means utter dependence on the one who created you. Live as though your 

life depended on God, not your bank account, your status or your job. 

Take	the	decisions	you	face	in	the	upcoming	week	and	approach	them	differently.	Get	out	of	your	old	

patterns and start praying to see what God wants you to do. While God wants us to use our wisdom, 

resources and talents, God also wants to be part of the equation. Live as though your life truly depends 

on God.

	 •	What	does	someone	look	like	who’s	been	“born	again”?	

	 •	Why	was	Jesus	so	tough	on	those	who	were	living	the	“religious”	life?

THE TAKEAWAY: 

THE CHALLENGE:

HOW:

HOLY QUESTIONING:



THE SERVICE:

THE WEEK AHEAD 

Imagery can create a much more hospitable environment for members and especially for newcomers. Again, consider 
worship your love letter to God. Then think of the extremes to which many go to celebrate the life of a child, espe-
cially in birthday parties. What if you were to post pictures of babies in the sanctuary? Perhaps even baby pictures of 
your members? Help them remember a time of complete and utter dependence. 

Even as persons remember their dependence, help them also understand the things that get in the way of new life. 
Pride, depression, anger, and other emotions focused on self alone can prevent a person from reaching out to God. 
Simply ask, “What	do	you	need	to	let	go	of?” and allow people to respond during the musical response by approaching 
the altar or staying in their seats.

New birth is something to celebrate. Consider holding a baby shower in your congregation for children in your com-
munity who need support. Work with local agencies to learn about the greatest needs. Collaborate with counseling 
agencies who may also support single moms who have decided to keep their babies. Let your support of life become 
visible. Invite those outside of your congregation to participate. 
 

Birth



SOCIAL MEDIA:

Interact with others through social media. In the week before, pose a question through texting, email, Facebook, or 
Twitter which you will address in the sermon. Following worship, send a message which either sums up the sermon 
(in 140 characters or less) to be shared with others or through the quote below.
 
Examples for this week follow:

Pre-Message: “What	is	your	fondest	memory	of	being	a	child?”

Post-Message: “Nobody can go back and start a new beginning, but anyone can start today and make a new ending.” 

            - Maria Robinson

MEDIA
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KEY WORD: 
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SCRIPTURAL FOCUS:    

5-42 He came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, which was near the land Jacob had given to his son Joseph. Jacob’s 
well was there. Jesus was tired from his journey, so he sat down at the well. It was about noon. 

A Samaritan woman came to the well to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me some water to drink.” His disciples 
had gone into the city to buy him some food. 

The Samaritan woman asked, “Why do you, a Jewish man, ask for something to drink from me, a Samaritan woman?” 
(Jews and Samaritans didn’t associate with each other.) 

 Jesus responded, “If you recognized God’s gift and who is saying to you, ‘Give me some water to drink,’ you would be 
asking him and he would give you living water.” 

 The woman said to him, “Sir, you don’t have a bucket and the well is deep. Where would you get this living water?  
You aren’t greater than our father Jacob, are you? He gave this well to us, and he drank from it himself, as did his sons 
and his livestock.” 

Jesus answered, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks from the water that I will 
give will never be thirsty again. The water that I give will become in those who drink it a spring of water that bubbles 
up into eternal life.” 

The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I will never be thirsty and will never need to come here to 
draw water!” 

Jesus said to her, “Go, get your husband, and come back here.” 

The woman replied, “I don’t have a husband.” 

“You are right to say, ‘I don’t have a husband’,”Jesus answered.  “You’ve had five husbands, and the man you are with 
now isn’t your husband. You’ve spoken the truth.” 

The woman said, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet. Our ancestors worshipped on this mountain, but you and your 
people say that it is necessary to worship in Jerusalem.” 

Jesus said to her, “Believe me, woman, the time is coming when you and your people will worship the Father neither 
on this mountain nor in Jerusalem.  You and your people worship what you don’t know; we worship what we know 
because salvation is from the Jews.  But the time is coming-and is here!-when true worshippers will worship in spirit 
and truth. The Father looks for those who worship him this way. God is spirit, and it is necessary to worship God in 
spirit and truth.” 

