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LENT DEVOTIONS 

spring2017 

 

 
 

from dust you came 
and to dust you shall return 

-ecclesiastes 3:20-	  
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WHAT THIS IS 
Lent is the season in the church where Christians prepare themselves for the death and 
resurrection of Jesus by repenting of our idolatry. It corresponds to the 40 days leading 
up to the Passion events and is inspired by the 40 days that Jesus was tempted in the 
desert. This season is characterized by a re-tuning of our hearts to the Gospel narrative.  
 
Generally, this means Christians enter into four main tasks: 

1) Naming our Idols 
2) Confessing our Idolatry 
3) Removing the Idols 
4) Replacing the Idols 

 
This entire process of naming, confessing, removing and replacing is called repentance.  
 
We repent as a way to sober up, so to speak. Our hearts sober up from the spiritual 
inebriation caused by idolatry so as to prepare for the defining moment in the Gospel 
story and, therefore, ours – the voluntary and unjust death of Jesus, God-made-flesh, 
and then, miraculously, his resurrection from the dead. 
 

HOW IT WORKS 
Each Sunday, the sermon at Hope Brooklyn will be devoted to a particular idol which 
grips our hearts as Christians in America and, especially, NYC. The very next day 
(Monday) there will be a devotion dedicated to the previous day’s sermon. It will be 
comprised of five parts: 
 

1) Scripture readings 
2) Reflections on the respective idol 
3) A Prayer 
4) Kingdom-Liturgies (Practices to guide us through the week) 
5) Supplemental Readings 

 
It’s not meant to be overbearing or a substantial drain on already limited time. But it is 
meant to be a manageable re-orientation of our hearts, as a community, around Jesus’ 
story. It is meant to be a communal activity that all of Hope Brooklyn can join into so 
that as we get closer to Good Friday and Easter Sunday we would be growing into the 
image of Jesus as a people, that we would be reflecting God’s Kingdom in the world, 
just like a mirror.  
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Week 1 – You are what You Love 
 

SCRIPTURE 
“Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it.” – Proverbs 4:23 
 
“As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God. My soul thirsts 
for God, for the living God. When can I come and see the face of God?!” – Psalm 42:1-2 
 

REFLECTION 
I tried to get into shape once. It was after a prolonged period of apathy toward my 
health and catalyzed by an intellectually convincing Ted talk about the psychological 
and physiological benefits to eating right, exercising regularly and sleeping a normal 
schedule. I was bought in.  
 
That was a Monday. By Thursday I had quit. No joke. Why? 
 
I think it’s because humans are not primarily governed by our reason. That perhaps, we 
can intellectually know something, and yet that knowledge makes absolutely no 
difference in the lives we live. 
 
It’s probably the same reason we hear a persuasive sermon on Sunday morning and by 
Sunday evening have sunk back into old habits. 
 
Because cognitive knowledge is not the primary driver of the human engine. Then what 
is? 
 
I would contend, the Gospel would contend, that the driver of the human creature is 
not what we know, but what we love.  
 
And our loves are shaped by what we look at. What we look at is shaped by what we 
taste. And whatever we taste, that becomes what we desire. It’s a cycle – for better or 
worse. 
 
Or as Aristotle would put it, “It is impossible to alter by argument what has long been 
absorbed by habit.” 
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By this he means, love is not emotional but habitual. We can see what we love by the 
habits of our lives. And to change my habits related to health, I can’t just cognitively 
know wellness is better than unhealthiness – I need to taste that morning after sore. I 
need to experience the endorphins released during a great run. I need to re-train my 
taste buds to crave kale over doughnuts – and learn to love kale more! I need to see 
muscles developing and feel stronger and less sluggish!  
 
All this to say that in our daily lives, we are living into visions of human flourishing 
governed by our acquired tastes. And these tastes direct what our eyes see. And we see 
whatever it is our hearts desire. And for better or worse, we end up craving and loving 
what it is we desire.  
 
