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What wondrous love is this, O my soul, O
my soul, what wondrous love is this, O my
soul! What wondrous love is this that
caused my Lord of bliss to bear the dreadful
curse for my soul, for my soul, to bear the
dreadful curse for my soul!
When I was sinking down, sinking down,
sinking down, when I was sinking down,
sinking down; when I was sinking down
beneath God’s righteous frown, Christ laid
aside his crown for my soul, for my soul,
Christ laid aside his crown for my soul!
Appalachian folk tune, no known author,
composer or date

Our beloved community has been exploring wondrous love. During late summer
2019, Pastor Joanna suggested a focus on the carol, Joy to the World, for LCC’s
Advent-Epiphany devotional. Our theme was, “The Wonders of His Love.” As we
embark on our Holy Week and Easter journey, “What Wondrous Love is This,”
will accompany us. The first two verses are above and the remaining two verses
will join us on Easter Sunday.
Through all the changes, new habits, grief and joys since Advent, there is a
personal and a global constant. We remain children of God, forgiven and
beloved. What wondrous love is this, o my soul!
Your writers are Vance Awa, Cora Barcelona, Paul Deal, Judy Foote, Stephanie
Fries, Meghan Galloway, Jim Gibbs, Michael Greenland, Tim Hampton, Joanellen
Hurley, Patti Komperda, Vickie Smigelski, Sue Tamilio, Karen Wagner, and Greg
Wereb.
Photo: Restored prairie at Arc of Appalachia in Bainbridge, Ohio
All photographs were taken by Karen Wagner. Her images are free of digital copyright
requirements.
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SUNDAY, APRIL 5
Palm Sunday
Paula Deal
When they had come near Jerusalem and
had reached Bethphage, at the Mount of
Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 2saying to
them, ‘Go into the village ahead of you, and
immediately you will find a donkey tied,
and a colt with her; untie them and bring
them to me. 3If anyone says anything to
you, just say this, “The Lord needs them.”
And he will send them immediately.’ 4This
took place to fulfill what had been spoken
through the prophet, saying,
5 ‘Tell the daughter of Zion,
Look, your king is coming to you,
humble, and mounted on a donkey,
and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’
6The disciples went and did as Jesus had
directed them; 7they brought the donkey
and the colt, and put their cloaks on them, and he sat on them. 8A very large
crowd spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees
and spread them on the road. 9The crowds that went ahead of him and that
followed were shouting,
‘Hosanna to the Son of David!
Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!
Hosanna in the highest heaven!’
10When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking, ‘Who is
this?’ 11The crowds were saying, ‘This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in
Galilee.’
Matthew 21:1-11
Palm Sunday is a festive day in most Christian churches. We gaily celebrate with
waving palms, indulgently smile at parading children shouting hosanna, and
perhaps feel a bit guilty that the gloom of Lent is lightened. We too are shouting
hosanna and we too have begun to think that God’s grace and love are enough
for the world and God’s beloved community.
But, the dark shadow is there, hanging over us. We see the cross sitting in the
corner of the sanctuary, soon to be the centerpiece of Holy Week. By the end of
this exuberant passage – and it is done so quickly-- Jesus is weeping over
Jerusalem, over us.
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This year a group of us at LCC have been reading and discussing We Make the
Road by Walking by Brian McLaren. In that book McLaren invites us to be alive
in the global uprising of Jesus. He challenges us to rethink Palm Sunday. Yes,
the events of that day may be to fulfill prophecy, but more importantly Palm
Sunday is a “Peace March.” Jesus is asking us to participate in in a movement
that challenges the world’s assumptions, that replaces the kingdoms of fear,
greed, and violence with a new way of plenty, peace, joy, and grace for all.
As McLaren says, “And so the meaning of the day becomes clear to us … the
empire of Rome, rules by fear with threats of violence, demanding submission.
God’s kingdom, the kingdom of heaven, rules by faith with a promise of peace,
inspiring joy … To be alive is to learn what makes for peace. It’s not more
weapons, more threats, more fear. It’s more faith, more freedom, more hope,
more love, more joy. Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!”
Now, we are ready for Holy Week: the last meal of Maundy Thursday, the Good
Friday cross, and God’s wondrous love of a resurrection miracle.
Prayer: Loving God, grant us more faith, more freedom, more hope, more love,
and more joy. We, too, want to proclaim Hosanna with our words and with our
actions. Amen.
Photo: Lakewood Park, Children’s Peace Monument
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MONDAY, APRIL 6
Jim Gibbs

Then they came to Jerusalem. And Jesus entered the temple and began to
drive out those who were selling and those who were buying in the temple, and
he overturned the tables of the money-changers and the seats of those who
sold doves; 16and he would not allow anyone to carry anything through the
temple. 17He was teaching and saying, ‘Is it not written,
“My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations”?
But you have made it a den of robbers.’
18And when the chief priests and the scribes heard it, they kept looking for a
way to kill him; for they were afraid of him, because the whole crowd was
spellbound by his teaching. 19And when evening came, Jesus and his
disciples went out of the city. Mark 11:15-19
Jesus was angry. Jesus angry? Yes, Jesus could get angry. He was upset about
injustice and hypocrisy between people, and how those two wrongs could affect
the human relationship with God.
It was Monday of Holy Week, Jesus' second day in Jerusalem. The day before,
He made a triumphant entry into the city and everybody knew His name. He was
headed for the temple.
The temple was surrounded by a series of courts, each of increasing holiness as
one proceeded closer to the temple proper. The first courtyard, the court of
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the Gentiles, was the only part of the temple complex in which Gentiles were
permitted to worship God and gather for prayer. It was also the place where
pilgrims attending the Passover Feast could purchase animals that met the ritual
requirements for sacrifice. Vendors set up their animal pens and money tables
in the court of the Gentiles; because pilgrims also needed their money changed
into the local currency with which to pay the annual temple tax. By allowing the
court of the Gentiles to become a noisy, smelly marketplace, the Jewish religious
leaders were interfering with God's provision of a "house of prayer for all
nations."
Upon entering, Jesus became furious at what should have been a quiet place of
prayer was instead a place of buying and selling. He took action by overturning
the money tables and driving out the vendors with their animals. Jesus then
declared the temple, His house, to be one of prayer and accused the Chief Priests
of being robbers. Jesus was challenging them for failing to fulfill their
responsibilities to God and the Jewish people. During this time and all times,
may we seek to be true and faithful followers of our Savior.
Prayer: Lord Jesus help us to see beyond Easter that you are with us every
day. Make our places of worship, our homes, and our souls a house of prayer.
Amen.
Photo: Keukenhof - The Netherlands
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TUESDAY, APRIL 7
Vickie Smigelski