The woman said, “I know that the Messiah is coming, the one who is called the Christ. When he comes, he will teach 
everything to us.” 

Jesus said to her, “I Am—the one who speaks with you.”

John 4:5-42,   (Common English Bible)



FOCUSFOCUS
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you want?” or “Why are you talking with her?”  The woman put down her water jar and went into the city. She said to 
the people, “Come and see a man who has told me everything I’ve done! Could this man be the Christ?”  They left the 
city and were on their way to see Jesus. 

 In the meantime the disciples spoke to Jesus, saying, “Rabbi, eat.” 

Jesus said to them, “I have food to eat that you don’t know about.” 

The disciples asked each other, “Has someone brought him food?” 

Jesus said to them, “I am fed by doing the will of the one who sent me and by completing his work. Don’t you have 
a saying, ‘Four more months and then it’s time for harvest’? Look, I tell you: open your eyes and notice that the fields 
are already ripe for the harvest.  Those who harvest are receiving their pay and gathering fruit for eternal life so that 
those who sow and those who harvest can celebrate together. This is a true saying, that one sows and another harvests.  
I have sent you to harvest what you didn’t work hard for; others worked hard, and you will share in their hard work.” 

Many Samaritans in that city believed in Jesus because of the woman’s word when she testified, “He told me every-
thing I’ve ever done.” So when the Samaritans came to Jesus, they asked him to stay with them, and he stayed there 
two days. Many more believed because of his word, and they said to the woman, “We no longer believe because of 
what you said, for we have heard for ourselves and know that this one is truly the savior of the world.”

Focus: Jesus’ conversation with the woman from Samaria illustrates radical inclusivity. Jesus cared more about the 
person than the cultural mores that should have prevented him from having such a conversation. Think about the 
other Lenten Scriptures. In this passage, Jesus shows what he meant by doing things only for accolades, and living 
strictly by rules alone. He shows with his actions what his previous words meant. This is truly “walking the walk,” and 
we should reflect deeply on this example as we consider what it means to follow Jesus. 

Consider how we treat those outside of our church family. We expect to go out to serve the homeless, but we do not 
always feel comfortable if they enter our worship services. We judge based on socioeconomic class, making assump-
tions rather than getting to know the person. Consider if someone dressed in designer clothes and driving a top-of-
the-line luxury car came to your congregation. Would the congregation accept him or her? Would people think that 
perhaps this person had a higher opinion of himself or herself than he or she should? Would they assume that this 
person had his or her life together? What barriers could prevent genuine conversation? What if a gay or lesbian couple 
entered your church service? How would people treat them? As humans, we often make snap judgments that prevent 
us from going deeper. By relying on stereotypes, we take the easy way out. Stereotypes don’t require energy or engage-
ment. It is much easier to try to be like God as judge, than to be like Jesus as compassionate friend. The difference is 
God equipped us to be compassionate friends.

Think about your neighborhood “well.” In Jesus’ time, the well was where people gathered and perhaps even expected 
to meet new friends. As a pastor, where do you go to engage others? Would you consider going to a local pub or place 
where your community meets? How would you talk with others who may not know Christ? The Samarian woman 
told Jesus about her life. Many today are willing to talk with someone about their life – if only someone will listen.



 
Drop	your	stereotypes	and	allow	God	to	be	in	the	midst	of	conversation	with	you	and	those	you	think	

you’ve figured out.

Go to new places to meet new people. Because of the church’s reputation as a place for people who have 

their lives “together,” many are not willing to come to you. Where will you go to engage? 

Make yourself “present” for people. Be ready to engage in conversation wherever you go. 

It may be with the unpleasant store clerk who needs a smile and word of encouragement, 

or with the waiter who provides poor service. How do you extend grace? Grace is easy to 

give to pleasant people, but that is not the point. Be intentional about your conversations with others. 

Listen. Make yourself open to others, and let God lead you.

	 •	 If	God	knows	everything	about	me,	why	should	I	engage	in	conversation 

	 	 or	prayer	with	God?

	 •	How	can	I	overcome	the	desire	to	make	snap	judgments?

