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April 2020: Rest and Renewal
Abiding in Christ During
a Global Crisis
By Matt Porter

A novel coronavirus has brought great suffering to
thousands and will eventually reach us all, and many
of our communities have or will soon reconsider
many of our practices of gathering together and sharing communion in various ways. We live, love, feel
and worship in our bodies, and we are becoming
keenly aware that we are putting these bodies at risk
by our proximity. Many of us have built our lives in
Christian community as a direct response to the isolation and de-sensitization of the world around us.
And it can be that hearing directives to “self-isolate”
might seem anathema to the values we have adopted
in light of Christ’s teachings.
In this moment, we are not defined by what we are
suspending but rather by what we will be unable to
suspend. Many of us will take extra precautions,
making ourselves scarce if we should feel symptomatic or exposed to those who are. The most vulnerable among us may be visited less frequently and by
fewer of us as a precaution. But, inasmuch as we
have been formed to love one another, we will find
new ways to be present to one another. And to our
neighbors. We will not be able to suspend those

Nate and Gig enjoy pre-pandemic coffee and donuts in Seattle.

things that have become habits in our lives. We may
not shake hands or embrace for a few months, but
we will still love. We may not share a cup, but we
will ensure none of us go thirsty or hungry. We may
not get to breathe the same air for a time, but the
Spirit of God we share will certainly breathe on each
one of us.
The alternatives to this are to approach this crisis as
an opportunity. We have already seen this play out
with disastrous results from the White House to
many local governments and agencies. While many
with power have waged war to determine which cri-
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sis narrative would gain the most
traction, the door was left open
for may more to suffer. This way
of thinking also has purchase
within the church, unfortunately.
Our imagination has been shaped
by the notion that the early
church utilized the various disruptions within the Roman Empire, from disease and warfare to
economic recession, as opportunities to provide answers to people suffering through these crises. We may be tempted to appear brave or courageous, to
make a public spectacle of our
lack of anxiety. It is true that
flouting public health directives
would be a counter-cultural
marker. Some might even be attracted to such a life apparently
untethered to earthly authorities.
But this is not the Christianity
that will endure beyond this pandemic, or the one after, or any
other crisis that is sure to follow.
This is not the faith we inherited.
The church did not endure because it solved the problems that
make us afraid, nor did it capitalize on social anxiety through a
display of strength in the face of
weakness and decay all around it.
The church endured because it
was always patient enough to
find new ways of loving one another. And this we will do: we
will learn to love one another
without spreading a disease faster
than our local medical resources
might allow it to be treated. And
we will find a way to ensure that
“self-isolation” is carried out only to the benefit of all. Our
churches will remain beacons of
hope amidst suffering as long as
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we abide in Christ. It will be
enough to abide in the love of
God, and to keep God’s commandments. When you organize
your life to live as part of the
body of Christ, a crisis is neither
an opportunity nor a threat. It is
simply another day to live as God
has called us to live.

Below: SMC and Valle Nuevo folks play a
boardgame together during the summer of
2018.
Like many countries, El Salvador has implemented social distancing measures to limit the
spread of COVID-19. Sadly, among other
things, this has meant that Valle Nuevo was
unable to celebrate the crossing of the Lempa
on March 18th. It is the first time since the community’s return from the Mesa Grande refugee
camp in Honduras thirty one years ago that
they have not walked as a community to the
Lempa in remembrance of those who died that
day and all the community went through.
The SMC delegation planned for this summer
may also have to be postponed until September.

The Valle Nuevo community crossed the
Lempa River (above) into Honduras on
March 18, 1981 as they fled from Salvadoran government death squads.
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Permanent Vacation:
Reflections on Hebrews

You were made to experience
the joy and rest of communion
with God.

By Adam Vaughn

“Today, if you hear his voice,
do not harden your
heart.” (Heb 4:7)

“There remains a Sabbath-rest
for the people of God: for anyone who enters God’s rest also
rests from his own work, just as
God did from his. “ Hebrews
4:8

Jesus is the radiance of God’s
glory (Heb. 1:3), which is
God’s tangible presence here
on earth. Everything in heaven
and on earth has been created
by him (Heb. 1:2) and is sustained by him (Heb. 1:3). This
includes you, who have been
made perfect (Heb. 10:14) with
all of your sins forgiven (Heb.
10:12).

