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Introduction: The Theological Arc of Lent

Lent is often understood as a season of spiritual seriousness. It is held up as a time to take stock,
clean up our lives, and try again with better intentions. It is imagined it as a kind of interior
workshop, where honesty and effort might finally produce the faith that has been lacking.

The Gospels assigned for this season tell a different story. They follow Christ into hunger, blindness,
disappointment, delay, and death. And in those places the Word of God is heard not as advice, but

as resurrection.

The Lenten texts do not elevate people who are learning to succeed at faith. They follow people
who are running out of options. A hungry man in the wilderness. Disciples who misunderstand
glory. A woman whose thirst has outlived her explanations. A blind man who cannot defend what
has happened to him. A family waiting too long for help to arrive. And at the center of each scene
stands Christ as the One who remains when potential collapses.

This is the offense of Lent. Jesus does not arrive to rescue the project of self-preservation or to
stabilize the ego just before it collapses. He waits until it has collapsed. He comes not as prevention
but as interruption, appearing precisely where competence has failed, explanations have run dry, and
hope has learned the limits of its own rhetoric.

He enters weakness without correcting it, loss without redeeming its usefulness, delay without
offering a timetable, and death without reframing it as a lesson. And there, in the place where no
strategy survives, moral, spiritual, or psychological, he speaks. Not advice. Not encouragement. A
word that does not assist us in saving ourselves but declares that the end we feared has already been
met, carried, and answered by Him.

Temptation is not conquered by our resolve, but by His obedience in our place.
Glory is not preserved, but withdrawn, so that faith must cling to Christ alone.
Thirst is not managed, but met by a gift that exposes before it satisfies.

Blindness is not corrected by insight, but healed in a way that leaves us defenseless.
The grave is not avoided, but entered—too late for help, yet not too late for grace.

Lent, then, is not a season for becoming stronger Christians. It is a season for facing our weakness
being exposed and, at the same time, discovering that no strength of ours was ever required. It is
where the last illusions of self-rescue are quietly stripped away, not to leave us empty, but to leave
us with Christ. And Christ is enough, because nothing else is left standing.



A Word for Preachers

Lenten preaching calls for patience; patience with the text, and patience with the people who are
already living under its weight. Most who hear these readings do not need to be convinced that
something is wrong. They already know. What they need is permission to stop pretending otherwise.

Lent is not a season for clarification so much as for honesty. Preach as one who stands among those
addressed, not above them. The task is not to make the Word accessible by softening it, but to let it
say what it insists on saying, even when it unsettles us, all of us.

Let your preaching be declarative. Avoid the temptation to ask too many questions, especially those
that quietly place the burden back on the hearer. Questions invite the hearer to search within
themselves for answers. Lent does not move inward for solutions. It allows the Word to come from
outside and speak its verdict.

Stay with the hard words long enough for them to do their necessary work. Comfort that arrives too
early does not console, it confuses. The law must be allowed to speak fully before it can be silenced.

Name the illusions plainly, especially the most dangerous one: that repentance, sincerity, or religious
seriousness might finally be enough. The Lenten texts are not cruel. They are honest. They take
away that illusion. They take away what cannot save us and give us the One who does.

And when you speak of Christ, speak of Him simply and without condition. Do not present Him as
the one who helps us succeed where we have failed, or who completes what we have begun. He
does not assist. He replaces. He stands where we cannot stand. He bears what we cannot carry. His
obedience through suffering and death is not an inspiration; it is His alone. The benefits are ours.

And if someone asks where the ethics are, tell them they’ll have to wait until they’ve been killed and
raised!



Why This Lectionary Study Avoids Illustrations

There is a familiar expectation placed on preaching, that the text must be made vivid by illustration,
clarified by anecdote, or softened by pastoral example. Stories are often thought to be the bridge
between Scripture and life. And there are times when they may serve that purpose.

But Lent is not one of those times.

Years ago, when a friend encouraged my Lenten preaching in this direction, the result felt austere,
unfinished. I came to see that was intentional. Lent is not meant to aim toward resolution in
anything we think, say, do — or illustrate. Resolution belongs to the gospel alone. And it comes as
gift, not an achievement based on sincere reflection.

The Lenten texts do not suffer from abstraction. They come with a dangerous clarity and proximity.
They speak too closely to the truth of our condition for illustrations to be harmless. To add stories
too quickly, especially stories that explain, personalize, or domesticate the text, risks doing precisely
what Lent is meant to undo: giving us somewhere to stand other than where the Word has placed

us.

Illustrations almost always do one of two things. Either they show us how someone handled the
situation well, or they show us how someone handled it badly but learned something useful in the
end. In both cases, the listener is quietly returned to the realm of example, comparison, and
application. One begins to ask, Which character am 1?2 What should I learn from this? How might I do better?

The preaching of law and gospel do not invite those questions. It closes them down.

Israel does not learn to trust better at Massah.

Nicodemus does not gain clarity before being told he must be born again.
The man born blind cannot explain what has happened to him.

Lazarus contributes nothing at all.

To illustrate these texts, then, with human success is to contradict them.

When Scripture is doing its proper work, the preacher’s task is not to help the listener identify with a
character, but to remain under the address of the Word together. The sermon does not move the
hearer toward insight; it allows the hearer to be overtaken by a verdict and then—only then—by a
promise.

This lectionary study, therefore, remains with the texts themselves, not because pastoral concern is
absent, but because it is taken seriously. Not illustrating is no holier than illustrating; it is merely a
way of staying out of the way.



Stories often give us room to breathe. Lent takes that room away, not to suffocate us, but to prevent
escape. The law must be allowed to finish its work without interruption. The exposure must not be
managed by sentiment or softened by relatability. Only then can the gospel be heard as what it
actually is: not advice for living, but news that fundamentally changes the situation.

The gospel does not follow the law as a stage we reach. It interrupts it. The sequence is not a
psychological method but declarative speech.

This approach also resists a quieter danger: the preacher becoming the mediator of meaning. Self-
referencing illustrations can subtly shift authority away from the text and toward the preacher’s
experience, insight, or pastoral wisdom. Lent, however, does not ask the preacher to be interesting.
It asks the preacher to be faithful.

And faithfulness here looks like staying put. Which means staying with the text when it accuses,
silences, and offers no immediate consolation.

Years ago, when a friend encouraged my Lenten preaching in this direction, the result felt austere,
unfinished. I came to see that was intentional. Lent is not meant to aim toward resolution in
anything we think, say, do — or illustrate. Resolution belongs to the gospel alone. And it comes as
gift, not achievement.

So, these commentaries do not illustrate. They do not embellish. They listen. They do not move
ahead of the text. They wait for it to speak.

And when it does, Christ is heard more clearly not because we have helped Him along, but because
nothing else has been allowed to stand in His way.



From the Far Side of the Cross: Notes on Matthew’s Gospel

Matthew’s Gospel speaks to a community that has lost the shelter of religious consensus and the
reassurance of institutional belonging. The synagogue doors are closing. Old certainties are being
contested. The question pressing on Matthew’s hearers is not whether God is faithful in general, but
whether God is still faithful here—to this fractured people, gathered around a crucified Messiah.

From its opening pages, Gospel of Matthew insists that Jesus is not an interruption of Israel’s story
but its judgment and fulfillment at once. The genealogies, the citations of Scripture, the careful
echoes of Moses and David are not triumphalist claims. They are fragile ones. Matthew is arguing
that the promises of God have not bypassed disaster but have passed directly through it.

That trajectory bends relentlessly toward the cross. Jesus is portrayed not as a misunderstood moral
teacher who tragically fails, but as one who steadily walks into rejection, exposure, and
abandonment. The conflict with religious authority is not incidental; it is structural. Again and again,
those most certain of their righteousness find themselves resisting the very presence of God in their
midst. The law is not abolished, but it is intensified to the point where it no longer flatters anyone.
By the time Jesus reaches Golgotha, every illusion of manageable goodness has been stripped away.

In Matthew, the cross is the place where false forms of faith die. The Messiah reigns from a tree,
crowned with mockery, abandoned even to silence from heaven. And yet it is precisely there—
where power collapses, where religious certainty fails, where disciples flee—that God’s promise
holds. The resurrection does not undo the cross; it vindicates it.

Matthew’s Gospel proclaims the cross by refusing to let it be softened. It addresses a church
tempted to secure itself through purity, clarity, or moral seriousness, and instead points to a Lord
who saves by being rejected. The final word is not the community’s resolve or understanding, but
the risen Christ who bears His wounds and still says, “I an with you always.



COMMENTARIES

ASH WEDNESDAY

Joel 2:1-2, 12-17
When Repentance Is No Longer Strategic

Joel speaks to those who are about to lose the illusion that they are still in control. The trumpet is
blown not to inspire reflection, but to announce that the day has already arrived. Darkness is not
coming. It is here.

Yet when the call to repentance finally comes, it is not a summons to repair the damage. “Return to
the Lord your God,” Joel says, but not because repentance can undo what has been done. Return
because God’s character, not Israel’s sincerity, is now the only ground left on which to stand.

“Rend your hearts and not your garments” is not an appeal to deeper authenticity. It is a stripping
away of religious performance altogether. Even tears are no longer trusted. Even repentance must
be rescued from becoming a last strategy.