THE TAKEAWAY: 

THE CHALLENGE:

HOW:

HOLY QUESTIONING:



THE SERVICE:

THE WEEK AHEAD 

Think of this service as “The Well.” Jesus’ presence in the midst of many who seek to be known and to know. Make 
your preaching style accessible. Consider standing among the people. As a follower of Jesus, you may be the closest 
thing to him that some have seen. How will you convey care and friendship? How will you convey knowledge? 

If you have a small congregation, consider opening post-message time to share reflections. You may need to make 
other adjustments in the service to track time. 

Offer images of water in the sanctuary: the baptismal font, pitchers and bowls of water, water fountains. A beautiful 
response to your message may be to offer cups of cool water – a symbol of life’s essential ingredient and Christ as 
life-giving water. Simply ask the question, “To	whom	are	you	fully	known?” Allow time for silence and reflection.

Think about water as a symbol of life. Distribute water bottles for people to share with those “in need.” Share with a 
friend who needs a calming moment to collect his thoughts, or perhaps a homeless person asking for money. Engage 
others throughout the week by being present for them.

Consider the online Bible study at www.rethinkchurch.org (beginning the first week of Lent) a well where you can engage 
people you do not know. Leave room for God’s mystery to unfold.

 

Water



SOCIAL MEDIA:

Interact with others through social media. In the week before, pose a question through texting, email, Facebook, or 
Twitter which you will address in the sermon. Following worship, send a message which either sums up the sermon 
(in 140 characters or less) to be shared with others or through the quote below.
 
Examples for this week follow:

Pre-Message: “Where	do	you	go	for	great	conversation?”

Post-Message: “We dare not forget that inclusion, not exclusion, is the way of grace.” 

         - Denise Ackerman, South African theologian

MEDIA



Rev. N. Neelley Hicks, 
Special Projects Manager Rethink Church, 

 United Methodist Communications 

F O U R T H  S U N D A Y  I N  L E N T

KEY WORD: 
Sight

STUDY SERIES



SCRIPTURAL FOCUS:    

1-41  As Jesus walked along, he saw a man who was blind from birth. Jesus’ disciples asked, “Rabbi, who sinned so 
that he was born blind, this man or his parents?” 

Jesus answered, “Neither he nor his parents. This happened so that God’s mighty works might be displayed in him. 
While it’s daytime, we must do the works of him who sent me. Night is coming when no one can work. While I am 
in the world, I am the light of the world.” After he said this, he spit on the ground, made mud with the saliva, and 
smeared the mud on the man’s eyes. Jesus said to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (this word means sent). So 
the man went away and washed. When he returned, he could see. 

The man’s neighbors and those who used to see him when he was a beggar said, “Isn’t this the man who used to sit 
and beg?” 

Some said, “It is,” and others said, “No, it’s someone who looks like him.” 

But the man said, “Yes, it’s me!” 

So they asked him, “How are you now able to see?” 

He answered, “The man they call Jesus made mud, smeared it on my eyes, and said, ‘Go to the Pool of Siloam and 
wash.’ So I went and washed, and then I could see.” 

They asked, “Where is this man?” 

He replied, “I don’t know.” 

Then they led the man who had been born blind to the Pharisees. Now Jesus made the mud and smeared it on the 
man’s eyes on a sabbath day. So Pharisees also asked him how he was able to see. 

The man told them, “He put mud on my eyes, I washed, and now I see.” 

Some Pharisees said, “This man isn’t from God, because he breaks the sabbath law.” Others said, “How can a sinner 
do miraculous signs like these?” So they were divided. Some of the Pharisees questioned the man who had been born 
blind again: “What do you have to say about him, since he healed your eyes?” 

He replied, “He’s a prophet.” 

The Jews didn’t believe the man had been blind and received his sight until they called for his parents. The Jews asked 
them, “Is this your son? Are you saying he was born blind? How can he now see?” 

John 9:1-41,    (Common English Bible)
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His parents answered, “We know he is our son. We know he was born blind. But we don’t know how he now sees, 
and we don’t know who healed his eyes. Ask him. He’s old enough to speak for himself. ” His parents said this because 
they feared the Jewish authorities. This is because the Jewish authorities had already decided that whoever confessed 
Jesus to be the Christ would be expelled from the synagogue. That’s why his parents said, “He’s old enough. Ask him.” 