I want to share some good news
with all of you. God has given
you the gift of pure joy and perfect rest. The gift is nothing
less than Jesus Christ alive in
you. That Jesus lives in each
and every one of us is meant to
be more than a piece of doctrine that we believe in. It is
meant to be a living truth that
we experience moment to moment and day to day in our
minds, bodies and spirits.
Whether you are experiencing
God’s joy and rest right now
does not change the truth of
what God has done for you.
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God has kept the covenant he
made to his people: “I will put
my laws in their hearts, and I
will write them on their
minds” (Heb 10:16). We have
been given the heart of God
and the mind of Christ. The
gift of Christ in us means that
in this life we can experience
the abundant joy of Jesus (Heb.

Continued on page 8
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Louise “Coffee” Worth
October 28, 1919– March 25, 2020
In Memorium
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Coffee Worth: A Life
Lived in Love
By Don Mosley
Coffee Worth was one of the most
inspiring demonstrations I have
ever seen of the power of love put
into action in all kinds of situations. (Her girlhood friends nicknamed her “Coffee” because she
was born into the Maxwell family.) Growing up in North Carolina
she became very upset with the
racism she saw around her, and
while still a student she began to
reach out compassionately and
make friends with her young black
neighbors. As she did this, she met
George Worth, a young man who
had been the son of missionaries
in China and who shared her concern about such things. They mar-

ried. In 1954 they became Presbyterian missionaries in South Korea,
a country still staggering from the
war.
A book could be written
about the many ways they reached
out with love and joy to those suffering people! Carolyn and I met
them there in 1968. Among other
things, I had the great privilege of
working with George on the Peace
Corps staff.
Then - thank the Lord! - the
Worths joined us at Koinonia in
South Georgia in 1974. More years
of love put into action, creating joyful friendships regardless of race.
Another book could be written….
Near the end of that time George
passed on to his reward.
At Jubilee we were then
privileged to have Coffee with us
for her final 20 years, constantly

reaching out to refugees from
all over the world, attending
women’s groups and worship
services in predominantly black
churches and enjoying special
friendships at Covenant Presbyterian Church in Athens.
Covenant hosted a beautiful
celebration of her 100th birthday, and some 200 people from
all kinds of backgrounds came
together to thank God for
demonstrating through Coffee
Worth the power and the joy of
putting love into action in this
world! Her son David led the
sharing of inspiring memories
about her.
On March 25 in Florida,
attended by her loving daughter
Evelyn, Coffee smiled and
passed peacefully on to her reward.

Jubilee Partners enjoys blowing bubbles and children’s wonder on a recent morning together.
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News from Reba
By Sue Kauffman

Winter descended upon us here
in October, with temperatures in
the teens and snow right around
Halloween. Then it became fall,
but along with snow, cold and
damp, there have been some
spring-like days. Yes. In both
December and January.
We at RPF seem to be in a similar holding pattern. These days
our focus continues on elder
care, and on younger members
moving into leadership roles as
the elders step back. We’ve realized that we’re waiting on and
listening for the Spirit to lead us
into a New Thing - or not a New
Thing. Who knows? Only the
Spirit knows - but we trust we’ll
be let in on the Spirit's plans as
we become able to carry them
out.
Small groups are in the process
of reorganizing, with at least one
long-standing group dissolving
and making way for newlyformed groups. Pray with us as
the Spirit weaves us together into
new patterns.
At our November meeting (and
afterwards for some), practicing
members Courney Coates, Cassidhe Hart, Tim Fryett and Helen
Hudgens have stepped back from
those commitments, variously
expressing gratitude for their
time in the group, a continued
feeling of kinship, and the possibility of re-commitment once
other commitments have lessened. Matthew and Sandy Walter
have realized they’re functioning
more like Practicing Members so
have stepped back into that role
after some months as Novices.
Jim Fitz and Rebecca Larsen
both feel comfortable in their
Practicing Member roles and will
stay in them. James Kang has
committed to Novice membership: “Both my feet are in now”.
Barb Grimsley and Kelly Foster
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have given us a heads-up for a
March wedding, and Kelly is choosing to be a Practicing Member.
Elder health continues as a theme.
Vicki Caleb was hospitalized with
cellulitis and Jeanne Howe with kidney stones; both are home now, minus their symptoms, and we’re
grateful. Virgil Vogt can be seen out
walking in the afternoons with various RPF and Reba Place Church
members, ever committed to staying
strong.
723 Seward, home to the Howes
and their assortment of associates
for many years, is undergoing a major refurbishment in order to shelter
another “rental house household.”
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James Kang is heading up the organization of this Patch II group,
and members are set to move in as
this report is written. Just before
Thanksgiving, members of RPF,
RPC and other rental households
gathered for a major leaf-raking
day that also served as a sneak
peak open house. The place is
looking mighty spiffy!
Many of us enjoyed our MidDecember potluck followed by
Christmas carol and hymn singing.
As we stride on into the New Year,
we trust in God’s continued healing and guidance in our personal
and corporate lives.