The priests stand between porch and altar with nothing to offer but a plea: “Spare your people.”
They bring no leverage, no record of faithfulness, no future plan. Ash Wednesday begins exactly
there, where repentance itself is emptied of confidence and thrown entirely on mercy.

Psalm 51

Truth Spoken Where No Excuse Remains

Psalm 51 asks for truth. Not partial truth, not mitigated truth, but the truth that leaves no room for
defense: “Against you, you alone, have I sinned.”

This psalm is often read as a model for emotional honesty. But that is a misreading. It is a
confession spoken by someone who knows that nothing in them can be used to justify themselves;
not remorse, not resolve, not even repentance.



“Create in me a clean heart” is not a request for repair. Creation language appears because only a
new creation will do. The old heart cannot be rehabilitated. It must be replaced.

And yet, astonishingly, this psalm dares to speak of joy again. Not the joy of innocence restored, but
the joy of one who has nothing left to hide. Forgiveness here is not therapeutic relief. It is survival.

2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10
The Exchange That Leaves Us Standing

“Be reconciled to God” sounds at first like an appeal until Paul makes clear that reconciliation has
already happened. God is not waiting to be persuaded. God has already acted.

“He made him to be sin who knew no sin.” This is not metaphor. This is exchange. Christ does not
assist sinners; He becomes sin, so that righteousness is no longer something to achieve but
something to receive, bestowed as gift.

Paul’s catalogue of affliction is not evidence of spiritual heroism, to say the least. It is evidence that
the gospel does not protect us from contradiction. Sorrow and joy coexist. Poverty and richness

collide. Nothing is resolved yet everything has already been given.

Ash Wednesday names this tension honestly. We are dust. We are addressed. We are dying and
reconciled. This is the strange freedom of the cross: nothing is hidden, and nothing is withheld.

Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21
When Even Piety Must Be Taken Away

Jesus warns against religious usefulness. Almsgiving, prayer, fasting (all good things) are exposed as
dangerous when they begin to function as proof.

“Beware of practicing your righteousness before others” is not advice on discretion. It is a judgment
on righteousness practiced at all if it becomes something we can point to, remember, or measure.

The Father who sees in secret is not impressed by sincerity. He sees what sincerity hides. And He
gives not rewards, but gifts precisely where nothing can be displayed.

Ash Wednesday strips even our best disciplines of their spiritual leverage. Prayer becomes need.
Fasting becomes hunger. Giving becomes loss. And in that loss, Christ alone remains visible.



Ash Wednesday, Taken Together

These readings do not ask us to dig deeper into ourselves, to feel more intensely, or to summon a
better kind of honesty. They are not impressed by our remorse, nor are they reassured by our
resolve. They ask something far more unsettling: that we stop pretending there is any clarity,
sincerity, discipline, even repentance, that can finally save us.

Ash Wednesday refuses the comforting fiction that if we could just be contrite enough, truthful
enough, or serious enough, the situation might yet be brought under control. It tells us instead that
the problem is not a lack of effort, but a misplaced hope. Repentance itself, when treated as a final
resource, becomes just another way of trusting ourselves.

Ashes tell that truth without commentary. They do not argue or explain. They simply mark the end
of pretense. You are dust. You are not progressing. You are not ascending. Death has its mark on
you.

And then the cross speaks. Not with advice, not with encouragement, not with conditions, but with
mercy. A mercy that does not wait for repentance to improve but meets repentance at its end. A
mercy that does not ask to be supplemented by our seriousness, but grace that stands complete, fully
sufficient on its own.

Between ashes and cross stands Christ as the One who has already exchanged places with us. He
takes what is ours—sin, death, judgment—and gives what is His—righteousness, life, peace with

God.

Lent begins when the burden of saving ourselves is finally set down, and we discover—perhaps with

surprise, perhaps with relief—that we were never meant to carry it in the first place.

FIRST SUNDAY IN LENT

Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7

The Birth of the Self Who Knows

The command in Eden is simple, direct, and deadly serious. It is not given as the boundary within
which life is possible. “In the day that you eat of it you shall surely die” is not a threat. It is a

description of the reality that creatures live within limitation.

The serpent does not contradict God outright. He reframes the command as a problem to be solved
rather than a word to be trusted. Once the command becomes debatable, life itself becomes a
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project. The question is no longer, What has God said? but What do I see? What do I judge? What
do I decide?

When the fruit is eaten, nothing dramatic happens. There is no thunder, no collapse. Instead,
awareness arrives. They see. They know. And immediately, they hide. This is the real fall: not rule-
breaking, but the birth of the self who must now manage guilt, vulnerability, and meaning.

Shame is not punishment imposed from outside. It is the natural condition of the one who now
lives by accusing self-knowledge rather than trust. From this point on, humanity will be incurably
religious, forever trying to cover itself.

Psalm 32
Silence That Makes Us Sick

Psalm 32 tells the truth about what hiding does to a human being. “When I kept silent, my bones
wasted away.” Silence here is not stoic dignity. It is self-protection. It is the attempt to remain intact
before God by saying nothing.

Modern religion loves confession so long as it looks like honesty and feels like progress. The psalm
is less accommodating. Nothing here is resolved by insight, maturity, or emotional clarity. The
silence ends because God breaks it not because the sinner finally gets it right. Confession does not
improve the situation. It ends it. It brings the game to a close. And astonishingly, that ending is
called forgiveness.

The blessedness of this psalm does not belong to the morally successful. It belongs to the one
whose sin is no longer counted. Not because it was minimized, but because it was fully exposed and

fully forgiven.

The silence breaks not when the psalmist finds the courage or the clarity to speak, but when God
enters that silence and refuses to abandon him there.

Romans 5:12-19
Two Men, Two Realities

Sin is not a bad habit passed down by imitation. Paul describes it as a condition entered by birth.
Adam is not merely our ancestor; he is our representative. His act becomes our situation.
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Likewise, Christ is not our counterexample. He is our replacement. And that is what matters.

Where Adam’s disobedience creates a world where judgment reigns, Christ’s obedience creates a
world where grace reigns. The symmetry is deliberate and unsettling: just as we did nothing to enter
Adam’s death, we do nothing to enter Christ’s life.

Is this fair? No. It is better than fair. It is mercy that operates without consulting our moral record.
Fairness sounds noble here, but it is a curious standard to invoke when one is already standing in
Adam’s grave. The objection is not that grace is unjust, but that it is gratuitous.

Matthew 4:1-11
Where Adam Fell, Christ Remains

Jesus enters the wilderness where the old story repeats itself with dreary precision: hunger that
demands satisfaction, trust that insists on proof, and the perennial urge to seize what might be taken
rather than wait for what must be given. Eden did not end. It simply moved locations.

What is striking is not that Jesus resists temptation, but that He refuses to play the game at all. He
does not debate the command. He does not soften it, reinterpret it, or recruit Scripture as a clever
shield for self-preservation. He does not perform the familiar religious maneuver of turning
obedience into a strategy for survival. He waits. He starves. He entrusts Himself to the Father even
when the Father does not hurry to make things easier.

The devil leaves, not because temptation has finally been solved, but because there is nothing left to
exploit. Obedience has been rendered cleanly, finally, and without remainder. And it has been
rendered for us.

This is not a lesson in moral fortitude, still less a summons to try harder the next time hunger
speaks. It is a declaration that the contest has already been decided. Christ does not stand before us
as an inspiring victor. He stands in our place as the One who has already won, and who now gives
us the benefit of His obedience when we have none left to offer.

Some will inevitably ask how this helps with their next temptation. The text offers no such
assistance. It announces that help has already arrived and that our contribution is no longer required.
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Taken Together — The First Sunday in Lent

These texts do not instruct us in moral improvement. They do not offer techniques for spiritual
growth or strategies for becoming more admirable people. They do not flatter our capacity for
insight, discipline, or resolve. They tell us the truth, plainly and without apology, about the kind of
agents we already are.

We are the ones who hide when the truth becomes uncomfortable.

We are the ones who manage guilt rather than confess it.

We are the ones who fall silent not because we have nothing to say, but because saying it would cost
us the last of our illusions.

We are the ones who sense that something has gone irreversibly wrong and yet continue to believe,
against all evidence, that with enough effort it might still be repaired.

This is not cynicism. It is realism. The Bible is remarkably uninterested in protecting our self-image.
It does not pretend that moral failure is a temporary setback or that sincerity can substitute for
obedience. It tells the story the way it is, even when that story leaves us exposed and without
leverage.

And then, without asking our permission, and without waiting for our improvement, it tells us
something far better.

Another Man has entered the story. Another obedience now speaks where ours fell silent.
Another verdict has already been rendered, before we could frame our defense or rehearse our
explanations.

This is the decisive turn of Lent. Not that we finally take responsibility, but that responsibility has
been taken from us. Not that we learn how to stand, but that we discover we are no longer the ones
required to. And in that release, Christ stands—not as example, not as encouragement, but as the
One whose obedience has already counted, and whose word now has the final say over us.

The relief that accompanies this announcement is not evidence of growth; it is simply the end of
resistance. And even that is not something we manage to do well.
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SECOND SUNDAY IN LENT

Genesis 12:1-4a

Called Away from What Can Be Secured

The call to Abram is as spare as it is destabilizing. There is no explanation, no evidence, no map.
Only a word that demands movement away from what can be managed. Land, kinship, inheritance:

the very structures that make a life legible are named and then taken away.