One of the scribes came near and heard
them disputing with one another, and
seeing that he answered them well, he
asked him, ‘Which commandment is the
first of all?’ 29Jesus answered, ‘The first is,
“Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the
Lord is one; 30you shall love the Lord your
God with all your heart, and with all your
soul, and with all your mind, and with all
your strength.” 31The second is this, “You
shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
There is no other commandment greater
than these.’ 32Then the scribe said to him,
‘You are right, Teacher; you have truly
said that “he is one, and besides him
there is no other”; 33and “to love him with
all the heart, and with all the
understanding, and with all the strength”, and “to love one’s neighbor as
oneself”,—this is much more important than all whole burnt-offerings and
sacrifices.’ 34When Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, ‘You are
not far from the kingdom of God.’ After that no one dared to ask him any
question. Mark 12:28-34

Right now, I keep thinking of the song from the musical “Hamilton” that talks
about “the world turned upside down.” Boy, is it ever. But through all of this
these two commandments speak to me. I wonder these days how my friends
without a church family are navigating through these tough times. I am so
comforted by the assurance that God loves me and I love God with everything I
have. I am not alone when I live this way. I hear that message when Pastor
Joanna holds our virtual worship service each week.
And then the second commandment builds on that…we are all in this together. I
could not get by without the love of my friends and neighbors. My physical
neighbors have been gathering outside our homes in the last few weeks -keeping our safe distance, of course--sharing stories of our days, our jobs, our
challenges. I have been touched by offers by younger neighbors to pick up
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groceries when they go. People are lending a hand to those in need. And the
video chats including virtual happy hours, book club discussions or our church
coffee hour, to just stay in touch, have been a source of entertainment and much
needed connection during social distancing.
Jesus focused on these two commandments during Tuesday of Holy Week. What
wonderful words of wisdom for how we can bring the kingdom of God to each
other, to our communities, and to ourselves.
Prayer: Thanks be to God for the ability to love God and love one another.
Thanks for God’s wondrous love. Amen.
Photo: Lakewood Library, Arthur Avenue
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WEDNESDAY, APRIL 8
Greg Wereb

It was two days before the Passover
and the festival of Unleavened Bread.
The chief priests and the scribes were
looking for a way to arrest Jesus by
stealth and kill him; 2for they said,
‘Not during the festival, or there may
be a riot among the people.’
3 While he was at Bethany in the
house of Simon the leper, as he sat at
the table, a woman came with an
alabaster jar of very costly ointment of
nard, and she broke open the jar and
poured the ointment on his head. 4But
some were there who said to one
another in anger, ‘Why was the
ointment wasted in this way? 5For this
ointment could have been sold for more than three hundred denarii, and the
money given to the poor.’ And they scolded her. 6But Jesus said, ‘Let her
alone; why do you trouble her? She has performed a good service for me. 7For
you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them
whenever you wish; but you will not always have me. 8She has done what she
could; she has anointed my body beforehand for its burial. 9Truly I tell you,
wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done
will be told in remembrance of her.’
10 Then Judas Iscariot, who was one of the twelve, went to the chief priests in
order to betray him to them. 11When they heard it, they were greatly pleased,
and promised to give him money. So he began to look for an opportunity to
betray him. Mark 14:1-11
It’s always more arduous to do what is right and just rather than what is ‘easy’
or may benefit us personally. The woman who poured ointment on Jesus at
Bethany may have done what the others in the room deemed the unpopular
thing……but it was the CHRISTIAN thing. On the other hand, Judas took the easy,
selfish way instead of the loving path. To me, the woman’s selflessness is the
mark of a true Christian, a steadfast and ongoing commitment to the Golden
Rule.
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For all of God’s children, it’s a daily struggle to eschew the immoral, hedonistic,
materialistic path and walk the Christian one. Every one of us has an angel on
one shoulder and a devil on the other, both arguing their case for our thoughts,
our actions. Being human, many times we choose the path of least resistance one that we philosophize is ‘the best way to go’ when in fact it’s only the best
for us, and not for our neighbor or our community. We are selfish.
Now, a virus is reminding us that we need to look out for our neighbor and our
community. We need each other, critically. Whether it’s a seemingly minor
gesture such as properly disposing of a piece of litter or something as significant
as giving the homeless a hot meal or a warm place to lay his/her head. The
Christian is being walked, privately and publicly. And traveling it will be rewarded
with the richest of legacies - both on Earth and in Jesus’ presence in Heaven.
Prayer: God of lepers and scribes, disciples and anonymous women, thank you
for Jesus and how he modeled faith in ways we can understand. Guide our daily
and long-term choices so they reflect your love for us and our love for your son,
Jesus. May our discipleship bring your world healing and peace. Amen.
Photo: Roman bridge near Nigran, Spain
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THURSDAY, APRIL 9
Maundy Thursday and Passover begins
Stephanie Fries

When it was evening, he came with the twelve. 18And when they had taken
their places and were eating, Jesus said, ‘Truly I tell you, one of you will betray
me, one who is eating with me.’ 19They began to be distressed and to say to
him one after another, ‘Surely, not I?’ 20He said to them, ‘It is one of the
twelve, one who is dipping bread into the bowl with me. 21For the Son of Man
goes as it is written of him, but woe to that one by whom the Son of Man is
betrayed! It would have been better for that one not to have been born.’
While they were eating, he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke
it, gave it to them, and said, ‘Take; this is my body.’ 23Then he took a cup, and
after giving thanks he gave it to them, and all of them drank from it. 24He said
to them, ‘This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for
many. 25Truly I tell you, I will never again drink of the fruit of the vine until
that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God.’
Garden of Gethsemane
36Jesus