But Jesus too has a vision of human flourishing. And the whole reason we’re Christians 
is because we tasted, at least once, that vision and we realized that the life offered by 
His Kingdom is far better than any competing Kingdom in the world.  
 
Our lives are now spent trying to acquire the tastes of God – to learn to love what God 
loves. 
 
For if we keep tasting that Jesus’ Kingdom is better than the world’s, then overtime 
we’ll start to see Jesus’ Kingdom everywhere in our lives. And when that’s what we see, 
we’ll start to desire it. And when we desire it, we’ll love it – and taste it some more. New 
habits will be formed.  
 
Once we love His Kingdom, we’ll reflect His Kingdom - Peace-Makers, Rest-Takers, 
Gracious, Merciful, Generous, Slow to Anger, Full of Forgiveness, Absent of Anxiety, 
People of Joy. 
 
For we are what we love. 
 
Liturgy is the word used by the Church to denote the kinds of habit-forming practices 
that re-train us to love and long after God’s Kingdom. They help break the cycle of the 
world’s intoxicating Kingdom and offer us a taste of Jesus’. 
 
That’s what Lenten season is all about. That like the Psalmist, over time and through 
painful practice, we may say, and mean, “As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my 
soul longs for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When can I come 
and see the face of God?!” 
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PRAYER 
God, we confess our loves are disordered and, consequently, we are not true humans 
the way you designed us. Our habits are awry. We do not long to taste you for we’ve 
forgotten you are the only bread that brings life. We’ve forgotten that our hearts will be 
unsatisfied until they feast on You. As we enter into this season of preparation to lament 
your death and celebrate your resurrection, re-order our loves. Give us vision into the 
practices of death that surround us and which we enact, and give us courage to begin 
to embody new practices that are aimed toward your Kingdom, that teach our hearts to 
hunger and thirst for you. And do all of this that we may become like You – Peace-
Makers, Rest-Takers, Gracious, Merciful, Generous, Slow to Anger, Full of Forgiveness, 
Absent of Anxiety, People of Joy. 
 

KINGDOM-LITURGY 
1. Take an audit of your weekly practices, no matter how small the action may 

seem: eating breakfast, watching the news, work, how you work, texting rather 
than calling, checking social media, Netflix, etc. 

2. Look for patterns in what you spend your time doing – and by contrast, what 
you’re not doing. What do you do most consistently and how do you do it? What 
does that say about your loves? 

3. What is the vision of human flourishing these habits are pointing toward?  
4. Confess and offer them to God throughout these 6 weeks. Ask him to show you 

new patterns and habits that can re-train your loves to be about Him and His 
Kingdom. 

 

READINGS 
*Read slowly. Absorb each word like a delicacy. Allow it to read you. 

1. Psalm 42 
2. Psalm 27 
3. Psalm 34 

  



Instagram	-	#hopebklent2017	
	

6	
						
	

Week 2 – Validation and Family 
 

SCRIPTURE 
“Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever loves 
son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever does not take up the 
cross and follow me is not worthy of me.” – Matthew 10:37-38 
 

REFLECTION 
We ask our family, or lack of family, to validate us. 
 
It’s a popular position in this city to forego having children for the simple reason that 
they are seen as a drain on the more important work of our lives. Or, on the other end 
of the spectrum, we desperately long to have children because we think their presence 
will bring a validation to our lives we can’t currently find.  
 
Make no mistake, there is no more God-shaping practice than training those younger 
than you. Whether your DNA or not, to pour your life into the next generation by one 
way or another is to come nearest to God’s nature. To do it right, as God would do it, is 
to live a selfless life emptying your energy, love, and entire existence into those who 
most of the time will not return or appreciate just how much of a sacrifice you are 
making. It is to say to the young, “Your life is more important than mine. My life will be 
spent trying to give you yours.” This is why it’s the most God-shaping practice in which 
we can engage – for the sacrifice of Himself for the sake of those He loves is at the core 
of God’s nature. 
 
This is why it is also said that there is no pain greater than losing a child. I think the cross 
of Jesus would confirm this. 
 
