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In the meantime, our days are complicated 
by feelings that don’t seem altogether very 
spiritual. Deep annoyance. Rehearsals of 
old fights. Anger at friends who are, in our 
defense, pretty frustrating sometimes. Our 
bodies ache. We are consumed by somebody 
else’s problems and we are fairly certain their 
lives are rushing toward despair. 

So we wait. At least I do. I assume that in some 
future day I will feel the truth of my spiritual 
belief that God is with us. That God never 
leaves. That God’s presence is best (and I can’t 
prove that this is theologically true) on bad 
days. When life is headed downhill, I tend to 
wait. 

When Lent rolls around every year, we are 
offered a chance to stop waiting. We are in the 
part of the story when Jesus is an arrow pointed 
straight at his own end. He will die. But first 
he will suffer and be betrayed; religious and 
political structures will conspire and conform 
to great evil; nothing will be peace on earth or 
goodwill to all humankind. No wisemen and 
starry nights. It’s misery. 

An Invitation

And it should make us pause. That is where we 
meet Jesus. We meet him on his way down.

Lent is our annual rehearsal of the cosmic 
moment when Jesus’ suffering and death and 
resurrection will change how we experience 
death. Death will not be the defining truth 
about us. Someday we will be freed from 
the gorgeous and horrible limitations of our 
human lives and we will live forever with 
God (which is VERY DIFFICULT FOR ME TO 
IMAGINE. But it’s the truth.) But first Jesus 
suffers and dies. We walk with him. And he 
walks with us. 

Jesus will walk with us through whatever kind 
of Lenten day you are having. The lovely one. 
The garbage one. The one that barely seems 
like it counted at all. As we toggle through 
every kind of emotion—boredom, devastation, 
happiness, irritation—we want to say: bless 
this Lent. 

This weekly group discussion guide is your 
invitation to join others in community and 
bless whatever this season is actually bringing 
you all. So let’s stop waiting. This is the one we 
have. Let’s bless it all. 

Sometimes we wait. Spiritually, I mean. We just wait.  And wait. Maybe something will happen? 



What is Lent?
Lent marks the forty days leading up to Easter, 
mirroring the forty days Jesus spent in the 
wilderness. It is a practice that began during 
the 4th century as a way to prepare Christians 
for the holiest days of the year. 

During Lent, we ask God to show us the world 
as it is. We begin with the reality of our finitude 
rubbed on our foreheads on Ash Wednesday—
from dust we were made, to dust we shall 
return. Then, we walk through that reality in 
a kind of dress rehearsal. It’s the downward 
slope of God—the Great Descent, where the 
whole Church walks toward the cross. 

Frankly, Lent is my favorite part of the church 
calendar because it is a time when the whole 
church is on the losing team. A time when 
we all get a minute to tell the truth: Life is so 
beautiful and life is so hard. For everyone. 

Of course, the cross isn’t the end of the 
story, but this season of grief is carved out to 
acknowledge the reality of Christ’s sacrifice. 
And the reality of suffering that so many of our 
circumstances reflect too—our own pain and 
grief and despair. Easter is coming, yes. But for 
now, we sit in the ashes of our broken dreams 
and broken hearts, knowing that God sits here 
with us. 

Many people practice Lent by giving something 
up—alcohol, meat, chocolate, social media. 
Some take up something new—a new prayer 

practice or swearing profusely like I did one 
year (you probably remember reading about 
this in Everything Happens for a Reason (and 
Other Lies I’ve Loved)). 

But Lent is an incredible moment for the 
spiritual honesty we are practicing here. 
Together, we’re going to bless the days we have, 
while longing for the future God promised 
when there will be no tears, no pain, no email. 

We have selected forty blessings that you 
might use in the days leading up to Lent as 
part of an individual journey through Lent. 
For you to read as you drink your morning 
coffee or waiting in the carpool line or after 
you crawl into bed. 

If you would like to use this free guide as a 
group, great! You’re in the right place. This 
discussion guide is meant to be used by small 
groups, Sunday schools, book clubs, and or 
informally among friends, neighbors, and 
family. Each week includes scripture to read, 
suggested discussion questions, and a prayer 
to close your time together. 

Our hope and prayer is that we can understand 
that our actual days—pain-filled, lovely, 
ordinary, garbage—might be blessed. 

ONWARD TOGETHER,

Kate



How to Use This Group 
Discussion Guide:

THE LIVES WE ACT UALLY HAVE

This Group Discussion Guide is designed to be used in conjunction with our new book 
of blessings, The Lives We Actually Have: 100 Blessings for Imperfect Days. Each week’s 
themes and questions reflect on blessings from our new book. Of course, you can just 
use this guide by itself, but you might find the most richness and depth when used 
together. It can be used by churches, book clubs, small groups, or by individuals.