said, ‘Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup
from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.’ 37He came and found them
sleeping; and he said to Peter, ‘Simon, are you asleep? Could you not keep
awake one hour? 38Keep awake and pray that you may not come into the time
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of trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.’ 39And again he went
away and prayed, saying the same words. 40And once more he came and found
them sleeping, for their eyes were very heavy; and they did not know what to
say to him. 41He came a third time and said to them, ‘Are you still sleeping and
taking your rest? Enough! The hour has come; the Son of Man is betrayed into
the hands of sinners. 42Get up, let us be going. See, my betrayer is at hand.’
43 Immediately, while he was still speaking, Judas, one of the twelve, arrived;
and with him there was a crowd with swords and clubs, from the chief priests,
the scribes, and the elders. 44Now the betrayer had given them a sign, saying,
‘The one I will kiss is the man; arrest him and lead him away under
guard.’ 45So when he came, he went up to him at once and said, ‘Rabbi!’ and
kissed him. 46Then they laid hands on him and arrested him. Mark 14:17-25,
36-46
Can you define love easily? Is it an emotion? A connection? Perhaps a sense
beyond the traditional five? Though many will read these gospel passages and
consider central themes of sadness, betrayal, or anger, the most prominent
feeling I get is one of love. Put yourself in the shoes of everyone involved here.
How do you relate to them through a lens of love – as a central figure to the
story instead of an observer reading details of it?
I relate to Jesus and the moments that led him to this Last Supper. I wrestle
with ideas, scenarios, and plans. I come to conclusions and make decisions about
the future in my head, often taking the first steps on a journey that may involve
others without letting them know the plan until it is already in motion. Jesus has
come to his own realizations of what is happening. He is already on the journey,
and this is the night he clues the rest of his friends into what is going to
immediately happen and what their roles are going to be. This is the beginning
of his final journey to share the love and friendship with his disciples and to be
ready to take those final steps to the cross for the love of the world.
Jesus’ friends have had hints of what is to come, but they have been living life
day-to-day, following Jesus, without the sense of finality to their journey with
him. How would you feel if a friend told you that they were going to leave, and
you wouldn’t see them again? Not only that, but another in your circle is the
reason that they are going to be leaving? I would feel sad and panicked at the
thought. And I would also wonder if there is something I did to exacerbate the
change that was coming. Did I help “rock the boat” or be the reason for any
hardship that might happen to my friend? A sense of heartbreak is tangible
among the disciples as they realize what the next steps entail for Jesus and for
themselves.
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And finally, what about Judas? I cannot pretend to know what he was thinking,
especially since the Bible doesn’t give us insight into his thoughts. But we do
know that since he was a disciple, he was obviously loved by Jesus. Judas had a
part to play in the continuation of Jesus’ journey to share his love for the world.
I can’t imagine that it was easy for Judas to make the decision to bring the
authorities to his teacher and friend. But in his heart, perhaps he had the sense
that his actions were the correct path – what was supposed to be done at that
time. And Jesus knew it had to happen.
All of these centuries later, we can read the story of the Last Supper and the
Garden of Gethsemane with a feeling greater than the sadness and trepidation
perceived in the text; we can feel the love for and among the disciples and Jesus
at this part of their respective journeys. We can count ourselves in Jesus’ circle
of friends and acknowledge our love for Jesus. “… To God and to the Lamb, who
is the great “I AM,” while millions join the theme, I will sing I will sing…” And
unified in recognition of the great “I Am,” we can share the love we feel with our
fellow humans.
Prayer: Through the lens of love let us consider our journey as we walk in the
footsteps of Jesus and his disciples. Amen.

Photo: Lake Erie sunset from The Carlyle, 14 th floor
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FRIDAY, APRIL 10
Good Friday
Michael Greenland

1

2

3
4
5

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?
Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning?
O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer;
and by night, but find no rest.
Yet you are holy,
enthroned on the praises of Israel.
In you our ancestors trusted;
they trusted, and you delivered them.
To you they cried, and were saved;
in you they trusted, and were not put to shame.

Psalm 22: 1-5

From noon on, darkness came over the whole land until three in the
afternoon. 46And about three o’clock Jesus cried with a loud voice, ‘Eli, Eli,
lema sabachthani?’ that is, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken
me?’ 47When some of the bystanders heard it, they said, ‘This man is calling
for Elijah.’ 48At once one of them ran and got a sponge, filled it with sour wine,
put it on a stick, and gave it to him to drink. 49But the others said, ‘Wait, let us
see whether Elijah will come to save him.’ 50Then Jesus cried again with a loud
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voice and breathed his last. 51At that moment the curtain of the temple was
torn in two, from top to bottom. The earth shook, and the rocks were
split. Matthew 27:45-51
So they took Jesus; 17and carrying the cross by himself, he went out to what is
called The Place of the Skull, which in Hebrew is called Golgotha. 18There they
crucified him, and with him two others, one on either side, with Jesus between
them. 19Pilate also had an inscription written and put on the cross. It read,
‘Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.’ 20Many of the Jews read this
inscription, because the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city; and
it was written in Hebrew, in Latin, and in Greek. John 19:16b-20
Good Friday takes on a special resonance this year. Today culminates the
ultimate in social distancing...not to flatten a curve, but to raise the path to
eternity.
On Sunday, crowds gathered to celebrate his entrance into Jerusalem. By
Thursday, Jesus had sequestered with his closest friends. As the evening
progressed to the garden, he reduced that number further to his closest core,
and even separated from them to pray alone.
Today, there is utter isolation. John tells us Jesus carried his cross by himself.
In more ways than one, of course. It's no surprise that in anguish, he cries, "My
God, why have you forsaken me?".
Haven't we been doing the same? As we've missed events we had circled on our
calendars, as once-in-a-lifetime moments are cancelled, we've hung our heads
and said "why?". We feel despair as things look darker by the minute.
God knows our inner nature. When the going gets tough, we're too easily blinded
in the moment to be able to see the full plan. Jesus knew the endgame when he
cried out. He knew that in that moment, he was fulfilling the prophecy a few
lines further into Psalm 22..."to you they cried, and were saved".
Pilate had the inscription on the cross written in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek. This
moment was made for the world to witness. And the earth itself was
overwhelmed when Jesus breathed his last. Earth shook, rocks were split. The
great curtain was torn in two as Jesus began the process of tearing down the
temple and rebuilding it in three days.
Our worship has changed temporarily because we cannot gather in public. The
early church couldn't worship publicly, either. We're experiencing a different fear
though. They were praying for survival, both personal and as a worshiping
community. We are praying for personal and global healing, medical care, and
needed supplies. The early believers trusted the promises in Psalm 22 and God
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delivered them. And, the faith they built allowed us to have the grand structure
on West Clifton and Detroit that we will return to soon enough.
I've heard it said that social distancing is a form of love. Today is a day to
celebrate the ultimate in social distancing, which led to the ultimate gift of love.
Today Jesus died, that we may live forever. What wondrous love!
Prayer: Beloved God, we know you listen to the words of our groaning. On this
Good Friday, we know how Jesus saved us through his sacrifice. We know you
will carry us through these days onward to a glory we cannot imagine. Thank
you for your wondrous love. Amen.
Photo: Unfinished sand sculpture, beach near Vigo, Spain
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SATURDAY, APRIL 11
Holy Saturday
Meghan Galloway

When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph,
who was also a disciple of Jesus. 58He went to Pilate and asked for the body of
Jesus; then Pilate ordered it to be given to him. 59So Joseph took the body and
wrapped it in a clean linen cloth 60and laid it in his own new tomb, which he
had hewn in the rock. He then rolled a great stone to the door of the tomb and
went away. 61Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were there, sitting opposite
the tomb.
The next day, that is, after the day of Preparation, the chief priests and the
Pharisees gathered before Pilate 63and said, ‘Sir, we remember what that
impostor said while he was still alive, “After three days I will rise
again.” 64Therefore command that the tomb be made secure until the third
day; otherwise his disciples may go and steal him away, and tell the people,
“He has been raised from the dead”, and the last deception would be worse
than the first.’ 65Pilate said to them, ‘You have a guard of soldiers; go, make it
as secure as you can.’ 66So they went with the guard and made the tomb
secure by sealing the stone. Matthew 27:57-66