Therefore, they called a second time for the man who had been born blind and said to him, “Give glory to God. We 
know this man is a sinner.” 

The man answered, “I don’t know whether he’s a sinner. Here’s what I do know: I was blind and now I see.” 

They questioned him, “What did he do to you? How did he heal your eyes?” 

He replied, “I already told you, and you didn’t listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do you want to become his 
disciples too?” 

They insulted him: “You are his disciple, but we are Moses’ disciples. We know that God spoke to Moses, but we don’t 
know where this man is from.” 

The man answered, “This is incredible! You don’t know where he is from, yet he healed my eyes! We know that God 
doesn’t listen to sinners. God listens to anyone who is devout and does God’s will. No one has ever heard of a healing 
of the eyes of someone born blind. If this man wasn’t from God, he couldn’t do this.” 

They responded, “You were born completely in sin! How is it that you dare to teach us?” Then they expelled him. 

Jesus heard they had expelled the man born blind. Finding him, Jesus said, “Do you believe in the Human One?” 

He answered, “Who is he, sir? I want to believe in him.” 

Jesus said, “You have seen him. In fact, he is the one speaking with you.” 

The man said, “Lord, I believe.” And he worshipped Jesus. 

Jesus said, “I have come into the world to exercise judgment so that those who don’t see can see and those who see will 
become blind.” 

Some Pharisees who were with him heard what he said and asked, “Surely we aren’t blind, are we?” 

Jesus said to them, “If you were blind, you wouldn’t have any sin, but now that you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains.”

John 9:1-41,



Focus: A miracle happened, and, instead of praising God, naysayers demonized Jesus, the one through whom the 
miracle was made possible. It is easy to think that if we had lived in that time, we would not have been among the 
skeptics. Yet what happens today when healing occurs? Do we praise God, or rationalize the results? If someone praises 
God, do we genuinely praise with them or secretly make fun of them? While medical advances have made longer life 
and health possible, it is God’s gifts used wisely that make them available and accessible. When health care is available 
and accessible, is that not a miracle?

Think about it: how much room do we actually leave for God’s mystery to be unfolded in our lives? Must we have 
an answer for everything that happens? Are we comfortable not having clear-cut explanations? We often discover 
God in the tension between question and answer. When we have answers with which we feel comfortable, we stop 
the dialogue. We depend on what we know rather than recognizing all that is unknown.

It is OK to question God when we see miracles or injustice. We just cannot be too quick to think we have the 
mystery solved.

FOCUSFOCUS



 
God is at work in the world today performing miracles all the time. Can we see God’s 

miracles, or are we blind to God’s work? 

Develop	new	sight	to	see	God’s	work	around	you.	Pay	attention!	 

Engage friends online with what is happening through the week. Where people experience difficulties, 

question how God may still be at work to refine and prepare. What lesson can we learn? Is God trying to 

say something or revealing a new approach to an ongoing problem?

	 •	Why	are	some	people	healed,	while	others	continue	to	suffer?

	 •	Why	do	some	religious	people	(like	those	depicted	in	this	story) 

	 	 close	their	eyes	to	God	doing	a	new	thing?

THE TAKEAWAY: 

THE CHALLENGE:

HOW:

HOLY QUESTIONING:



THE SERVICE:

THE WEEK AHEAD 

Think about sight and light. Perhaps adjust the lighting in your sanctuary to offer brighter spotlights or a sense of 
sunrays. For those in your congregation who have sight challenges, consider offering a hand warmer (a small, hand-
held packet that produces heat to warm cold hands) as a way to convey the sun’s warmth. Everyone should be able 
to sense something different in this setting. Indeed, God is doing a new thing.

Consider integrating your message with naysayers from the crowd. As you proclaim what God has done, invite 
individuals to stand to cast doubt. By giving voice to doubt, you will express what some may truly  feel. Be careful 
to allow faith in God to rise above any dissension, and be sure to recognize those who voiced opposition at the end 
of the message. Ask the question, “How	is	God	at	work	in	your	life?” Allow time to follow for reflection.