FREE INDIVIDUAL GUIDE

Many of the questions and topics you will find in this group discussion guide are pulled 
from the individual guide which offers 40 days of blessings, scripture, and reflection 
questions through Lent. You and your group members can download it here. It’s totally 
free.

FREE SERMON GUIDE

If you’re a pastor or chaplain or just want to preach to yourself, we put together a 
7-week Sermon Guide with homily ideas based on the lectionary text that tie into this 
theme of blessing our actual lives (in all our pain and joy and fear and hope). We also 
have a bunch of marketing and branding materials you can use in your churches too. 
All totally free. Download them all, here.

http://katebowler.com/blessthislent
http://katebowler.com/blessthislent
http://katebowler.com/blessthislentpastor


WHAT TO E XPECT

We’ve designed each of the entries in this group discussion guide to take 
around 40 minutes. That includes time to read the assigned scripture, to read 
that week’s theme, to reflect on a handful of questions (you pick the ones 
that best fit or seem most interesting depending on group size), and to pray a 
closing prayer. Just pick the parts that fit whatever day you and your group are 
having. Sometimes that might mean more time in prayer. Or a single question 
might take up all the time because of the richness of discussion. There are no 
real rules to follow here, other than we recommend starting and finishing on 
the time you and your group have agreed to. But consider this your official 
permission slip to adapt this content to your setting.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

Lent begins on Ash Wednesday, February 22, 2023. If your group decides to 
kick off your small group before or around this date, we’ve included suggested 
topics, questions, and scripture for that week. However, you might begin 
during the first full week of Lent or start a couple of weeks behind. If so, feel 
free to skip to the discussion questions that fit your timeline. All questions 
are written to be ALL-PLAY, meaning they can be answered or discussed 
regardless of participation level. 

(As a note—many traditions celebrate Fat Tuesday (also known as Shrove 
Tuesday or Mardi Gras) the day before Lent begins. Perhaps it is a good way 
to kick off your time together by making pancakes or having a King’s Cake.)



Whether this is your first time leading a group or your 34th time, welcome! We’re so 
grateful for you—for the ways you long for connection and community and the ways 
you’re practicing it now. We’ve put together a few frequently asked questions when it 
comes to leading a group discussion: 

Tips & Tricks to Leading 
a Discussion Group:

HOW DO YOU STRUCT URE A ME ANINGFUL CONVERSATION?

First, know you are not alone. God is there with you. Group leadership is a practice 
in hospitality. As a leader, you are putting structures in place so people can come 
together and, sometimes, somehow, something magical takes place—people make 
deeper connections. They experience the presence of the Holy Spirit. They have an 
“aha!” moment. They are able to share openly and honestly for the first time about 
something hard they are experiencing. 

While you can’t control every outcome, here are some things you can control: 

• Who to invite—Priya Parker is a facilitation expert who recommends groups of 
6 or 12 for meaningful discussion. You might gather a group who have met for 
years before or a group of new-to-one-another people or a combination of both. 
Be intentional with your invitations and don’t be afraid to diversify the group’s 
demographics for a more interesting conversation.

• How the room is set up—comfortable chairs might allow for a more relaxed 
environment. But if people like to take notes, they might want to sit around a 
table. Meeting in a coffee shop might be a great option but may make it more 
difficult to share vulnerably. 

https://www.priyaparker.com


• The timing of the gathering—how long will people mingle for before and after and 
what time will you wrap discussion up. (Pro-tip: Try to have a clock in your sight 
line so you aren’t checking your phone or watch which could signal disinterest to 
whoever is talking.) 

• The way things will flow—will you have people “popcorn” their answers or will you 
answer in a circle? How much silence will you allow for? Sometimes waiting a beat 
longer than you’re comfortable with may give someone the extra nudge to share.

• Whether or not snacks and drinks are served—snacks and drinks make everything 
better. But don’t hesitate to invite other group members to help you with this part. 

• The tone for responses—as the leader, you will set the tone for the conversation. The 
more vulnerable you are willing to share, the more likely others are to be vulnerable 
with one another. But one of the weird parts of leading is that the best sessions are 
often the ones where you don’t end up saying anything at all. Other people take 
over. So don’t worry if you didn’t “teach.” It might have just gone better than ever! 

Bonus: We are huge fans of Priya Parker’s book, The Art of Gathering. She has 
some practical tips and tricks for how to structure meaningful gatherings. As pre-
homework for yourself, read her book or listen to Kate’s conversation with Priya on 
the Everything Happens Podcast

https://katebowler.com/podcasts/the-art-of-gathering/


HOW DO YOU BEGIN A GATHERING? 

It might be useful to have everyone get to know one another before you begin, especially 
if this is the first time this group has come together. We like to use easy-to-engage 
questions that help loosen people up like:  

• Did you practice Lent when you 
were growing up?