Abram is not praised for courage. He is not analyzed for faith. He is simply addressed and he goes.
The text offers no psychology, no inner struggle, no heroic resolve.

Faith here is not a quality Abram possesses. It is the name given afterward to the fact that God
spoke and Abram found himself moving.

This is promise without proof. The future is not clarified; it is promised. And that difference

matters. Lent presses us into the same displacement and shows us how little faith relies on seeing
where we are going.

Psalm 121

Help That Does Not Come from Where We Look

“I lift up my eyes to the hills.” The psalm begins with uncertainty, not confidence. The hills may be
a place of refuge or of danger. They may promise protection or threaten exposure. The question is

left open.

The answer is abrupt and corrective: help does not come from what we can see. It comes from the
Lord, who does not slumber, does not step away, does not rely on our vigilance.

This psalm does not eliminate risk. It removes the fantasy of self-guardianship. We are kept not
because we are careful, but because God is faithful even when we are not watching,.

Psalm 121 does not invite us to relax because danger has disappeared, but because responsibility for

the night has been taken out of our hands. We are allowed to sleep because Another has promised

not to look away.
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Romans 4:1-5, 13-17
Faith That Does Not Work

Paul is ruthless here. He strips Abraham of every religious advantage we would like to claim for
ourselves. If Abraham were justified by works, Paul says, then God would be paying wages. And
wages are not grace.

Faith, in this passage, is not a spiritual accomplishment. It is the end of accomplishment. It is
trusting a promise that has no visible means of fulfillment. Abraham believes “in the God who gives
life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist.”

That line is not poetic exaggeration. It is the definition of faith under the cross. Faith lives not where
potential remains, but where God alone can act.

Grace, therefore, does not reward the capable. It creates heirs where there is nothing to inherit.

John 3:1-17
Born Where Nothing Can Be Done

Nicodemus comes at night, carrying credentials, curiosity, and a lifetime of theological competence.
He wants clarification. Jesus gives him an ending.

“You must be born from above.” This is not instruction. It is impossibility. Birth is not something
one decides to do. It is something that happens or does not.

Jesus does not offer Nicodemus a spiritual path forward. He announces a need that Nicodemus
cannot meet. Flesh gives birth only to flesh. Spirit gives birth only to spirit. The distinction is
absolute.

Baptism belongs here. Not as a public declaration of faith, but as God’s declaration of life. Not as
something we do for God, but as something done to us, when we are still unable to understand what
1s happening.

In baptism, nothing in us is consulted. No maturity is required. No comprehension is demanded.
God does not ask whether we are ready to be born. He simply gives birth.

Judgment is not postponed; it is borne. Salvation does not wait for understanding; it creates life
where understanding fails.
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Taken Together — The Second Sunday in Lent

These readings converge on a truth that cuts directly against our religious instincts: God does not
walit for conditions to improve. He does not pause until the situation looks promising, the subject
looks reliable, or the future looks manageable. He speaks first. And that speech creates the future it
promises.

This is precisely what unsettles us. We prefer a God who waits, who evaluates, who responds
proportionally to effort and sincerity. Such a God would make sense. Such a God would be safe. But
the God who calls Abram away from everything that secures him, who keeps watch while we sleep,
who justifies the ungodly, who speaks new birth where nothing can be done, this God refuses to
play by the rules of religious probability.

This is not an invitation to trust ourselves more deeply. It is the end of that project. Lent does not
refine faith into something impressive; it strips faith down until it is nothing more, and nothing less,
than dependence on a promise we did not negotiate and could not secure.

Faith, then, is not our contribution to salvation. It is not the one thing we must still manage
correctly. It is the name we give, after the fact, to the experience of being carried when all other
supports have been removed.

And this is where the sharpness gives way to rest. Because the promise that carries us does not rely
on our steadiness. It does not falter when our confidence wavers or our understanding collapses. It

does not fail because it does not belong to us.

It belongs to the God who speaks before we are ready, who baptizes us into the death and life of
His Son, and who remains faithful long after our readiness has been exposed as an illusion.

Third Sunday in Lent

Exodus 17:1-7
Testing God When Thirst Takes Over
Israel’s complaint is not theological curiosity. It is thirst. And thirst strips away decorum quickly. “Is

the Lord among us or not?” is not a philosophical question. It is an accusation born of desperation.
And the world continues to press this question forward relentlessly.
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The people do not ask for patience. They demand proof. They want God to make His presence
useful. Water must appear, or God has failed.

God does not argue. He does not defend Himself. He gives water from the rock. Yet He names the
place Massah and Meribah, testing and quarreling. The miracle does not erase the accusation. The

names remain.

Grace here does not correct Israel’s attitude. It outpaces it. God meets distrust with provision, not
because the people have learned, but because He refuses to abandon them to their thirst.

Psalm 95
The Danger of a Hardened Heart

Psalm 95 remembers Massah not to shame Israel, but to warn us. The danger is not thirst; the
danger is what thirst produces when it is allowed to become judgment.

“Hardened hearts” are not hearts that feel nothing. They are hearts that have decided what God
must do, and when. They no longer listen. They evaluate.

The psalm calls us back to hearing, not deciding. ““Today, if you hear his voice.” Faith is not
endurance. It is being addressed again before the heart seals itself shut.

Romans 5:1-11

Peace Given While We Are Still at Odds

Paul speaks here not to the religiously secure, but to those who have run out of grounds for
boasting. “Since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God.” Peace is not the result of
reconciliation achieved; it is the consequence of reconciliation already completed.

The sequence matters. Christ does not wait for improvement. He dies “while we were still weak...
while we were still sinners... while we were enemies.” Each phrase removes another layer of

spiritual leverage.

Suffering does not produce hope because suffering is ennobling. It produces hope because hope has
already been given and now suffering cannot take it away.

This is not optimism. It is freedom. It is the security of having nothing left to prove.
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John 4:5-42
Water That Refuses to Be Managed

The Samaritan woman does not come seeking revelation. She comes to draw water and avoid
people. Her life has become a system of management, of thirst, shame, and expectation.

Jesus interrupts without offering instruction. He asks for a drink, exposing His own need. Then He
exposes hers.

He does not fix her story. He names it. And instead of leaving, He stays. The living water He offers
is not insight or moral clarity. It is Himself, given to someone with no spiritual résumé to protect.

The result is not transformed character but testimony: “Come and see a man who told me
everything I ever did.” Nothing is hidden. And nothing is held against her.

Taken Together — The Third Sunday in Lent

These texts tell us what happens when thirst finally tells the truth about us.

We test God not because we are curious, but because we are afraid.

We harden our hearts not out of malice, but to avoid disappointment.

We boast not because we are confident, but because the alternative is the weight of silence.

We manage our lives with increasing sophistication, until management itself becomes the problem
and collapses under its own weight.

None of this is particularly shocking. It is simply what happens when creatures who cannot create
life attempt to control it. Thirst does not make us immoral. It makes us honest.

And then, against all expectation, and without a hint of moral correction, God remains.

Water flows from a rock that should not give water. The voice still says “today,” even after
yesterday’s refusal. Peace is given not to the improved, but to enemies. Living water is offered not to
the worthy, but to the exposed.

Lent does not train us to thirst less. That would only deepen the illusion of control. It teaches us
where thirst finally ends—not in discipline, insight, or restraint, but in a gift that interrupts us and

cannot be secured, stored, or taken away.

And that gift, once given, refuses to leave even when our thirst returns.

18



Fourth Sunday in Lent

1 Samuel 16:1-13
Chosen Without the Right Qualities

Samuel is sent to anoint a king, and he does exactly what we would do: he looks for the obvious
candidate. Surely Height, strength, presence must matter to God. He would want what looks

convincing.

But the text dismantles that assumption immediately. “The Lord does not see as mortals see.” This
is not a gentle reminder about humility. It is a verdict on human judgment altogether.

David is not chosen because he possesses hidden virtues. He is chosen because God chooses him.
Period. The anointing precedes any achievement. David is still a shepherd. The future king smells

like sheep.

Election here is not recognition. It is creation. God calls into being what is not yet visible and then
sends Samuel home with no explanation he can manage.

Psalm 23

Guided Without Seeing the Path

Psalm 23 is often heard as comfort for calm moments. It is not. It is confidence spoken in the valley,
where sight is limited and fear is reasonable.

The psalm does not say the valley disappears. It says the Shepherd is present. Guidance here is not
clarity about where one is going. It is the refusal of God to abandon the one who cannot see ahead.

“Your rod and your staff—they comfort me” because they are external. They do not depend on my
awareness, my vigilance, or my spiritual condition. They act whether I understand them or not.

This is trust stripped of explanation. The psalm does not tell us why the valley exists. It tells us who
remains there.
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Ephesians 5:8-14

Light That Exposes Rather Than Improves

“You were darkness,” Paul says—not “in darkness,” but darkness itself. This is not moral
exaggeration. It is diagnosis. Darkness is not something we step into; it is what we are apart from
Christ. And it is not a diagnosis we receive easily.

Light, then, does not come to enhance our visibility. It comes to expose. Everything exposed by the
light becomes visible and visibility is not immediately comforting. Exposure is dangerous when you

have been surviving by hiding.

But Paul presses further: what is exposed is also transformed. Not because exposure is therapeutic,
but because Christ addresses what He reveals. “Awake, O sleeper... and Christ will shine on you.”