Hope Fellowship News
By Natalie De Laurell

This week we had a visit from
some friends who relate to Reba
Place - Tatiana and Chico Fajardo-Heflin. Allan and I got to sit
around a bonfire with them and
talk late into the night. As we
shared about some conflict we
have struggled to resolve in our
marriage, Chico stopped us and
said, “You all are encountering a
block. It’s something you can’t
figure out with your own skill.
The only way to address this is
to stop, and instead start praying
for God’s direction for you. God
wants abundance for you, and
God can make a way where
there’s no way.”
That night, I had a dream. In my
dream, I sat still and lifted up a
silent prayer from a central place

deep inside my belly. I sat in a
meditative position and I opened
myself to what felt like magic
flowing through me. As I made
my requests, I saw abundant
beauty flowing into the world in
front of me. A vibrant bloom of
colorful flowers erupted in a large
section of my front yard, and my
young daughter seemed to almost
levitate with a radiant joy that I
was not the cause of. In the
dream, I asked the Lord for what
we needed - and I let the magic
pass through me.
My prayer for you all is that you
would align with the beauty and
the “Christian magic” that God
wants to usher into our world no, is currently ushering into our
world. The Spirit of God is currently at work on some beautiful
purpose, and it’s our role to align
ourselves with that purpose.

At Hope Fellowship, in this past
season, we’ve of course dealt
with the sundry concerns that
affect any community’s day to
day life - illness and heartache,
surgeries and travel complications, prodigal sons and daughters, instances of systemic injustice that go unseen and others
that we notice and which weigh
heavily on us. We share these
weekly in the Prayers of the People.
In response to the current Covid19 pandemic, our Prayers of the
People are now being shared via
email. We are meeting for worship on open air porches in small
crowds, and generally being
quite discerning about when and
how we gather for the routine
events that constitute the life of a
worshipping body. Several small
groups met through Zoom calls
this past week, and we’re anticipating more of the same, for several weeks at least.

“Life as we know it” may be
cancelled right now but God’s
people continue to suffer, struggle, and rejoice. I’ve been encouraged by many faith-filled
responses I’ve seen in Waco.
Things like the continuation of
free school lunch by the Waco
ISD, and community members
sharing pantry goods, toilet paper, and even their money.
Let’s open ourselves to the work
of God flowing through us in this
unprecedented time of our generations’ histories.
ISD, and community members
sharing pantry goods, toilet paper, and even their money.
Let’s open ourselves to the work
of God flowing through us in this
unprecedented time of our generations’ histories.
Natalie De Laurell and Maggie visit the Loopers before the pandemic.
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Continued from page 3
1:9) and that we can intuitively
know and do the will of God
(Heb 8:10-12). In Christ, we
can allow our daily activities to
be guided not by the expectations of other people or by the
conventional wisdom of the
world (or even the church), but
by the beautiful heart that Jesus
has given us. We can do this by
simply pausing to consider what
it is that we really want to do, in
the deepest part ourselves, and
then do it. I know this sounds
too good to be true, yet all of
God’s promises sound too good
to be true to the heart that is
hardened. God means for us to
experience complete joy and
rest, to taste the heavenly gift,
sharing in the Holy Spirit, tasting the goodness of the word of
God and the powers of the coming age (Heb. 6:4-5). This is
not a life of idle dreaming, but
rather a life of great fruitfulness
and productivity for the glorious Kingdom that God has
promised and into which we,
though perhaps not fully perceiving it, have already arrived
(Heb. 6:7, 6:12, 12:22-24,28).
The way into experiencing the
life of joy and rest, and indeed
all of the promises of God, is
the way of faith (Hebrews 11).
Whether it is big or small, each
of us has a seed of faith. We
cannot make ourselves have
more faith, but we can fix our
eyes on Jesus, the author and
perfecter of our faith (Heb.
12:2). Since we are receiving
the promise, we should be
thankful and worship God, continually offering God praise and
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confessing the name of Jesus
(Heb. 12:28, 13:15). “Today, if
you hear His voice, harden not
your heart.”
God means for us to experience
complete joy and rest, to taste
the heavenly gift, sharing in the
Holy Spirit, tasting the goodness of the word of God and
the powers of the coming age
(Heb. 6:4-5). This is not a life
of idle dreaming, but rather a
life of great fruitfulness and
productivity for the glorious
Kingdom that God has promised and into which we, though
perhaps not fully perceiving it,
have already arrived (Heb. 6:7,