• What is your favorite Easter 
memory?

• Which family meal do you wish had 
never been invented?

• What’s the best book you’ve read 
recently? Best TV show you’ve 
watched?

• What actor or actress would you 
want to play you in a movie about 
your life?

• What’s your favorite holiday and 
why? 

• What Bible story do you most wish 
you could have witnessed first-
hand? 

• Best concert you’ve ever been to? Or 
who do you wish to see in concert? 

• What is your love language (can be 
non-traditional)? 

• When you were a kid, what did you 
want to be when you grew up? What 
do you still want to be when you 
grow up?

• If you could go back in time and 
relive any day, what day or moment 
would you pick? 

HOW CAN I  MAKE SURE E VERYONE GE TS A CHANCE 
TO SPE AK?

Set the tone at the beginning of the meetings by naming or restating guidelines and/
or hopes for the group. You can decide on the guidelines and/or hopes for the group or 
you can find some time in the first meeting to expand on them together. You can ask 
everyone to share a hope they have for the group and a guideline might help them feel 
more comfortable. 



These guidelines help create space where everyone gets a chance to be heard. You 
might add: 

• The desire to begin and end on time out of respect for everyone’s schedules.

• Encouragement to respond to what others have said without fixing or offering 
advice, sermonizing or setting someone straight. It is useful to try re-stating what 
you heard them say. 

• When someone elaborates or builds on what has been said, encourage them to do 
so within their own experience and life. Resist the temptation to evaluate or give 
guidance to someone else. 

If you start to notice an imbalance in group responses, where some people might 
seem to be taking up more space and others aren’t given enough, consider shifting to a 
timed-circle format. Sit in a circle and after each question go around the circle giving 
each person an opportunity to either answer in an allotted amount of time or to pass. 
(Though it might seem alarming, literally, it’s helpful to set a timer with a chime so that 
you, as the leader, aren’t the one responsible for cutting people off.)

If you notice that some people are consistently passing, know that everyone processes 
very differently and you may have more than one introvert in a group or someone who 
may not feel comfortable speaking aloud. It may not feel appropriate to address this in 
the group setting, so instead speak to them privately. Ask if there is anything you can do 
to make the space more comfortable for them, but let them know that you are so glad 
they are part of the group regardless.

WHAT SCRIP T URE TR ANSL ATION SHOULD WE USE ?

Welcome others to begin where they are comfortable. Offer the refreshment of different 
translations of the same passage (often new themes pop out you wouldn’t have noticed 
before), but when in doubt, go to NRSV. It provides a good balance of accuracy to the 
text in an easy-to-read language.



WEEK 01
Blessed Are the Fragile

01

WEEK 02
Blessed Are the Imperfect

02

WEEK 04
Blessed Are Those Who Suffer

04

WEEK 05
Blessed Are Those Feel Alone

05

WEEK 06
Blessed Are Those Who Mourn

06

WEEK 07

Blessed Are Those Who Are 
Rejected

07

These are my favorite kinds of 
group projects. A huge thank you to 
our sponsors who make it possible 
to make resources free for you to 
use: The Duke Endowment and Lilly 
Endowment. And to my team who 
put this gorgeous guide together. 

Written and Edited By: 

Karen Bowler, Jessica Richie, Brenda Thompson,  

Harriet Putman, Gwen Heginbotham, and Hope 

Anderson

Designed By:  
Gwen Heginbotham

Acknowledgements

Contents

WEEK 03
Blessed Are the Curious

03



Blessed are the fragile—we were made from dust and to 

dust we will return. But the reality of our inherent fragility 

(what makes us human) shouldn’t be shameful. Instead, 

God blesses the very dust we are made from—from the 

beginning when we were formed in our mother’s womb 

until we return to God. This dependence on God’s love 

and compassion may feel counter-cultural, but it is 

exactly what we were made to do.

Theme of 
this week:

Discuss:

01 | The experience of our fragility can exist on a spectrum. Somedays, we are 

more aware of our fragility—tears might prick our eyes or we feel more tired 

than normal or more dependent on others to care for our needs. Other days, we 

feel more durable—aware of our agency or get-up-and-go. Where do you find 

yourself today—closer to durable, fragile, or somewhere in the middle?

02 |  What do you need to be reminded of in your durability? In your fragility?

03 | Read “for learning to delight again” from The Lives We Actually Have, page 

176, out loud (or take turns reading it). What line or theme stands out most from 

this blessing? Is there anything in those words that resonates in your life? What 

feels difficult to wrap your head around?  