Light here is not insight. It is resurrection speech.

John 9:1-41
Seeing That Leaves Us Defenseless

The man born blind does not seek Jesus. He does not confess faith. He does not even know who
healed him. Light comes to him without permission.

The miracle is simple. The consequences are not. The more the man sees, the more isolated he
becomes. His parents retreat. The authorities interrogate. Certainty hardens against mercy.

Those who are confident they see cannot recognize the Light standing before them. The blind man,
who cannot explain what happened, tells the truth simply: “I was blind, now I see.”

Faith here is not theological mastery. It is being unable to defend oneself except by pointing to what
Christ has done.

Taken Together — The Fourth Sunday in Lent

These readings dismantle one of our most durable religious fantasies: that sight belongs to the
capable, the perceptive, the spiritually attentive. We assume that clarity is earned. That those who see
clearly must deserve it, and those who do not must be lacking something essential.
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The texts refuse that arrangement entirely.

God chooses without consulting appearances, leaving our instincts for recognition exposed as
unreliable at best. The Shepherd leads without explaining the route, rendering our demand for
orientation beside the point. Light does not arrive to reward insight; it arrives to expose what we
have carefully arranged to keep hidden. Sight is given in a way that costs us our explanations, our
credentials, and finally our defenses.

This exposure feels dangerous because it is. Once we are seen, we can no longer manage how we
appear. The illusion of control dissolves, and with it the comforting belief that we are still in charge
of our own story.

This is where the gospel quietly but decisively intervenes and does not destroy us.

The same Lord who reveals is the One who remains. The same Light that unmasks does not
withdraw in disgust but stays. The same Christ who opens blind eyes does not abandon those newly
seeing to fend for themselves.

Lent teaches us this difficult mercy: that being seen by God is not the beginning of judgment, but
the end of hiding. It is not the prelude to rejection, but the place where life finally becomes possible

and the eyes of our hearts are opened to things as they really are.

We learn, slowly and often with surprise, that the light we dreaded is Christ Himself, and that being
seen by Him does not undo us but keeps us in the grace and mercy of His forgiveness.

Fifth Sunday in Lent

Ezekiel 37:1-14

Life Spoken Where Nothing Can Respond

The valley Ezekiel is shown is not tragic because the bones are dry. They are tragic because they

are very dry. Time has done its full, deadly work. Whatever once lived here is beyond help, memory,
or repaif.

God’s question, “Can these bones live?”, is not an invitation to optimism. It is a stripping away of it.

Ezekiel answers correctly by refusing speculation: “O Lord God, you know.” Faith here is not
confidence in possibility. It is surrender to God’s freedom to act where nothing can act back.
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The command to prophesy is strange, almost cruel. Words are spoken to what cannot hear. And yet,
that is precisely the point. Life comes not from potential in the bones, but from the Word that
addresses them anyway.

This is resurrection before it is comforting. God does not ask whether the bones deserve life. He
speaks and life happens.

Psalm 130
Waiting Where No Timeline Exists

Psalm 130 begins in the depths not in reflection about them. The cry is not composed. It is
desperate. “Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord.” This is crucial.

If God kept a careful record of sin, the psalmist says, no one could stand. That sentence removes all
spiritual comparison. It levels the ground completely. Survival now depends entirely on forgiveness.

Waiting here is not patience practiced well. It is waiting with nothing else to do but wait. Hope is not
located in feeling, progress, or evidence. Hope no longer searches for signs of improvement. It rests

in a promise that has not yet changed the darkness.

The night will pass. But forgiveness has already been spoken.

Romans 8:6-11
Life Given to What Is Already Mortal

Apart from the Spirit, life is already moving in the wrong direction. Paul does not soften the
diagnosis. To set the mind on the flesh is death. Not eventual death—death now.

But Paul does something unexpected. He does not urge a mental shift toward better outcomes. He
announces a new inhabitant. ““The Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you.”

Life here is not self-generated. It is borrowed. Resurrection does not belong to us as a principle. It
belongs to Christ—and then is shared. We do have life in ourselves.

The same Spirit who raised Jesus does not wait for us to become less mortal. He gives life to mortal
bodies as they are. The verdict is pronounced in baptism, even before the symptoms disappear.

22



John 11:1-45
Too Late—and Still Not Absent

Jesus waits. He does not rush to the bedside. He allows hope to expire. By the time He arrives,
Lazarus has been dead long enough for death to be undeniable.

Martha still believes—carefully, doctrinally. Mary can only weep. Both are right to say, “If you had
been here...” Jesus does not correct them. He receives their grief without explanation.

Then comes the shortest sentence in Scripture: “Jesus wept.” Not because resurrection is uncertain,
but because death is real. Tears do not signal doubt. They signal love that refuses to minimize loss.

The command at the tomb— “Lazarus, come out”—is not symbolic. It is the address of the Word
that speaks creation into being. And the dead respond, not because death has become manageable,
but because Christ’s voice brings forth a New Creation.

Even then, the work is unfinished. “Unbind him and let him go.” Resurrection creates life, but it
does not pretend the grave never held us.

Taken Together — The Fifth Sunday in Lent

These readings refuse consolation that arrives too eatly and they do so without apology. They will
not soothe us with metaphors or soften death into a manageable concept. They insist on telling the
truth plainly, even when that truth is unwelcome.

The bones are dry not resting, not waiting, not misunderstood. Dead.

The depths are real not symbolic, not exaggerated.

The flesh remains mortal not improvable, not on the verge of turning a corner.
The tomb is sealed not as a dramatic pause, but as a final word.

There is no encouragement here to look for hidden potential. No invitation to reframe the situation
more positively. The texts will not flatter our resilience or commend our faith for holding on. They
let death be death, and they leave us there.

And then without asking whether we are ready for it, God speaks.

Not to what might still be salvaged, but to what has already failed. Not to readiness, resolve, or

courage, but to ruin. Not to faith as a human achievement, but to faith as sheer reception of a life it
did not create and could not summon.
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Lent brings us precisely here, to an ending. To the place where nothing more can be done, nothing
more can be explained, nothing more can be hoped for on our terms.

And it is there, and only there, that everything is finally given.

Resurrection does not spare us from dying. It does not intervene eatly to preserve our sense of
control or keep the story respectable. It waits until death has said everything it has to say and then

answers it with a voice that calls the dead by name—and will not be silenced.

Why Lent Ends Here and Why Holy Week Will Begin with Palm Sunday

Lent does not end because we have completed a spiritual course, achieved sufficient penitence, or
arrived at some interior readiness for Easter. Lent ends because it has done its work. And its work is
not to prepare us to act, but to bring us to the place where we can no longer act at all.

By the Fifth Sunday in Lent, the lectionary has pressed us as far as it can go without crossing into
Holy Week itself. The arc is deliberate and severe. We begin with temptation and end with a dead
man sealed in a tomb. Along the way, every remaining illusion of spiritual competence is quietly
dismantled. Hunger is not managed. Sight does not belong to the perceptive. Thirst is not resolved.
Delay is not explained. Death is not softened.

By the time we stand before the grave of Lazarus, nothing remains to be done. No strategy remains.
No interior resource is left to summon. Even faith, as we usually imagine it, has nothing left to
contribute. The sisters can only say, “If you had been here...” And the dead man says nothing at all.

That is the proper end of Lent.

Lent is the season in which the Law is allowed to finish its sentence—thoroughly. It does not merely
accuse our sins; it exposes our hope in ourselves. It shows us, patiently and relentlessly, that even
repentance can become a last refuge of self-trust. By the Fifth Sunday, that refuge has collapsed. We
are left with dry bones, deep waters, mortal flesh, and a stone that will not move.

If Lent were to continue past this point, it would begin to turn back on itself. It would start to
suggest that there is still something for us to do, one last inward adjustment to make, one final
lesson to learn before Christ can proceed. But that would be a lie. The gospel does not wait for our
readiness.

So Lent stops here. Holy Week does not extend Lent. It interrupts it.
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Palm Sunday does not belong to Lent because Palm Sunday is not about our exposure. It is

about Christ’s decision for us. The focus shifts decisively. The movement is no longer inward. It is
forward. Jesus does not wait at the edge of Jerusalem to see whether we have learned enough,
repented deeply enough, or understood clearly enough. He goes in anyway.

And He goes in misunderstood.

That is the crucial point. Palm Sunday is not the triumphal conclusion of Lent; it is the judgment of
all religious expectation. The crowds are sincere. Their praise is not false. But it is misdirected. They
welcome a king who will not save them the way they expect to be saved. They cry “Hosanna” to a

Christ they will soon find intolerable.

This is why Palm Sunday must begin Holy Week. Because Holy Week is not about our preparation
for the cross; it is about Christ’s determination to go to the cross.

From this point on, the story no longer pauses to ask where we stand. It tells us what Christ does.
And none of this depends on us understanding it in advance.

Lent ends with the Fifth Sunday because Lent is about being brought to the end of ourselves. Holy
Week begins with Palm Sunday because Holy Week is about what Christ does after we have reached
that end.

This is not liturgical neatness. It is pastoral honesty.

We do not move from Lent into Holy Week because we are ready. We move because Christ is
ready—ready to carry misunderstanding, failure, silence, and death all the way through to their end.

And from that point on, the story is no longer about our exposure.