God calls us to be the hands and feet of miracles. We can be God’s instruments in helping those who may feel 
forgotten or betrayed. 

Reach out to those with special needs this week, whether by helping at a food bank, a homeless shelter or a local 
school. Contact local prison chaplains to understand how your congregation can reach out to those who may feel 
beyond redemption. Show God’s grace and love through the light of your love.

Sight



SOCIAL MEDIA:

Pre-Message: Is	it	possible	to	see	miracles	in	today’s	world?

Post-Message: “You can become blind by seeing each day as a similar one . . . each day brings a miracle of its own. 

	 										It’s	just	a	matter	of	paying	attention.”			- Paulo Coelho

Include this video in your weekly Facebook postings: 

Smell the Color 9, Chris Rice: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ip2WgqBHYqM

MEDIA



Rev. N. Neelley Hicks, 
Special Projects Manager Rethink Church, 

 United Methodist Communications 

F I F T H  S U N D A Y  I N  L E N T

KEY WORD: 
Tears

STUDY SERIES



SCRIPTURAL FOCUS:    

1-45 A certain man, Lazarus, was ill. He was from Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. (This was the 
Mary who anointed the Lord with fragrant oil and wiped his feet with her hair. Her brother Lazarus was ill.) So the 
sisters sent word to Jesus, saying, “Lord, the one whom you love is ill.” 

When he heard this, Jesus said, “This illness isn’t fatal. It’s for the glory of God so that God’s Son can be glorified 
through it.” Jesus loved Martha, her sister, and Lazarus. When he heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed where he was. 
After two days, he said to his disciples, “Let’s return to Judea again.” 

The disciples replied, “Rabbi, the Jews want to stone you, but you want to go back?” 

Jesus answered, “Aren’t there twelve hours in the day? Whoever walks in the day doesn’t stumble because they see the 
light of the world. But whoever walks in the night does stumble because the light isn’t in them.” 

He continued, “Our friend Lazarus is sleeping, but I am going in order to wake him up.” 

The disciples said, “Lord, if he’s sleeping, he will get well.” They thought Jesus meant that Lazarus was in a deep sleep, 
but Jesus had spoken about Lazarus’ death. 

Jesus told them plainly, “Lazarus has died. For your sakes, I’m glad I wasn’t there so that you can believe. Let’s go to 
him.” 

Then Thomas (the one called Didymus) said to the other disciples, “Let us go too so that we may die with Jesus.” 

When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. Bethany was a little less than 
two miles from Jerusalem. Many Jews had come to comfort Martha and Mary after their brother’s death. When 
Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went to meet him, while Mary remained in the house. Martha said to Jesus, 
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother wouldn’t have died. Even now I know that whatever you ask God, God will 
give you.” 

Jesus told her, “Your brother will rise again.” 

Martha replied, “I know that he will rise in the resurrection on the last day.” 

Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me will live, even though they die. Everyone 
who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 

She replied, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Christ, God’s Son, the one who is coming into the world.” 

John 11:1-45,    (Common English Bible)
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After she said this, she went and spoke privately to her sister Mary, “The teacher is here and he’s calling for you.” 
When Mary heard this, she got up quickly and went to Jesus. He hadn’t entered the village but was still in the place 
where Martha had met him. When the Jews who were comforting Mary in the house saw her get up quickly and 
leave, they followed her. They assumed she was going to mourn at the tomb. 

When Mary arrived where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother 
wouldn’t have died.” 

When Jesus saw her crying and the Jews who had come with her crying also, he was deeply disturbed and troubled. 
He asked, “Where have you laid him?” 

They replied, “Lord, come and see.” 

Jesus began to cry. The Jews said, “See how much he loved him!” But some of them said, “He healed the eyes of the 
man born blind. Couldn’t he have kept Lazarus from dying?” 

Jesus was deeply disturbed again when he came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone covered the entrance. Jesus 
said, “Remove the stone.” 

Martha, the sister of the dead man, said, “Lord, the smell will be awful! He’s been dead four days.” 

