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ASH WEDNESDAY

    Joel 2: 1-2, 12-17 or Isaiah 58:1-12    2 Corinthians 5: 20 – 6: 2     Matthew 6: 1-6, 16-21
Psalm 51:1-17

Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of the liturgical/spiritual season of Lent with a day of fasting and repentance.  We may consider repentance as a homecoming to a God who longs to save us, a parent who waits to listen to our prayers and our pleadings, not with anger and malice, but with forgiveness and reconciliation.  Spiritual author and pastor, Frederick Buechner, writes that repentance “is not so much something that you do as something that happens.  True repentance spends less time looking at the past and saying, ‘I’m sorry’, than to the future and saying ‘Wow!’.” 

What has been the focus of your repentance – the burden of guilt for past (and even present) sins, or the anticipated freedom that comes from God’s welcome and act of reconciliation?

We are invited to engage in spiritual disciplines as a response to this “Wow!” of repentance. Giving to the poor, attention to prayer, and becoming less-focused on ourselves opens us to our reliance on God and the well-being and care of others. This is true spiritual devotion and repentance, as God creates in us the clean and honest hearts for which we pray.

Consider partnering with a spiritual friend as you deepen your life of prayer.  Use a devotional book, Scripture, or prayer liturgies to guide you.  Make your first gift of benevolence each week one that reaches out to the poor.  This may be done more fully through a community of faith or a serving institution.  Rejoice that God gives you the freedom to do these acts of kindness; and seek to make these disciplines a regular part of your lives.

WEEK ONE
Genesis 9:8-15   1 Peter 3:18-22   Mark 1:12-15
Both Noah and Jesus have one thing in common.  They listen and obey.  Noah, in spite of ridicule and absurdity, built the ark and saved life as God asked of him.  Jesus, following his baptism, is asked to go into the desert.  Jesus listens to this call and obeys.  God the Father vindicates both Jesus and Noah.  They come through their experience untouched, but not unchanged.
In your life, what was a time in spite of pain, confusion, or absurdity you listened and obeyed the call of God and, like Jesus, “angels came and ministered” to you?
What a gift Lent is.  Forty days in the desert to sit back and put ourselves in the position of Jesus.  We go into the desert to pray, to trust, to encounter our deepest self and our God.  The Church offers us traditional and new practices of prayer, worship, ashes, conversion, confession, and calls us to remember.  We are invited to journey with Jesus, identify reality in a new way, examine our lives, and accept God’s grace to resist temptation.
In past Lents how have I used these gifts?
Right now, this Lent, what do I think would be most helpful?
WEEK TWO
Genesis 22:1-2, 9a, 10-13, 15-18   Romans 8:31b-34   Mark 9:2-10
In the story we usually focus on Abraham.  For a moment let us focus on the action of God after Abraham’s obedience.  Scripture says God promises, I will bless you abundantly and make your descendants as countless as the stars of the sky and the sands of the seashore; your descendants shall take possession of the gates of their enemies, and in your descendants all the nations of the earth shall find blessing …  Abraham is given a role to play in salvation history, and will be remembered throughout history as a blessing.  Three world religions have their roots in him.  All this because of love and obedience.  Abraham, in obedience, is asked to sacrifice his son, his only son.  
What is the part of your life, “your child” (the part of yourself that you are attached to),
God is asking you to “put a knife through”?
This is the second week of Lent.  Take a moment now to reflect on your Lenten prayer and practices so far.  
What has your Lenten experience been like?
What would be helpful to you in the form of recommitment?
What temptations have you been facing to give up your Lenten journey?
WEEK THREE
Exodus 20:1-17   1 Corinthians 1:22-25   John 2:13-25
Jesus in today’s gospel expresses himself in opposition to a sinful practice occurring in his time.  He was not a man who stood by and let evil go unchallenged.  Notice that he used forceful measures but not violence to speak the truth.  Jesus presents, in his example, a call to us to risk speaking the truth even when to do so is uncomfortable and costs us something.  This is an example of appropriate anger.
How well do I deal with anger situations?
If I am timid and have been unable to speak out, what might help me?
Can you think of an example where you were able to speak the truth in love? 
Stayed in right relationship with the person you addressed?
Anger is a powerful emotion.  Sometimes we express anger to silence or control another to get what we want.  Sometimes our challenge of another is not done with respect.
In my life how do I express my anger?
Does it resemble Jesus’ model?
How can this time of Lent help me?
WEEK FOUR
2 Chronicles 36:14-16, 19-23   Ephesians 2:4-10   John 3:14-21
Today’s readings speak about Jesus being lifted up to save the world.  Jesus did not come into the world to condemn but to save.  He came ultimately to save us for eternal life but also to save people from destructiveness, distortion, and mediocrity in their lives.  He longs to bring every human activity to fulfillment, to make the ordinary sacred.  Life with Jesus brings a new light, a new perspective to everything.
Name one ordinary aspect of your life (work or home) that is elevated to a higher level
 by seeing it through the light of Jesus.
The Church often take stands that challenge the accepted practices of the world.  Focus on one moral teaching of the Church that you might find difficult to accept or follow.  Examine this teaching in the light of the value it seeks to defend.
There are many practices that the world accepts as permissible, including: racial bias and discrimination, sexism and sexual exploitation, unjust labor practices, abortion, the death penalty, pragmatic war, and ecological devastation.  Choose one of these issues for reflection.  
Why does the Church speak out against the world’s practice?
What is the value the Church seeks to respect?
When you view this issue through the light of Jesus, what needs to change in your life?
WEEK FIVE
Jeremiah 31: 31-34   Hebrews 5: 7-9   John 12: 20-23
Jeremiah prophesies that God will make a new covenant with God’s people by writing the law on their hearts.  God will forgive God’s people and remember not their sin.  
Do you believe God forgives you?  Why?  Why not?
How can God forget our sins?
Do you think it is realistic to forgive and forget?  Why?   Why not?
The Letter to the Hebrews says that Jesus learned obedience from what he suffered.   Jesus was obedient to the will of God.  
What have you learned from suffering?
Has suffering brought you closer to God?  Explain.
At the last supper with his disciples, Jesus reflects on the purpose of his imminent death.  Amen, amen, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains just a grain of wheat; but if it dies, it produces much fruit.  Jesus reassures his disciples that God will bring new life from his death.

