
LENTEN DEVOTIONS FOR HOLY WEEK 

 

April 5  Freed on Palm Sunday 

 

Read Matthew 21:1-11 and Luke 19:29-42            

 

I had hoped to use the meditation on creation near Palm Sunday 

because there are three images from creation that help us tell the 

story of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem. Each is interrelated in a beautiful 

way. Two are natural images and one is a creature.  They both bear 

witness to the humility and simplicity with which Jesus chooses to 

begin his journey to the cross. One is a donkey. One is a stone.  One is 

a palm branch, and each teach us about freedom. One is a live creature. 

One is a living plant. One is an inanimate object, and together with the 

humans in Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, they begin the story of Jesus’ 

Passion Week.  

 

We begin with the donkey. In preparation for his entry into Jerusalem, 

Jesus asks his disciples in Matthew 21: “Go to the village ahead of you, 

and at once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt by her. 

Untie them and bring them to me. If anyone says anything to you, say 

that the Lord needs them” (Matthew 21:2–3).  Why the detail about 

the animals being tied up? Did that help the disciples identify which 

donkey and colt? Perhaps. Still, there is something powerfully 

suggestive in the idea of “untethering” these animals and bringing them 

to Jesus.  Is there a sense that we are tied up and need to be freed by 

Jesus? The great stallions of the Romans would not be kept out in the 

open, but in well protected areas. The donkeys are there in the open.  

Had Jesus already sent word to someone who agreed to make them 

available? Maybe. Yet, unlike the stallions of Rome, the donkey and her 

colt are vulnerable. Presumably anyone could have taken them. Why do 

I make so much of this? This animal is a symbol both of Jesus and of 

us. The simple, humble donkey fits the humble way Jesus comes into 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+21%3A2-3&version=NIV


the city and initiates his last week. He does not come in weakness, as 

we’ll see this week when he overturns the moneychangers’ tables. Yet 

he chooses to come humbly. The tethered animals also suggest our 

human condition. We are tied up and tethered by our sin, our 

obsessions, our instincts, and our human weakness. Like the dead 

Lazarus, we too need “unbinding.” 

 

As Jesus rides along on the donkey, the crowd throws their garments 

and palm branches before him shouting the words of Ps. 118, “Hosanna! 

Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.”  Peter Kroll, in his 

Blog knowableword.com, goes on to explain the way Ps. 118 would have 

been used when Israel’s conquering king returned triumphant from 

battle: 

So in Ps. 118:19, a homecoming parade begins at the city gates. From Ps. 

118:22-23, the pronouns shift from singular (I) to plural (we), so the crowds 

have joined the parade. In Ps. 118:26, the parade makes its way to the temple, 

from which the priests call down a blessing on this returning, conquering king. 

And the parade continues into the temple complex, up to the altar of burnt 

offering, where they give thanks for the festal sacrifice (Ps. 118:27).The 

parade climaxes with the offering of a substitute for king and people. The 

king didn’t die among the hostile nations (Ps. 118:10,17). The people didn’t die; 

God is building them up around the cornerstone of their king (Ps 118:22-24). 

But the festal sacrifice dies in their place so they can shout, “You are my 

God…You are my God” (Ps. 118:28). 

The difference, of course, is that the Jesus will end up being the 

sacrifice at the end of the week and the palms laid before him, like our 

devotion, will wither and die like those who desert Jesus at the end. 

Liturgically, we embody the brevity of our lives and devotion by storing 

those withered palms all year and burning them to ashes for the 

following Lent’s Ash Wednesday’s service. We thank God that our 

resurrection hope frees us from our mortal destiny. 
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The stones are our third image. In Luke’s version of the Palm Sunday 

narrative, the Pharisees become agitated that Jesus’ followers are 

praising him, and in Luke 19:39, they tell Jesus to order their silence. 

Jesus’ response is verse 40 is this: “if they remain silent, the very 

stones will cry out.” A stone is inorganic, but if you have ever hiked the 

Grand Canyon, Bryce Canyon, or Zion, you would never describe stones 

as “inanimate.” They speak with a humble, powerful grandeur. They 

shout God’s majestic grandeur without words. The very stones are free 

to cry out, Jesus says, even if humans don’t! We, together with all 

creation represented by the donkey, palm and stone, await God’s 

freedom. The simple creature, plant and stone take their part serving 

and praising Jesus as he begins his final week on earth. How much more 

should we. 

Prayer:  God of all, free us to know you and may we choose to be bound 

by Your love. 