04 | Grief or pain or despair have a way of shrinking our lives and stealing what 

once brought us joy. When so much is still out of our control, “Why not make it 

not just bearable—but beautiful?” (The Lives We Actually Have, page 176). Name 

something joy-filled or beauty-filled you noticed today (it can be small!).

FROM DAY 01 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE

FROM DAY 01 OF
THE INDIVIDUAL
GUIDE

Blessed Are The Fragile
Wednesday, February 22 - Sunday, February 26

FROM DAY 03 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE

Read Aloud:
Psalm 51

DAYS 01—04
of Bless The Lent 
We Actually Have 
Individual Guide

Lent Week 01

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+51&version=NRSVUE


Lent Week 01

Dear God,  (Leader begins, everyone responds)

Thank you that you have heard the concerns, the burdens we bear, the people that are on 

our hearts. We lift them up to you.

 Leader: Lord in your mercy, Group: hear our prayer.

Be with _____ (short description of the situation, or just name the person.)

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

Help _______ in this difficult decision or situation.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

God, thank you that you love us and that you have heard our prayers—those we have 

spoken, and those that are in our hearts but remain unsaid. We thank you for your pres-

ence with us, and your spirit to comfort us. Bless each person here, in our fragility, in our 

humanity—exactly as you made us. Hold each one in the palm of your hand until we meet 

again. Amen.

Leader Notes:

Set a time and place to meet together next week. Make sure everyone has access to the daily Lenten 

guide. Share contact information in case people want to check in with one another throughout the week.

Close:

Offer a chance for people to share what is burdening them, if they feel comfortable. Spend a few minutes 

in prayer for what people named today—what was spoken or unspoken, the hard and the good. You can 

pray silently or out loud. You can pray the words that bubble up directly to God or use this template, 

whatever feels more comfortable to you. Explain that it’s okay if people begin together accidentally. 

They can just take turns, as it comes.



Our culture tells us that if we just try a little harder, 
perfection is possible. The trouble is that we keep on 
being human—with all our flaws and foibles. Lent is 
a season of turning from all that we know needs to be 
changed, not by means of a new self-improvement 
project, but through God’s understanding of our sin 
and our flawed condition and the blessing of God’s 
forgiveness, guidance, and comforting presence.

Theme of 
this week:

Discuss:

01 | Living as a human in this world comes with frequent and uncomfortable 

reminders of the imperfections we’d love to be rid of. What is an embarrassing 

moment where your imperfections shone brightly for everyone to see (God help 

us)?

02  |  “In this culture of more, more, more, make me less,” Day 5’s blessing prays. 

What one word would you use to describe the pressures of the culture around 

you? (For example: perfectionism, unforgiving, striving, judgmental, divided). 

Is there a part of you that longs for less? What would that feel like?

03  |  Read “for when you want more” from page 186 in The Lives We Actually 

Have. What line or theme stands out most from this blessing? Is there anything 

in those words that resonates in your life? What feels difficult to wrap your head 

around? 

04  |  We can be tempted to hide our humanity from others and even God. But 

Read Aloud:
Matthew 
4:1-11

FROM DAY 08 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE

Blessed Are The Imperfect
Monday, February 27 - Saturday, March 4 DAYS 05—10

of Bless The Lent 
We Actually Have 
Individual Guide

Lent Week 02

(LEADER: IT HELPS 
TO GO FIRST AND 
SET THE TONE FOR 
DISCLOSURE. FEEL 
FREE TO MAKE THIS 
LIGHTHEARTED.)

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+4%3A1-11&version=NRSVUE
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+4%3A1-11&version=NRSVUE


when we tell God the truth about our condition, God becomes the place of safety 

we had longed for. How is being fully known and fully loved a God-sized project? 

05  |  Relying on God in our imperfections sounds nice, but can be downright 

inconvenient. There is an often-ignored verse that shows us what happened af-

ter Jesus rebuked the tempter. In Matthew 4:11, Jesus was sent angels to attend 

to him in his weariness, to comfort him in his loneliness and pain (YES, Jesus 

felt all of these things too). God did not leave God’s beloved child to figure it out 

on his own—God sent angels to comfort and care for Jesus. Describe a time you 

have felt comforted in your lack by God or by others serving as the hands and 

feet of God. 

FROM DAY 05 OF
THE INDIVIDUAL
GUIDE

Lent Week 02

Close:

Spend a few minutes in prayer for what people named today—what was spoken or unspoken, the hard 

and the good. You can pray silently or out loud. You can pray the words that bubble up directly to God or 

use this template, whatever feels more comfortable to you. Explain that it’s okay if people begin together 

accidentally. They can just take turns, as it comes.



Dear God,  (Leader begins, everyone responds)

Thank you that you have heard our hearts today. We lift them up to you and ask you to 

come with all your tenderness and comfort into the sore places within us. Free us from 

the burden of our sin, that we may walk with a lighter step. 