It is about His gift.
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SERMONS

Ash Wednesday

Psalm 51 — “Create, Not Repair”

Beloved hearers of the Word of God, grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord
Jesus Christ.

Ash Wednesday begins with a sentence so blunt that we usually rush past it in order to survive
it: You are dust, and to dust you shall return.

Just dust.

And that sentence, harsh as it sounds, is already more merciful than most of what we tell ourselves.
Because most of what we tell ourselves is designed to keep hope alive in the wrong places. We
reassure ourselves that this year will be different, that we have learned something, that we now see
more clearly. We imagine that with sufficient seriousness, perhaps even with genuine remorse, we
might finally make a dent in what has gone wrong.

Ash Wednesday will have none of it.

It does not flatter our sincerity. It does not negotiate with our intentions. It does not reward our
willingness to try again. It tells the truth plainly and without apology: whatever else we are, we are
not self-creating beings. We do not rescue ourselves. We do not repair what we have finally broken.
We return to dust.

Psalm 51 understands this better than most religious speech. This psalm is not written by someone
experimenting with repentance to see whether it helps. It is written by someone who knows that
help is already out of reach. “Against you, you alone, have I sinned.” That sentence does not seek
sympathy. It does not ask to be contextualized. It does not explain how things got so complicated. It
names the truth without mitigation.

There is no comparison here, no quiet relief that others are worse.
There is no moral accounting, no balancing of good intentions against bad outcomes.

There is no appeal to depth of feeling, as though sorrow itself might function as currency.

The psalmist has stopped arguing. And that is the moment when honesty finally becomes possible.
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This is why Psalm 51 does not ask for repair. It does not ask for improvement. It does not ask for
another chance. It asks for creation. “Create in me a clean heart, O God.” Creation language appears
here because nothing else will do. Creation does not refine what already exists. It brings into being
what was not there before.

The psalmist knows this. That is why repentance here is not a strategy. It is the end of strategy. It is
the point at which the last illusion of control quietly gives way.

And this is where repentance finally ends not in success, but in silence.

Not the silence of avoidance or denial, but the silence of someone who has nothing left to say in
their own defense. The astonishing thing is that this silence does not remain empty. It does not
become the final word. It does not stretch endlessly into despair.

The silence breaks but not because the psalmist finds better words.
It breaks because God refuses to let the silence stand unanswered.

That is the turn we never expect and rarely allow. We assume that if silence is broken, it will be
broken by judgment. That God, having waited patiently, will finally speak the verdict we already fear.
But Psalm 51 dares to believe something else: that forgiveness is not the reward for successful
repentance, but the condition under which repentance becomes possible at all.

Ash Wednesday teaches us this order. Ashes tell the truth. They do not argue with you. They do not
comfort you. They simply say what is the case. And precisely because they tell the truth, they make
room for mercy that does not depend on your performance.

The cross speaks that mercy. Not as encouragement. Not as reassurance that things will eventually
improve. But as substitution. As exchange. As the place where what is yours is taken up and what is
Christ’s is given in return.

Between ashes and cross stands Christ—not observing your seriousness, not measuring your
sorrow, not waiting to see how Lent turns out—but already acting. He takes what is yours: sin that
cannot be undone, death that cannot be avoided, judgment that cannot be escaped. And He gives
what is His: righteousness that does not belong to you, life that does not arise from you, peace that
does not depend on you.

Lent is where the burden of saving yourself is finally set down. Where, in Christ, you may stop
pretending that repentance is a tool you can use rather than a confession of your need. Where you
discover—perhaps with relief, perhaps with quiet fear—that nothing in you was ever meant to carry
this weight.
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Ash Wednesday does not leave you with instructions. It leaves you with Christ. It does not send you
forward with a task to complete or a discipline to master. The ashes tell the truth about who you are
without asking for your agreement, and they do not pretend that resolve or sincerity will finally
change that truth.

And yet Ash Wednesday does not abandon you to it. It places Christ there instead. The word
spoken on this day does not urge you onward; it brings you back to the place where God acted
without waiting for your readiness, to the promise spoken before you could understand it or secure
it for yourself. It brings you back to baptism, where forgiveness of sins was spoken over you as fact,
not as possibility, and where you were named God’s own before you had anything to show for it.

When repentance can no longer be used as leverage and effort no longer reassures, that forgiveness
remains—not as memory or symbol, but as verdict. You are dust, but you are forgiven dust. You are
exposed, but you are claimed. Lent begins not with determination, but with being returned to the
forgiveness of Christ that already holds you, and that is enough. Amen.

First Sunday in Lent

Matthew 4:1-11 — “Where Adam Fell, Christ Remains”

Beloved hearers of the Word of God, grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord
Jesus Christ.

The temptation of Jesus is often treated as a spiritual how-to manual: three temptations, three
answers, memorize the verses, apply them to your life. But that approach already misses the point. It
assumes the wilderness is primarily a training ground for moral technique. It is not.

The wilderness is where the old story resumes. Hunger. Doubt. Power. Control. And beneath them
all, the same ancient question: Can God really be trusted when He does not act on our timetable?
Hunger does not merely make us uncomfortable; it unmasks us. When the body aches, when the
future feels uncertain, when God delays, we do not become nobler—we become practical. We reach
for solutions. Stones into bread. Faith into leverage. Power into proof. This is not weakness. It is the
attempt to be efficient.

We prefer a religion that works. A God who responds to incentives. A moral system that rewards

effort and punishes failure predictably. We like commandments that double as survival strategies: do
the right thing and things will go right. It is a lie, but it is a comforting one.
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The devil’s suggestions are not obscene. They are reasonable. Sensible. Almost pastoral. You are
hungty, so eat. You are unsure, so verify. You feel powetrless, so seize authority. None of this
requires disbelief. It merely requires impatience.

And that is where Adam fell. Not because he hated God, but because he distrusted delay. The
tragedy of Eden did not end; it relocated. It appears wherever obedience is treated as a means to an
end, wherever faith becomes a tactic for control, wherever God is tolerated only so long as He
proves useful. The serpent never asks us to deny God. He asks us to manage Him.

And in the face of all these reasonable suggestions Jesus does nothing impressive. He does not
innovate. He does not negotiate. He does not demonstrate heroic resolve. He does not convert
obedience into a technique for self-preservation. He waits. He hungers. He entrusts Himself to the
Father without demanding reassurance, evidence, or relief. This is not passivity. It is faith, trust
without conditions.

Jesus does not use Scripture as a shield for survival. He refuses to turn the Word into a tool. He
allows the command to remain a command, even when it costs Him comfort, dignity, and safety.
Where Adam reached, Jesus rests. Where Israel demanded signs, Jesus accepts silence. Where we
insist on clarity before obedience, Jesus obeys into obscurity. And in doing so, He changes the entire
field of battle.

What troubles us here is not hard to name. Jesus’ obedience is not inspiring; it is offensive. It leaves
us unemployed. There is nothing to imitate that would help us. Waiting does not solve hunger. Trust
does not neutralize fear. Obedience does not guarantee outcomes. If this were a self-help book, no
editor would touch it!

And that is precisely the point.

We want religion to justify us. To validate our instincts. To reward our vigilance. To give us credit
for trying. But Jesus refuses to cooperate. He wins without our participation. He succeeds without
recruiting our effort. He obeys without leaving room for our contribution. Which means we are not
the protagonists of this story. And that is unbearable.

But here is the quiet, devastating good news: He does not obey for Himself, but for you.
The devil leaves, not because temptation has been eliminated, but because there is nothing left to
exploit. The old accusations remain. You should have done more. You should have been stronger.

You should have known better. But they find no purchase here.

Christ’s obedience is not exemplary; it is substitutionary.
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He does not stand before us as a moral champion urging us to follow. He stands in our place,
having rendered the obedience we could not sustain, the trust we could not maintain, the patience
we never possessed. And He does not store this obedience as a trophy. He gives it away.

Someone will ask, understandably, how this helps the next time temptation comes. It does not—at
least not in the way we want. There is no technique here. No transferable skill. No guarantee that
tomorrow will be better than yesterday. If anything, the text removes the illusion that such
improvement is the point.

The wilderness does not produce heroes. It produces verdicts. And the verdict on us is already clear.
But the verdict on Christ is clearer still.

The gospel does not offer assistance. It announces arrival. Help does not come from inside us. It
does not come from sharper resolve, deeper insight, or better habits. It comes from outside, from
the One who stood where we fall, remained where we flee, and trusted where we demand proof.
Your hunger does not disqualify you. Your fear does not surprise God. Your failure does not undo
what Christ has already finished. The contest has been decided. You are not asked to contribute.
You have been baptized. You are forgiven loved, held in the grip of His amazing grace. And that is
enough. Amen.

The Second Sunday in Lent

John 3:1-17 — “Born Where Nothing Can Be Done”

Beloved hearers of the Word of God, grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord
Jesus Christ.

Nicodemus comes at night. That detail matters. Darkness is not only about secrecy; it is about
safety. Night is where reputations are preserved and questions can be asked without consequence.
Nicodemus arrives with credentials intact, with status secure, with his résumé folded neatly under his
arm. He is not a seeker in crisis. He is a professional theologian looking for clarification.

And Jesus refuses to clarify.