 

April 6   Free to Show Extravagant Gratitude 

 

Read John 12:1-6 

 

There are several anointing stories, but I call us back to the one from 

John 12:1-6. Let’s hear it read aloud: 

Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, 

whom he had raised from the dead. There they gave a dinner for him. Martha 

served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table with him. Mary took a pound 

of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with 

her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. But Judas 

Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, ‘Why 

was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the 

poor?’ (He said this not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a 
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thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.) Jesus 

said, ‘Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my 

burial. You always have the poor with you, but you do not have me with you 

always.’ 

What strikes me when reading this version is how stingy and selfish 

we humans can be. Jesus has just raised Lazarus from the dead, and 

Judas steps in to monetize Mary’s gratitude. He tries to give a 

marketplace value to her thanksgiving.  He is trying to profit from 

her indebtedness to Jesus for the gift of restoring the brother. The 

editorial comment points out that Judas really does not want to help 

poor people but would like to help himself to some of the profits 

from selling this costly perfume. 

As I sit, I wonder how often we put a monetary value on our 

relationship with Jesus. Do we monetize or objectify our relationship 

with God when speak about “getting something out of” our faith 

experiences together rather than “coming to share faith as a 

community?” When we come together to worship, study, pray, or 

fellowship, have we come to “get” rather than “give, receive, and 

share?” 

I hope we are not like Judas, out to “get” what he can from following 

Jesus. Here in this story, we perhaps glimpse the seeds of betrayal 

taking root in Judas’ heart. In the end, Judas will lament trading 

extravagant gratitude for those few silver coins he gets for 

betraying Jesus, coins which won’t cease clanging and jangling in his 

conscience. 

Prayer:  God of all, free us to know you and may we choose to be 

bound by Your love. 
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April 7  Free to Turn Things Upside Down 

 

Read Matthew 21:12-13 

 

In this story, we find another example of monetizing our religious 

expressions for gain. Hear again this brief outburst from Jesus from 

Matthew 21:12-13: 

 
Then Jesus entered the temple and drove out all who were selling and buying 

in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the moneychangers and the seats 

of those who sold doves. 13He said to them, ‘It is written, “My house shall be 

called a house of prayer”; but you are making it a den of robbers.’ 

 

Some have suggested that many pilgrims coming to Passover had spent 

dearly just to make the trip. Once there, they also were required to 

pay a temple tax. According to Philip Long’s blog, “the half-shekel 

needed to be paid with a Tyrian coin that did not have the image of a 

Roman emperor that claimed to be God.” 

(https://readingacts.com/2014/11/02/why-were-there-money-

changers-in-the-temple/).  Long’s blog also references another scholar, 

Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, who goes on to note that the Tyrian coin was 

also offensive since it contained “an image of the god Melkart,” which 

was “equivalent to the god Baal” of the Hebrew Bible. For this reason, 

this coin “was replaced by the Judean shekel during the revolt against 

Rome.”  For more info on this topic, see these sources listed in the 

blog's bibliography: (Gordon Franz, “‘Does Your Teacher Not Pay The 

[Temple] Tax?’ (Mt 17:24-27),” Bible and Spade (1997) 10 (1997): 81-

89 and Barry D. Smith, “Objections to the Authenticity of Mark 11:17 

Reconsidered,” WTJ 54 (1992): 267-71). 

Of course, any image on the currency was offensive to the Jews and 

violated the commandment not to use any graven images. Apparently, 

https://readingacts.com/2014/11/02/why-were-there-money-changers-in-the-temple/
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tables were set up in the outer area of the Second Temple, known as 

the Court of the Gentiles. Were these money-changers cheaters who 

were gouging and charging a steep commission for their service? 

Perhaps, although some scholars don’t think that is what angers Jesus 

most. 

What might be more upsetting to Jesus is that the Court of the 

Gentiles would have been the only place where non-Jews, who had not 

had a relationship with God previously, were free to gather and 

perhaps through prayer and conversation draw closer to God. If you 

are a Gentile visiting the Temple for the first time, what will your 

impression be?   

This was a place where someone who did not know Israel’s God was free 

to meet this God, but would they meet God here? Maybe some Gentiles 

had ventured into the Court of the Gentiles curious about this Jewish 

God, and these money- 

changers, by misrepresenting God, had robbed these visitors of an 

opportunity to know God. Maybe these Gentile visitors would wander 

through, see the moneychangers haggling over a few coins, shrug and 

say to one another, “Not much different from the Temple of Athena or 

the gods’ marketplaces. Guess these gods are all about the same.” 