6:12, 12:22-24,28).

The way into experiencing
the life of joy and rest, and
indeed all of the promises of
God, is the way of faith
(Hebrews 11). Whether it is
big or small, each of us has a
seed of faith. We cannot
make ourselves have more
faith, but we can fix our eyes
on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith (Heb.
12:2). Since we are receiving
the promise, we should be
thankful and worship God,
continually offering God
praise and confessing the
name of Jesus (Heb. 12:28,
13:15).

Photo by Joel Looper
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The Outer Edge

What would happen if we, the
church, truly began to embrace
those who carry this piercing
By Dawn Noelle
essence of Jesus? What if we
offered literal, physical, heartThere is an unmistakable essence
wrenching hugs to those who
that emanates from the outer edge of
carry the overpowering stench of
clothing that has been worn for
our own daily existence on the
weeks on end without washing.
outer-edge of their garments?
Maybe you have had the privilege of
Would we be embracing Jesus?
catching a hint of this essence in
Would we find healing? I have
passing. Perhaps you have sat with
encountered Jesus in these hugs
this essence lingering in the air on
where the embrace is tight and
your daily commute to or from work
warm and desperate to connect
or school. It is an essence at one
with me. The safe, though often
with the earth, the dirt, the grime,
uncomfortable, space of this emthe stuff of life most familiar to
brace reminds me of how desthose who sleep night after night
perately Jesus wants to connect
without a roof over their head.
with us and how often we resist.
There is something about the ceJesus chose to number Himself
ment of our cityscapes that holds
with the transgressors. His scanthis essence left behind from the
dalous interaction with the womsoles of our shoes, the exhaust from
an who was known to be an esour vehicles, and the residue from
pecially wicked sinner provoked
our waste that sometimes spills over
indignation in the Pharisee lookand out of the “proper” receptacles
ing on. How could he possibly
onto the paths of daily existence.
associate with such a notorious
This essence of ourselves easily
sinner and social outcast? But
transfers onto the outer edges of the
she knew there was healing even
garments of those who would dare
in the grime on Jesus’ feet as it
to take their repose along these
mingled with his essence. She
paths.
mingled the essence of her own
If we are repelled by this essence,
perhaps it is because we have lost
touch with who we are. We have
lost touch with who Jesus is. Jesus
identified with the “least of these” taking upon Himself the essence of
our humanity . . . repulsive to the
point of death. To touch even the
hem, the outer edge, of Jesus’ garment, was to find healing. (Luke
8:24-34) Human excretions and
bodily fluids were the stuff of healing to Jesus. The holy blood, sweat,
tears, and even saliva of Jesus
brought sight to the blind, hearing to
the deaf, compassion to a hurting
world, submission to a greater plan,
and salvation to humankind. My
temptation is to turn away from Jesus and to shield my senses from
this essence.

tears, hair, and fragrance with
His - a good, noble, beautiful,
and praiseworthy act (according
to Jesus in Matthew 26 and
Mark 14).
When we embrace those whose
very presence is despised and
even criminalized in our modern
society we embrace Jesus whose scandalous essence, even
in his own day, was repulsive to
the people in power - repulsive
to the point of death. To embrace the repulsiveness of Jesus
is to find healing. For “as many
as touched him were healed”
(Mark 6:56).