To me, one of the most amazing things about being human is that I have been
given complete freedom to make the most absolutely, mind-blowingly, blatantly
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stupid choice and God will just accept my apology, no questions asked. We make
choices, good and bad, a thousand times a day, every day.
In Matthew 27:57 we see Pilate faced with two very different choices. He shows
respect in allowing Jesus’ friends to take the body and bury it according to
tradition. Then, he caves to pressure by allowing the priests to place soldiers
outside the tomb, a stance perceived as aggressive. In hindsight, we know that
guarding the tomb reinforced the resurrection accounts. The tomb was sealed
and guarded, and Jesus’ body still left the tomb.
In the beginning, God created a bunch of things, including us, the human
race. During that whole process, we were set apart from the rest of those
creations as being made in the image of God. The expectation level is high and
the margin for error is huge. We’re human, we make mistakes. It is part of how
we learn to better understand and connect with the people and the world around
us. We will always make mistakes, but it is our responsibility to recognize and
own up to those mistakes and not to let them fester or become habits.
“We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend
to be.”
Kurt Vonnegut, Mother Night
In seeking to be more like “the image of God” we do our best to make choices
that honor our Creator and positively impact the world around us. We will fail,
God, but we pray that in our weakness we may learn to be strong. In our
roughness, we may learn to be kind. Lift even the quietest voices so we may
hear about inequity. We pray that, through our choices, we can be more like
Jesus and leave this world better than when we found it.
Prayer: God of all ages, Holy Week is usually a personal, reflective week
bookended by celebrations of the peaceful procession into Jerusalem and Jesus’
resurrection. We fit the week into seven days. This year, the personal is global
and the emotions and reflections, usually tied to Holy Week, have been
cascading for more than a month. A virus is uniting us and, like Pilate, we have
many choices. Keep us mindful that we are created in your image, beloved and
forgiven. Amen.
Photo: Stone arch, Miller Nature Sanctuary in Bainbridge, Ohio
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WHAT WONDROUS LOVE IS THIS
Lakewood Congregational Church
Lakewood, Ohio
Easter through the
second Sunday of Easter
April 12 – 19, 2020

To God and to the Lamb I will sing, I
will sing, to God and to the Lamb I will
sing! To God and to the Lamb, who is
the great “I AM,” while millions join the
theme, I will sing I will sing, while
millions join the theme, I will sing!
And when from death I’m free, I’ll sing
on, I’ll sing on, and when from death
I’m free, I’ll sing on! And when from
death I’m free, I’ll sing and joyful be,
and through eternity I’ll sing on, I’ll sing
on, and through eternity I’ll
sing on!
Appalachian folk tune, no known author, composer or date
Our beloved community has been exploring wondrous love. During late summer
2019, Pastor Joanna suggested a focus on the carol, Joy to the World, for LCC’s
Advent-Epiphany devotional. Our theme was, “The Wonders of His Love.” As we
embark on our Easter journey, “What Wondrous Love is This,” will accompany
us. The first two verses were a part of our Palm Sunday through Holy Saturday
devotions. Verses three and four are above.
Through all the changes, new habits, grief and joys since Advent, there is a
personal and a global constant. We remain children of God, forgiven and
beloved. What wondrous love is this, o my soul!
Your writers are Vance Awa, Cora Barcelona, Paul Deal, Judy Foote, Stephanie
Fries, Meghan Galloway, Jim Gibbs, Michael Greenland, Tim Hampton, Joanellen
Hurley, Patti Komperda, Vickie Smigelski, Karen Wagner, and Greg Wereb.
Photo: Hydrangea clusters are comprised of smaller four-petal, cross-shaped blossoms.
All images were photographed by Karen Wagner and are free of digital copyright requirements.
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SUNDAY, APRIL 12
Easter
Tim Hampton

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came
to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb. 2So she
ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved,
and said to them, ‘They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not
know where they have laid him.’ 3Then Peter and the other disciple set out and
went towards the tomb. 4The two were running together, but the other disciple
outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 5He bent down to look in and saw the
linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. 6Then Simon Peter came,
following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying
there, 7and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen
wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. 8Then the other disciple, who
reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed; 9for as yet they
did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead. 10Then the
disciples returned to their homes.
But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to
look into the tomb; 12and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body
of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. 13They said
to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping?’ She said to them, ‘They have taken
away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.’ 14When she had
said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not
know that it was Jesus. 15Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping? For
whom are you looking?’ Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him,
‘Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will
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take him away.’ 16Jesus said to her, ‘Mary!’ She turned and said to him in
Hebrew, ‘Rabbouni!’ (which means Teacher). 17Jesus said to her, ‘Do not hold
on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my
brothers and say to them, “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to
my God and your God.” ’ 18Mary Magdalene went and announced to the
disciples, ‘I have seen the Lord’; and she told them that he had said these
things to her. John 20:1-18

John 20:1-18 is my favorite passage of scripture. I know, I know, the
resurrection is supposed to be the most important scripture for every Christian.
But these verses in John’s gospel are really my favorite. And not because
someone told me that they should be in Sunday school, twenty-five years ago,
but because, they truly are. They are just that good. This story is difficult to read
or hear read without overwhelming emotion. Every verse is simply marvelous to
contemplate, sometimes in two or three separate ways. For me, the joy of
reading John 20: 1-18 is unsurpassed anywhere in the Bible. I love it even more
than my second favorite passage, Psalm 150:5, “praise Him with loud clashing
cymbals.” I love it so much I want to go through and savor each delicious detail.
First, there’s Mary. One of the few who had been present at Jesus’ death, she is
so devoted to him that she doesn’t even wait until the Sabbath is completely
over (we’re told it is still dark) to come to the tomb, presumably to properly care
for his body. His death had been on a Friday, and I imagine Mary, grief- stricken,
waiting anxiously through the day of rest, impatient for the sunrise. And now,
she is feeling some relief that she can finally care for his remains. But when she
arrives, her relief suddenly returns to anxiety, as the body she longed to minister
to, as one last gesture of love for Jesus, is gone.
All of this is in the first verse.
So, Mary runs back for help to the community that Jesus had built around
himself. Peter and John run to the tomb. Not walk. Perhaps after having denied
Jesus two days before, Peter is now willing to redeem himself by risking his
safety in returning to the robbed grave of his teacher and friend. John is young
and so he gets there first, but his nerve fails him and he remains outside the
tomb. Peter, bringing up the rear, is the one bold enough to actually enter.
Peter’s presence seems to have stiffened John’s spine and he follows. So far, we
have a picture of three people who will, one day, be venerated as saints by the
next two thousand years’ worth of Christians, and they are so human. I can’t
imagine designing people, simultaneously, so worth emulating and yet so
recognizably flawed. Holy and human. Like Jesus. Like all of us.
What Wondrous Love Is This