 Leader: Lord in your mercy, Group: hear our prayer.

Be with _____ (short description of the situation, or just name the person.)

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

Help _______ in this difficult decision or situation.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

God, gather us in unity as your very own, in the company of the vulnerable, the company 

of the broken. Give us courage day by day to be able to look at what is not right within us. 

And in the ragged places, knit us together and make us whole. Amen.

Lent Week 02

Leader Notes:

Set a time and place to meet together next week. Make sure everyone has access to the daily Lenten 

guide. Share contact information in case people want to check in with one another throughout the week.



Discuss:

01 | Jesus knew that as a religious leader, Nicodemus would know a lot about 

Moses and the central place he held in Jewish faith. What Jesus wanted Nico-

demus to see was that faith looks to things that can be known, although they 

can’t be seen. Like Nicodemus, what questions do you have for God that may 

not have easy answers?

02 |  Of course, we prefer when life has easy solutions. Perhaps this is why so 

many people claim “everything happens for a reason.” However, theologian 

Stanley Hauerwas pushes back on that notion when he says, “The ability to 

live well is the ability to live without explanation.” Sometimes answers or rea-

sons aren’t possible to know or understand. Are you someone who longs for 

meaning or reasons? What are some of the limitations of believing “everything 

happens for a reason?” How do you cope with the reality of so much mystery 

or uncertainty?

Blessed Are The Curious
Monday, March 06 - Saturday, March 11

Sometimes we will never get the answers we long for. 
As theologian Stanley Hauerwas says, “The ability to 
live well is the ability to live without explanation.” 
Yet blessed are we in our curiosity and confusion, 
who allow ourselves to live into the mystery. We who 
trust that God will stay true to God’s promises to 
us—to love us, to never leave us, to save us through 
God’s son Jesus Christ.

Theme of 
this week:

Read Aloud:
John 3:1-17

DAYS 11—16
of Bless The Lent 
We Actually Have 
Individual Guide

Lent Week 03

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+3%3A1-17&version=NRSVUE


03  |  Read “for when you feel stuck” from page 148 in The Lives We Actually 

Have. What line or theme stands out most from this blessing? Is there anything 

in those words that resonates in your life? What feels difficult to wrap your head 

around?

04  |  Knowing you are stuck or confused but you don’t know why, may feel like 

living in a deserted place with no landmarks and no map. You don’t know what 

you don’t know. How can you send down roots into the hidden places where you 

know love still lives, despite not having all of the information? 

FROM DAY 16 OF
THE INDIVIDUAL
GUIDE

Lent Week 03

Close:

Spend a few minutes in prayer for what people named today—and remind people to hold things that 

have been shared in confidence. You can have a time of silence to end, pray spontaneously, or use this 

template, whatever feels more comfortable to you. Encourage others to pray, and that it’s okay if people 

begin together accidentally. They can just take turns, as it comes.

FROM DAY 16 OF
THE INDIVIDUAL
GUIDE



Dear God,  (Leader begins, everyone responds)

Thank you for this honest sharing of where we are today in relation to all that we have 

heard. Protect each one who has opened up to you and to each other. Come to us in your 

wisdom, come with the whole of the truth about Jesus and his cross. Unfold it as we pray, 

and as we leave this place, and as we lie upon our beds. Come in the darkness and com-

fort us with the knowledge of things we cannot see. 

 Leader: Lord in your mercy, Group: hear our prayer.

Be with _____ (short description of the situation, or just name the person.)

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

Help _______ in this difficult decision or situation.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

God lay your hand upon us and steady us where there are places that trouble us, things we 

don’t understand, things we can’t abide though we have to suffer them. Lift each one into 

a place of peace, though we don’t have the answers, and give us the assurance of your love 

and presence with us, until we meet again. Amen.

Lent Week 03

Leader Notes:

Set a time and place to meet together next week. Make sure everyone has access to the daily Lenten 

guide. Share contact information with one another in case people want to check in with one another 

throughout the week.



Blessed Are Those Who Suffer
Monday, March 13 - Saturday, March 18

Discuss:

01 | Somehow when we are suffering, it seems like it qualifies us for the worst 

kind of loneliness, for no one else can get inside the experience of what we are 

feeling. The suffering is ours alone. What is it about our pain and problems 

that makes loneliness so common too? What are some factors that get in your 

way of inviting others into your pain and suffering?

02 |  If loneliness or loss could be felt as a specific pain in a specific part of 

your body, where would you feel it? In your stomach? Your throat? 

03 | Read the blessing “for when it is too much to handle ” from The Lives We 

Actually Have, page 108, out loud. Are there any lines that shimmer or stand 

out to you? What feels difficult to wrap your head around? 