Editorial note: I first wrote this piece
in my journal on October 31, 2019. As
it is scheduled for release on April 1,
2020, I recognize the complexities of
embracing those who do not have access to virtual gatherings while safeguarding the health of the most vulnerable members of our communities. I
also recognize that these two groups
often intersect. May the wisdom and
discernment of Solomon along with the
peace that surpasses all understanding
be with us in community as we navigate the complexities of the radical
love of Jesus to which we have been
called in this moment. Under God’s
generous grace
and healing power,
-Dawn Noelle

Chico and Tatiana Fajardo-Heflin
on a recent visit to Waco.
Photo by Joe Gatlin
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Jubilee Partners News
By Steve Bjork
In January, four of our volunteers
became novices: Sage and Samuel
Frese, and Matt and Elizabeth Hussey. Our fifth volunteer, Gladys,
moved with her daughter Chelsea
from Jubilee to Mary’s House
Catholic Worker in Birmingham,
Alabama. Matt and Elizabeth’s baby, Margaret Alice Hussey, was
born on February 24, and Rebecca
and Nathanael’s baby is due in a
matter of days. It’s a great joy to be
welcoming newborns into the community!
We spent the whole month of February in a community-wide sabbatical, using the mornings as our sabbatical time and using the afternoons as our time to keep up with

essential work. One of our main
tasks for the sabbatical was to
write a community covenant as
well as to look at some changes in
our model of leadership. By the
end of the month, we were able to
affirm the new covenant, and we
also named Stephen Bjork as community leader for the next two
years. Along the way, we spent
extra time as a community in
prayer and worship, took two full
days as personal retreat time for
everyone in the community, went
bowling together, and enjoyed an
elegant evening of fine dining in
the K-House.
Sally Youngquist and David Janzen came out to be with us for the
second week of the sabbatical, and
their teaching and guidance was
profoundly helpful in our discussions about the covenant and
about leadership. We’re very

grateful to Reba Place and to
David and Sally’s families for
sending them to us!
With the sabbatical time behind
us, we are looking to return to
our hospitality work with a focus on hosting families without
refugee status, especially single
mothers coming either from the
border or shelters fleeing some
form or violence or persecution.
The coming few months,
though, are now difficult to
foresee as the COVID-19 pandemic takes hold. In this time,
we pray for the people and
communities who are most vulnerable to this disease and to
the economic disruptions that it
brings. We ask, as always, for
God to show us how we might
live in service to God’s kingdom in this moment.

Samuel Frese and others work on a project. Samuel and Sage Frese and Elizabeth and Matt Hussey became novices in January.
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Sojourners News
By Melinda Melone

Sojourners has a long-standing
tradition of recognizing the coming-of-age (18) of the young
people growing up in our community by a series of events we
refer to as their Rites of Passage.
There’s usually a journey, without parents but with other trusted
adults from the community, with
some sort of prayer time/sending
off before hand, and a wrap-up/
celebration afterward. In February, Gigi, Zoe’s daughter, took a
Rites of Passage trip to Seattle,
where she’ll be attending Seattle
Pacific University in the fall. She
was accompanied by Nate and
her aunt, Jen. They volunteered
at a L’Arche community, visited
friends and family, and gave Gigi a sense of what life in Seattle
would be like.
Another event in February was Zoe’s “Brothers in Pen”
class reading at San Quentin
State Prison. Members of the

community are allowed to visit
for a reading by the students of
Zoe’s creative writing classes,
and a group from Sojourners goes
every year. It’s a privilege to hear
these voices. Their writing is
powerful, often funny or moving,
and hearing them read their works
is always a unique experience.
This Lent our community
is following an online devotional
Tim Otto put together called Love
for Lent. Tim took many of the
experiences of our year-long
study of the Sermon on the Mount
and distilled them into reflections.
He chose art, poetry and often
music to accompany each day’s
Scripture reading and reflections.
We’re being encouraged, comforted and challenged by the results of his work.
We wrapped up the first
phase of our “slow conversation”
on sexuality in March, and are
taking a pause from it for Lent.

We spent time looking at arguments by both more affirming
and more traditional authors, and
spent some time learning where
we all stood initially on various
issues, and listening for any possible road blocks or significant
areas of agreement. Many of us
were studying the issues seriously for the first time, and had
questions to raise and ponder,
while others were more settled in
their views. While we felt that
we came to a place of respect
for, and understanding of, one
another’s perspectives, we are
still looking forward to exploring
these more fully as we try to
draft a community statement on
the issues after Easter.
As this is written on
March 14, a National Emergency
has been declared because of
COVID-19, and the world may
very different by the time you
read this. Still, the life of the
church goes on.

