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Engaging the Artwork
Visual Theology – Praying with the Eyes
The history of Christian faith and theology is also a history of the eye, the ear, of bodily gesture
and movement, the mind imagining, and the senses conjoining.1 Visual theology is the field that
examines how the sense of sight is used to see the existence of God in the world and give it
meaning to us as God’s people. A work of art isn’t just an object that is beautiful to its viewer; it
becomes a tool to see – a technique of examination and contemplation – that may lead the
viewer in prayer.
Visio Divina (Latin) for “Holy Seeing” or “Divine Looking,” is a Christian prayer practice that
creates an openness to encounters with God and the Word.2 It is similar to the sixth-century
Benedictine practice of Lectio Divina (Divine Reading) in which one meditates on a passage of
scripture allowing the Spirit to speak through the story. Included with each meditation are
pictures that correspond to the author’s writing and experiences. Using the guide below, it is our
intention that you allow the artists and writers to work symphonically as you explore this
devotion.
1. Prepare: Close your eyes, take deep breaths, clear you mind and ask God to enter
into this time of prayer with you. Ask God to speak to you through this image.
2. Lectio (read): Read the scripture passages assigned and the authors reflection. Spend
time scanning the image as you note what draws your interest. Close and rest your
eyes a minute.
3. Mediatio (meditate): Deepen your focus on just the part of the image that caught
your eyes and name it. Close your eyes, seeing that part of the image in your mind.
4. Oratio (pray): Open your eyes and allow the Spirit to bring forth a word, image or
emotion. With what did you connect most closely, from the image and the author?
Close and rest your eyes.
5. Contemplatio (contemplation): Open your eyes and take deep breaths.
What is God speaking to you today through this image? How will you respond?
Spend time processing that with God. Pray or journal about it.
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Vrudny, Kimberly J., and Wilson Yates. 2005. Arts, theology, and the church: new intersections. Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim
Press, 180.
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Mel AhlBorn, Ken Arnold, eds., Visio Divina: A Reader in Faith and Visual Arts (Leeds, Massachusetts: LeaderResources,
2009), 28.

When This Is Over
March 17, 2020
When this is over,
may we never again
take for granted
A handshake with a stranger
Full shelves at the store
Conversation with neighbors
A crowded theatre
Friday night out
The taste of communion
A routine checkup
The school rush each morning
Coffee with a friend
The stadium roaring
Each deep breath
A boring Tuesday
Life itself.
When this ends,
may we find
that we have become
more like the people
we wanted to be
we were called to be
we hoped to be
and may we stay
that way – better
for each other
because of the worst.
Laura Kelly Fanucci
@thismessygrace
https://laurakellyfanucci.com/

Introduction
First Baptist Greenville’s annual Lenten Meditations serve as helpful guides for navigating the
lean, long six weeks of Lent, supporting us as we examine our previous year’s journey, while
symbolically preparing to join Jesus on his, which begins in the wilderness and ends at the cross.
As someone noted in a recent Spiritual Formation Committee meeting, the length and longevity
of Lent have been especially potent as we were reminded that in 2020, we entered the season of
Lent and, because of COVID-19, never truly emerged. So, when we reach the season of Lent
2021, it will have been a full year since the coronavirus pandemic exploded in the US, impacting
our lives in profound ways and sustaining this sense of leanness and scarcity much longer than
we had intended.
Therefore, we designed this year’s booklet to include conversations between friends and family,
personal and professional taking place from the clinical space to individual homes that illustrate
what life has been like the past twelve months. Woven in and out with Psalms and other
passages of scripture written under other conditions of exile and oppression, yet with familiar
pathos, these COVID Conversations come from transcripts of text and email messages,
announcements, news headlines, and voiced exchanges between friends and family over the past
year that illustrate how the pandemic has exiled us from our own connections, relationships,
and, in many ways, faith journeys.
We begin the conversation on Ash Wednesday with a March 16th, 2020, message from Jim
Dant, announcing the first cancelation of worship services due to COVID-19. We end the
conversation with a message almost one year later on Easter Sunday’s meditation with another
message from Jim Dant, announcing a target date for regathering for in-person worship in the
sanctuary.
It is the hope and prayer of the Spiritual Formation Committee that this year’s Lenten
Meditations booklet will help us look back on our collective experience in “exile” and also
ahead to the challenges of “returning.”
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Ash Wednesday
February 17, 2021 || Psalm 51:1-17
“Please don’t throw me out of your
presence; please don’t take your holy
spirit away from me.
~ Psalm 51:11; CEB
MESSAGE FROM JIM DANT,
Saturday March 16, 2020:
Given the recent announcements of
'States of Emergency' in our nation and
state, and given the ethical
responsibility we have to slow the
spread of COVID-19 in our immediate
community, we have decided to cancel
services tomorrow and intentionally
set the following path forward:
Beginning tomorrow, all scheduled
‘gatherings’ of the church
congregation will be suspended until
Palm Sunday, April 5. Worship will be
provided via Livestream and radio. All
pastoral care visits will be made via
telephone, email, Skype or other electronic means. Ministerial Staff will not visit hospitals,
nursing homes, or assisted living facilities except in the case of emergencies. The offices will be
open on a normal schedule. Ministers will be available to ensure the ministries of the church
continue, social service needs are met and mission endeavors are pursued. We will encourage
Sunday School classes and other small groups to remain in contact with each other, encourage
each other and provide service to each other when possible. We will continue to pray for our
neighbors and our world.
PRAYER: God of holiness and presence, We have been offered an unexpected path through
this year’s season of Lent. An invisible threat has disrupted the rhythm of our lives and exposed
a mostly uncharted landscape for both the world and your kingdom. Instead of Lenten practices
and fasting from indulgences, perhaps it will be social distancing that brings us closer to you this
time. Amen (from 3/22/2020 pastoral prayer)