Jesus replied, “Didn’t I tell you that if you believe, you will see God’s glory?” So they removed the stone. Jesus looked 
up and said, “Father, thank you for hearing me. I know you always hear me. I say this for the benefit of the crowd 
standing here so that they will believe that you sent me.” Having said this Jesus shouted with a loud voice, “Lazarus, 
come out!” The dead man came out, his feet bound and his hands tied, and his face covered with a cloth. Jesus said to 
them, “Untie him and let him go.” 

Therefore, many of the Jews who came with Mary and saw what Jesus did believed in him. But some of them went to 
the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done. 

John 11:1-45,



Focus: If sight to the blind were a miracle, think about today’s passage! Someone being raised from the dead four 
days after being buried? Occasionally, we will hear stories about people declared dead coming back to life. These sto-
ries always carry a media swirl. For a few hours, or perhaps days, we talk about these stories; then it’s back to business 
as usual. Today’s passage is filled with curious moments, such as Jesus lingering rather than hurrying to Lazarus’ side, 
Jesus weeping, and by the way, whatever	happened	to	Lazarus? 

However curious, this text is one with which many can identify. Who hasn’t cried out to God on behalf of loved ones 
and suffered while waiting for an answer? Think of Martha, the one who is always demanding action above contem-
plation, meeting Jesus in the road, angry and accusing. Now stay there. It is in the crux of that moment that many 
people linger, angry at God for seemingly unjust answers to their prayers. If people “stay in the road with Martha,” 
their anger may carry on in generations to come. Consider a mother who loses a child and never reconciles with God. 
That anger can carry over into her other children’s lives and even the lives of their children. Those who do not attend 
church today may have never attended church in their lifetime because of the past hurt of their parents or grandparents.

You cannot remove that hurt, but by offering a holy space to be angry, to question and to have others in community 
who care, you can offer a hospitable environment for God to resuscitate those who are in a spiritual coma.

FOCUSFOCUS



 
Anger at God should not halt our relationship with God.  God is present and can draw even nearer 

to a broken heart. 

Dialogue	with	God	over	things	that	are	not	right	in	the	world,	and	discover	how	much	of	it	you 

may be able to change by changed actions.  

Name three things about which you are angry or concerned. (If you believe you have nothing in your 

life about which to be concerned, then read the newspaper, and get concerned over the injustice in other 

people’s lives.) Pray to God. In the silence, let God share with you what may need to happen. Perhaps 

you can be part of the solution – to provide a glimpse of heaven to those on earth.

	 •	Why	do	people	die	untimely	deaths?

	 •	What	causes	Jesus	to	weep	today?

THE TAKEAWAY: 

THE CHALLENGE:

HOW:

HOLY QUESTIONING:



THE SERVICE:

THE WEEK AHEAD 

Allow people to grieve past losses, to stand in the road as Martha did and to be angry, if necessary. Share this facet 
of the service a week in advance and on Facebook so people will be as prepared as possible. Invite them to bring a 
picture of a loved one, or perhaps an image of what they believe their life might have been. Following the message, 
let them come to the kneeling rail and bring their pictures. Or perhaps, set up prayer stations around the sanctuary 
with candles, which may be lit. As they share their grief, assure them that Jesus is there with them and shares 
their tears.

Tears are a physical representation of what is known only in the soul. People in ancient days collected their tears in 
bottles because they considered tears precious. Consider the teardrop a symbol of today’s worship. Tears can cleanse 
the soul much like blood cleanses an open wound. Tears can heal if brought outward, or they can poison if left inside. 
Still, persons must grieve in ways unique to themselves.

Another symbol in today’s worship can be bandages left behind. As a sign of healing and resurrection, use bandages 
artfully in the altar area. Simply ask the question, “What	causes	you	to	weep?” or “How	do	you	desire	healing?” and 
allow space for reflection on God’s presence.

How can your local church become a place of healing for the community? People suffer loss all around – perhaps in 
loss of job or physical abilities, death or divorce. How	does	your	congregation	show	Christ’s	love? Talk with local 
counselors to see how offering group counseling or a program that promotes awareness of local services can help 
your neighborhood.

Encourage attendees to go and sit with someone who may be hurting. Keeping vigil with someone in pain is a sign of 
God’s presence in their lives and is holy time.