Do you believe in Jesus’ promise of life after death?  Why?  Why not?
Does the image of the grain of wheat help you make some sense of death?  Why?  Why not?
What fruit comes from a person’s death?
WEEK SIX
Isaiah 50: 4-7   Philippians 2: 6-11   Mark 14: 1 – 15: 47
The prophet Isaiah is looking for a word of hope to sustain a weary world.  So have we in these many months of pandemic. We yearn for the words to sustain one another.  Ultimately, like Isaiah, the deepest source of sustenance may be when we open our ears and hearts to one another, even to the point of suffering for one another. We never seek suffering for its own sake, but suffering in service to one another can transform us and help us build a more compassionate world.
How have you suffered for another during this pandemic? 
What is keeping your ears and heart from hearing the suffering of others? 
The Philippians Hymn is a classic text to pray with throughout Holy Week. As Lutherans and Catholics, Jesus Christ is our life and way to turn away from grasping, and turn towards emptying.  We find our hope and salvation through Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, and how that self-emptying life pulses through us, and through our good works on behalf of one another.  As Christians, we are called to encourage one another to embrace this life, and to find in it our source of exaltation – and a glory that surpasses anything we could grasp on our own.
How has another Christian helped you to embrace Jesus’ life of self-emptying?
What do you need to let go of “grasping” to be open to God, who longs to grasp you?
______________________________________________________________________________
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For more prayers, resources, and information on the

Lutheran Catholic Covenant, visit:

www.lccovenant.weebly.com
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Visit the website of the Northeastern Ohio Synod Evangelical Lutheran Church in America:  www.neos-elca.org
Visit the website for the Catholic Diocese of   

Youngstown:  www.doy.org
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Resources for Discussion and Reflection Cycle B
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