
Holy Week 

Devotional 
Emmaus Lutheran Church 

~2020~ 
 

Contributors: 

Kathleen Kerr 

Rachel Langford 

Dave Paulson 

Charlotte Trent 

Tom Dodd 

Andrew Langford 

 



April 5 – Palm Sunday 

(Kathleen) 

 

There were two blind men sitting by the roadside. When they heard that Jesus was passing by, they 

shouted, “Lord, have mercy on us, Son of David!” The crowd sternly ordered them to be quiet; but they 

shouted even more loudly, “Have mercy on us, Lord, Son of David!” Jesus stood still and called them, 

saying, “What do you want me to do for you?” They said to him, “Lord, let our eyes be opened.” Moved 

with compassion, Jesus touched their eyes. Immediately they regained their sight and followed him. 

(Matthew 20:30-34) 

 

Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Since the end of February, it’s been nothing but gloom. (And in these recent 

weeks of social isolation, it’s been solitary gloom.) How satisfying, finally, to come to the fresh air and 

color and noise of Palm Sunday. Crowds are shouting their hosannas, batting palm branches out of their 

faces as they strain for a glimpse of that figure on a donkey.  

That Sunday, according to the Gospel of Matthew, was a busy one for Jesus. Before and after the 

triumphal entry, Jesus was going about familiar work. Palm Sunday is bookended by stories of 

miraculous healing.  

Just prior to the verse about the donkey and the palm branches, Jesus is on the way to Jerusalem, at the 

center of this moving mass of people. As they travel, his eye is drawn—as usual—to the people on the 

outskirts. He notices the ones who aren’t jostling and shoving for his attention. There are two men on 

the side of the road, and they can’t see a thing. 

Jesus can do something about that. He bends down and touches their eyes, and they recover the sight 

they’d lost.  

And onward to Jerusalem! After Jesus enters the city, palm branches waving over him, he goes first to 

the temple. The courtyard is populated by moneylenders and by people selling animals for sacrifice. The 

temple, far from being a space set apart for prayer, for silence, for communion with God, has become a 

space of transaction. 

Jesus is not having it. Surging with adrenaline, his ears still ringing with hosannas, he turns over the 

tables of coins and wares. Once the temple has been restored to its rightful purpose, Scripture tells us, 

“the blind and the lame came to him.” And Jesus is off and healing again.  

But these aren’t permanent remedies. The healing on the road to Jerusalem, the healing in the temple—

none of that will last. The eyes that were opened will close again. The strengthened feet will lie still in 

the grave. All these miracles will be undone, because they were never meant to be permanent. They’re 

just signs—signs of something much greater to come.  

Jesus, of course, wasn’t heading to Jerusalem just to soothe aches and pains. He had different, harder 

work ahead of him. That’s the work we’re remembering in the week ahead. But while we fix our eyes on 

the cross and all that leads to it, we can look beyond the suffering. The cross will point, ultimately, to 

our permanent healing. Healing for the whole world—not just those who can shout out for his attention. 

And healing not just for a few years, but for eternity.  



God of peace and mercy, renew our hearts as we enter this Holy Week. In days of sorrow and confusion, 

in a time of grief and longing, satisfy us with your presence. We turn to you, Lord, in hope for 

resurrection. Amen.  
 

 

 

April 6 – Monday of Holy Week 

(Rachel)  
 

But he would withdraw to deserted places and pray. 

(Luke 5:16) 

 

 

What does it mean to observe Holy Week? We know what Holy Week is—Palm Sunday and the 

weekdays leading up to Easter Sunday. We know what it is about—marking the events from Jesus’s 

triumphal entry into Jerusalem to his death and burial. But why should we observe this week? Why is 

Holy Week even a thing? 

 

It hasn’t always been a thing, of course. If you read the New Testament, nowhere will you find early 

Christian communities waving palm branches on a Sunday (other than the first time, of course), washing 

feet on a Thursday (same qualifier), and telling the Passion narrative on a Friday, all in observance of 

our Lord’s last week of life. Jesus says that we, his disciples, should continue to share the bread and 

wine of his body and blood, but he doesn’t tell us to dim the lights and pray around the cross as we 

grieve his death.  

