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THE FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT, 
MARCH 21, 2021 

PAIN THAT TRANSFORMS  1

 

Why do you cry out over your hurt?  
 Your pain is incurable.  
Because your guilt is great,  
 because your sins are so numerous,  
 I have done these things to you.  
Therefore all who devour you shall be devoured,  
 and all your foes, every one of them, shall go  
  into captivity;  
those who plunder you shall be plundered,  
 and all who prey on you I will make a prey.  

     — Jeremiah 30:15–16 

Israel keeps telling the same story over and over. It is the story of 
going into pain and coming out in joy. It is the story facing loss and 
receiving a gift. Most especially it is, in the Old Testament, the 
story of losing home in sadness and coming home to well-being. 
When that story gets retold by the church, it is the story of a Friday 
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death and a Sunday miracle of new life. That story attracts us and 
claims our attention because when we are thoughtful and self-
aware, we recognize it as the story of our life in the world. 
Personally and socially we do the story over and over, moving into 
death and out into new life. And the church is the place where we 
engage that story, because the world is too busy for it or too cynical 
or too anxious or too much in denial.  
 This is a remarkable poem that we claim as revelation. The 
poem reveals the thickness, the depth, the contradiction, the 
torment of God's own hurt over a city that God loves but can 
hardly tolerate. It is like that with a teenager... love but hardly 
tolerate. It is not true that love always wins. But love wins in this 
poem, and that is enough disclosure for this day. The disclosure is 
that God runs through alienation, into the silence of pain, and on 
to healing newness. That is the story of the day. That is the story of 
Jerusalem in Jeremiah, of defeat, displacement, and restoration. 
That is the story of Jesus, of Friday abandonment, Saturday depth, 
and Sunday readiness. It is the story that lets us read our own story 
afresh.  
 The burden of a poet is not explanation, because 
explanations never satisfy or convince. Rather the burden of a poet 
is to disclose, to reveal, to show what has not been seen or said 
until that instant. What is shown here to us is that there is a season 
of loss not to be avoided, a hope beyond, and a deep time of 
brooding between.  

God of transformation, be with us in our loss, our brooding, and our 
hope. May we linger in faithfulness, not denying our pain nor cutting 
short our brooding. May we resist facile hopes; may we wait for you. 
Amen.  
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MARCH 22, 2021 

THE CENTRAL MURDER  2

 

The pragmatic readiness to sacrifice human life, which found 
superlative expression through Caiaphas, took as focal victim Jesus 
of Nazareth. But there was something that outweighed that 
readiness, even its totality within all of history: The willingness of 
Jesus to become victim of that pragmatism and thus  

identify himself with the countless victims of wars, with all 
those who have been deliberately sacrificed to the Political 
Necessities and Social Duty, with the millions of human 
beings who have been slaughtered and constrained to 
slaughter each other by being more or less persuaded that 
their deaths would be serving Justice and Law. By his 
readiness to become the victim of such a belief, Jesus 
unmasked its monstrous falsity, and showed his disciples in 
advance that they could never adopt it themselves (Jean 
Lasserre, War and the Gospel).  