1st Sunday in Lent
February 21, 2021 || Psalm 31:1-4, 15-16
Text message chain from March 11, 2020.
NBA canceled…
Things just got serious.
I was not expecting that…
People are going to go nuts when they wake up tomorrow morning!
This is bad
Breaking: MLB is expected to suspend baseball operations indefinitely later today
NCAA tournament gone
Masters gone
All Greenville county schools will be shut down
Sounds like it’s headed that way.
We will need to go to Costco. I’m almost out of toilet paper.
“Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am in distress; my eye wastes away from grief, my soul and
body also. For my life is spent with sorrow, and my years with sighing; my strength fails
because of my misery, and my bones waste away. I am the scorn of all my adversaries, a horror
to my neighbors, an object of dread to my
acquaintances; those who see me in the street
flee from me. I have passed out of mind like
one who is dead; I have become like a broken
vessel. For I hear the whispering of many—
terror all around!— as they scheme together
against me, as they plot to take my life. But I
trust in you, O Lord; I say, “You are my
God.”” ~ Psalm 31:9-14

PRAYER: God of comfort and sustenance,
As we face another week of social distancing and appropriate measures among a flurry of
confusing news and mixed messages, help us to be available, but not careless, lest we
inadvertently spread the thing we are trying to stop; help us to be vigilant, but not rash, lest we
act out of fear; help us to be optimistic, but not overconfident, lest we undermine the progress
that has been made thus far; help us keep our distance, but not grow accustomed to isolation, lest
we lose the sense of community the church provides in your kingdom.
Amen (from 3/22/2020 pastoral prayer)

2nd Sunday in Lent
February 28, 2021 || Psalm 25:1-10
Mom –(frustrated) I just talked to the doctor a few minutes ago….
she has decided not to be intubated.
Son – What does that mean? What are the next steps?
Mom – The doctor said they are moving toward comfort measures this evening.
Son – (confused) Will we get to see her again?
Mom – (holding back tears) Yes, the nurse said they were working to coordinate something
through facetime this evening….are you available for a call later this evening?.... Is that
something you want to do?
Son – (shocked) You mean we won’t be able to come into the hospital? This is the last time we
will be able to see her before she dies?
“Make your ways known to me, Lord;
teach me your paths. Lead me in your truth –
teach it to me – because you are the God who
saves me. I put my hope in you all day long.
Lord, remember your compassion and faithful
love – they are forever!”
~ Psalm 25:4-6; CEB
It’s complicated….grief, that is. Grief becomes
complicated anytime the process becomes stuck. Sometimes this is the result of forces out of our
control (hello 2020) while other times it is due to the inability to continue the grieving process.
Conversations like the one above have been played out time and time again across our nation
over the past year. Families unable to be together and share the gift of touch before saying
goodbye has become part of our new reality in the age of COVID-19. However, all is not lost.
Together we can learn to befriend our own grievances and move with the rhythms they bring. As
grief expert Dr. Alan Wolfelt writes in his book The Wilderness of Grief: Finding Your Way “I
have learned that we cannot go around the pain that is the wilderness of our grief. Instead, we
must journey all through it, sometimes shuffling along the less strenuous side paths, sometimes
plowing directly into the dark center…In your willingness to embrace the pain, you honor it.”
During this Lenten season invest time thinking about your own wilderness of grief.
If you are just entering it, look for others as traveling companions.
If you are in the midst of it, listen to the rhythm and surrender to the song.
If you have come through the other side, look for those wandering in grief’s wilderness
and hold space for their struggle.
Together we can traverse the wilderness of grief and just maybe come to find truth in the words
of Ram Dass “death…is [like] taking off a tight shoe which you have worn well.”
PRAYER: “If there ever comes a day when we can’t be together,
keep me in your heart. I’ll stay there forever.” ~ Winnie the Pooh