Jody contemplates the finiteness of humanity on Ash Wednesday.
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The Problem with Lent
By Tim Otto
If a purpose of Lent is repentance, then the church—divided,
shallow, not known for its love—
could use a good Lent. Unfortunately, we practice Lent in such
private ways that our Lenten season is unlikely to help.
In my own life for instance, for
Lent I’ve fasted on Fridays (a
diet in spiritual disguise), given
up social media (an attempt to
calm my monkey-on-meth mind),
and tried to avoid negative talk (a
psychological strategy to be happier). While none of these disciplines are bad, they lean more
toward self-improvement projects
than a repentance that will heal
the church.
Lent was originally called the
Quadragesima which means “the
fortieth.” It recalls Israel’s forty
years in the desert. God’s purpose was to purify, instruct, and
form a people who would be a
light to the world.
The gospel of Matthew recounts
how Jesus spent forty days in the
desert re-enacting in his own person Israel’s “Lent.” It wasn’t because Jesus had botched his New
Year’s resolutions. The purpose
was to model for Israel what it
would mean to resist the temptations of provisions (bread), power (commanding God’s angels),
and prestige (rule over the nations) in favor of trust in God.
Then, although Jesus didn’t get
out the stone tablet visual aids, he
climbed a hill to re-enact Moses’
forty days on Mt. Sinai receiving
the law. Jesus gave the “Sermon
on the Mount,” his own “fulfill
the law” instruction meant to reform a divided, shallow, notknown-for-its-love Israel.
Why, in these “Lenten” 40 day/
year events, were God and Jesus
so focused on creating a holy
group? Why didn’t they give up
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and settle for some righteous individuals?
It’s because the gospel isn’t an escape hatch for the individual when
all Armageddon breaks out. Although the New Testament holds
out the promise of eternal life and
a new heaven and earth, Jesus’
central message was that “The
Kingdom of God is at hand.” Jesus’ desire was for a group of people (Israel) to live his Lordship in
all areas of life—social, economic,
political, and spiritual. As Jesus
describes it in the Sermon on the
Mount, a group of people living as
a city would give light and bless
the world (Matt 5:14). As the
scriptural story unfolds, Gentiles
are also invited to join in on that
adventure through a community
called “church.”
As kids, some of us learned to
sing, “This little light of mine, I’m
going to let it shine!” Which was
fun. We’d wave our pretend finger
candles and then blow them out
with as much wind and spit as we
could muster. But the song misses
Jesus’ point. Jesus wasn’t trying to
just create privately pious individuals, but rather a city of light—a
community. And, if we go into the
desert of Lent alone, we miss the
purpose of Lent.
To stress the importance of this,
I’m going to reach a bit. If we just
give up chocolate for Lent, we
open the door to Hitler. I know, I
know. Reductio ad Hitlerum ad
Nazism. But stick with me and see
what you think.
In 1900, the German theologian
Adolf von Harnack published
What is Christianity? (Das Wesen
des Christentums) in which he
writes about Christianity, “It is not
a matter of angels and devils, nor
of principalities and powers, but of
God and the soul, of the soul and
its God.”
Harnack made Christianity radically individual and interior. “The
point on which everything turns,”
he writes, is “to know God as
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One’s Father, to possess a God of
grace, to find comfort in His grace
and providence, to believe in the
forgiveness of sins.” While other
elements of his theology acknowledged the social nature of Christianity, he contributed to the idea
that the Kingdom of God is made
real in the interior heart rather
than the exterior world.
Because of this teaching by theologians like Adolf von Harnack,
when another Adolf came along,
Christians offered sparse and pathetic resistance. Their churches
had not taught them how to resist
the devilish principalities and
powers of their time. They saw
Christianity as personal, not political. They had not been formed as
a people into the political, economic, social, and spiritual ethics
of God’s kingdom.
As a result, they pledged allegiance to the Third Reich over
God’s kingdom, killed millions of
enemies, and slaughtered their
chosen-people-of-God immigrant
population: the Jews. And all the
while they were presumably convinced of God’s grace, comfort,
providence, and forgiveness.
Okay . . . so maybe it was an
over-reach. Go ahead and give up
the chocolate if you want to (or
think of it this way, I’m giving
you a reason to not give up chocolate!). My point is that Christians
who see faith in radically individual terms rarely oppose the oppressive powers-that-be such as
nationalism, bloated military
budgets, and anti-immigrant sentiment. We need ways to help
Christians see the formational importance of the church—of being
a moral community. And that is
where Lent, if well-practiced, can
help.
Before I get into what that might
look like, however, I should note
that there is also a danger on the
other side. Those of us who tend
toward social activism sometimes
think that Jesus’ social, political,