 On a ruined wall in Hiroshima is dimly etched the figure of 
a human being who was standing next to it when the flash came. 
The body, though instantaneous vaporized, stopped enough of the 
awful light to leave that abiding epitaph. When German theologian 
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Heinrich Vogel gazed at the dim silhouette, the thought gripped 
him: Jesus Christ was there in the inferno with that person; what 
was done to him was done to Christ; the horror he may have had 
no instant to feel, Jesus felt. The Light of the world stood 
uncomprehended, comprehending, and undone by the hideous 
splendor of humankind's stolen fire. God's son yielded to 
humanity's Little Boy (code name of that bomb). Jesus' presence in 
the midst of atomic holocaust was intimated also in the fact that 
the bomb on Nagasaki exploded very close to the largest Christian 
cathedral in all Asia, annihilating 1,000 worshippers.  
 We can envision the risen Jesus there at the foot of the 
cross of cloud, the victor as victim. But the death of the person 
next to the wall, the death of those Japanese multitudes, already 
impinged on Jesus at Skull Hill. What the crucified one took to 
himself at the midpoint of history, the risen one, drawing near, 
takes to himself hour after hour, disease by disease, enmity by 
enmity, war by war in the sequence of history. 
 I can meditate on the vaporization of a few in Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki; but my mind cannot visualize the snuffing out of 
250,000 human beings. There is, though, the slain One, whose 
mind, heart, body in A.D. 30 and A.D. 1945 took that in. Because 
the fullness of God dwelt in him, he could take to himself and . 
register to the full the monstrous magnitudes of human hate, 
killing, and death.  
 What is currently being prepared for and what would be 
fought would come as war against all human beings, not just 
against those in "enemy" countries. All would be to some extent 
casualties of the war; quite possibly all would die, over a period of 
time, as its victims. In Hebrew thought a single murder cast its 
imperiling shadow over the entire faith community; the gravity of 
the disorder it constituted impinged on all who were within that 
corporateness. In that perspective, what an ominous hovering 
immensity hangs over us today because of private murders, the 
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savor and stimulus of media violence, and military slaughters past, 
future. But that immensity in its greater breadth looms over all 
humanity in its corporateness—looms as non-material magnitude, 
which, for its full globe-encircling scope has taken concretization in 
the nuclear arsenals. It is as the central person of all humanity that 
Jesus Christ is presently threatened by this guilt and doom which 
he earlier bore.  
 God, in order that we might meet him, narrowed himself 
down into Jesus. But Jesus was also the narrowing down of the 
totality of humankind. He was formed that our vision might rest 
not only on this focal expression of the invisible God but also on 
this singular image of the neighbors we have been too nearsighted 
to see and of the myriads of human beings we have no sight to see. 
This latter dimension is indicated by Jesus' words in the judgment 
scene pictured in Matthew 25:31–46. Though we cannot envision 
all who should be within our view, we are to see him who is focus 
and head of that vast throng.  
 That three hundred million persons or a billion or four 
billion might be killed in a nuclear world war is beyond the 
imagination of any mortal. My nearest approach to the magnitude 
of that horror comes when I realize that Jesus would be the central 
victim in the midst of the annihilation. Each victim he would 
know; each passion, each death he would feel. He in whom God 
has drawn near would be there with the least of all who are his in 
a thousand infernos. The slain Brother would be there with every 
brother and sister, with every terrified child, as the slower 
ghastliness of radiation sickness spread across the continents. A 
darkness more enduring than that on a long-ago Passover would 
come across the world, after a more ominous quaking of earth and 
disintegration of rocks. From innumerable parched lips would 
come some echo of the cry, "My God, my God, why hast thou 
forsaken me?" For that elimination of intolerable neighbors would 
bring with it an apparent doing away with God. But the One who 
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gave supreme utterance to that cry, the Neighbor-Brother-God, 
who was done away with, would be there in the midst.  
 This means that all the nuclear weapons delivery systems of 
this world are zeroed in on a target that comprehends all human 
targets: Jesus. Christians must understand that there is no aiming 
of nuclear weapons and no assent to them which does not zero in 
on him: "As you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you 
did it to me."  
 Our Lord does not ask that we stare heroically into nuclear 
abyss; he asks that we look toward him and let our sight become 
aligned with his. If we are to love as he has loved us, our 
perception of how he has loved focuses toward his earthly life and 
death, and yet takes in how he loves us all now. Will we love near 
and far neighbors as he now loves us? Will we see any who come 
within our vision as partly overshadowed by the pathos and peril 
of nuclear guilt and nuclear war? Will we put our lives on the line, 
his line, against the onrush of chaos?  
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MARCH 23, 2021 

THIRSTING  3

 

Later, knowing that all was now completed, and so 
that the Scripture would be fulfilled, Jesus said, “I 
thirst.” 

     — John 19:28 

The words “I thirst,” literal as they are, spoken to meet a deep 
human need, become for us pregnant with new and deeper 
meaning in the spiritual sense. Their symbolism becomes real as 
we think of life. When we look out upon the bedraggled flock of 
humanity, sheep without a shepherd, we know that they have 
many thirsts. There are those who thirst for everything save 
righteousness. Their lives are so engrossed and encompassed 
within the limits of their world of time-space that they forget that 
there might be some other relations to life. Such crass limitations 
make life little and cramped. By shutting out the Eternal, they lose 
all that is truly worthwhile. They forget that life abundant is not to 
be found within their little cosmos of human desires.  