 

 What if someone who knew nothing about the church, Christianity, God 

or Jesus were to visit First Christian. What would they witness?  What 

would they know of God by watching and listening to us outside the 

sanctuary?  Would those encounters create a desire to know the God 

we claim to worship? Sometimes when Jesus turns us upside down, he is 

really turning us right side up. 

 

 



 

April 8   Free From Words 

Matthew 4:1-10 and Matt. 27:12-14 

 

Silence – or using only carefully chosen words – can be a great spiritual 

discipline. Some fast from food or media or certain actions during 

Lent. What if we fasted from words?  We all celebrate the freedom to 

speak and often forget the freedom to fall silent may be as valuable.  

 

There are several ways Jesus falls silent or restricts speech in the 

Gospels. Silence can cleanse. It can free a space for new thoughts. 

Words bind us or confine us. Silence opens this great, boundless 

expanse of possibility. We might take three examples from Jesus’ life. 

When Jesus is tempted by Satan in the wilderness, he does not argue 

with the devil. He does not expound upon his comments with a long 

oration. No. His comments are sparse. He quotes scripture. The 

scriptures themselves are never as confining as our interpretations.  

 

In response to the temptation to eat when you are hungry, he says: “It 

is written, Man shall not live on Bread alone, but on every word that 

proceeds out of the mouth of God.”  When he is tempted  to jump from 

the Temple to exhibit his power as the High Priest who will surely be 

saved by the angels, he answers, “It is written, ‘you shall not put the 

Lord your God to the test.” When Jesus is tempted to be sovereign 

over all the world if he will fall down and worship Satan, he answers, 

“Go Satan, for it is written, you shall worship the Lord your God and 

him only shall you serve.” 

 



In the first temptation here, Jesus quotes Deut. 8:3 in response. The 

second time Satan quotes Ps. 91: 11-12, and Jesus answers with Deut. 

6:16. The third time Jesus answers with Deut. 6:13. 

 

Our words can twist and turn and tie us up. They can go on and on and 

in the end, we circle back to where we started like someone lost in the 

woods. What if we answered with the Word? 

 

I am struck on this reading that there may have been hundreds of 

temptations that day, thousands of them, millions of them. We may 

still be reading about all of them, but Jesus put an end to them with 

just two words which Jesus added to his third answer in Matthew’s 

version. He adds simply: “Go Satan.” James says that if submit to God 

and resist the devil, the devil will flee (James 4:7).  He sticks around 

as long as we are willing to listen to him. We have the freedom not to. 

We have the power to tell him simply to “go.” 

 

 Remember the story of the woman caught in adultery we referenced 

earlier? When an angry mob is intent upon stoning her, Jesus does not 

speak for a while. He simply writes on the ground. When he does 

answer, his words are few: “Let him without sin among you cast the 

first stone.” His brief answer secures her freedom, and they all drop 

their stones and leave. 

 

And at the end of his life, when he “was accused by the chief priests 

and elders, Jesus did not answer: “Then Pilate said to him, ‘Do you not 

hear how many accusations they make against you?’ 14But he gave him 

no answer, not even to a single charge, so that the governor was greatly 

amazed” (Matt. 27:12-14). 

 

The Word, Jesus Christ, uses few words or falls silent. He does not 

need to defend himself or attack others. He maintains his freedom. His 

life and death will speak for themselves. 



 

Prayer:  God of all, free us to know you and may we choose to be bound 

by Your love 

 
 

April 9   Free to Sit With 

 

Read Matthew 26:36-56 

 

Tonight, Jesus is in the Garden of Gethsemane, bleeding, weeping, 

sweating, and choosing our destiny.  He is in the throes of giving birth - 

giving us birth. He needs us with him. He calls out for the disciples to 

sit with him, watch and wait. He, who is always present with us, needs 

our presence.  

  

Whenever I pass by nursing home halls, I see faces hoping for someone 

to sit with. I feel the pull to sit with each one. The constraints of time 

do not allow this, but there is much we share even when I take the time 

to walk in, smile, have a prayer and put my hands on a shoulder. I 

remember once walking down such a hallway and seeing a lady with a 

longing expression extend her hand my way. I felt God whisper, “What 

is more important than just a moment with her?”  When I went in, sat 

down, smiled and took her hand, she wept, motioning to a picture on her 

ledge. I did favor one of her family, and the tears in her eyes and her 

words told the truth: “I knew you would come. I have been waiting.” 