Melinda applies ashes to Lee’s forehead on Ash Wednesday.

and economic teaching is directed
at the nation-state. This can lead to
the focus being all about getting the
right people elected and the right
policies enacted. But, if those of us
who confess Jesus as Lord don’t act
like Jesus is Lord (through acts of
love of and service), why do we
think that people who don’t
acknowledge Christ will be willing
to act as if he is Lord? We need a
group of people who are doing
God’s will before we have a prophetic witness to the world.
For both Christian pietists and
Christian social activists—as Nathan Hatch points out so well in his
excellent article The Political Captivity of the Faithful—we need the
church to be a place of moral formation in the space between the
individual and the nation-state. He
cites the wisdom of Richard Niebuhr, “The question of the church .

. . is not how it can measure up
to the expectations of society
nor what it must do to become a
savior of civilization, but rather
how it can be true to itself: that
is, to its Head.” Hatch goes on
to quote Niebuhr’s prescription
that the church should “undergo
silence, humility, repentance,
and the naming of idols.”
It would be hard to think of a
better ideal for Lent. How might
we practice such a Lent? Here
are some suggestions:
Practice Lent with others.
Ideally, people from your
church. The beginning of
Lent—Ash Wednesday—comes
relatively early this year: February 26th. If possible, find one or
two or five or ten other people
and observe Lent together. If
these can be people from your
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church, or from a churchbased small group, all the
better. Is there something
like prayer, simplicity, or
service, that you are all
passionate about? Find
one way to practice that
passion together.
Some concrete ideas
might include: Agree together that you won’t talk
badly about others. Throw
a party in which you invite people outside your
usual social circle. Develop a practice of conversation with Christians of
different political perspectives than yourselves.
Support an immigrant together.

Continue on page 14
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Rest and Renewal
Study the Sermon on the Mount
together over Lent. While it is a
good thing to give up certain things
for Lent, we also need a positive vision for the good practices we should
take up. The Sermon on the Mount is
Jesus’ imaginative and extravagant
vision of what it means to be a holy
community. What would it mean to
take up a modern practice equivalent
to walking an extra mile, leaving
one’s sacrifice to reconcile, or lending to anyone who asks? Many excellent books interact with the sermon
such as theologian and communitarian Clarence Jordan’s Sermon on the
Mount, or African-American preacher and theologian Howard Thurman’s
Jesus and the Disinherited.
I’ve developed a Lenten curriculum
called Love for Lent which takes participants through the Sermon on the
Mount and suggests weekly corporate
practices. If you want to check it out,
you can find it here.
Finally, make the most of the opportunity that is Lent. One pastor
observed that Christians live in the
land of “Repent-a-Lot.” One of the
most attractive things Christians can
do is to admit our own faults and to
find Kingdom ways to love and bless
the world. It is worth giving our energy, creativity, and imagination to
such a project. Rather than just doing
something like giving up sugar for
Lent, let’s see Lent as an opportunity. It is a chance, in the words of Hebrews 12:1 to “throw off everything
that hinders and the sin that so easily
entangles,” and run together toward
all the good that’s intended for the
church and the world.
A form of this article originally appeared on redletterchristians.org.
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Evelyn Porter takes part in a Hope Fellowship tradition, “flowering the cross” on Easter Sunday.

Shalom Connections

Photo by Joel Looper

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything
that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race
marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of
God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary
and lose heart.” —Hebrews 12:1-3
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“Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say there is no
resurrection of the dead? If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been
raised; and if Christ has not been raised, then our proclamation has been in vain and your
faith has been in vain. We are even found to be misrepresenting God, because we testified
of God that he raised Christ—whom he did not raise if it is true that the dead are not raised.
For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised. If Christ has not been raised,
your faith if futile and you are still in your sins. Then those also who have died in Christ
have perished. If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be
pitied.
But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died. For
since death came through a human being, the resurrection of the dead has also come
through a human being;

for as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ.”
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