Yet the avoidance of children or the obsession over them are both equally idolatrous. 
Jesus makes clear our validation comes from following Him. And the journey is one 
taken with a cross upon our backs. Though pouring our lives into children forms us into 
God’s image, the reason we do it is not because we worship our child, but because we 
worship God.  
 
“Never think that you need to protect [your children]. Because anytime you think you 
need to protect [your children], you can be sure that you are worshipping an idol,” says 
Stanley Hauerwas. 
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God did not give us the next generation to protect them but to invite them into a story 
worth dying for – the same story we are living into; the same story that has called us to 
pour our lives into theirs. 
 
Which is why the most faithful decision we can make is to teach the young to pick up 
the cross – as we do. It is not to avoid children. It is not to protect children. It is to 
witness that all of life will be sacrificed in one story or another. We’re simply saying, 
choose the best story. 
 
“Sacrifice your life, o child, to follow Jesus. For that is the truth of your existence, and 
mine. You were not created to be protected. You were created to love God. And we 
learn to love God by sacrificing our lives for others.” 
 
The Kingdom-liturgy then is not to avoid children, nor to obsess over having them, but 
to invite the next generation into the story of adventure, the story of cross-toting 
discipleship, following after Jesus.  
 
And it is in that modeling of sacrifice, walking with the cross behind Jesus, child at our 
side, hopefully one day to pick up their own, that we are validated.  
 

PRAYER 
Lord, we have made our children our idols. We have made the desire for children our 
idols. We have made avoidance of children, viewing them as an imposition to more 
important work, our idols. Forgive us. You commanded us to demonstrate our hope in 
you by teaching the next generation to come die with You. Whether our own DNA or 
not, let us invite the next generation into an adventure better than the ones we write for 
ourselves. 
 

KINGDOM-LITURGY 
1. Before anything else, spend time considering your own place within the 

adventure of the Gospel. Do you fully believe that this is a story worth dying for –
sacrificing your own definition of what’s best for yourself to allow God to define 
your life instead? 

2. If you have children, spend time every night asking them questions about the 
gospel, reading Gospel stories with them. 
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3. If you desire children, reflect on why that is. If you do not, reflect on why that is. 
Truly discern from what core motivation it emerges. 

4. What would it look like to invite the next generation into a story of sacrifice and 
adventure? Write it down.  

 

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS 
1. Reflect on Stanley Hauerwas’ quotes:  

a. “Never think that you need to protect [your children]. Because anytime 
you think you need to protect [your children], you can be sure that you are 
worshipping an idol” 

b. “Christians do not place their hope in their children, but rather their 
children are a sign of their hope that God has not abandoned this world.” 

2. Psalm 71 
3. Mark 3:31-35 
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Week 3 – Work and Sabbath 
 

SCRIPTURE 
“God blessed them and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth 
and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air 
and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.’… And on the seventh day God 
finished the work he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the work that 
he had done. So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God 
rested from all the work that he had done in creation.” – Genesis 1:28, 2:2-3 
 

REFLECTION 
Don’t miss the profound revelation here. 
 
On the sixth day of creation, after the heavens and the earth, the lights and planets and 
stars and oceans, the flora and fauna burst from the earth in beautiful fecundity, God 
created man and woman. He created them on the sixth day. 
 
But then, on the seventh day, he rested and hallowed it.  
 
This is the first time in God’s story of the heavens and the earth we run across an 
important Hebrew word – qadesh. It means holy. To be qadesh is to be holy and to 
qadesh something is to set it apart as special and distinct and worthy of notice and 
veneration 
 
The first thing God calls holy are not humans, but time – a day. 
 
And though the seventh day is the last day of God’s week, don’t forget, it’s the first of 
Adam and Eve’s!  
 
They were created on Day 6! After receiving marching orders from God to be His 
ambassadors on the earth, to rule with compassion and to aid the earth’s flourishing in 
every way, they go to bed for the first time ever.  
 