 

Originally, Holy Week would better have been titled “Holy Days.” In the early days of the church, 

only the Friday and Saturday before Easter were observed as holy days. Sometime later, Christians 

began telling the story of Judas betraying Jesus on the Wednesday before. Apparently, some people call 

this “Spy Wednesday,” which adds a sense of intrigue to an already dramatic time. It was around the 

beginning of the third century that the other days of Holy Week were added. The church has been 

observing Holy Week in some form or fashion ever since. 

 

As the years have passed, the church has offered a variety of traditions, such as fasting, washing feet, 

and sharing a meal, that we can engage in, and general orders of worship that we can use to observe 

Holy Week. But simply engaging tradition and following liturgies still doesn’t help us understand why 

we should observe Holy Week. Why do we do these things?  

 

I think the answer is that there is no should about it. It is not that we should observe Holy Week, but that 

we are invited to walk through this week with the church throughout time and throughout the world. We 

are invited to tell some of the most central stories of our faith, engage in ancient rituals, and move 

through beautiful liturgies that have evolved over hundreds of years that help us understand God’s work 

of salvation on our behalf.  

 



This year, many of those rituals and liturgies are not available to us. We will miss waving palm branches 

in front of each other’s faces, receiving the bread and wine together around the Lord’s table, and slowly 

watching the lights go out as we tell the story of Jesus’s death. And yet, it is good for us to remember 

that not every act of faith has to be done at a church, surrounded by people. So often in scripture, we 

hear of Jesus going to an isolated place to pray, either by himself or with his disciples. In our isolation, 

we can still engage the beautiful stories of Holy Week and spend time in prayer, knowing that we follow 

the example of our Lord. Perhaps we will gain a new insight, experience these holy days in a new way, 

or feel a new kind of connection with the stories by observing Holy Week at home.  

 

Whatever the case, though we are apart, we are still engaging Holy Week as a community. Our 

connection as a congregation does not wither away simply because of distance. I am confident that we 

will hold one another in love and in prayer as, with the church throughout time and throughout the 

world, we answer the invitation to walk through this most holy of weeks.  

 

God, be with us as we observe Holy Week and reflect on these beautiful stories of our faith. Help us to 

feel the presence of your spirit and the support of our community. Open our hearts and minds to engage 

this week in a new way. Amen. 

 

 

 

April 7 – Tuesday of Holy Week 

(Dave) 

 

Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out. And I, when I am 

lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” He said this to indicate the kind of death he was 

to die. The crowd answered him, “We have heard from the law that the Messiah remains forever. How 

can you say that the Son of Man must be lifted up? Who is this Son of Man?” Jesus said to them, “The 

light is with you for a little longer. Walk while you have the light, so that the darkness may not overtake 

you. If you walk in the darkness, you do not know where you are going. While you have the light, 

believe in the light, so that you may become children of light.”  

(John 12:31-36a) 

 

 

A couple of years ago, Diane and I visited Hawaii and had the experience of walking through a lava 

tube. These can extend for hundreds of yards at times, and I imagined walking without any light—from 

the sky, a flashlight, or even a candle. Looking for light would have become a major priority. 

 

You may have experienced something like this at times as well. As an exploring child finding a culvert 

or natural cave, or a dark and “haunted” house; perhaps camping far away from any buildings in the 

woods and feeling lost in the inky blackness. Or maybe emotionally, when it seems your world cannot 

get darker, perhaps from grief, depression, or endless malaise. 

 

This passage from John is Jesus’s response to some Gentiles who sought to see him shortly after the 

Palm Sunday entry into Jerusalem. We aren’t told why they wanted to see Jesus, and John doesn’t 



follow up their appearance with any other mention, but it appears that Jesus perceived that they wanted 

enlightenment. They were, perhaps, finding their own lives dark, just a fumbling around with no focus, 

no purpose, and no comfort with that lack. And they saw in Jesus a source of light, a guiding beam that 

would illuminate a meaningful path for their lives. 