She proceeded to tell me how much she loved me and how God had 

gotten us all through a lot of hard times and always would.  I just held 

her hand and told her I loved her too and she was beautiful, and she 

was a great treasure. She wept with joy as she answered, “Oh, how I 

have longed to hear you say that.” 
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When I left, I felt both joy and uneasiness.  I talked to one of the 

nurses and told her perhaps I should talk to the lady’s family to let 

them know about the conversation. “Her family lives in another state,” 

the nurse said, “and never come to see her,” and then she added, 

“Whoever comes in there becomes her family.” 

 

So, here is Jesus just a stone’s throw from where we are most days 

crying out, “Could you not watch and wait with me?” Yet we have so 

wearied ourselves with our to-do list, or our own preoccupations, and 

our lids are so heavy, we yawn, and head out. He understands that the 

spirit is willing but the body weak, but our prayer is he will keep waking 

us from our slumber when we are making our way past him as he 

extends his hand and cries out, “Could you not watch and wait with 

me?” 

 

 
April 10   Free to Carry His Cross 

Read Mark 15:16-26 

Today is Good Friday and many today will walk the stations of the 

cross. Jesus, who has been scourged and beaten, is struggling to bear 

the weight of the cross.   During the fifth station, Jesus falls and 

Roman guards pull Simon out of the crowd to carry the cross.  

What do we know about Simon of Cyrene?  In Mark's version, we are 

told that Simon was the father of "Alexander and Rufus."  That is all 

we have, although many traditions have grown up around the story. 

Cyrene was in northern Africa in Libya and we know a Jewish 

community had been forced to settle there in the 4th century BC.   

Some of you may remember reruns of the powerful performance of 
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Sidney Poitier as Simon in the Greatest Story Ever Told in 1965. In 

that performance, Simon’s empathy grows as he bears the weight of 

Jesus’ burden up the hill to Calvary. 

As I come back to this scene and picture it, my mind goes back to the 

day Jesus spoke about yokes in Matthew 11:29-30: “Take my yoke upon 

you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find 

rest unto your souls.30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”  

The burden Jesus bears up Calvary and upon the Cross must not have 

been easy. 

As I fall silent before this scene, I notice something else. There is no 

way to watch them. To watch them move up the hill goes against every 

fiber of compassion we have. If you or I see something as simple as 

someone about to drop a box, what do we do?  Rush over to take 

something. If we are present, surely we will rush over to take up some 

part of the Cross as Jesus heads up the hill. 

Simon and Jesus both have something in common. A burden is thrust 

upon them they did not deserve. And there is something else, the two 

of them walking along is a picture of solidarity. If we stay long enough, 

we may remember Jesus also said, "Take up your Cross and follow me" 

(Matt. 16:24-26). That day, as we spiritually take our place alongside 

Simon, we realize that while the disciples will bear their own crosses 

and suffer for following Christ, the Cross Jesus bears that day is also 

Simon's cross, and yours and mine. Jesus is our yoke bearer, bearing 

our sin and weakness up the hill. 

We stop and help him lay down the Cross at the top of the hill. We 

cannot bear what he will bear from this point on. Even though they will 

crucify him, the Romans have no power to choose how he will respond to 

his death.   



What impact did that day have upon Simon? Some say that experience 

changed him forever and he became a follower, being one of the "men 

of Cyrene" who in Acts 11 shared the Gospel with the Greeks. 

Throughout the UK and parts of Ireland, the Cyrenian or Simon 

movement is associated with services which "share the burdens" of the 

oppressed. 

But what is more important is this: what impact does this experience 

have upon us? 

Prayer:  God of all, free us to know you and may we choose to be bound 

by Your love. 

 

 
April 11 The Seven Freedoms of the Cross 

 

Read Luke 23:34, Luke 23:43, John 19:26-27, Matthew 27:46, John 

19:28, John 19:30, and Luke 23:46. 

 

Perhaps you have sat by the bedside of someone you loved as they 

struggled to stay alive or struggled to die.  Even though watching them 

transition from this life to the next was challenging, you also used 

words like “released,” “liberated,” or “set free” to describe the 

moment of death. The fact there is a freedom in death is grounded in 

what happened on the Cross and at the Resurrection. 

  

Today is Saturday. The struggle of the Cross has ended, but the power 

of the Cross and Jesus’ words are ours to reflect on.  Yesterday, we 

meditated on the last words of Jesus at our Good Friday service. 

Today is a time to meditate on these words again and this time, I invite 



you to consider Jesus’ death from another point of view. I invite you to 

see his death as a great freedom. 