FROM DAY 19 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE

FROM DAY 22 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE

The grand paradox of our humanity is that the life 
of faith is not void of pain and suffering. But present 
too are joy, peace, and love. Our problems or pain 
or suffering does not mean we are outside of God’s 
love… just that we are human, again today. And, 
lucky for us, we have a God who understands what 
it means to suffer intimately and promises to never 
leave our side, so we can learn to suffer in hope.

Theme of 
this week:

Read Aloud:
Romans 
5:1-11

DAYS 17-22
of Bless The Lent 
We Actually Have 
Individual Guide

Lent Week 04

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+5%3A1-11&version=NRSVUE
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+5%3A1-11&version=NRSVUE


04 | When people we love experience unsolvable suffering, we can feel stuck 

not knowing how to offer help or relief. Share a time in your life when someone 

showed up in the midst of your pain or grief. What was a practical way they 

showed their support, love, and presence? Ask someone in the group to write 

down all the ideas brainstormed in order to return to this list in the future. Con-

sider who you might be able to offer similar support to this week. 

Lent Week 04

Close:

Introduce the prayer time, indicating that you will begin, and that others are also welcome to pray out 

loud if they are comfortable. If there is someone who is in a raw stage of suffering, ask if it would be okay 

to pray for them especially now that life is so acutely hard. If you do so, give them time for recovery and 

response afterward.



Dear God,  (Leader begins, everyone responds)

You are the one who knows suffering deep in your bones. And when you see it, you run to-

ward it, just like those who love you do when they see suffering in others. Come now into 

the hurt places. Be with us.

 Leader: Lord in your mercy, Group: hear our prayer.

Be with _____ (short description of the situation, or just name the person.)

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

Help _______ in this difficult decision or situation.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

God of all comfort, thank you that you look upon us with eyes of compassion. You know 

our frame. You remember that we are dust. In our weakness and in our sorrow, in our 

confusion and in our pain, come Lord with the kind of help we need. Each one of us. Your 

very own. Amen.

Lent Week 04

Leader Notes:

Set a time to meet together next week. Make sure everyone has access to the daily Lenten guide. There 

may be new people who have come. Share contact information in case people want to check in.



Discuss:

01 | As you read Psalm 23, notice phrases that describe the comfort that the 

shepherd brings. Pick one, and describe how it connects with your own expe-

rience with God. Or, perhaps, an experience of God’s presence and comfort 

you long for.

02 |  Like any friendship, nurturing our relationship with God requires com-

munication. Describe your relationship to prayer (there are no right or wrong 

answers). Feel free to use the phrases from Day 26, or add your own. 

Blessed Are The Lonely
Monday, March 20 - Saturday, March 25

The pandemic has been like a magnifying glass for 
the loneliness that was already so pervasive in our 
culture. According to U.S. Surgeon General Dr. Vivek 
Murthy, we are suffering a pandemic of loneliness. 
When humans are isolated, every other kind of 
suffering is compounded, for we are cut off from the 
compassion and help that others can offer and from 
the God of all comfort who knows suffering from the 
inside out. Psalm 23 is a vivid picture of how God 
comes to be with us as The Good Shepherd who goes 
out to seek the one who is alone and lost.

Theme of 
this week:

Read Aloud:
Psalm 23

DAYS 23-28
of Bless The Lent 
We Actually Have 
Individual Guide

Lent Week 05

It comes easily. 

It is difficult.   

I always know what to say. 

I never know what to say. 

I don’t think prayer works. 

I think God listens.   

Prayer makes me feel better. 

I pray whatever comes to 

mind. 

I prefer scripted prayers.  

I pray when I don’t know 

what else to do. 

I pray to be changed by God. 

I enjoy praying for myself.

I enjoy praying for others. 

FROM DAY 26 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+23&version=NRSVUE


03 | One of the greatest (and sneakiest) dangers we might encounter is isolation 

from others. Our loneliness can be a hard thing to admit because it comes with 

a truckload of stigma. (Oh, I’m not popular. In fact, I’m the bad thing.) Where are 

you on the loneliness scale today:

04  |  As a follow up: Was being honest about where you find yourself on that 

loneliness scale difficult or painful to admit? Why do you think that is? Did you 

find yourself surprised by anyone else’s answer (hint: people are probably not 

doing as well as Instagram might tell you)? 

05  |  Read the blessing “For truth-telling—however bitter or sweet” from page 

28 of The Lives We Actually Have, out loud. How have you experienced honesty 

as a way to open yourself up to connection with others? What stops you from 

being honest?

Lent Week 05

Close:

Spend a few minutes in prayer for what people named today—what was spoken or unspoken, the hard 

and the good. You can pray silently or out loud. You can pray the words that bubble up directly to God or 

use this template, whatever feels more comfortable to you. Explain that it’s okay if people begin together 

accidentally. They can just take turns, as it comes.