Nicodemus opens with respect, even admiration. Rabbi, we know you are a teacher come from God. 1t is
the language of evaluation. He is measuring Jesus, placing Him within an existing framework,
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deciding where He fits. This is how competent people approach God: with categories ready, with
questions carefully calibrated, with the assumption that insight will lead to improvement.

Jesus answers by ending the conversation before it can begin. Unless one is born from above, he cannot see
the kingdom of God.

This is not instruction. It is disqualification.

Birth is not something one decides to do. It is not a project, not a discipline, not a habit cultivated
over time. One is either born or not. The statement does not invite effort; it announces impotence.
Whatever Nicodemus brought with him into the night is suddenly useless.

And this is where the offense sharpens. Religion is often sold as progress. Education for the soul.
Moral refinement. Spiritual advancement. It flatters our efforts. It reassures the intelligent. It tells us
that with enough seriousness, enough insight, enough commitment, we might yet become the kind
of people God could plausibly accept.

Jesus draws a line that cannot be crossed. Flesh gives birth to flesh. Spirit gives birth to spirit. The
distinction is absolute. No amount of theological training converts flesh into spirit. No accumulation
of virtue bridges the gap. The ladder is not merely too short; it does not exist.

Nicodemus responds the only way an honest person can: How can this be? And behind that question
is something closer to protest. Are you saying there is nothing I can do?

Yes. That is precisely what is being said.

And this is where resistance hardens. Because if there is nothing to do, then there is nothing to
manage. No role to perform. No credit to claim. No leverage to apply. The entire economy of
religious achievement collapses. The self, so carefully constructed, so meticulously maintained finds
itself without function.

We do not object to grace because it is too easy. We object to it because it is too final. It ends the
conversation about our potential. It strips away the fantasy that improvement might still put us in

control.

Jesus does not soften the claim. He presses it. The wind blows where it wills. You hear it, but you do
not direct it. You do not schedule it. You do not harness it for your purposes. Life from God arrives
unannounced, unmanageable, and unearned.

And this is where baptism belongs.
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Not as a public declaration of faith, not as a marker of spiritual seriousness, not as a milestone
achieved after sufficient understanding, but as God’s declaration of life. As something done to us,
not performed by us. As an event that precedes comprehension rather than rewarding it.

In baptism, nothing in us is consulted. No maturity is required. No internal readiness is assessed.
God does not ask whether we are prepared to be born. He simply gives birth.

This is deeply unsettling. It means God acts without waiting for our permission. It means salvation
does not depend on our clarity, our resolve, or our consent. It means the decisive movement is not
ours at all.

And this is where judgment enters as a present reality. The judgment is this: light has come into the
world, and it exposes our preference for control. It reveals how deeply invested we are in doing
something—anything—that allows us to remain central.

But here, too, the gospel speaks.

Judgment is not postponed; it is borne. It is carried by the Son who is lifted up, as Moses lifted up
the serpent in the wilderness. Not as an example to admire, but as a means of rescue for people
already dying. The bitten did not heal themselves by looking. They lived because life was given
where death had already taken hold.

God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved through Him.
Saved not by understanding, but by being given life. Saved not by decision, but by birth. By
baptism’s promise, God’s decision for you. Saved not by coming into the light with confidence, but

by being found there while still confused, still resistant, still empty-handed.

Nicodemus comes at night. The text does not tell us when he leaves. That omission is mercy. It
leaves room for us. For you who come with questions and leave with nothing to do. For you whose
hands are finally empty enough to receive.

To be born from above is not to begin again with better intentions. It is to begin where nothing can
be done. Where explanation fails. Where control ends. Where life is bestowed purely by grace, on

account of God’s Son.

Amen.
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The Third Sunday in Lent

John 4:5-42 - “Water That Refuses to Be Managed”

Beloved hearers of the Word of God, grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord
Jesus Christ.

Noon is when the well is empty of conversation and full of heat. It is the hour chosen by people
who have learned how to arrange their lives so that nothing unexpected happens. No questions. No
glances. No explanations. Just water, rope, jar, and the quiet dignity of getting through another day.

She is not searching for truth. She is managing thirst. Managing shame. Managing the predictable
reactions of other people. Her life has become a system, efficient, contained, survivable. And like
most systems, it works as long as nothing interferes.

Jesus interferes.

He does not begin with theology. He does not offer instruction. He asks for a drink. He places
Himself in need. And in doing so, He dismantles the rules that keep everything manageable. Jews do
not ask Samaritans for water. Men do not initiate conversations with women like this. Holy men
certainly do not risk contamination by association.

But Jesus does not protect Himself. He exposes Himself to refusal, to misunderstanding, to
rejection. And in that exposure, He quietly exposes her.

She pushes back the only way she knows how, by reasserting categories. How is it that you, a Jew, ask a
drink of me? This is not curiosity; it is boundary maintenance. She is reminding Him where the lines
are drawn. If those lines hold, the encounter can be controlled. If they collapse, nothing is
predictable.

Jesus lets them collapse.

He speaks of living water, not as metaphor to be decoded, but as gift to be received. And
immediately, the old reflex appears: Give me this water, so that I will not be thirsty or have to come bere to draw
water. Even grace is initially recruited for management. Relief without exposure. Satisfaction without
interruption.

And Jesus refuses that version of help. He does not fix her story. He names it.
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Go, call your husband. The request is not cruel; it is precise. It presses directly into the place where her
careful arrangements have failed. Five husbands. One who is not her husband. A life shaped not by
rebellion, but by fragility, by loss, dependence, compromise, and the slow erosion of hope.

And here is the astonishing thing: Jesus does not leave. He does not withdraw in moral superiority.
He does not offer advice for better choices. He does not shame her for the life she has survived. He
stays. He speaks. He continues to give Himself.

This is where we misunderstand the exposure of sin. We assume that being known will result in
being shamed and dismissed. That once the truth is out, the conversation will end. That exposure is
the prelude to rejection. And in this world, that is often how it works.

But with Jesus, the truth that exposes is the beginning of renewal.

She tries once more to manage the moment, this time with theology. Sacred mountains. Proper
worship. Centuries of argument compressed into a diversion. And Jesus dismantles that too.
Worship is not a location to be defended. It is a reality created. Spirit and truth are not
achievements; they are gifts.

And then, without drama, without ceremony, He gives her what no one else has ever given her:
Himself. I who speak to you am He.

No résumé required. No preparation demanded. No correction completed.

And something breaks in the system that has governed her life. The jar is left behind. The very
object of management is abandoned. She goes back into the place she has avoided, not with
improvement, not with a plan, but with a sentence that points to a person.

Come and see a man who told me everything I ever did.

This is not transformed character. It is testimony. She does not say she is fixed. She does not claim
insight. She does not explain doctrine. She announces that she has been known and not discarded.

Nothing is hidden. And nothing is held against her.

That is what living water does. It refuses to be managed. It does not assist us in coping more
efficiently. It ends the lonely work of self-containment. It creates life where thirst had become

normal.

The disciples return, puzzled and uneasy. This is not how things are supposed to happen. There is
no process here. No safeguards. No vetting. And yet the harvest comes anyway. Because the water
Jesus gives is not information. It is not clarity. It is not moral leverage. It is Himself. Given to
someone who was not looking for Him. Given where nothing was being done.
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And that, Jesus says, is where life begins.

And this may unsettle you. Something has happened without your oversight. No preparation you
can point to, no process you can defend, no conditions you can verify. And yet life has appeared,
freely as a gift.

What Christ gives you has not passed through your hands. It is not an insight you achieved, not a
clarity you earned, not a moral improvement you can measure. He has given Himself, given to you
the promise of forgiveness life and salvation in the very place where you were not seeking Him and
did not know how to ask. Not in your fullness but in your emptiness.

This is both the scandal and the comfort of Christ for you: life does not begin when you finally get
things right, but because in baptism God has brought you to the place where nothing remains for
you to do, and all for the sake of Christ. Amen.

The Fourth Sunday in Lent

John 9:1-41 — “Seeing That Leaves Us Defenseless”

Beloved hearers of the Word of God, grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord
Jesus Christ.

The man born blind does not come looking for Jesus. He is not searching for meaning. He is not
asking the right questions. He is not positioned for a miracle. He is simply sitting where he has
always sat, known primarily as a problem to be explained or avoided. And before anyone can decide
what he deserves, light comes to him without permission.

We are accustomed to thinking of healing as a transaction. Desire precedes gift. Faith precedes
action. Insight precedes change. But here there is no request, no confession, no preparation. Jesus
spits on the ground, makes mud, applies it to blind eyes, and sends the man away. The miracle is
almost careless in its simplicity.

The consequences ate not.
Once the man sees, nothing becomes easier. His neighbors are confused. His parents are afraid. The

religious authorities are offended. What should be an uncomplicated celebration becomes an
inquest. And it is not the miracle that unsettles them most. Tt is what the miracle refuses to prove.
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Someone must be at fault. Blindness requires an explanation. Sin must be assigned. Responsibility
must be located. Otherwise, the world becomes intolerably unstable. If suffering is not earned, then
security cannot be guaranteed. If mercy is arbitrary, then no one is safe.

So, the questions come. Who did this? How did it happen? When did it happen? Under what
authority? Was it really blindness? Is this man reliable? Could he be exaggerating? Could he be lying?

And beneath every question is the same demand: Make this manageable.