3rd Sunday in Lent
March 7, 2021 || Psalm 13
Text message exchange
Test came back negative, but still waiting on hers.
We are still going to quarantine just to be sure.
Glad the tests were negative and they're feeling better! Yes, let's just play it safe and maybe see
about getting together when everyone is feeling better and the weather is good.
We are in quarantine until Monday. We could do next Wednesday evening,
Friday evening, or Saturday. Have a great Christmas Day!
Any of those would work. Should we wait until we have a better idea
of which option will be better weather wise? I think Saturday afternoon will work.
It's supposed to be overcast and mid sixties.
Ok, sounds good. I'm also bringing mom's birthday gift since it's so close and who knows when
we can get together again…
To many, not knowing has been one of the most difficult aspects of living through this
pandemic: not knowing if we have been exposed to the virus; not knowing if we will be able to
see family; not knowing if COVID-19 cases are increasing or decreasing. For some, this
inability to know for certain where we stand in all of this led to despair and anxiety; for others it
led to deeper trust.
B
A

Trends in Total and 7-Day Cumulative
Incidence Rate of COVID-19 Deaths in the
US reported to CDC, per 100,000 pop.
A – Two weeks after Thanksgiving
B – Two weeks after Christmas

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me
forever? How long will you hide your
face from me? How long must I bear
pain in my soul, and have sorrow in my
heart all day long? How long shall my
enemy be exalted over me? Consider and
answer me, O Lord my God!
Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep
the sleep of death, and my enemy will say, “I have prevailed”; my foes will rejoice because I am
shaken. But I trusted in your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. 6 I will sing
to the Lord, because he has dealt bountifully with me. ~ Psalm 13:1-6; CEB
PRAYER: God of steadfast love, as unexpected hardships like COVID-19
jolt us away from disproportionate trust in ourselves, may we relocate the
bulk of ours back to you where it belongs.

4th Sunday in Lent
March 14, 2021 || Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22
Wife – I just need some medicine to help him at home. I can’t keep doing this by myself.
Son – That’s why D is at the house right now waiting for us and I’m here.
Wife – (frustrated) You don’t even help…you aren’t around! We’ve been through this
before…he can’t go to a facility and continue chemo to treat the tumor
Son – That’s why we are taking him home.
Wife – (crying) I can’t do this by myself. I need a hospital bed, a bedside potty, and 24/7 home
health…..(pleading) I just need something to help control him.
Nurse – (compassionately) Honey, we both know that medicine stops working and likely can’t
fix that. It’s the result of his condition…He may still need to go to a facility.
Wife – (crying) He can’t go to a facility….I don’t want him to go somewhere and get COVID
and I won’t be able to see him…or he will die.
“So they cried out to the Lord in their distress, and God saved them from their desperate
circumstances. God gave the order and healed them; he rescued them from their pit.”
~ Psalm 107: 19-20; CEB
Fear is a powerful emotion that has the ability to distort things if uncontrolled. As is often the
case, the fear(s) verbalized by the family above were latent. Lack of control, help with caregiver
responsibilities, health of the caregiver…each of these fears ran to the front masking the real
issue of isolation and safety. Worse yet, through a process called potentiation, one’s fear
response is amplified when already in a state of fear. Without intervention we can become
trapped in the pit of despair running endless on
the wheel of fear. However, that path out requires
counterintuitive action…what if instead of trying
harder we softened our approach. “The work of
paying compassionate attention is, in a sense,
learning to steward for ourselves what God
already believes about us – that we are valuable
and loved.” This advice from Aundi Kolber, LPC
is part of larger work entitled Try Softer: A Fresh
Approach to Move Us out of Anxiety, Stress, and
Survival Mode – and into a Life of Connection
and Joy.
During this Lenten season exercise your own compassionate attention when you feel
stuck in the pit of fear. Maybe try rhythmic breathing exercises to settle your anxiety.
Compassionate coloring allows the brain to take a break and self-expression flow. Safer space
meditation or walks in nature provide a mental/physical reset for the brain. Learning to
recognize the signatures of trauma and latent fear is not an easy process but well worth the work
to facilitate our own emotional regulation.
PRAYER: “Sometimes the bravest and most important thing
you can do is just show up.” ~ Brene Brown