Not lonely at all             Needing some connection          Feeling friendless and alone (ugh)

FROM DAY 28 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE



Dear God,  (Leader begins, everyone responds)

We are so glad we are not alone, that you come to provide what we need. We lift up to you 

the needs that have been spoken, and those that go unsaid.

 Leader: Lord in your mercy, Group: hear our prayer.

Be with us in the dark places _____ (short description of things that were named)

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

Guide us to the still waters where there is peace. 

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

And when we can’t go on by ourselves, lift us onto your shoulders and bring us to safety.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

God, we do not see very well what’s ahead of us, nor can we know what will happen. But 

we do know that we are not alone. There is nowhere we can go that we cannot be found 

by you. As we leave this place, let us hold in our hearts the warmth and comfort that has 

been kindled here. Amen.

Lent Week 05

Leader Notes:

Set a time and place to meet together next week. Make sure everyone has access to the daily Lenten 

guide. Share contact information in case people want to check in with one another throughout the week.



Discuss:

01 | Place yourself in the scene of John 11:1-45. Imagine what it would have 

been like to have been there, to see Jesus’ tears for his friend. Where are you 

standing? What do you see? What emotion bubbles up? 

02 |  In our own sorrows, just like Martha, we may be thinking “if only Jesus 

could have been there, we may not have suffered that huge loss over which we 

still grieve.” If you feel comfortable, share an experience of loss. What comfort 

did you receive, and how did it come?

03 | Read the blessing “For when so many are suffering (and you don’t know 

what to do)” from page 156 of The Lives We Actually Have, out loud. What from 

this blessing stands out to you? What can be your prayer today?

04 | Love and grief somehow always co-exist. “Love can break your heart. It’s 

probably in the fine print” (The Lives We Actually Have, page 170). Think of 

someone whose love for you made a huge difference. Maybe it was a grand-

parent or teacher, friend or pastor. What about their love felt transformative? 

FROM DAY 29 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE

FROM DAY 29 OF
THE INDIVIDUAL
GUIDE

Blessed Are Those Who Mourn
Monday, March 27 - Saturday, April 1

FROM DAY 34 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE

As Jesus taught us, blessed are those who mourn, 
yet who would choose that kind of blessing? Jesus, 
who wept at the death of his friend, understands our 
tears and broken hearts and unmet expectations. 
Jesus weeps with us.

Theme of 
this week:

Read Aloud:
John 11:1-45

DAYS 29-34
of Bless The Lent 
We Actually Have 
Individual Guide

Lent Week 06

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+11%3A1-45&version=NRSVUE


God, 

Today we draw near to the heart of mourning, into the complexity of loss, that shows us 

what we love. We long to be blessed, but Lord there is pain here. Let us linger on all that 

we have known and lost, that we may love all the more. Blessed are we who acknowledge 

the way our minds linger on the details. We know exactly how his mouth looked when he 

laughed. Or precisely what it meant when she used that tone. And blessed are we when we 

can be among friends who will mourn with us, and want to hear us talk about the painful 

things, and will not turn away.

 Leader: Lord in your mercy, Group: hear our prayer.

God, we lift up to you the pain we feel. The love we still hold. Be with us in this tender 

place.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

We open our hearts to your love, in the grief we feel about __________________.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

Walk with us God, through all the deep valley of our pain.

Lent Week 06

Close:

Have everyone pull out a piece of paper or a notebook. Ask people to list the people in their life in desper-

ate need of healing or hope—of all those they know who are suffering right now. (From Day 29) Then, pray 

together. All at once or maybe do it in silence. Speak the names you listed to God. No need to fill in any 

details if you don’t want to. God knows. It’s a way to overcome the feeling that you can’t possibly make a big 

enough difference to help all the sick ones, the hurting ones in your awareness. God hears you.  

[When someone does open up a raw or fresh grief, give them space to express it, and then pray a short 

prayer for them right after, for their comfort.]



Leader Notes:

If you heard anything troubling or alarming today be sure to follow-up with group members as appropri-

ate and always keep it confidential. Set a time and place to meet together next week. Make sure everyone 

has access to the daily Lenten guide. Share contact information in case people want to check in with one 

another throughout the week.

Lent Week 06

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

And when we can’t go on by ourselves, lift us onto your shoulders and bring us to safety.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

God, in your mercy, would you wrap your arms around us. Hold us and comfort us. Steady 

us in the days ahead, that we might know how to live in this new world that we find our-

selves in. Guide us to those comforts that are just right for this time. And remind us when 

we can reach out in practical ways for the help we need, or the help we can offer.  Amen.