Yet when they wake up on Day 7 (their first full day alive), they are told, “But before you 
do any of that work, rest. Before you start doing, just be, and enjoy time. For it is 
qadesh. Enjoy what I have made.” This has profound theological consequence. 
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America worships work. We imbibe a life-style that tells us our value in this life is directly 
correlated to our productivity. Humans are judged by what we produce. So we work 
harder, longer, faster, fearing that if we stop for a moment we cease to be human!  
 
Because humans are what we produce, right? 
 
Perhaps this is precisely why God created Adam and Eve on Day 6 and then tells them 
to take a walk before they pick up a spade.  
 
God wants them to know that their value will never be tied to the output of their hands, 
but in the simple and staggering reality that they are alive. Armed with that ontological 
knowledge, a value from being, not from doing, they can enter into their work with 
peace, patience and even, dare we say, joy. 
 
This is why the Church offers the Kingdom-liturgy of Sabbath. Sabbath reminds us that 
the world is not up to us – but to God. It reminds us in an embodied way we were not 
created to save the world but to enjoy it, to enjoy one another, to take care of one 
another, to eat and to enter into relationship. It reminds us that we are not the 
sustainers of our lives or of time, but God is.  
 
And in a country as obsessed about work and efficiency and productivity as America, 
this might be the greatest witness to God’s presence than anything else.  
 
That time is holy, not work.  
 

PRAYER 
Father, we fear ceasing from work. We fear turning off our phones. For we believe that 
our value is tied into what we do, not who we are in your eyes. But you have created us 
to rest in joy with one another and with you. Give us the courage to re-appropriate this 
principle into our hearts and lives. Banish this fear of valueless-ness with the deep 
assurance of our value found in the reality that You made us to be with You and one 
another. You did not create us to, fundamentally, work. You created us to be with You. 
Work is just one way we enjoy You and one another. It is not the only nor the most 
important way. Time is holy. Time is set apart. Teach us this and give us courage to 
enter into Sabbath with you. 
 

KINGDOM-LITURGY 



Instagram	-	#hopebklent2017	
	

11	
						
	

1. Set a time each week (of at least 3 hours; more if your schedule allows). 
2. Attempt to fill that time with those you love doing what brings life (go to a 

museum, volunteer, go to a park, eat a family meal, ride bikes, etc). 
3. Don’t utilize any technology during this time. 
4. As you enter this holy time, offer little words of thanks to God throughout, who 

tells you that this moment is what He made you for. 
 

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS 
1. Isaiah 2:1-4 
2. Isaiah 25:1-10 
3. Matthew 12:1-8 
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Week 4 – The Omni’s and Fasting 
 

SCRIPTURE  
“Now the serpent was craftier than any other wild animal that the LORD God had made. 
He said to the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the 
garden’?”  The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the 
garden; but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the middle of 
the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.’” But the serpent said to the woman, 
“You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and 
you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” So when the woman saw that the tree was 
good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired 
to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, 
who was with her, and he ate. Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that 
they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for 
themselves.” – Genesis 3:1-7 
 

REFLECTION 
They call it the original sin. Peccatum Originale. What was it? The desire to be like God. 
Yes, but what in that? What does it mean to be like GOD? 
 
I always grew up imagining that whoever God was, the omni’s describe him best. You 
know what I mean. 
 
Omniscient, all knowing.  
Omnipresent, everywhere.  
Omnipotent, all powerful.  
Or as Paul said, he is the God who is in all and over all and through all. He’s just ALL! 
 
Now you might be thinking to yourself, if that’s what it means to be like God, then I’m 
good because I don’t desire that. I don’t want that kind of power. The original sin of 
possessing the omni’s is something with which I don’t struggle. 
 
However, if you take a closer look into your life, as I did, you might find that’s not 
entirely true. 
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As my friend AJ pointed out, our modern society still commits this sin of wanting to 
possess the omni’s and remarkably (or cleverly), we commit it once again through a fruit 
– an Apple.  
 