Tears



SOCIAL MEDIA:

Interact with others through social media. In the week before, pose a question through texting, email, Facebook, or 
Twitter which you will address in the sermon. Following worship, send a message which either sums up the sermon 
(in 140 characters or less) to be shared with others or through the quote below.

Examples for this week follow:

Pre-Message: What	makes	you	want	to	cry?	

Post-Message: “Although	the	world	is	full	of	suffering,	it	is	also	full	of	the	overcoming	of	it.”		- Helen Keller

MEDIA



Rev. N. Neelley Hicks, 
Special Projects Manager Rethink Church, 

 United Methodist Communications 

S I X T H  S U N D A Y  I N  L E N T

KEY WORD: 
Perseverance

STUDY SERIES



SCRIPTURAL FOCUS:    

11-54 Jesus was brought before the governor. The governor said, “ Are you the king of the Jews? ”  Jesus replied, 
“That’s what you say.” But he didn’t answer when the chief priests and elders accused him. 
Then Pilate said, “Don’t you hear the testimony they bring against you?” But he didn’t answer, not even a single word. 
So the governor was greatly amazed. 

It was customary during the festival for the governor to release to the crowd one prisoner, whomever they might 
choose. At that time there was a well-known prisoner named Jesus Barabbas. When the crowd had come together, Pi-
late asked them, “Whom would you like me to release to you, Jesus Barabbas or Jesus who is called Christ?” He knew 
that the leaders of the people had handed him over because of jealousy. 

While he was serving as judge, his wife sent this message to him, “Leave that righteous man alone. I’ve suffered much 
today in a dream because of him.” But the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowds to ask for Barabbas and 
kill Jesus. The governor said, “Which of the two do you want me to release to you?” 

“Barabbas,” they replied. 

Pilate said, “Then what should I do with Jesus who is called Christ?” 

They all said, “Crucify him!” 

But he said, “Why? What wrong has he done?” 

They shouted even louder, “Crucify him!” 

Pilate saw that he was getting nowhere and that a riot was starting. So he took water and washed his hands in front 
of the crowd. “I’m innocent of this man’s blood,” he said. “It’s your problem.” All the people replied, “Let his blood 
be on us and on our children.” Then he released Barabbas to them. He had Jesus whipped, then handed him over 
to be crucified. 

The governor’s soldiers took Jesus into the governor’s house, and they gathered the whole company of soldiers around 
him. They stripped him and put a red military coat on him. They twisted together a crown of thorns and put it on 
his head. They put a stick in his right hand. Then they bowed down in front of him and mocked him, saying, “Hey! 
King of the Jews!” After they spit on him, they took the stick and struck his head again and again. When they finished 
mocking him, they stripped him of the military coat and put his own clothes back on him. They led him away to 
crucify him.
 

Matthew 27:11-54    (Common English Bible)
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As they were going out, they found Simon, a man from Cyrene. They forced him to carry his cross. When they came 
to a place called Golgotha, which means Skull Place, they gave Jesus wine mixed with vinegar to drink. But after tast-
ing it, he didn’t want to drink it. After they crucified him, they divided up his clothes among them by drawing lots. 
They sat there, guarding him. They placed above his head the charge against him. It read, “This is Jesus, the king of 
the Jews.” They crucified with him two outlaws, one on his right side and one on his left.

Those who were walking by insulted Jesus, shaking their heads and saying, “So you were going to destroy the temple 
and rebuild it in three days, were you? Save yourself! If you are God’s Son, come down from the cross.” 

In the same way, the chief priests, along with the legal experts and the elders, were making fun of him, saying, “He 
saved others, but he can’t save himself. He’s the king of Israel, so let him come down from the cross now. Then we’ll 
believe in him. He trusts in God, so let God deliver him now if he wants to. For he said, ‘I’m God’s Son.’” The out-
laws who were crucified with him insulted him in the same way. 

From noon until three in the afternoon the whole earth was dark. At about three Jesus cried out with a loud shout, 
“Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani ,” which means, “My God, my God, why have you left me?” 

After hearing him, some standing there said, “He’s calling Elijah.” One of them ran over, took a sponge full of vinegar, 
and put it on a pole. He offered it to Jesus to drink. 