The man cannot comply. He does not know enough. He was blind. He did not see Jesus. He cannot
provide a theory of healing. He cannot articulate a doctrine of signs. He cannot even say who Jesus
is.

All he can say is the one thing no one wants to hear: I was blind, now I see.

That is not an argument. It is not a defense. It is not a contribution to theological clarity. It is an
unprotected fact. It makes him dangerous. And it makes Jesus dangerous.

His parents retreat because they understand the cost of honesty. They know what happens to people
who speak too plainly. They choose safety over truth, distance over solidarity. It is not cowardice so
much as calculation. They have learned how power works.

The authorities press harder. They know exactly what they see. Or rather, they know exactly what
they must see. The rules are clear. The Sabbath has been violated. God does not work this way.
Therefore, this man cannot be from God. The conclusion is already settled; the evidence is merely
being disciplined into agreement.

And this is the moment when certainty hardens against mercy.

Those who are most confident in their own righteousness cannot recognize the Light standing
before them. And you know how close that hits. You recognize the instinct. You see how easily your
need for clarity hardens into certainty, how quickly you use categories to replace persons, how often
your concern for order becomes a way to keep grace and mercy at arm’s length. You can see it
because you have done it. I have done it. We have all learned how to protect ourselves by being
right.

The man who once begged now finds himself on trial, and you can feel the pressure with him. The
more honestly he speaks, the more alone he becomes. You know that cost. Clarity costs you
nothing; sight costs you everything. It is safer to be correct than to be changed. It is safer to repeat
what is approved than to say what is true. He is cast out because he will not stop telling the truth.
You recognize that fear, because you have felt it too.
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And notice what he does not do—and what you and I are so tempted to do. He does not argue
theology. He does not mount a defense. He does not try to make the miracle respectable or himself
acceptable. He simply refuses to lie. That is all he has left.

And this is where faith finally appears for you as well. But not as mastery, not as insight, not as
confidence, but as defenselessness. Faith comes when there is nothing left to manage, nothing left to
protect, nothing left to prove. Faith is when you cannot explain yourself anymore except by pointing
to what God in Christ has done for you.

And here forgiveness must be spoken plainly. Because exposure without forgiveness would crush
you. To be fully seen without mercy would not be healing; it would be judgment without end. But
the One who gives sight is the same One who takes sin away. The light that exposes you is also the
light that absolves you. Nothing you have done is held against you—not because it is insignificant,
but because it has been borne by Christ.

This is why baptism belongs here. Because baptism is precisely where God acts when you have
nothing to offer Him. Before explanations. Before understanding. Before you can defend yourself or
your story. In baptism, God does not ask whether you see clearly. He names you His own while you
are still blind, still exposed, still empty-handed. He places His promise on you as gift.

This is what it means to stand exposed. No leverage. No credentials. No safe answers. Just one
sentence that cannot be improved or defended: I was blind, now I see.

He does not heal and disappear. He does not leave you to manage the fallout alone. He secks you
out after you have been pushed aside, after the costs have become clear, after the loneliness has
settled in and the questions have gone quiet.

And He asks you, Do you believe in the Son of Man?

This is not a test you are meant to pass. It is an invitation you are allowed to receive. And like the
blind man, you are given permission to answer honestly, without polish or certainty: Who is he, Lord,
that I may believe in him? You are not performing faith here. You are asking for it.

And Jesus gives Himself to you.

He has found you. And finding you, He gives you something sturdier than certainty and gentler than
control. He gives you Himself.

And then Jesus speaks the word that undoes every illusion you still cling to: I came into this world for
Judgment, that those who do not see may see, and those who see may become blind.

37



This is not a threat hanging over you. It is a diagnosis spoken for you. Your Lord names the truth
you already know: that insisting on seeing, on understanding, managing, approving will keep mercy
at a distance. But knowing that you have nothing to prove, that is where faith is given.

The sight that is faith does not make you impressive. It makes you honest.

It leaves you without arguments and without cover. But not without Christ. Amen.

The Fifth Sunday in Lent

John 11:1-45 — “Too Late—and Still Not Absent”

Beloved hearers of the Word of God, grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord
Jesus Christ.

Jesus waits.

That is the first offense of this text, and it is not a small one. He receives word that His friend is
sick, urgently sick, and He does nothing. No haste. No explanation. No reassuring message sent
ahead. He stays where He is while the clock runs out.

By the time He arrives, hope has already expired. Lazarus has been dead long enough to remove all
ambiguity. This is not a crisis; it is a conclusion. The stone has been sealed. The rituals have begun.
The language has shifted from if to when to remember when.

And this is where the real trouble begins. What are we to make of this?

Because we can tolerate a delayed God if the delay still makes sense. We can live with waiting if it
fits into a larger plan that eventually works. What we cannot tolerate is a God who arrives too late. A
God who lets loss and death finish their work.

Martha still believes, but carefully. Respectably. She knows the lines. She recites the doctrine. I &now
he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day. This is faith with guardrails. Faith that keeps grief at

arm’s length by relocating hope to a safer distance.

Mary cannot do that. She collapses into tears. No theology. No framing. Just the same sentence
spoken without polish: If you had been here. ..
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And Jesus does not correct either of them.

He does not explain the delay. He does not defend His timing. He does not say, Thzs will all make
sense later. He receives their grief as it is. He allows the accusation to stand. He lets the ache speak.

And then the shortest sentence in Scripture appears, not as an aside, but as a verdict on everything
that has come before it: Jesus wept.

Not because resurrection is uncertain. Not because He lacks power. But because death is real.
Because love does not bypass loss. Because compassion refuses to minimize what has been taken.

These tears are not strategic. They are not symbolic. They do not prepare the miracle. They
acknowledge the wound. Jesus does not hurry past grief to get to glory. He enters it.

And that unsettles everyone.

Some take comfort: See how he loved him. Others turn suspicious: Could not he who opened the eyes of the
blind have kept this man from dying? That question still hangs in the air. It always does. If God can help,
why didn’t He help sooner?

The tomb answers nothing. It only smells like death. And then Jesus speaks. Lagarus, come out!

The Word that once said Le# there be light is now speaking into a sealed grave. Creation is being
spoken again. This time into a body that has already begun to give way.

And the dead respond. The dead bones live.

Not because death has been managed. Not because decay has been reversed by process or principle.
But because Christ’s voice brings with it the reality it names. Where He speaks, life happens.

Lazarus emerges still wrapped in grave clothes. Alive, raised and yet marked. Resurrection does not
pretend the grave never held him.

And Jesus gives one final command, this time to those standing nearby: Unbind hin, and let hin go.
This matters more than we often realize. Resurrection creates life, but it does not erase history. New
creation does not deny that death has done damage. The bindings are real. The scars remain. Life

returns, but it returns into a world that still bears the weight of loss. Lazarus will die again.

And this is where the text finally turns toward you and where your baptism must be heard.
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Because baptism is where that word has already been spoken to you. Not when you were ready. Not
when grief had resolved itself. Not when faith felt strong. But when you were helpless, when
nothing could be done, when death still ruled, when you had nothing to offer but need.

In baptism, Christ did not explain your suffering. He did not justify God’s timing. He did not
promise that loss would not hurt. He named you His own. Sin and death have not been negotiated
with. They were carried to the cross and left there, having lost their right to make a final claim on
you.

So, your grief is not evidence of God’s absence. Your tears are not signs of failed faith. Your losses
are not disqualifications, and they are not grounds for putting God on trial either. The verdict has
already been rendered.

You belong to Christ. That is not something grief can undo. That is not something death can
reverse. The Jesus who wept at the tomb is the same Jesus who put His name on you in water and
word, bestowing on you what the world neither knows nor gives: forgiveness of sins, life and
salvation. And having done that, He does not let you go.

God’s Word for you does not rest on your circumstances or strength, your understanding, or your

ability to hold on, it holds you. When everything else goes silent, this word still speaks. Even now, in
the middle of your losses and endings, He says: You are mine. Amen.
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HYMNS FOR LENT

(Sung to the Tune of “O Sacred Head Now Wounded”,
Meter: 7.6.7.6.D (Passion Chorale)

Ash Wednesday - Psalm 51
You Mark us Dust and Ashes

You mark us dust and ashes, Our end is plainly shown;

No strength or vow can keep us, No truth remains our own.
The words we used to save us Fall silent, spent, and thin;
We stand with empty answers Before the weight of sin.

No cure is found in sorrow, No tear can make us whole;
Repentance cannot mend us Nor cleanse the wounded soul.
So we confess our ending, The life we cannot raise;

No path of self-improving Can earn Your pardoning grace.

But You stand in the ashes, Where death has claimed its due;
You bore the judgment spoken And give us life anew.

In water sealed by promise Our sin is drowned and gone;
Forgiven, free and baptized We live in You alone.

First Sunday in Lent — Matthew 4:1-11

Where We Fell, You Stood

Where hunger spoke with power And fear became our guide,
You would not grasp at rescue Nor turn Your trust aside.
The Word we bend to save us You bore in perfect trust;

You stood where we had fallen, Remaining where we must.

No angels came to shield You, No sign was seized or shown;
You walked the path of weakness And claimed it as Your own.
So when our strength collapses And life can only end,

Your faithfulness stands with us The sinnet’s truest friend.



When every word we utter Betrays a deeper need,
You speak the final sentence Where we had none to plead.
Not ours the faithful answer, Not ours the standing ground;

Your yes before the Father Is where our life is found.