Psychologists have diagnosed a new anxiety disorder called FOMO – “the anxiety that 
an exciting or interesting event may currently be happening elsewhere, often aroused 
by posts seen on a social media website.” 
 
New studies show that Americans spend on average 4.7 hours a day on their phones – 
some of them Apple products. 4.7 hours! What could possibly compel us to spend that 
much time in a virtual world that makes us anxious and depressed more than it makes 
us feel alive? 
 
Could it be because it gives us our dose of the omni’s? 
 
We have all information at the touch of a button – omniscient.  
 
We scroll the pictures of “friends” in exotic places, working glamorous jobs, attending 
glamorous parties, living “better” lives than us – omnipresent.  
 
We can do or say pretty much anything we want in that virtual world (generally via 
anonymity) – omnipotent. 
 
On that device, we are in all places, with all knowledge and all power. We ate the apple 
again. 
 
And what does it do to us? It gives us FOMO. We all hate our obsession and our life’s 
vitality drains from our hearts as we, in futility, try to be omni. And the reason for this is 
quite simple. 
 
We were not created to be omni. 
 
God created us to have limits. To know boundaries. We aren’t to be in all places. We’re 
to be in one place. We aren’t to have all knowledge. We’re to be part of a community 
where all bring different gifts comprising the whole of our collective knowledge. We 
aren’t to be all powerful. God is our protector. 
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Yet just as alarming as this upward trend in anxiety is the inviting report of friend after 
friend who shut down their devices, got off Facebook, started spending more time with 
the people in front of them, in the homes they actually live in, in the lives that are only 
theirs, and loved it. They felt more free, more alive, than ever before.  
 
To embrace our creaturely limits is to be as God created us to be. It is to find rest and 
freedom for our souls.  
 
This is why the Kingdom-liturgy of fasting is so important. It is an embodied way we 
reject the original sin – the omni’s. We limit ourselves and, rather, in this limitation for a 
period, remind ourselves through prayer that God is able to be in all, transcending all, 
but we are one.  
 
We are not created to have all we want as if we knew what we wanted. We are created 
for God to have all of us and to thereby enjoy the limitations of a creature that knows 
and relishes its boundaries. Fasting reminds us we did not create ourselves and we are 
not the authority of our existence.  
 
It viscerally re-trains our hearts to starve after God by starving them of what currently 
gives them a false sense of sustenance. 
 

PRAYER 
Lord, You made us to be constrained by a place and a time, a language and a culture. 
We are tempted daily to be everywhere and know everything and have every answer. 
But that is not what you made us for. Give us courage to embrace our limits and meet 
us in the re-forming habits of choosing to be a human, rather than a god. 
 

KINGDOM-LITURGY 
1. Every day, for at least one hour, turn off your phone. Don’t get on your computer 

or the television. Spend that time in relationships that matter, doing something 
that brings you joy, and thanking Jesus for your limits and His presence in your 
life. 

 

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS 
1. Genesis 3 
2. Ecclesiastes 8:15-17 
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Week 5 – Sexuality and Confession 
 

SCRIPTURE 
“In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.” –
John 1:1 
 
“…that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be 
in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.” – John 17:21 
 

REFLECTION 
People are always shocked, and confused, when they learn the Christian affirmation 
about God. That is, our God is one, but made of three persons – Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. But not in such a way that the three have separate minds or desires or wills. God 
is one. God has one mind, one will, one purpose, one voice, one plan. 
 
But(!), the One God is made up of three persons who display, what the ancient 
theologians called, perichoresis – they dance with, into, and around one another.  
 
When John says in his very first sentence that in the beginning was the Word (read – 
Jesus) and the Word was with God and the Word was God, he’s making a huge 
theological statement. That when we see the person of Jesus, we’re also seeing the 
Father and the Spirit. And when we see or read about the Spirit’s work in the Christian’s 
life, we are also seeing the Son and the Father. 
 
Perichoresis means that God is a perfect union, a holy matrimony, an intimate dance.  
 
God is perfect intimacy. 
 