 Baillie, Alexander Stuart. “Thirsting.” Bread & Wine, 240–243.3
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 We have seen people thirsting for wealth. So great was 
their thirst for the yellow metal that they were willing to sell their 
very souls to gain possession of it. They imagined that they would 
like to become a second King Midas, this without really thinking 
their ways through all the limited implications of the tragic final 
results. To such the words of Jesus come back and he says, "Life 
consists not in the abundance of things which one possesses."  
 There have been those who have thirsted for pleasure, for a 
life of thrills. Many have given themselves with singleness of 
purpose to this end, and have found it very unsatisfactory. 
Somewhere I read of an actress who had given herself to the 
pursuit of the flying phantom—pleasure. She tried all and then life 
began to grow weary and tiresome. Blasé and jaded, she gave up in 
despair. In her sad plight, she thought of one more thrill and that 
was through the gateway of death. So she arranged to commit 
suicide in as artistic a manner as possible, in order to make life 
yield its greatest and final thrill. Others may be like—was it 
Shelley?—who, after he rubbed cayenne pepper on his tongue, 
drank down a glass of cold sherry wine, saying, "O, for a life of 
sensations!"  
 Poets have expressed their feelings relative to a life of 
empty pleasure. One poet gave vent to his plaintive thoughts in the 
following words:  

 I tried the broken cistern, Lord,  
 But, Ah! the waters failed.  
 E'en as I stooped to drink they fled  
 And mocked me as I wailed.  
  
 Some have thirsted for rank and station. Their desire has 
been to get into the select circle. In order to do this they have been 
willing to compromise with their better selves in order to live a life 
of sham and outward show. Little does man know that in these 
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pathetic plights of his, when he is trying to assuage his thirsts, his 
needs are deeper, far deeper than money, pleasure, rank or station. 
He needs God!  
 Our deep spiritual needs, which are thirsts, can be met by 
Christ. It is God's desire that every person should know the real 
joys of life. Augustine, the great churchman, expressed this idea as 
follows: "Thou hast made us for Thyself, and we cannot find rest 
until we find it in Thee." In other words, we cannot have our thirst 
satisfied until God does it for us. This age needs to become more 
realistic. It needs to listen again to the words of Jesus, who said, "I 
thirst." He who is the Son of Man, the Son of God, is our example. 
He is the great pioneer in every realm of life. Surely if he thirsted, 
how much more do we? Humanity needs to get away from the 
world of "things as they are" into the world of "things as they ought 
to be." This means that men and women must learn to live for 
others. It is only when we can live a life of self-forgetfulness that 
we get our truest joy out of life. One needs to keep on thirsting 
because life grows and enlarges. It has no end; it goes on and on; it 
becomes more beautiful. When one has done his best there is, he 
finds, still more to learn and so much to do. He cannot be satisfied 
until he attains unto the stature of Jesus, unto a perfect man, and 
ever thirsts for God.  
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MARCH 24, 2021 

LIKE EAGLES RENEWED  4

 

But those who wait for the LORD shall renew their    
  strength,  
 they shall mount up with wings like eagles,  
they shall run and not be weary,  
 they shall walk and not faint.  
     — Isaiah 40:31 

Here is the good news. The good news is that we need not serve 
the wrong god, trust the wrong life-giver, fear the wrong power. 
We may read life differently, and the way to do that is to wait: to 
wait in eager longing for the God of creation and rescue to work a 
new way in the world; to wait in keen expectation; to wait in 
active zeal, receiving every hint of newness and acting on it; to be 
ready to go for the gift of life; to leave off fear, intimidation, 
resignation, pooped out-ness as the governance works a newness.  
 This poetic utterance about God and God's work has 
concrete counterparts in the realities of economics, politics, social 
relations, social possibilities. The utterance is matched by a 
reordering of reality, the transfiguration of the empire itself.  

 Brueggemann, Walter. A Way Other Than our Own, 58–59.4
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 It is such an intellectual travesty, such an act of chutzpah, 
such a subversive poetic utterance that dumps a poem in the midst 
of resignation. The poem works a newness, not because it is good 
poetry but because the subject of the poem, the God who lives in 
and through and with and under such outrageous assertion, is at 
work overriding despair, inviting hope, responding to our waiting 
and starting the world free again, outside the regimes of weariness. 
We are left to decide about this outrageous assertion, sung against 
the resignation of the empire.  
 I happen to think this poem and its claim come very close 
to our reality, very close to our succumbed humanity, very near to 
the empires of deathliness—political, economic, intellectual—that 
wait immobilized in fear and docility. Citizens of the empire run 
the rat race and end up as frightened, defeated rats. The key 
religious question among us is whether there is grounds for an 
alternative, an alternative rooted not in self-preoccupation or in 
deadening stability but rooted in a more awesome reality that lives 
underneath empires, that comes among us as odd as a poem, as 
inscrutable as power, as dangerous as new life, as fragile as 
waiting. The poet names the name and imagines new life, like 
eagles flying, running, walking.  