But the rest of them said, “Let’s see if Elijah will come and save him.” 

Again Jesus cried out with a loud shout. Then he died. 

Look, the curtain of the sanctuary was torn in two from top to bottom. The earth shook, the rocks split, and the bodies 
of many holy people who had died were raised. After Jesus’ resurrection they came out of their graves and went into 
the holy city where they appeared to many people. When the centurion and those with him who were guarding Jesus 
saw the earthquake and what had just happened, they were filled with awe and said, “This was certainly God’s Son.”

Matthew 27:11-54



Focus: The crucifixion shows the worst of humanity and the best of God. It is a study of contrasts. That while 
Jesus could come to save humanity, humanity’s response is to “destroy” him. Tertullian said, “The first reaction to truth 
is hatred.” Think of a mirror held to the face of humanity, showing its worst traits. Jesus as truth and pure love cast a 
shadow that, perhaps, people found unbearable. They saw love but could not fully comprehend it. 

For many Christians today, the crucifixion is summarized in nice, clean language: God sent Jesus to die for our sins 
that we could have everlasting life. While this is true, we must plumb the depths of that statement to comprehend the 
transformation it signifies. Think of it:  God becoming human, living and loving, persevering beyond humanity’s 
angriest flaw; God allowing humanity to hurt God – as	Jesus	was	berated	and	tortured,	mocked	and	made	fun	of;	Jesus	
dying an excruciating death – the Breath that first breathed life into humanity stopped. 

This is not a story for the faint. Consider the stories today that most capture your heart and compassion. Do any of 
them hold a candle to the story of Jesus’ death? Yet all too often, we move unthinking and unemotionally through the 
sharing of the bread and the cup – the telling of Christ’s self-giving for us. This is not to say that God requires us to 
conjure up guilt and tears to show that this matters to us. It is to say that we should receive the retelling in all 
reverence and honor.

FOCUSFOCUS



 
God’s love could not be overcome by humanity’s rejection, nor will it ever be. 

Exemplify God’s love for those who have rejected you, and whom you have rejected.  

Consider working with a prison chaplain to provide help for children of the incarcerated and care for 

prisoners who are alone. If Jesus could welcome into his kingdom even those who hammered nails in his 

hands, perhaps we could show grace to those most unloved in society.

	 •	Why	did	Jesus	die?

	 •	How	could	God	forgive	those	who	mocked,	tortured	and	crucified	Christ?

THE TAKEAWAY: 

THE CHALLENGE:

HOW:

HOLY QUESTIONING:



THE SERVICE:

THE WEEK AHEAD 

To newcomers who have never attended Good Friday services, this Sunday may be the first time they’ve experienced 
the telling of The Passion. This is not a day for gore and guilt. It is a day for somber reflection on the rejection of 
Christ and Christ’s love not being diminished by it. Hold the tension between death and love; never let the resounding 
message of hope be overshadowed.

Imagery is very important to the experience of worship today. Use darkness and light, mirrors and reflection, and 
palm branches and thorns. Contrast should be prominent. 

Allow time for introspection. Let music envelope the sanctuary and invite congregants to sit peacefully, kneel in prayer 
or perhaps light a candle as a sign that no one could diminish Christ, the light of the world. Simply ask, “How has 
God	persevered	alongside	you?” and allow time for reflection.

Consider how you will live this message in community. Many will be considering which church they will attend for 
Easter. Reach out to welcome seekers in your faith community. Pray for those who typically only go to church for 
Easter and Christmas. Thank God that they have another opportunity for engagement. Prepare members to receive 
strangers in special ways that help them feel welcome, not awkward. Consider how you would want people to treat 
you if you were a stranger.

Perseverance



SOCIAL MEDIA:

Interact with others through social media. In the week before, pose a question through texting, email, Facebook, or 
Twitter which you will address in the sermon. Following worship, send a message which either sums up the sermon 
(in 140 characters or less) to be shared with others or through the quote below.

Examples for this week follow:

Pre-Message: When	you	encounter	difficulty,	what	makes	you	want	to	persevere?

Post-Message: “Take	away	love	and	our	earth	is	a	tomb.”		- Robert Browning

MEDIA