I know some might balk at that language. But I think we only do so because we have 
never seen perfect intimacy and the church has done a poor job historically talking and 
dealing with sex. When we think of intimacy, we cannot help but view it from our 
distorted lens. Intimacy for us is imbued with individuality. And an individual intimacy is 
the very antithesis of God’s form. 
 
Intimacy for us is laced with power struggles, unrequited vulnerability, mounds and 
mounds of distrust and betrayal and wounds aching to reach another, to let another in, 
to be seen and to see another, but failing. It’s perverted by pornography which 
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objectifies another human and teaches us to lust (aka - to own and possess) rather than 
to love (aka – to sacrifice for another). 
 
Intimacy for us is an individual pursuit. Intimacy for God cannot be obtained without the 
sacrificing of our deepest selves for another. 
 
All to say, we do not understand what is meant when it is stated: God is perfect 
intimacy. 
 
For there is no evil in God! There is no rejection, no power struggle, no objectification. 
The three persons are constantly adoring the faces of the others, constantly dancing 
into one another, constantly delighting in one another! God, in his very being, is pure 
self-sacrifice. Perfect love.  
 
This is why the Kingdom-liturgy to our perverted form of individualized intimacy is 
confession. And by confession I don’t mean exclusively the Catholic practice, though 
that is a form of it.  
 
Rather, I mean, to pursue this level of intimacy is to allow someone, or a small group, 
into the deepest recesses of your heart and to be allowed into theirs. This is why 
intimacy does not just relate to marriage. This is why many of the most intimate people I 
know are single. Because they know how to share their lives with others, how to sacrifice 
themselves for others. They have friends who are closer than spouses who share the 
perfect intimacy that comes with confession to one another.  
 
It’s a farce to think intimacy is solely related to the physical act of sex. That this act 
connotes true intimacy. I had a past from college before I met Anna. I still remember 
the first time I held her hand, something I had never done with a woman in my past. I 
could not even look her in the eyes. For I had never experienced such acute 
vulnerability. The act of sex can be totally individualized and nothing more than a 
narcissistic desire – which is what it had been in my past and which it is in many cultural 
portrayals of sex.  
 
But to hold another’s hand with no agenda is to delight in the other person, is to be 
seen and known by the other person, which begins that process of extreme 
vulnerability, self-emptying and exposure to the other hoping they do not reject but 
accept you.  
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To know and be known is at the heart of God’s intimacy. For God knows and is known in 
His very nature. And that’s much broader than just the physical sex act. And He’s calling 
us to the same depth of self-emptying intimacy. 
 
Jesus’ prayer for his people is that they learn God’s kind of intimacy.  
 
And it’ll be difficult. It’ll take time. Wounds will need to heal. Forgiveness will need to 
be offered. Little steps will be the key. But make no mistake. This is what has always 
been meant when we say God is Love and the life He call us to is one of Love. It means 
nothing less than the sharing of our deepest selves with one another and experiencing 
the healing that comes from vulnerability and from having our wounds seen, kissed and 
forgiven. 
 

PRAYER 
Jesus, intimacy is tied in with betrayal for us. It’s tied in with objectification and fear, 
with perversion and distrust, with wounds and believing that intimacy is something 
reserved for marriage and not for those who are single. In short, we have wrong beliefs 
about the intimacy you came to bring. Aid us Holy Spirit to choose sacrifice over 
selfishness, to choose trust over distrust, to choose confession over isolation, that we 
may all be one as you, God, are one. 
 

KINGDOM-LITURGY 
Regardless of whether you’re Single, Married or Dating:  

1. Choose your closest friend/family member/confidante/spouse and find a 15-30 
minute time this week to confess to one another. Use these questions to frame 
your time:  

a. What are you most afraid about?  
b. Most angry about?  
c. What do you need to receive forgiveness for?  
d. Where are you struggling to walk with God?  