Second Sunday in Lent — Matthew 17:1-9
The Glory That Will Not Stay

A glimpse of hidden splendor, A voice, a shining face;

We longed to hold the moment, To stay within that place.
But glory would not linger, Nor let our vision stand,;

The light returned to shadow, The road went back to land.

So faith must walk unseeing, With Christ alone in view—
No sign preserved to guide us, No proof to cling unto.

We follow where You lead us, Past splendor’s brief display,
To cross and loss and silence, Toward Easter bright as day.

When glory faded from us And sight could no more stay,

You named us in the waters And claimed us on the way.

Beneath that hidden promise You joined us to Your cross;

From death You raise us with You, Our life secured through loss.

Third Sunday in Lent — John 4:5-42

We Come with Thirst Unspoken

We come with thirst unspoken, With cups that cannot not hold;
Our wells were dug in longing, Our stories worn and old.

You meet us tired and waiting Where shame has learned to hide,
And name the truth we carry Without retreat or pride.

No cure is offered gently, No past is set aside;

You give Yourself in mercy That will not be denied.

So thirst no longer masters The ones Your mercy claims—
We drink what You have given And live within Your name.
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In waters freely given Your Word comes to proclaim;

I join you to my dying, I raise you in my name.’

Not thirst, but promise holds us, Not need, but mercy sure;
Clothed in the life You promise, Baptized, and made secure.

Fourth Sunday in Lent — John 9:1-41

When Death Has Finished Speaking

When death Has Finished Speaking, we have no place to go;
No wisdom gained to boast of, No righteous claim to know.
The learn-ed stand offended, Their certainty made stone;
The healed stand undefended, Held by Your grace alone.

For sight is not possession Nor truth that we command;
It comes when You address us And take us by the hand.
We see because You find us Where darkness had its way,
And call us out of shadow Into Your glorious day.

In waters sealed by promise You name us as Your own;

You wash away our darkness And claim us in Your Son.

Joined to His death and rising, We stand where bonds now flee;
The light that now has found us Is Christ, and we are free.

Fifth Sunday in Lent — John 11:1-45
Too Late for Hope

Too late for hope or healing, Death sealed within the grave;
The stone was shut by sorrow, No prayer was left to save.
You came when all was finished, When grief had filled the air,
And wept where death had spoken Its final word of fear.

Then life spoke into silence, And death released its claim;

No faith had claimed the darkness, No courage earned Your name.
You called the dead to living, Not fixed, but newly made;

You stood where hope lay buried And summoned light from shade.



In waters joined to dying You claim us from the grave;

You bind us to Your calling By grace we have been saved.
Entombed with You in promise, We live by faith alone;

The life You spoke to Lazarus Is ours through You, God’s Son.
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MID-WEEK LENTEN SERVICE

Prelude

Invocation

Leader: In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
Congregation: Amen.

Opening Sentence

L: Out of the depths we cry to You, O Lord.
C: Lord, hear our voice.

Confession and Absolution

L: Let us confess our sin not as those who still hope to repair it,
but as those who have come to the end of what can be done.
For God does not wait for your readiness.

He does not require your improvement.

He does not ask for proof of sincerity.

Stlence

C: Most merciful God,

we confess that we have trusted in what cannot save us.

We have hidden when the truth pressed too close.

We have managed our lives rather than surrendered them.
We have used repentance as one more way to trust ourselves.

We have no defense to offer,
no progress to report,
no argument left to make.

We are dust.
And we are in need of mercy.

Stlence



Absolution

L: Hear this word for you:

By the command of Christ, and in His name,

I declare to you the gracious forgiveness of all your sin,

in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
C: Amen.

Hymn

Litany of the Cross

Leader: Lord, when we look for You in strength,
Congregation: You meet us where strength lets go.

L: When we ask for answers that settle things,
C: You speak from a cross that stays unsettled.

L: When we want You to fix it and be done,
C: You remain with us and carry what hurts.

L: Not above the trouble,
C: But in the middle of it.

L: Not after we straighten ourselves out,
C: But while we are still bent and broken.

L: On the cross You did not explain our lives,
C: You took them up.

L: And when all we can see is loss,

C: You remain with us, and that is enough. Amen.
Readings

Sermon

Hymn



The Confession of Faith: Based on The Small Catechism of Martin Luther

L In ancient and modern times, Lent has been the time for instruction of candidates preparing for
their baptism. It is therefore appropriate that we review the basics of our faith during these days of
Lent, so that we all might be renewed in the promise of our baptism.

L: The First Article of the Apostles' Creed concerns Creation. What does it mean?

C: “I believe that God has created me and all that exists. He has given me and still preserves
my body and soul with all their powers. He provides me with food and clothing, home and
family, daily work, and all I need from day to day. God also protects me in time of danger
and guards me from every evil. All this he does out of fatherly and divine goodness and
mercy, though I do not deserve it. Therefore, I surely ought to thank and praise, serve and
obey him. This is most certainly true.”

L: The Second Article of the Creed concerns Redemption. What does this mean?

C: “I believe that Jesus Christ -- true God, Son of the Father from eternity, and true man,
born of the Virgin Mary -- is my Lord. At great cost he has saved and redeemed me, a lost
and condemned person. He has freed me from sin, death, and the power of the devil -- not
with silver or gold, but with his holy and precious blood and his innocent suffering and
death. All this he has done that I may be his own, live under him in his kingdom, and serve
him in everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he is risen from the
dead and lives and rules eternally. This is most certainly true.”

P: The Third Article of the Creed concerns Sanctification. What does this mean?

C: “I believe that I cannot by my own understanding or effort believe in Jesus Christ my
Lord or come to him. But the Holy Spirit has called me through the Gospel, enlightened me
with his gifts, and sanctified and kept me in true faith. In the same way he calls, gathers,
enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian church on earth, and keeps it united with
Jesus Christ in the one true faith. In this Christian church day after day, he fully forgives my
sins and the sins of all believers. On the last day he will raise me and all the dead and give
me and all believers in Christ eternal life. This is most certainly true.”

An Offering may be received
Prayer of the Church
L: Let us pray for the people of God and for all in need.

L: For the Church:
that our names are written in the Book of Life,

and our trust rests in Christ and His cross.
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Lord, in Your mercy,
C: hear our prayer.

L: For repentance and forgiveness:

that we may boast in nothing but Christ crucified,
and live by mercy freely given and received.

Lord, in Your mercy,

C: hear our prayer.

L: For this nation and all in authority:

for the president, the governor, and all who govern;
for those who serve to keep the peace.

Lord, in Your mercy,

C: hear our prayer.

L: For all who suffer in body or mind,

for those who grieve,

and for all who live with fear or uncertainty.
Lord, in Your mercy,

C: hear our prayer.

L: Into Your hands, Gracious Father,
we place ourselves and all for whom we pray,

trusting in Your mercy through Jesus Christ our Lord.

C: Amen.

Lord's Prayer

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.

Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven Give us this day our daily

bread. And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead

us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, the power and the

glory, for ever and ever. Amen.

Benediction

L: The Lord bless you and keep you. The lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to

you. The lord look upon you with favor and give you peace. In the name of the Father and of the

Son and of the Holy Spirit.
C: Amen
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When the Lord Supper is included, it is introduced following the Prayer of the Church.

THE LORD’S SUPPER

Martin Luther writes in the Small Catechism that “...the benefits of the sacrament are pointed out by the
words, given and shed for the forgiveness of sins. These words assure us that in the sacrament we receive
forgiveness of sins, life and salvation. For where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and

salvation.”
Preface

P: The Lord be with you.

C: And also with you.

Lift up your hearts.

We lift them to the Lord.

Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.

It is right to give Him thanks and praise.

Words of Institution

P: In the night in which he was betrayed, our Lord Jesus took bread and gave thanks; broke it, and
gave it to his disciples, saying: “T'ake and eat; this is my body, given for you. Do this in remembrance
of me.” Again, after supper, he took the cup, gave thanks, and gave it to all to drink, saying: “This cup
is the new testament in my blood, shed for you and for all people for the forgiveness of sin. Do this
in remembrance of me.’

Lord's Prayer

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.

Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven Give us this day our daily

bread. And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead
us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, the power and the
glory, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Lamb of God

P: Lamb of God You take away the sin of the world,
C: Have mercy on us.
Lamb of God You take away the sin of the world,

Grant us peace. Grant us peace.

Distribution

(Silence or quiet hymnody)
Post-Communion

P: The body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ strengthen you and keep you in His grace.
C: Amen

L: Lord, at Your table, nothing was asked of us;
C: Everything was given.

L: Lord, When our hunger could not name itself,
C: You fed us.

L: When faith could not rise to meet You,
C: You came to us.

L: Not as memory,
C: But as body.

L: Not as symbol,

C: But as blood.

L: Here You did not point us onward or inward;
C: You gave Yourself to us.

L: Now we leave Your table,
C: Not full of resolve,

L: Not stronger in ourselves.
C: But fed, forgiven, and held.
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L: The life and promise You have given here will not fade;
C: For You remain with us. Amen.

Benediction

L: The Lord bless you and keep you. The lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to
you. The lord look upon you with favor and give you peace. In the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit.

C: Amen

Dismissal

P: Go in peace. You are free in Christ.
L: Thanks be to God.

Hymn

51



