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COLLECT: First Sunday in Lent

Almighty God, whose blessed Son was led by the Spirit to be tempted by
Satan: Come quickly to help us who are assaulted by many temptations; and,
as you know the weaknesses of each of us, let each one find you mighty to
save; through Jesus Christ our Son our Lord, who lives and reigns with you
and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.

The Gist of the Nature of Christ
Monday, February 22, 2021

Hebrews 2:11-18

For surely it is not with angels that he is concerned but with the descendants of Abraham.

These verses contain a powerful and reasonable statement about the nature of
Jesus that is less complex than some of the statements we find in other
letters, possibly because this letter to the Hebrews was not written by Paul,
who sometimes seems able, speaking metaphorically, to write an entire lecture
on how to drive a nail into a board. This is the gist of the nature of Christ:
"Because he himself was tested through what he suffered, he is able to help
those who are being tested." Moreover, because Jesus was made man before
his own death as a man on the cross built by other men, he can help all of us
who are so fearful of dying that we forget about how to live. (In all, it reminds
me of the 23rd Psalm, written, of course, before this letter from the new
covenant.) In our time, death is in the news all day every day as COVID-19
takes hundreds of thousands of lives throughout the world and in our own
communities. A great many of us do live in fear, particularly those of us in our
senior years who have relatively poor health. But the promise of God is eternal
life, and so I often wonder why informed Christians resist so mightily what is
so inevitable.

For almost all of his 83 years, my dad was a student and teacher of Latin and
the Romans who spoke it, and the more I have thought about what he taught

https://www.ststeve.org/daily-meditations
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+2%3A11-18&version=RSV


me, the more I have come to believe that while he was a practicing
Presbyterian, he was actually in his heart of hearts, a Stoic, a student of
Marcus Aurelius and Seneca and Epictetus, among many others, all of whom
lectured on the value of grasping life while you have it. Marcus Aurelius wrote,
"All you need are these: certainty of judgment in the present moment; action
for the common good in the present moment; and an attitude of gratitude in
the present moment for anything that comes our way." If it helps to believe in
life eternal, I see that as a splendid bonus.

Measuring Out at a Flat-Zero
Tuesday, February 23, 2021

Hebrews 3:1-11

Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says, "Today when you hear his voice do not harden your
hearts as in the rebellion, on the day of testing in the wilderness."

As we read this letter, we must remember that it is directed to Hebrews or to
Jews, not to Gentiles, and the author takes pains to tell them flat out that
while they might revere Moses, they must realize that Jesus was a far greater
man and is a far greater leader/mentor/guru into which they should put their
faith. The reminder here is of the 40 years in the desert after the Israelites left
Egypt, a time during which their faith was tested, and they failed the test
miserably. They would not listen, would not act, and lost all hope. Their
"faithfulness" would measure on any scale as a flat-out zero. Do not be like the
Israelites, the author admonishes the Hebrew readers. In a very real way
because we can read these words, they are about us, as well. Our mettle is
tested today by the pandemic, For months we have worried, which solves no
problem at all but makes us just more miserable. Instead, our stance should
be one of hope, and we illustrate that hope by being smart and wearing masks
and distancing ourselves from others and by getting vaccinated as soon as we
can. We also illustrate it by showering kindness on those who are ill and their
families. In addition to speaking about the 40 years in the desert, these
passages also speak of the house built by Jesus, a house where hope and
confidence are not guests but permanent residents. We belong in that house.
It will not take 40 years to defeat COVID-19, of that we can be certain,
maintaining a positive attitude not because "God's on our side," but because
that's what you do when you live in the house of Jesus.

Amateur Gamblers
Wednesday, February 24, 2021

Hebrews 3:12-19

But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called "today," that none of you may be
hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.