 

And that’s what Jesus understood, and spoke to. For Jesus, this week was the darkest he himself had 

ever experienced. If we feel in the shadows these days, we can draw comfort, and inspiration, with the 

same words. “I am the light of the world” (John 8:12). Look to the light. The new day is coming. 

 

 “Light Shone in Darkness” 
 

Light shone in darkness at the world’s creation, 

bathing in beauty nature’s revelation.  

All that has being, cry in adoration,  

“Praise for the light. Amen!” 

 

Light shone in darkness at the new creation; 

Christ rose in glory, won for us salvation. 

Sing, earth and heaven, hymns of jubilation, 

praise for the light. Amen! 

 

Light shines in darkness till the full creation; 

Christ’s body, groaning, suffers tribulation, 

longs for God’s justice, global transformation, 

prays for the light. Amen! 
 

      Delores Dufner, OSB [ELW 307] 

 

 

O God, where hearts are fearful and constricted, grant courage and hope. Where anxiety is infectious 

and widening, grant peace and reassurance. Where possibilities close every door and window, grant 

imagination and resistance. Where distrust twists our thinking, grant healing and illumination. Where 

spirits are daunted and weakened, grant soaring wings and strengthened dreams. All these things we 

ask in the name of Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord. Amen. [ELW p. 76] 

 

 

 

April 8 – Wednesday of Holy Week 

(Rachel) 

 

I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be 

revealed to us. ... Indeed, what then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? 

He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us 

everything else? Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to 

condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed 

intercedes for us. Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or 



persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is written, 'For your sake we are being 

killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.' No, in all these things we are more than 

conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor 

rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all 

creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord." 

(Romans 8:18, 31-39) 

 

 

The Wednesday of Holy Week marks the midpoint between the glory of Palm Sunday and the despair of 

Holy Saturday. Affirmation and praise give way to rejection and death, with this pregnant pause right in 

the middle. 

 

How excited the disciples must have been those first few days in Jerusalem—their friend, their rabbi, 

their Lord, was received by great crowds of people in the Holy City! And they were with him. They 

could bask in reflected glory. 

 

But for Jesus it was likely a different experience. He could see ahead to what was to come. Jesus knew 

that what awaited him was likely arrest, condemnation, and death. What was it like for Jesus on that 

Wednesday, waiting for the hammer to come down on his freedom, in that liminal space between life 

and the events that would lead to his death?  

 

I found the following poem by Dietrich Bonhoeffer as I was meditating on this question. Sitting in a 

prison cell, waiting for the Nazi Regime to determine his punishment for participating in an 

assassination attempt on Hitler, Bonhoeffer too was in that liminal space between life and death. In the 

poem, you can see Bonhoeffer wrestling with the uncertainty of what was to come. It was likely that he 

would be facing death, but in the moment, the pull of life was still strong. He finds solace in the 

wonderful words of Romans 8: “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, 

nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all 

creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord." No matter what was 

to come, Bonhoeffer centered himself in what cannot be killed—God’s love for us. 

 

We too are in a kind of liminal space right now. We have been thrust into a new reality in which our 

certainties about life have vanished and we cannot see exactly what the future may hold. We would be 

forgiven if we wanted to press the rewind button and find ourselves back in the time before a pandemic 

swept our world and the economy collapsed all around us. And we know that there will be more 

suffering to come. But like Bonhoeffer, we have access to a truth that cannot be destabilized no matter 

what comes our way—we do not move forward into the unknown alone. We follow our Lord who went 

before us, centered in the love of God. 

 

By kindly powers surrounded, peaceful and true, 

Wonderfully protected with consolation dear, 

Safely, I dwell with you this whole day through, 

And surely into another year. 



Though from the old our hearts are still in pain, 

While evil days oppress with burdens still, 

Lord, give to our frightened souls again, 

Salvation and thy promises fulfill. 