Lakewood Congregational Church

April 2020

Peter and John enter the empty tomb. And then they leave! Come on, guys! It’s
like they had courtside seats, but they got up to go to the bathroom right before
LeBron James stuffed Andre Iguodala. Maybe the dangerousness of the situation
started to creep back to the front of their minds. “They did not as yet understand
the scripture, that he must rise from the dead.” It makes me feel better, for
myself, that this is not held against them.
But Mary does not leave. Overcome by grief, she can only stand and cry,
conversing with angels, almost as an afterthought, when she doesn’t have
enough mental strength left to understand. Then, she sees the gardener and
begs him to let her collect the body, if he had taken it. This part always gets me.
This is the guy she suspects desecrated the tomb! She doesn’t run! She doesn’t
scream or attack him! Such is her love and service to her Lord that fear and
anger literally don’t have space in her mind. God, I pray, let me be like Mary.
And. We. Are. Still. Not. At. The. Best. Part. Everyone is waiting for the best
part. I know I’m waiting for it.
He calls Mary by her name.
Jesus calls her by name and she recognizes. That is the Easter miracle. God
came to earth and suffered for us. We suffer and Jesus suffered, and so God
knows our names. And, in so calling us, we can see God.
I’m getting excited. It’s exciting! This story of God’s resurrection from death is
ours as well as God’s. It is an amazing story, and yet the characters are so
human that it is immediately believable. We can see ourselves in Mary, Peter,
and John. (Ok, we flatter ourselves a little, but God considered us worth dying
for, so we’re ok.) I know this story so well, a story I’ve heard over and over since
before I could understand language, and yet each time I hear it I get teary-eyed.
I am in the story. You are in the story. Jesus knows our names.
Unlike Mary, we know how the events unfold. Our joy begins to well up when we
wake Easter morning. It’s hard to hold in. The shout has been building in us
since John 20:1. It’s been growing in our stomachs since we read “Early on the
first day of the week.” It’s the same shout that we’ve been holding in during
Lent. It’s time! Shout it out loud. Make some noise!
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Alleluia
Christ is risen
Prayer: Alleluia! We praise the crucified and risen Lord. May we place ourselves
in the Gospel, just as God has been placed in our lives through Jesus. Let us be
like John, swiftly running towards Jesus. Let us be like Peter, with the courage
to go back to Jesus even after we have denied him. Let us especially be like
Mary, dedicating ourselves so fully to the service of the Lord that we have no
room for hate and fear. We give thanks that Jesus speaks each of our names, so
that we may personally recognize God. Alleluia! Amen.

Photo: Daffodils or, in German, Osterglocken – Easter bells.
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MONDAY, APRIL 13
Judy Foote

When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of
the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus
came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’ 20After he said
this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when
they saw the Lord. 21Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the
Father has sent me, so I send you.’ 22When he had said this, he breathed on
them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. 23If you forgive the sins of
any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.’
John 20:19-23
The story begins with the disciples gathered in a house behind locked doors “for
fear of the Jews.” Today, millions of people are staying inside their homes for
fear of the coronavirus. What can we learn from these early disciples?
The story continues with Jesus arriving in their midst and greeting them saying
“Peace be with you” which was a standard greeting. Then Jesus shows them his
hands and his side to prove that he, Jesus, is truly alive! The scripture says the
disciples rejoiced. No wonder they rejoiced. They were looking at the risen
Christ. They saw the face of their teacher, leader and dearest friend. They heard
the voice of the man who had shared so many stories, travels, healings and
miracles. He taught them so much. The disciples had been grief-stricken, fearful,
and perhaps hopeless, but here was their Lord standing right among them. Overjoyed, indeed!
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The story isn’t quite finished yet.
Jesus breathes on them and says, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you”
and then “Receive the Holy Spirit.” What is more proof of being alive than
breathing? Isn’t it ironic that today, the thought of breathing evokes different
images?
Jesus’ breath did not spread disease. Instead his breath gave the gift of the Holy
Spirit, who spreads comfort, strength and hope. As Paul said in Romans “…hope
does not disappoint us because God has poured out God’s love into our hearts
by the Holy Spirit whom God has given us.”
God is standing among us, standing with us, offering us hope as we stay inside,
individually and as a global community. WE are practicing social distancing, but
that is something God will never do. God stands among us, just as Jesus did with
the disciples. God greets us with words of peace, forgiveness, strength and hope,
just as Jesus did.
May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in God
so that you may OVERFLOW WITH HOPE by the power of the Holy Spirit.
Romans 15:13

Christ has risen. Alleluia!!!!
Prayer: God of all times and of all places, breathe on us. Breathe on us, breath
of God, fill us with life anew, that we may love what thou dost love, and do what
thou wouldst do. Amen.
Prayer: Chalice hymnal, #254
Photo: Keukenhof – The Netherlands
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TUESDAY, APRIL 14
Cora Barcelona

O give thanks to the LORD, for he is
good;
his steadfast love endures forever!
1

Out of my distress I called on
the LORD;
the LORD answered me and set me
in a broad place.
6 With the LORD on my side I do
not fear.
What can mortals do to me?
7 The LORD is on my side to help me;
I shall look in triumph on those
who hate me.
8 It is better to take refuge in
the LORD
than to put confidence in mortals.
9 It is better to take refuge in
the LORD
than to put confidence in princes.
5

10

All nations surrounded me;
in the name of the LORD I cut them off!
11 They surrounded me, surrounded me on every side;
in the name of the LORD I cut them off!
12 They surrounded me like bees;
they blazed like a fire of thorns;
in the name of the LORD I cut them off!
13 I was pushed hard, so that I was falling,
but the LORD helped me.
14 The LORD is my strength and my might;
he has become my salvation.
21