2. Finally, finish in prayer with and for one another.  
 

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS 
1. John 1 
2. John 17 
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Week 6 – Injustice and Lament 
 

SCRIPTURE 
“Jerusalem has sinned greatly and so has become unclean. All who honored her 
despise her, for they have all seen her naked; she herself groans and turns away. Her 
filthiness clung to her skirts; she did not consider her future. Her fall was astounding; 
there was none to comfort her. ‘Look, Lord, on my affliction, for the enemy has 
triumphed.’…All her people groan as they search for bread; they barter their treasures 
for food to keep themselves alive. ‘Look, Lord, and consider, for I am despised.’…‘My 
sins have been bound into a yoke; by his hands they were woven together. They have 
been hung on my neck, and the Lord has sapped my strength. He has given me into the 
hands of those I cannot withstand.’” – Lamentations 1:9,11,14 
 

REFLECTION 
I still remember when the concept of privilege began to awaken in my mind not as a 
theory, but a reality – which of course meant my privilege. I was in Dr. Cooper’s 
American Christianity and Race course and I thought I was going to have a panic attack. 
I became dizzy and palms clammy. It felt as if the ground was eroding beneath me and I 
might faint. 
 
What made it so viscerally disturbing was being confronted with the reality that it wasn’t 
the ground eroding, but the innocence of my story. I had come face to face with the 
reality that my life’s narrative was dirty and had caused insufferable pain to others. 
Insufferable pain. That I was born into a system and skin color, and that I had engaged 
in life-styles, both ignorantly and willingly, that were predicated on evil.  
 
More than that, the church where I met the God who loves all impartially had been 
either complicit, through silence, or participators, through theological justification, 
within these evil systemic practices – race-based slavery, economic exploitation, 
misogyny, unequal access to healthcare, education and protection. It was too much to 
bear. 
 
There was blood on my hands. There was blood on the world’s hands. And I was 
deeply, deeply ashamed.  
 
What happens next? What do we even begin to do or say next? 
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Gracious Dr. Cooper offered up the answer: lament.  
 
Lament is a communal expression to God of overwhelming sorrow, a complaint of 
intolerable injustice, and a prayerful plea that God would intervene and restore justice, 
healing and reconciliation.  
 
Lament are hysterical sobs to God at how broken the world is. At how I have helped 
break the world and been broken by the world. Lament reminds me that evil is real. 
That injustice prevails. That all is not well.  
 
And lament is a practice many arms of the American church have forgotten. 
 
For, as Soong-Chan Rah puts it, “The American church avoids lament. The power of 
lament is minimized and the underlying narrative of suffering that requires lament is 
lost. But absence doesn’t make the heart grow fonder. Absence makes the heart forget. 
The absence of lament in the liturgy of the American church results in the loss of 
memory. We forget the necessity of lamenting over suffering and pain. We forget the 
reality of suffering and pain.”  
 
Many of us, like myself, grew up in a church tradition that avoided lament for we did not 
want to remember the pain of the past or present! And we didn’t want to remember for 
one clear reason: in remembering, we would be confronted with our role within that 
history.  
 
But then, if this is all true, the memory lament forces upon us offers one more 
determinative and powerful reminder: the cross. 
 
Of course, as Christians, if we have any hope at all, we know it is only found in the 
mysterious and cosmic sacrificial death of Jesus on the cross. And, of course, we are 
able to acknowledge ourselves as sinners in a generalized sense. A cognitive sense. 
 
But when we engage in communal practices of lament, when we focus memory on all 
the ways that the world still awaits redemption, we constantly return to the cross with 
bloody wounds, bloody hands and hysterical sobs begging Jesus to make it all clean. 
 
This means that as Chris Rice says, “Lament is not despair. It is not whining. It is not a 
cry into a void. Lament is a cry directed to God. It is the cry of those who see the truth of 
the world's deep wounds and the cost of seeking peace.”  
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Which, for Rice, is nothing less than the sacrifice of Jesus – his death and resurrection. 
 
For the Gospel is fundamentally a story of unlimited absolution. This means our first 
task, as Christians, is to be forgiven. Not to forgive. But every day, over and over, to 
stand guilty with bloody hands before Christ and receive his kiss of assurance that his 
grace is deeper still than our guilt. 
 