Teach us, 0 God, to wait in eager anticipation of your salvation. In 
this waiting, may we discover the promised blessings of new strength, 
new courage, new freedom, and new life. Amen.  
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MARCH 25, 2021 

BE CHRISTLIKE  5

 

You are Christian only so long as you look forward to 
a new world, so long as you constantly pose critical 
questions to the society you live in, so long as you 
emphasize the need of conversion both for yourself and 
for the world, so long as you in no way let yourself 
become established in a situation of seeming calm, so 
long as you stay unsatisfied with the status quo and 
keep saying that a new world is yet to come. You are 
Christian only when you believe that you have a role 
to play in the realization of this new kingdom, and 
when you urge everyone you meet with a holy unrest 
to make haste so that the promise might soon be 
fulfilled.  

   — Nouwen, “With Open Hands” 

 Nouwen, Henri. Lent & Easter Wisdom, 72–73.5
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Called to Be Christians 
News of this [preaching to the Hellenists of Antioch] came to the ears 
of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. When 
he came and saw the grace of God, he rejoiced, and he exhorted them 
all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast devotion... And a 
great many people were brought to the Lord. Then Barnabas went to 
Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he had found him, he brought him 
to Antioch. So it was that for an entire year they met with the church 
and taught a great many people, and it was in Antioch that the 
disciples were first called "Christians."  
      Acts 11:22-26   

Prayer  
Giving and forgiving God, I have called myself your disciple but 
perhaps this title is truly undeserved. I want to live in comfort even 
though a life of sacrifice is needed for the world's renewal. I too 
easily turn a blind eye to injustice and put the oppressed and 
forgotten into the category of "someday." I hide behind the 
presumed safety of the status quo, even though you have asked 
that I work for a new kingdom. Even so, I ask your help to be 
converted from a member of the present secular society to a willing 
worker for a new order, and new life, and a new truth. Amen.  

Lenten Action 
In preparation for Easter, plan to celebrate the sacrament of 
reconciliation.  
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MARCH 26, 2021 

KNOWN, NAMED, AND UNAFRAID  6

 

But now thus says the LORD,  
he who created you, 0 Jacob,  
 he who formed you, 0 Israel:  
Do not fear, for I have redeemed you;  
 I have called you by name, you are mine.   
     — Isaiah 40:31 

Being unafraid is an odd vocation; but it is the vocation of all those 
who have been baptized. We are different when baptized. The Acts 
account of the early church says that the Spirit of God came upon 
the ones baptized, even as the Spirit came upon Jesus in baptism. 
A lot of silliness is taught about the spirit coming in baptism. But 
what the Spirit does is visit our lives—our persons, our bodies, our 
imagination, our money—with the freedom of God, so that we are 
unafraid in the world, able to live differently, not needing to 
control, not needing to dominate, not needing to accumulate, not 
driven by anxiety. The book of Acts is the study of the baptized, the 
ones the Spirit visits, the ones who are unafraid in the world. It 
says of that community of known, named, and unafraid people, 

 Brueggemann. A Way Other Than Our Own, 60–61.6
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"They turned the world upside down" (Acts 17:6). Or better to say, 
they turned the world right side up.  
 The truth is that frightened people will never turn the 
world, because they use too much energy on protection of self. It is 
the vocation of the baptized, the known and named and unafraid, 
to make the world whole:   
• The unafraid are open to the neighbor, while the frightened are 

defending themselves from the neighbor. 
• The unafraid are generous in the community, while the 

frightened, in their anxiety, must keep and store and accumulate, 
to make themselves safe. 

• The unafraid commit acts of compassion and mercy, while the 
frightened do not notice those in need. 

• The unafraid are committed to justice for the weak and the poor, 
while the frightened see them only as threats. 

• The unafraid pray in the morning, care through the day, and 
rejoice at night in thanks and praise, while the frightened are 
endlessly restless and dissatisfied.  

So dear people, each of you: Do not fear! I have called you by 
name; you are mine!  

In a world of fear and anxiety, you empower us to live lives 
of wholeness, lives that make the world whole and turn it 
right side up. Embolden us as those who know that they are 
called by your name. Amen.   
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MARCH 27, 2021 

IT IS DONE  7

 

When he received the drink, Jesus said, “It is finished.” 
With that, he bowed his head and gave up hi spirit.  