I thank you that you have answered me
and have become my salvation.
22 The stone that the builders rejected
has become the chief cornerstone.
23 This is the LORD’s doing;
it is marvelous in our eyes.
24 This is the day that the LORD has made;
let us rejoice and be glad in it. Psalm 118: 1, 5-24
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To be completely honest, I don't pray a lot. Still, I know that God is there. I have
not read much of the Bible. Still, I know God is there. You see, even if you are
not doing everything, there is always somebody there, whether it is a friend,
family member, or religious entity. Take my family: I have a sister, and we (like
every sibling ever to exist) have fought. It’s just a fact. Even though we have
not always liked each other, we know that we are there for each other.
“I was pushed hard, so that I was falling, but the LORD helped me.” I can take
this literally, by saying the Lord is always there to catch you. However, as I read
this for the first time, I saw it more metaphorically. I believe that in this sense,
the Lord could be anyone who is there for me, whom the Lord sent to help me,
to guide me. If I was ever falling (figuratively or literally) I know so many people
who would be there to help me. Even where I am, right now, with stay-at-home
orders and almost everything canceled, there is still someone to help me. It
could be a family member, a pet, people at church, or even a hobby. I, and none
of us, can’t pretend that everything that is happening right now isn’t happening.
We have to understand it. We have to stay strong. We have to stay together.
“I thank you that you have answered me and have become my salvation.” I
know this is about God, but maybe we can be a salvation or a light to each other.
Like I said earlier, we have to band together to get through this. So, what better
way than to get on the phone? I have had many Zoom and Skype calls with
many of my friends. Trust me, simply picking up the phone can make
somebody's day. A compliment on Facebook can do the same. Even a simple
smiley emoji sent by text could do the trick. We can’t be strong if we are bored.
Take children, for example. I was crushed when my shows got postponed. It was
even harder knowing I probably wouldn’t get back to school. But what hurt the
most was not being able to see any of my friends. So, keeping in touch is crucial
for me, my sister, and practically every kid in America. It’s probably crucial for
adults, too.
“This is the LORD’s doing; it is marvelous in our eyes.” In a literal sense (the
way I will take it), this means that anything good is what the Lord has created
for us. There are many things that could fit into this.
 For example, I give you the cell phone. It is a perfect way for us to
“talk” and communicate with each other while keeping our distance.
This has practically saved my life.
 Another crucial thing in this time is nature. My family and I have
been taking walks almost every single day, because it is a way to
help us from being bored and cooped up inside. Whoever created
the phrase “get some fresh air,” I love them. We still keep our
distance, don't worry. Still, getting in touch with something outside
your computer screen is important.
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 My final example is exercise. My parents have been doing yoga
several times a week. My dad has been going to the Barcelona Gym,
a.k.a. our basement. My sister has been doing Broadway dance
master classes for hours. Finally, I have been doing Just Dance. I
HIGHLY recommend it. For anyone who might be a little antsy about
going outside, you should totally break out the Wii and Video Game
and do it! I hear some of you saying, but what if I don't have it?
There are YouTube videos. Sure, you don't get stars like the real
game, but it is still fun. If you don't have access to that, then you
can make up your own. Crank up the Spotify or Pandora and have a
dance party with the whole family.
To sum it up, we have to stick together, with the Lord as our glue. Stick together.
Stay Strong. That is what I believe was to be interpreted from Psalm 118. “This
is the day that the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.”
Prayer: Thank you Lord for what you have granted, for helping us stay strong
and together during this infamous time. We hope that you can be the light in
this darkness, and you will guide us all the way through. Let us rejoice and be
glad in this day and in you. Amen.
Photo: Keukenhof – The Netherlands
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WEDNESDAY, APRIL 15
Vance Awa

5Let

the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,
who, though he was in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,
7 but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.
And being found in human form,
8
he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death—
even death on a cross.
6

Therefore God also highly exalted him
and gave him the name
that is above every name,
10 so that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bend,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
11 and every tongue should confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father. Philippians 2:5-11
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In college, one of my favorite books was John Piper’s Don’t Waste Your Life. The
book urges the application of Piper’s Christian Hedonism philosophy. It was as if
Piper was reading my impressionable and action-oriented mind. The idea that
God’s chief end, in any action, is to bring glory to God’s own being made sense
to me. (I grew up in a conservative Christian bubble and I am very
impressionable.)
When I read all of what leads to verse 11, I am taken back to the freshmen
dorms at Grove City College and the 18-year old me thinks “Yes. Yes. That’s it.
That’s the point of it all.” Of course, we should give all glory, honor, and praise
to Christ, especially considering that it is through Christ that we know God. Jesus
is a member of that triune God who rules heaven and earth. It is God who is
pictured in the apocalyptic texts, who commands the heavenly beings and
oversees the heavens and earth.
Now, I wrestle with this passage because God, alone, is worthy of our honor and
praise. However, I do not want to skip the preceding verses where Paul talks
about the humility of Christ. The humility occurs when God comes to us by
becoming human in Christ. God walked the streets in a tangible way. Living with
global pandemics, sheltering with the homeless on the streets, having a sense
of fear about wanting and not having or wanting and not being able to get are
human responses that God understands. God understood Jesus’ temptations for
his forty days in the wilderness. Struggle is part of being human. But, God never
leaves us alone.
One of the lessons that I am learning as I meet people from vastly different
walks in life, who are trying to learn a new way of being, is that a way of being
is all encompassing. Yes, Jesus Christ is God and God incarnate. Meaning that
God, the ruler of heaven and earth, took on flesh and can empathize with our
plight because God is wrapped up in our lives. He rules and reigns not over us,
but in us.
Instead of the hedonistic view that God is for God’s self, I now believe that God
is for us because God is in us. We can glorify God because God has and is living
in our shoes. God feels what we are feeling. God humbled God’s self and took
on the flesh of humankind and was “humbled.” Who of us is not humbled by
living this life? None of us has the power of God to command the heavens and
earth but we have the spirit of God living in us and there is power to face every
day.
Prayer: Thank you God for knowing us. Help us to have the same mind of Jesus,
as well as the same heart. May we recognize the spirit of the living God. Amen.
Photo: Cleveland Metroparks, South Mastick Bridle Trail

What Wondrous Love Is This

Lakewood Congregational Church

April 2020

Precious Name
Chalice hymnal, 625
Words: Lydia Baxter, 1870
Music: William H. Doane, 1871

Take the name of Jesus with you, child of sorrow and of woe;
It will joy and comfort give you; take it then, where’er you go.
Precious name, O how sweet!
Hope of earth and joy of heaven.
Take the name of Jesus ever, as a shield from every snare;
If temptations round you gather, breathe that holy name in prayer.
Precious name, O how sweet!
Hope of earth and joy of heaven.
O the precious name of Jesus! How it thrills our souls with joy,
When his loving arms receive us, and his songs our tongues employ!
Precious name, O how sweet!
Hope of earth and joy of heaven.
At the name of Jesus bowing, falling prostrate at his feet,
King of kings in heaven we’ll crown him, when our journey is complete.
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THURSDAY, APRIL 16
Passover Ends
Joanellen Hurley

Thanksgiving for Recovery
from Illness
I love the LORD, because he
has heard
my voice and my
supplications.
2 Because he inclined his ear
to me,
therefore I will call on him
as long as I live.
3 The snares of death
encompassed me;
the pangs of Sheol laid
hold on me;
1

4

I suffered distress and anguish.
Then I called on the name of the LORD:
‘O LORD, I pray, save my life!’