And shouldst thou offer us the bitter cup, resembling 

Sorrow, filled to the brim and overflowing, 

We will receive it thankfully, without trembling, 

From thy hand, so good and ever-loving. 

 

But if it be thy will again to give 

Joy of this world and bright sunshine, 

Then in our minds we will past times relive 

And all our days will be wholly thine. 

 

Let candles burn, both warm and bright, 

Which to our darkness thou has brought, 

And, if that can be, bring us together in the light, 

Thy light shines in the night unsought. 

 

When we are wrapped in silence most profound, 

May we hear that song most fully raised 

From all the unseen world that lies around 

And thou art by all thy children praised. 

 

By kindly powers protected wonderfully, 

Confident, we wait for come what may. 

Night and morning, God is by us, faithfully 

And surely at each new born day. 

 

God of life, you bring us into the world and welcome us when our lives come to an end. In this time in 

between, send us your spirit to comfort us in our uncertainty. Help us to center ourselves in your love, 

that we may find strength for whatever lies ahead. Amen. 
 

 

 
 

 

April 9 – Maundy Thursday 

(Charlotte) 

 

Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this world 

and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end. The devil 

had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot to betray him. And during supper Jesus, 

knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had come from God and was 

going to God, got up from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel around himself. Then he 



poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was 

tied around him. 

 

When [Judas] had gone out, Jesus said, “Now the Son of Man has been glorified, and God has been 

glorified in him.  If God has been glorified in him, God will also glorify him in himself and will glorify 

him at once. Little children, I am with you only a little longer. You will look for me; and as I said to the 

Jews so now I say to you, ‘Where I am going, you cannot come.’ I give you a new commandment, that 

you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will 

know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 

(John 13:1–5, 31–35) 

 

On the eve of his death, Jesus and his closest friends gathered together. Jesus fed them a meal still 

shared today in remembrance of the gathering that night. When they were finished, Jesus got up from 

the table, filled a basin with water, grabbed a nearby towel, and proceeded to wash the feet of each 

person in that room. With bodies full and clean, I wonder if the disciples then settled themselves down 

in preparation to receive more from Jesus. Not understanding what the next few days would hold, I 

wonder if they anticipated another parable revealing new truths about the Kingdom of God, or maybe 

that Jesus would soon lead them to another person in need, or that the crowds would discover their 

whereabouts and beg to hear some good news from their teacher. While any of these options would fall 

in line with their everyday, not-so-ordinary life with Jesus, they encountered something different. 

During their last moments of gathering together, Jesus leaves them with a commandment: Love one 

another as I have loved you.  

 

There will be no meal shared or washing of feet this Maundy Thursday. Instead, there is an emptiness in 

the air as we all are learning new ways of being in the world. The act of gathering is so deeply rooted in 

our tradition, it feels unnatural to not join together in song, prayer, worship, and feasting. Jesus himself 

spent his last night doing the very thing we so desperately long to do. Our Christian tradition is rooted in 

this simple act of gathering; what does this Holy Week mean if we cannot celebrate it together? 

 

And yet, even in the emptiness, there is good news. On the eve of his death, Jesus makes it clear that it is 

not the act of gathering that makes a disciple—it is not a shared meal, or clean feet that Jesus is 

concerned with—a disciple is one who loves. Not the love fueled by the potential of praise or adoration, 

not a half-hearted love of someone begrudgingly doing what they are told, but a love as deep and wide 

as the love of Jesus. Sacrificial love, love that fills the empty and outlasts tradition. Radical, fearless 

love in all circumstances.  

 

This Maundy Thursday, love looks like staying home—maybe with those we are closest to, or wishing 

that those we care for were beside us. Love looks like refraining from sharing in the common cup of 

Christ. Love looks like washing our hands so often that they turn red and raw. Love looks like an empty 

sanctuary.  

 



While we wait for the day when we do get to gather again, may we notice the ways that God shows up 

in the midst of uncertainty. May we have the courage to live out Christ’s commandment in these days of 

waiting, and trust that the love of Jesus, and the love we have to offer, is enough to fill the empty.  