     — John 19:30 

Good Friday is the day when you can do nothing. 
Bewailing and lamenting your manifold sins does not 
in itself make up for them. Scouring your soul in a 
frenzy of spring cleaning only sterilizes it; it does not 
give it life. On Good Friday, finally, we are all, 
mourners and mockers alike, reduced to the same 
impotence. Someone else is doing the terrible work 
that gives life to the world.  
     —Virginia Stem Owens 

Christianity begins not with a big do, but with a big done. We 
begin our Christian life by depending not upon our own doing but 
upon what Christ has done. Until you realize this you are no 
Christian; for to say: "I can do nothing to save myself; but by his 

 Nee, Watchman. “It is done.” Bread and Wine, 244–248.7
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grace God has done everything for me in Christ," is to take the first 
step of faith.  
 If I put a dollar bill between the pages of a magazine, and 
then burn the magazine, where is the dollar bill? It has gone the 
same way as the magazine—to ashes. Where the one goes the 
other goes too. Their history has become one. But, just as 
effectively, God has put us in Christ. What happened to him 
happened also to us. All the experiences he met, we too have met 
in him. "Our old man was crucified with him, that the body of sin 
might be done away, that so we should no longer be in bondage to 
sin" (Rom. 6:6). That is not an exhortation to struggle. That is 
history: our history, written in Christ before we were born. Do you 
believe this? It is true! Our crucifixion with Christ is a glorious 
historic fact. Our deliverance from sin is based, not on what we can 
do, nor even on what God is going to do for us, but on what he has 
already done in Christ. When that fact dawns upon us and we rest 
back upon it (Rom. 6:11), then we have found the secret of a holy 
life.  
 But it is true that we know all too little of this in 
experience. Consider an example. If someone makes a very unkind 
remark about you in your presence, how do you meet the 
situation? You compress your lips, clench your teeth, swallow hard, 
and take a firm grip upon your-self; and if with a great effort you 
manage to suppress all sign of resentment and be reasonably polite 
in return ' you feel you have gained a great victory. But the 
resentment is still there; it has merely been covered up. And at 
times you do not even succeed in covering it. What is the trouble? 
The trouble is that you are trying to walk before you have learned 
to sit, and that way lies sure defeat. Let me repeat: no Christian 
experience begins with walking, but always with a definite sitting 
down: "And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in 
the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus" (Eph. 2:6). The secret of 
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deliverance from sin is not to do something but to rest on what 
God has done.  
 An engineer living in a large city in the West left his 
homeland for the Far East. He was away for two or three years, 
and during his absence his wife was unfaithful to him and went off 
with one of his best friends. On his return home he found he had 
lost his wife, his two children and his best friend.  
 At the close of a meeting that I was addressing, this grief-
stricken man unburdened himself to me. "Day and night for two 
solid years my heart has been full of hatred," he said. "I am a 
Christian, and I know I ought to forgive my wife and my friend, 
but though I try and try to forgive them, I simply cannot. Every day 
I resolve to love them, and every day I fail. What can I do about 
it?" "Do nothing at all," I replied. "What do you mean?" he asked, 
startled. "Am I to continue to hate them?"  
 So I explained: "The solution of your problem lies here, that 
when the Lord Jesus died on the cross he not only bore your sins 
away but he bore you away too. When he was crucified, your old 
man was crucified in him, so that that unforgiving 'you,' who 
simply cannot love those who have wronged you, has been taken 
right out of the way in his death. God has dealt with the whole 
situation in the cross. Just say to him, 'Lord, I cannot love and I 
give up trying, but I count on Thy perfect love. I cannot forgive, 
but I trust Thee to forgive instead of me, and to do so henceforth in 
me."'  
 The man sat there amazed and said, "That's all so new, I 
feel I must do something about it." Then a moment later he added 
again, "But what can I do?" "God is waiting till you cease to do," I 
said. "When you cease doing, then God will begin. Have you ever 
tried to save a drowning man? The trouble is that his fear prevents 
him from entrusting himself to you. When that is so, there are just 
two ways of going about it. Either you must knock him 
unconscious and then drag him to the shore, or else you must leave 
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him to struggle and shout until his strength gives way before you 
go to his rescue. If you try to save him while he has any strength 
left, he will clutch at you in his terror and drag you under, and 
both he and you will be lost. God is waiting for your store of 
strength to be utterly exhausted before he can deliver you. Once 
you have ceased to struggle so hard, he will do everything. God is 
waiting for you to despair. He has done it all!"  
 And with radiant face he went off rejoicing.   
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