What shall I return to the LORD
for all his bounty to me?
13 I will lift up the cup of salvation
and call on the name of the LORD,
14 I will pay my vows to the LORD
in the presence of all his people.
15 Precious in the sight of the LORD
is the death of his faithful ones.
16 O LORD, I am your servant;
I am your servant, the child of your serving-maid.
You have loosed my bonds.
17 I will offer to you a thanksgiving sacrifice
and call on the name of the LORD.
18 I will pay my vows to the LORD
in the presence of all his people,
19 in the courts of the house of the LORD,
in your midst, O Jerusalem.
Praise the LORD!
Psalm 116
12
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I remember when my mother became ill many years ago. Thankfully, it was just
six weeks from her diagnosis to her passing, but I recall how desperately I called
upon God to save her during the first surgery. “Just a bit more time, Lord,” I
implored, and it did seem as if my prayers were answered because my mom did
well during the surgery. Things looked promising during her recovery. And, like
the psalmist I made my thanksgiving to the Lord. In the same way, God does
heal many people, often working through the minds, hands, and hearts of health
professionals and scientists. I do believe God is accompanying us as the world
faces this threatening, unpredictable pandemic.
But does this psalm have a message of hope for those of us who do not recover
from illness or see their loved ones not physically healed, as happened to my
mother? Some people have become acutely ill from this virus or other diseases
and have died or have long-term challenges. Is there something in Psalm 116
for them? Can we continue to dwell in God’s presence and call upon God even in
great pain? I think we can. It may be that, for a time, we are unable to pray,
but if we have faith that God is with us, ready for us when we reach out, then
that awareness is life sustaining. To be able to recognize God’s bounty in the
midst of “distress and anguish,” as did the psalmist, is a great gift. For although
we may not receive the physical healing we seek, surely, we are assured of a
spiritual one. Praise God from whom all blessings flow.
Prayer: Healing and loving God, we call upon you to be present in a special
way during these times of sickness and suffering. Be with those who are ill and
comfort them and their families. Hold closely grieving families, offering them
peace and compassion. Cradle those with mental illness, helping them to know
that they are never alone. We pray, also, for people on the pandemic’s front
lines: health care workers, first responders, grocery store personnel, our leaders,
and all who put themselves at greater risk. Give us the grace to be faithful and
to continue your work, with perseverance and joy. Amen.
Photo: Beach in Baiona, Spain
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FRIDAY, APRIL 17
Karen Wagner

But Peter, standing with the
eleven, raised his voice and
addressed them: ‘Men of Judea
and all who live in Jerusalem, let
this be known to you, and listen
to what I say.
22 ‘You that are Israelites, listen
to what I have to say: Jesus of
Nazareth, a man attested to you
by God with deeds of power,
wonders, and signs that God did
through him among you, as you
yourselves know— 23this man,
handed over to you according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God,
you crucified and killed by the hands of those outside the law. 24But God raised
him up, having freed him from death, because it was impossible for him to be
held in its power.
32This

Jesus God raised up, and of that all of us are witnesses. 33Being
therefore exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the
Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you both see
and hear.
36Therefore

let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that God has
made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.’
37 Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and
to the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what should we do?’ 38Peter said to them,
‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that
your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39For
the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away,
everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.’ 40And he testified with many
other arguments and exhorted them, saying, ‘Save yourselves from this
corrupt generation.’ 41So those who welcomed his message were baptized, and
that day about three thousand persons were added.
Acts 2:14a, 22-24, 32-33, 36-41
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Who’ll be a witness for our Lord? That is a spiritual’s opening question. In today’s
passage, we have Peter speaking to the crowds in Jerusalem. These verses are
from the Pentecost story, but they are one this week’s lectionary readings. Let’s
listen to Peter.
First, Peter acknowledges that he’s preaching to the choir. He witnesses to
people who already saw or heard about Jesus, who knew of his teachings, power,
wonders, and signs. Yes, they had first-hand knowledge, but pause and name
how you have experienced God at work in your life. Let’s continue with the
awareness that Peter is also speaking to us.
Then, Peter states boldly that they crucified Jesus and allowed his death by
hands outside the law. Pilate’s actions followed precedent in Roman law and legal
process. Standing in Jerusalem, Peter proclaims that those laws are outside of
God’s laws. Because. . .God’s laws foster justice, mercy, forgiveness, inclusion,
and compassion. Where in our systems do we allow the treatment of people and
of our environment as less than God’s creation?
Peter continues with but God raised Jesus up, having freed him from
death, because it was impossible for him to be held in its power. Raising Jesus
from the dead was a part of God’s plan and all of us are witnesses to the
resurrection, just as we were participants in the crucifixion. At this point, I can
barely breath and I’m waiting for condemnation, for the shoe to drop. And, it
does not drop. Instead, all of us receive the gift of the Holy Spirit so we can see
and hear clearly. Jesus, who we crucified, is both Lord and Messiah. God, Jesus,
and the Holy Spirit are gifts for the people God loves deeply.
Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and to
the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what should we do?’ That’s a human plea when
we have sinned and we know it, when we have harmed another and we know it.
How can we make the relationship right? How do we respond in a holistic way?
‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that
your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For
the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away,
everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.’ Behold. Believe. Repent. Be
Baptized. Accept Forgiveness. Receive the Holy Spirit. Proclaim. For all
generations. Everywhere.
Remember that Peter is our witness in this passage. Physically, he’s the same
Peter who denied Jesus three times. But, he’s not the same emotionally,
mentally or spiritually. We read his words, hear him, and feel him. This is a man
who recognized his mistakes, realized his part in Christ’s sorrow, reevaluated his
relationship with Jesus, repented and knew that he was forgiven. Peter received
the gift of Holy Spirit and he is witnessing to Jesus’ death and resurrection, to
the forgiveness of sins, and challenging legal systems from a place of complete
authenticity. It is no surprise that around three thousand people were baptized
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that day. It is compelling and life-changing when Peter, and when we, can finish
the spiritual by authentically singing, I am a witness for my Lord, my soul is a
witness for my Lord.
Prayer: Abba, Jesus, and Holy Spirit, challenge and guide us as we realize our
part in your sorrow and as we refresh our relationship with you. Help us accept
forgiveness willingly. And, if we cannot preach like Peter, if we cannot pray like
Paul, remind us that we can tell the love of Jesus who died to save us all. May
we be your witnesses. Amen.
Photo: Kammland Trail, Arc of Appalachia in Bainbridge, OH
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SATURDAY, APRIL 18
Patti Komperda