 

God of bread, wine, clean feet, and deep love, as we celebrate the day that you gathered with your 

disciples, we know that you are familiar with our longing to be with those we love. We pray for those 

who feel the weight of emptiness, and that they might be filled by your Spirit. We thank you for the ways 

we have been recipients of your love in action, and we ask for the courage to love in the midst of 

uncertainty, knowing that you are with us. We trust that your love, and the love we have to offer, are 

more than enough. Amen.  

 

 

 

April 10 – Good Friday 

(Tom) 

 

“Hail, King of the Jews!” (Said by the soldiers mocking Jesus.)  

Mark 15:18 

 

“He saved others; he cannot save himself. Let the Messiah, the King of Israel come down from the 

cross, now so that we may see and believe.” (Said by religious leaders mocking Jesus.)  

Mark 15:32 

 

“Truly this man was God’s Son.” (Said by the officer in charge of Jesus’s crucifixion)  

 Mark 15:39 

 
 

These quotes demonstrate the central paradox of Good Friday. It is the darkest, deepest, and most 

troubling of days and yet it is the moment when God’s gifts of life and freedom are given in a most 

profound and costly way.  

 

To this, we might ask, “How can this be?” In response, let’s look at the three quotes. The first two are 

spoken by those who represent the powers that be, the Roman government and the religious 

establishment. Throughout his ministry, Jesus gave hope to the forgotten, healed the afflicted, and 

associated with those on the margins. Though poor people rejoiced in this, the powerful saw this as a 

threat. By what he did, Jesus broke with customs which were in place to hold people in their place. Both 

the government and religious authorities feared that Jesus’s actions might lead the people to rebel 

against those who oppressed them. As such, they saw Jesus as a problem to be rid of so that the status 

quo could continue.  

 

In the light of this, the actions of Good Friday seem to be going according to their plan. Jesus is arrested 

and quickly condemned. The authorities are so confident of the outcome that they take the opportunity 

to make fun of Jesus. Rejoicing, they taunt him and see this day as a triumph for their power and their 

ability to enforce their will. 

 



But, then we come to the third quote. The officer in charge of the execution should have said something 

in line with the first two quotes. He should have said, “There, that is what you get when you challenge 

us and our power. You end up nailed to a tree.” Instead, he uses a title reserved for Caesar. His eyes are 

opened to the mystery not of the authorities’ plans but to God’s plan. Instead of joining in the fun, he 

says, “Truly, this man was God’s Son.” 

Here we see the deep mystery of God’s gift of life. In what appears to be a complete and total failure, 

God works the costly surprise of sacrificial giving. In this act, Jesus does what he has always been 

doing. By words and deeds, Jesus spoke of God’s love for the unlovely, the forgotten, the despised, the 

rejected, the poor, and all others on the outside looking in. On the cross, he joins them in the deepest 

way possible in order to bring God’s love to them.  

 

Love is always sacrificial. Whether it is parent for child, partner to partner, child to parent, or in any 

other relationship, when we love the other we give of ourselves that the other will have life. On the 

cross, Jesus shows such a love for all. No one is so low that they are beyond the reach of God’s love. 

Jesus goes all the way to the cross in order to reach out to bring all in. 

 

Especially in this time, when a virus is stalking our world and we are cut off from one another in 

physical ways, Good Friday reminds us that nothing will stop Jesus from reaching out to us. The 

authorities thought they had him by nailing him to the cross. They were wrong. His love could not be 

stopped then and it will not be stopped now. For this, we give our thanks and pray that he will continue 

to come to us and move through us to bring God’s love to others especially those thought to be beyond 

the reach of mercy. 

 

Compassionate One, on Good Friday we are reminded of just how far you will go to reach out to us. In 

Jesus’s crucifixion, he shows that your love does not flinch, does not pull away. He gives everything in 

order that we may receive the gift we need the most—the life, freedom, and hope which you want each of 

us to experience. In this time of threat from the virus, help us realize your continuing love, aid us in 

extending ourselves to others through means which do not endanger others or us, and give us eyes to see 

along with that Roman officer that Jesus is truly your Son, the one who came to give life. In addition, we 

pray for all doctors, nurses, other medical staff, and first responders who are putting their lives on the 

line, often without adequate protective gear, to help people who are ill. Amen.  