 

Though Jesus chooses to be obedient to God, he did not choose the 

betrayal and the brutality of his death. Those were human choices, not 

Jesus’, nor God’s. Yet in choosing to die, Jesus chooses to die freely 

and freely die. Spend some silent time meditating on the seven 

freedoms represented by the last words of Jesus: 

 

“I thirst”- Jesus freely chooses to be human and suffer the basic 

deprivations of life. The living well also experienced the human agony 

of dehydration. 

 

“My God, my God, why has Thou forsaken me?” – Jesus is free to 

experience the most radical kind of abandonment. 

 

“Mother, behold your son; son, your mother.” – Jesus freely chooses to 

draw those who are not blood relatives into one extended family who 

are committed to being family for each other in their deep needs and 

during their loss. 

 

“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” - Jesus freely 

chooses to forgive the horrible offenses against him, but perhaps more 

than that, he asks God to forgive this collective “them.” 

 

“This day thou will be with me in paradise “– Jesus chooses not only to 

forgive but in solidarity with this broken man who reaches out, Jesus 

chooses to share his father’s inheritance with the thief on the cross at 

the moment when, no doubt, this man had almost lost all hope. 

 

“It is finished.” – Jesus freely chooses to die well by completing the 

purpose and mission for which he was sent. 

 



“Into thy hands I commit my spirit.” - Jesus freely chooses to return 

his spirit back to God. 

 

As humans, we have these seven freedoms as well – the freedom to cry 

out when we are thirsty, the freedom to extend our family and 

community beyond our blood ties, the freedom to forgive even the 

most grievous of offenses, and the freedom to finish well what God has 

given us to do. Notice this is only five, but because of Jesus’ death, we 

are also freely offered the grace of sharing in the extravagant love of 

God’s eternal presence and the privilege, not of committing ourselves 

back to God, but of committing ourselves to God by accepting, 

following, abiding in and loving the one who has the power to commit 

our spirits back to God when our lives are over. 

 

Jesus’ freedom on the Cross sets us free. Now and every day, we get 

to choose to live in and through him and with the Body of Christ in 

communal responsibility and joy. 

 

Prayer:  God of all, free us to know you and may we choose to be bound 

by Your love. 
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April 12  The Freedom of Resurrection 

Read Matthew 28:5-6 

Easter holds the power to break every bondage, every tethering, every 

binding, every prison, every chain which holds humanity captive. To say, 

“He is risen” expresses more than we can imagine. Resurrection 

changes everything and makes everything possible which was 

impossible. So, don’t crawl back into the shadows of that tomb. Don’t 

choose that prison when the Son has set you free. Get up and go out of 

that tomb every day of your transformed, grace-filled life.  Because 

He is risen, you can get up and begin again! 

May the words of Philippians be ours: 

I want to know Christ - and the power of his resurrection and the 

sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death” (Philippians 

3:10). 

And may the benediction from I Peter set us free to start all over: 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great 

mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through 

the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (I Peter 1:3). 

 

Prayer:  God of all, free us to know you and may we choose to be bound 

by Your love. 

 

 



 

 

Conclusion 

Bound to Love – When the Son Sets Us Free 

Read Romans 15:13    

In the last few weeks, we are explored 50 freedoms. We have entered 

the stories who those who were bound in many ways. We have 

witnessed the power of God to set the captive free. My prayer is that 

you have been set free, and that you are now completely free to live 

the life God imagined you might live. 

What will that life look like? I pray it will abound with God’s grace. The 

opposite of being bound is being unbound. The word “abounding” refers 

to the generous grace and mercy of God. Another way to think about 

this might be that if something “a-bounds,” it breaks free from 

bondage. May all the freedom of the following be yours to share: 

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that 

you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. (Romans 15:13) 

Although I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given to 

me to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ.  

(Ephesians 3:8) 

Be rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, just as you 

were taught, abounding in thanksgiving. (Colossians 2:7) 

And may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another 

and for all, just as we abound in love for you. (I Thess. 3:12). 



God has this generous, extravagant, abounding love for us. It frees us 

from fear, worry and stinginess. It pours mercy over our lives and has 

the power to break all the chains that bind us and blind us to the 

justice, mercy and freedom that he envisions for all of creation. 

Thank God now for that abounding love! Let it pour through you to 

others. The choice is yours – Christ’s and yours. It is ours.  He chose to 

give us freedom. We must choose to receive it and share it. For if the 

Son sets us free, there is nothing, except our own free will, which has 

the power to keep us from being “free indeed!” 

Prayer:  God of all, free us to know you and may we choose to be bound 

by Your love. 
 