Discuss:

01 | There is a term called “brightsiding” that aims to find the good in every 

bad situation. On the other side of the spectrum are the Negative Neds or 

Debbie Downers who bring up every worst-case-scenario. Are you someone 

who tends to brightside or doom-and-gloom? Why do you think it is import-

ant to hold space for both the bitter and the sweet found in many scenarios? 

Why do you think that is especially important to do during Holy Week?

02 |  Read the blessing “For Maundy Thursday” from page 204 of The Lives We 

Actually Have, out loud. What stands out to you about Jesus’ actions during 

Holy Week? What kind of love is this?

03 | The Harrowing of Hell is celebrated on Holy Saturday, the day before Eas-

ter. The day when tradition affirms that Jesus descended into hell. (Don’t wor-

ry if that doesn’t show up in your tradition. Let’s just consider it for a moment 

though.) But imagine Jesus showing us that there is no place you can go where 

God will not find you and lead you home. All the scars that cover us, all the 

FROM DAY 38 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE

Blessed Are Those Who Hope Still
Monday, April 3 - Saturday, April 8

FROM DAY 40 OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
GUIDE

Holy Week walks us through rejection, confusion, 
tears, and death to the heights of resurrection joy. 
We are Easter people, called to live into hope, but 
how do we do so when we live in a broken world 
surrounded by so much to grieve? We must learn 
to live in the already and not-yet of a world that 
rejoices in Jesus’ resurrection, but waits for our lives, 
families, communities, and world to be restored one 
day too.

Theme of 
this week:

Read Aloud:
Luke 23:1-56

DAYS 35-40
of Bless The Lent 
We Actually Have 
Individual Guide

Lent Week 07

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=luke+23%3A+1-56&version=NRSVUE


wounds that we have inflicted on others, all the pain that you carry—are erased 

in the end. All our dirt will be cleansed, our incisions healed, our grief wiped 

away. Nobody who wants to go with him gets left behind. Reflect on that truth. 

What does the depth of Holy Saturday—the pause between Good Friday and 

Easter Sunday—mean to you today? 

04 | Let yourself have some honest thoughts about life after death. What does 

hope look like for you today?

Lent Week 07

Close:

Spend a few minutes in prayer for what people named today—and remind people to hold things that 

have been shared in confidence. You can have a time of silence to end, pray spontaneously, or use this 

template, whatever feels more comfortable to you. Encourage others to pray, and that it’s okay if people 

begin together accidentally. They can just take turns, as it comes.



God,

God it is so good to be together, opening up to each other our pain and tears, as well as 

our Easter hope, even when we have to feel around in the shadows to remember what 

hope might look like. We pray that during the coming days, you would give us reminders 

of the power of new life, spring up before us. Show us the power of light, to heal us and 

show the way. Reveal to us anew the way that Jesus goes before us into the scary places, 

but doesn’t leave us to walk them alone. Amen

God, we lift up our hearts to your light. We let ourselves hope, even though we can’t see 

very far ahead__________________.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

We bring to you our friends who need hope __________________.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

Show us how to be people of hope.

 L: Lord in your mercy, G: hear our prayer.

Amen. 

Lent Week 07

Leader Notes:

Easter Sunday marks the end of Lent and the beginning of Eastertide—50 days of living into Easter hope. 

Now is a great time to talk about what you want this group to look like moving forward. This Lenten 

curriculum ends here, but you all might want to continue meeting using a different source of content. 

Or, this might be the last time you meet together. Priya Parker reminds us that not all groups have to 

endure for all of eternity—so if that is what people decide, celebrate together the end of this season and 

the start of the next. Perhaps have one last get together centered around a fun theme. 



We need each more than ever. So we created a 7-seven week 
Easter Practice of looking for a rhythm of hope together.

When you sign up, you'll receive free access to:

—   Short video teachings from Kate every week for seven  
       weeks (around 6-9 minutes each

—   Video discussion questions you can use for individual  
       reflection or to guide a group conversation

—   Daily journaling pages (available to be printed or filled  
        in digitally) with prompts for prayer, connection, and  
        self-reflection

—  Free quote printables and lockscreens

Free 7-Week Easter Video Series here.

In their first-ever devotional book, Kate Bowler and co-au-
thor Jessica Richie offer 40ish short spiritual reflections on 
how we can make sense of life not as a pursuit of endless 
progress but as a chronic condition. This book is a compan-
ion for when you want to stop feeling guilty that you’re not 
living your best life now.

Good Enough is permission for all those who need to hear 
that there are some things you can fix—and some things 
you can’t. And it’s okay that life isn’t always better. In these 
pages we can rest in the encouragement to strive for what 
is possible today—while recognizing that though we are fi-
nite, the life in front of us can be beautiful.

Learn more about Good Enough here.

What’s Next?

https://katebowler.com/join-life-together-apart/
http://katebowler.com/good-enough/