If you invoke as Father the one who judges all people impartially according to
their deeds, live in reverent fear during the time of your exile. 18You know that
you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your ancestors, not
with perishable things like silver or gold, 19but with the precious blood of
Christ, like that of a lamb without defect or blemish. 20He was destined before
the foundation of the world, but was revealed at the end of the ages for your
sake. 21Through him you have come to trust in God, who raised him from the
dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and hope are set on God.
22 Now that you have purified your souls by your obedience to the truth so
that you have genuine mutual love, love one another deeply from the
heart. 23You have been born anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed,
through the living and enduring word of God.
1 Peter 1:17-23
As I reflect on this scripture, I have found that I needed to read and re-read it
several times. Sometimes, when reading scripture, if I put 2020-word definitions
or context into Bible times, the meaning is not as originally intended, and
sometimes dramatically so. I do not want us to get hung-up on words like Father,
ransomed, futile, obedience, judge, or fear. I would like us to focus on the overall
message. Through our respect of this God of creative powers, we can take what
we are born with, combine it with what we have learned through scripture and
experience, and then we can commit to living a life of caring for and loving one
another. We do this because it is good and it is right. We will have accomplished
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what was intended, what people of trust and respect do for and with each other.
Then, our life on earth will have been “worth it” and the eternal life promised
through Jesus’ resurrection will be a reward of unimaginable human
understanding for each of us.
In this time of COVID19, it is imperative to use our Faith in a God we Trust,
because God’s promises have been fulfilled-whether we understand them or not.
Maintain the Hope that has been realized for all things possible and impossible.
Embrace the unconditional Love that has been encouraged for each of us to
share with each other.
As I write this, it is projected that by mid-April Ohio’s residents will begin
experiencing the apex of this deadly virus. What do people of no faith in
something beyond their own selves do in a crisis like this? I am not sure.
What do Christians do at a “scary” time like this? We are called to have faith,
have hope, pray for and help others, and to use good judgement. We need to
be the light for good things to come as we continue reflecting on the meaning of
the Resurrection for our everyday lives. As 1 Peter says, You have been born
anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed, through the living and enduring
word of God. Let’s sprout, grow, and blossom in the light of the Resurrection.
Prayer: Dear God, We know that from you comes the trust, respect, love, and
calm that your Jesus, our Jesus, emulated through his birth, his life on earth,
and his resurrection. Let this guide our daily lives and decisions, and help us to
use these to weaken our fears, selfishness, and defiance. Watch over all of
Creation right now; strengthen us to do what needs to be done in a loving and
selfless way, as Jesus did on the cross for us. Amen.
Photo: Buckeye Trail by Serpent Mound State Park, Adams County, Ohio
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But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of
the twelve, was not with them when Jesus
came. 25So the other disciples told him, ‘We
have seen the Lord.’ But he said to them,
‘Unless I see the mark of the nails in his
hands, and put my finger in the mark of the
nails and my hand in his side, I will not
believe.’
26 A week later his disciples were again in the
house, and Thomas was with them. Although
the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood
among them and said, ‘Peace be with
you.’ 27Then he said to Thomas, ‘Put your
finger here and see my hands. Reach out your
hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but
believe.’ 28Thomas answered him, ‘My Lord and my God!’ 29Jesus said to him,
‘Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have
not seen and yet have come to believe.’
30 Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are
not written in this book. 31But these are written so that you may come to
believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing
you may have life in his name. John 20:24-31
This scripture narrative began with Monday’s verses and Judy Foote’s beautiful
devotion. Jesus appeared to eleven, not twelve, disciples. Present were James,
John, Andrew, Peter, Bartholomew, Simon, Philip, Matthew, James the Younger,
Thaddeus (Jude), and Matthias, who was chosen to replace Judas. Missing was
Thomas, the focus of today’s verses. When Thomas returned, they excitedly told
him about seeing Jesus and what Jesus said. Then, we read the response that
has haunted Thomas’ reputation across the ages. ‘Unless I see the mark of the
nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his
side, I will not believe.’
The image and the language that fostered a doubting Thomas is from
theologians, artists, teachers – all humans. When, a week later, Jesus enters the
locked room again, all twelve disciples are present. Jesus offers the same
greeting, “Peace be with you,” and then he goes to Thomas saying, ‘Put your
finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do
not doubt but believe.’
‘Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my
side. Do not doubt but believe.’ Jesus does not reprimand Thomas for disbelief.
He does not say that he is giving Thomas a second chance, with an attitude of
benevolent superiority. Instead, Jesus helps Thomas believe, adapting his
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teaching style to meet Thomas’ needs. And, Jesus showed and shared his scars,
allowing Thomas to touch vulnerable areas. So, why do we, so often, hide our
scars, our vulnerabilities?
Scripture does not tell us why Thomas was not present for the first meeting. I
am wondering whether Thomas’ absence could be as simple and as complicated
as grief. Jesus died. Thomas, physically, lost a mentor, a friend, a spiritual
leader, and all those dreams and expectations of what the future could have
held. Within a few weeks his world had completely changed, which sounds very
similar to what we are experiencing with the coronavirus pandemic.
Perhaps, I am willing to give Thomas the benefit of the doubt because of my
experience. Today is the one-year anniversary of my father’s death. While my
father died in April, he was not buried until mid-June. I was the daughter who
my father knew would handle the arrangements and take care of my stepmother, and my family knew that I would write the eulogy, plan the service,
gather the extended family, and carry us as safely and as lovingly as possible. I
willing accepted these roles. Then, came July, August, September, and October.
I created a bubble, performing well at work. At home, I noticed the weeds in my
garden more than the flowers while children playing outdoors and birds chirping
grated on my nerves. The hospital deconstruction’s noise and filth were an
ongoing stress. Whether reading in private or heard during worship, favored
hymns and scripture were just words on a page. Like Thomas, I wanted more
assurance. I experienced grief differently for my father’s death, then I did when
other beloved family members and friends died. In many ways, I continue to
grieve all these losses. Grief disorients me, but it also gives me an opening to
challenge existing assumptions and to recognize what provides meaning and joy.
And, needed assurances and healing steadily arrive.
What I also notice about Thomas is how his choices reinforce what I value in
faith communities. Yes, Thomas missed Jesus’ first appearance, but he returned
to his faith community and was there the second time. Thomas knew he could
return, even in sorrow, even after an absence, even with doubts, even with an
opinion different from the other disciples. He knew he would be welcomed, loved
and called by name. And, what happened? In that beloved community, Jesus
appeared again and Thomas recognized him as My Lord, My God. This is what
the disciples modeled as a healthy faith community and it is what we practice in
healthy faith communities, today. From Wonderous Love comes our ability to
offer and to receive wondrous love.
Proclaim this next paragraph aloud:
At Lakewood Congregational Church, we strive to be people of extravagant
welcome. Whether you are young or old, gay or straight, single or partnered,
happy or sad, confused or inspired, street smart or college-educated, whether
you can’t pay your bills or you have more than enough to share—no matter who
you are or where you are on life’s journey, you are welcome here in this place,
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to worship a loving God who welcomes us all. As we gather in this sanctuary, we
join our hearts with those who are not here today-- with our homebound
members and anyone else who cannot be here today-- and we pray that they
might know our hearts are with theirs.
More than a month ago, most of us were not a part of “with our homebound
members and anyone else who cannot be here today.” Now, all of us are
grieving, in some way. Now, all of us continue to be a part of the beloved
community we call Lakewood Congregational Church. Now, bring your grief, your
doubts, your discipleship, your joys, your sins, your forgiveness, and bring
yourself as you are. Together, we will see and recognize Jesus, the Messiah, the
son of God. Christ is risen. Christ is risen, indeed.
Prayer: O Wondrous Love, may our eyes be opened and our soul filled with
recognition of you as My Lord, my God. During all times, may we hear Jesus
saying, “Peace be with you.” And, now and through all eternity may we sing
your praises, knowing that you love us as we were, as we are and as we will be.
Amen.
Photo: Buckeye Trail at Fort Hill in Hillsboro, Ohio
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