For if the cross of Jesus means anything, it means that I am free of the fear that my sin is 
too much to forgive. Jesus has said that is an impossible thought. 
 
Then, this means, the church, as the people who have received eternally undeserved 
forgiveness, is able to continue Jesus’ work of bringing reconciliation to bear in a world 
starving for it.  
 
But, it will be, as Stanley Hauerwas writes, that “The willingness to be forgiven will mean 
that I will have to have my enemy tell me who I am [for this] is the only way that 
reconciliation can begin.”  
 
To practice lament is to remember our place within the story as horrific sinners and 
receivers of God’s ridiculous inability to let us go through His Son Jesus’ spilt blood.  
 
And to practice lament is to then, from that peace, step into our spheres of influence 
seeking to bring God’s just Kingdom to bear in the midst of the world’s still unjust one. 
It is to pursue reconciliation which means we will have to be told all the ways that we, or 
our history, have caused pain and death. And it means that then, with tears of lament, 
we will be able to ask for forgiveness and seek to make amends. Regardless if 
forgiveness and reconciliation is obtained or not, we will have to pursue it and offer it, 
for this, and this alone, is the Kingdom Jesus has invited us into – and invited us into, 
gladly.   
 

PRAYER 
*Taken from patheos.com after the deaths of Alton Sterling and Philando Castile this 
past July 2016. 
 
For the times we have been too distracted to feel deeply and respond fully to injustice. 
O LORD, FORGIVE US 
For the times our own hearts fill with hatred and malice for those who inflict pain. 
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O LORD, FORGIVE US 
For the times we have failed to feel fully the breaking of your own heart. 
O LORD, FORGIVE US 
For the ways we have not invited you into our own suffering. 
O LORD, FORGIVE US 
For the ways we have caused you and others pain. 
O LORD, FORGIVE US. 
 
God of comfort, grant us peace: Our hearts are broken, our souls heavy. Our sorrow is a 
weight around our necks–sinking our feet deep into the mire of despair. Deliver those 
buried this moment under a burden of misery. 
God of justice, grant us hope: We proclaim that Jesus is the Lamb of God that takes 
away the sin of the world, yet we confess that the sin and brokenness we see around us 
is a bitter reminder of a Kingdom not yet fully come. May we be agents of your justice in 
every crack and crevice of our lives. 
God of power, grant us strength: We know that the same force that spoke the universe 
into existence is alive in each of us, yet our spirits are so very weary. How long, oh Lord, 
must communities be torn and fractured by senseless violence? How we are desperate 
for your vitality and courage.  
God of passion, grant us wisdom: We are a tangle of emotions from rage to anguish. 
We long for your Holy Spirit to guide our hearts to right responses. May our hearts 
break for the things that break yours. May we be filled with anger that submits to your 
supremacy. May we find the wisdom necessary to align passions with yours in order to 
navigate these brutal waters.  
God of redemption, grant us life: You alone, O God, are the source of life. Yet our 
narratives bleed crimson with brutality and death. We need new songs whispered into 
our ears, new rhythms to pound in our chests, so that we may join in the chorus of new 
life.  
God of love–you open our eyes to the suffering all around us. 
AND WE WILL SEE 
God of justice–you open our ears to those who cry out in pain. 
AND WE WILL HEAR 
God of healing–you open our hearts to expose our own pain and the pain of the world. 
AND WE WILL BEAR IT TOGETHER. 
Amen. 
 

KINGDOM-LITURGY 
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1. Find a friend, or a group, and pray these psalms of lament out loud. As you do, 
you’ll run across language that is general. Where you do, take time to expound 
on modern day particulars which affect our world (i.e. racism, gun violence, 
misogyny, sex slavery, exploitative economic practices, etc). 

a. Psalm 44 
b. Psalm 60 
c. Psalm 79 
d. Psalm 80 
e. Psalm 85 
f. Psalm 90 