Yes, there's that, and there's also the exhortation not to lose hope.
Disobedience in the desert where the Israelites spent those 40 years equated
in God's eyes to abandonment of hope in God. Hopefulness is a tricky thing. It
can be something as simple as an assessment of risk: If I do or don't do this
or that, will the consequences be good or bad? How good or how bad? That is
the kind of hope I think I see in amateur gamblers (and in too many teenage
boys). It can be as complicated as working for years on a treatment for cancer
only to learn that there's not one thing that causes or is cancer; there are
thousands. What did Timothy McVeigh hope would be the outcome of bombing
the federal building in Oklahoma City? What kind of hope compelled the
insurrectionists on January 6? Perhaps an equally important insight in these
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few verses, though, is the one printed above: Exhort one another every day,
that none of you may be hardened by sin. We're all in this together, a theme
common to the Pauline letters. We are one community of faith and part of our
jobs is to hold up the good, avoid the evil, and treat all our brothers and
sisters with a frame of mind that doesn't rely on hope but instead on the
certainty that by doing good and being good we will find favor with Christ as
well as enjoy the satisfaction that comes with having done the right thing.

New to the Business of Christianity
Thursday, February 25, 2021

Hebrews 4:1-10

For we who have believed enter that rest, as he has said, "As I swore in my wrath, they
shall never enter my rest," although his works were finished from the foundation of the
world.

I would like to focus here on what seems to me to be a mind-blowing
statement: God's works were finished when the world was founded. The Living
Bible puts it this way: "...God rested on the seventh day, having finished all
that he planned to make." Students of classic Existentialism will recall the
teachings of Sartre and Heidegger and other European philosophers who
focused on human will and effort and declined religious explanations for
phenomena. A classic work in that genre is "Waiting for Godot," a play worth
reading if only because it is, well, a classic. But, to be blunt about it, I'm hard-
pressed to interpret that passage as anything other than an explanation that
God's at rest. He gave us Jesus as an example of how we are to live, but the
Lord Himself is on the couch watching football? The Hebrews probably needed
to hear this because they were new to this business of Christianity. Perhaps we
need to hear it because what Jesus taught was that now it is up to us to
complete the kingdom, and Jesus showed us the way. The ever-dwindling
number of mainstream Christians worldwide attests to the fact that doing it
Jesus' way is the hard way, too hard for many.

I Want Mercy
Friday, February 26, 2021

Hebrews 4:11-16

So let us confidently approach the throne of grace to receive mercy and find grace for
timely help.
Because Jesus was human, he knows us all too well. He was without sin, but
not without temptation, and he knows how hard it is to live a life that is
upright and clean and good. His humanity makes him approachable when the
time comes for us to seek mercy and help. In modern times in the United
States, in particular, we have erected systems that, when they work well,
assure that justice is done. Justice is the ultimate goal of social life. Justice is
the bedrock of our Constitution and, we think, our way of life. But, let me
assure you that when the time comes for me to stand before Jesus, I don't
want justice. I want mercy. I bet you do, too. And I want mercy for you and all
God's children. Justice can be a tool for providing mercy, but not for the poor,
the powerless, the weak, the sick in this country. Mercy isn't even in the
modern American lexicon. Aren't we better than that? On Sunday mornings we
say we are. But talk is cheap, isn't it?

Sit and Watch the Movie

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+4%3A1-10&version=RSV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+4%3A11-16&version=RSV


Saturday, February 27, 2021

Hebrews 5:1-10

For every high priest chosen from among men is appointed to act on behalf of men in
relation to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins.

Much mischief has been stirred up over the centuries by these verses on the
duties of the priesthood. We don't need to recount the sins of Catholic priests
who abused so many innocents to understand what power they gave
themselves in the apparent belief they had been called by God. They were the
Chosen. The number of clergy who have shamed their office is mind-boggling.
And so in my mind, I have to argue with the author of Hebrews on this matter.
(I have not met our new priest, so I sincerely hope he does not think I'm
talking about him in any shape or form.) If I were writing this letter to the
Hebrews it wouldn't be a letter at all. I'd make them sit and watch the movie
"Hacksaw Ridge." It's the story of Desmond Doss, who felt called by God NOT
to take up arms during World War II but instead to serve as a medic, and in
doing so saved hundreds of lives during the fight against the Japanese in the
Pacific. Whether he was called by God or not is irrelevant; he was called to be
an authentic human being.
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