 

  

 

 

 

April 11 – Holy Saturday 

(Andrew) 
 

In you, O Lord, I seek refuge; do not let me ever be put to shame; in your righteousness deliver 

me. Incline your ear to me; rescue me speedily. Be a rock of refuge for me, a strong fortress to save me. 

You are indeed my rock and my fortress; for your name’s sake lead me and guide me, take me out of the 

net that is hidden for me, for you are my refuge. Into your hand I commit my spirit; you have redeemed 

me, O Lord, faithful God. 

(Psalm 31:1–5) 

 



There’s a curious silence in the gospels about the events that transpired on Holy Saturday, the day 

between Jesus’s death on Good Friday and his resurrection on Easter Sunday. Apart from the lone 

mention of sealing the tomb that occurs in Matthew (27:62–66), we have no comments from our gospel 

authors on that quiet day—no explanation of what the disciples are doing that might give us a record of 

their faithfulness or hope in the resurrection. 

 

This is somewhat odd, because we have two remarkably well attested events on either side of this quiet, 

second day in the grave — on the one hand, we have the accounts of Joseph of Arimathea procuring the 

body of Jesus from Pilate on Friday. Then, we have accounts of Mary Magdalene, among others, coming 

to prepare Jesus’s body on Sunday. The fact that these two figures, Joseph of Arimathea and Mary 

Magdalene, feature prominently in all four gospels’ accounts of the two days bracketing Holy Saturday, 

is striking. For historians, these "multiply attested" events increase their historical veracity. And yet, we 

have next to nothing about the one full day Jesus spent in the grave. 

 

The Christian tradition, like nature, abhors a vacuum. And so there have been many theological 

speculations about what occurred—Jesus’s "harrowing of hell" is one such pious account, wherein Jesus 

goes down to hell to preach the gospel to the dead (this is based in part on a particular interpretation of 

Ephesians 4:8–9). Later medieval texts like the Book of Nicodemus lend marvelous flavor and 

imagination to the conversations and events that transpired in that holy heist, when Jesus "took captivity 

captive" and emptied out the fiery halls of hell.  

 

Here and now, in the twentieth year of the twenty-first century, we find ourselves in strange solidarity 

with the disciples, who of course were ignorant of any miraculous "harrowing of hell" that their 

crucified Lord might have been up to. They found themselves, in all likelihood, in a state of suspended 

belief, uncertain what to make of Jesus’s death. With no certain knowledge of the resurrection to come, 

they likely found themselves much as we do today—hidden in their homes, locked away, harried by fear 

of threats outside and uncertainties within.  

 

It is tempting to follow the Christian tradition in imagining a glorious routing of hellacious foes on this 

Holy Saturday. What better way to spend the day between Christ’s death and his resurrection than 

celebrating Jesus’s swashbuckling defeat of hell and ransom of its captives? Surely that means that we 

have a rosy outlook too, right? We too, it seems, abhor the vacuum of quiet waiting that the first 

disciples experienced.  

 

And yet, on this day, at this hour of devotion, I urge you to sit in the silence and discomfort of this in-

between time. Let Christ’s death rest heavily within you. Though we know resurrection is soon to come, 

it has not come yet. Though we trust and hope for a day outside these four walls, when we shall burst 

forth as a nation from our cloistered existence like Christ from the tomb, that time is not yet. For now, 

we watch and wait, in solidarity with the disciples who endured the darkness of the first Holy Saturday. 

 

God of the living and the dead, we look to you. As you hovered over the darkness that covered the earth 

at the beginning of time, may your Spirit move among us in the silence of this day, preparing us for new 

life. Amen. (Prayer from Common Prayer: A Liturgy for Ordinary Radicals) 

 