5th Sunday in Lent
March 21, 2021 || Psalm 119:9-16
Centering Prayer friends,
By now I trust you have gotten the news that First Baptist Greenville is canceling services and
meetings until at least Palm Sunday (of 2020). Accordingly, we will not meet in person on
Tuesdays until at least Holy Week.
After talking to several of you this weekend, I have a suggestion for what we might try during
this unusual time. At Furman I am learning to use “Zoom” video conferencing so I can meet my
students online, and I thought we could try this in our group It would give us 20 minutes or so of
time each week to check in with each other, see how everyone is doing, and share what we
wish.
If you want to try this, simply use the info and link below, which I will resend each week. You
will click the link. The first time you do this you will have to follow a prompt to download the
app. After that you will just have to wait to log on until I have opened the meeting session.
Be well and safe,
Susan
This is an email message sent out from Susan
D’amato to participants in our Centering
Prayer group in March of 2020, just a few
days after our first worship service was
canceled due to COVID, and well before we
realized how often our conversations would
soon rely on a little known software called
Zoom! I am eternally grateful for everyone
who worked to keep the small groups of the
church together and connected over the past
year by any means and technology necessary.
“Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat
falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a
single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.
Those who love their life lose it, and those
who hate their life in this world will keep it for
eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow
me, and where I am, there will my servant be
also.” John 12:24-26; NRSV
PRAYER: “In the stillness of the quiet, if we listen, we can hear the whisper of the heart giving
strength to weakness, courage to fear, hope to despair.” -- Howard Thurman

Palm/Passion Sunday
March 28, 2021 || Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29
Me: God, all I hold dear is gone. The foundations of strength, the support from friends, the
safety of all people, your very presence, all are missing. My vision is blurred. Where my
foundations of faith used to be, they are now missing, replaced by fog and darkness. I am in
exile, lost and disoriented. Where are you?
Yahweh: Be still and know that I am God.
Me: Be still? Are you kidding me? That’s all I’ve been doing. Seeing no friends, avoiding
personal contact, celebrating the Holy
Days separated from my family. I feel
like a leper, kicked out and quarantined,
watching as my fellow lepers are dying
and suffering. Where are you?
Yahweh: Don’t panic. I’m with you.
There’s no need to fear for I’m your
God. (Isaiah 41:10 The Message)
Me: If you are with me, help me. My
panic and my fear are difficult to
control because I don’t understand.
Yahweh: “You do not yet see things
clearly. You are squinting in a fog,
peering through the mist, but it will not be long before the weather clears and the sun shines
bright….. But for right now, until that completeness comes, you have but three things to do.
Trust steadily in me, your God; hope unswervingly; and love extravagantly.”
(adapted from 1 Corinthians 13: 12-13 The Message)
God of presence and healing, as we face more social distancing, even as both virus and fear
continue to spread around the world and affect our lives and our families, we know that your
healing hand is active in the words and expertise of health professionals on the front lines of
treatment and care, in the actions of community servants who have embraced precautions and
who lead by example, in the ministerial presence of each and every one of your followers who
are praying, looking out for neighbor and stranger, and helping carry the burden of this invisible
threat.





Help us discern your movement in the world, focusing as you always do on those
most vulnerable to the systems, patterns, and disasters in this world
Help us to be available, but careful;
Hopeful, but humble, and prepared for ups and downs;
And connected in ways that nurture community and push back against the
isolation of this new normal. Amen. (pastoral prayer from April 26, 2020)

Monday of Holy Week
March 29, 2021 || Psalm 36:5-11
Chaplain: Sounds like it’s going to be a rough night again…huh?
Nurse: Again? It never stops….it’s always the same. (pregnant pause) I don’t know if this will
ever end. I’m not sure how much more I can handle. (sobbing)
Chaplain: I hear you….it’s just terrible. The death toll just keeps climbing.
Nurse: and I thought it was bad in NY but at least they believed this was a real virus.
Chaplain: How long was your assignment in NY?
Nurse: 6 months. I was there from the beginning of all this.
Chaplain: Can I ask you a personal question? How are you processing all of this each night
when you get home? How are you sleeping?
Nurse: ….I’m not, at least not well. Maybe when this is all over…I don’t know…
Chaplain: (empathetically) It’s ok not to be ok. Be gentle with yourself and remember we are
here if you need to kick or scream, cry or throw things….you are not alone.
Nurse: thanks…that’s really helpful. You all are great. Thanks for being there. (smiling)
Chaplain: What kind of tea and snacks can I bring back in a few minutes?
“Humanity finds refuge in the shadow of your wings…Don’t let the feet of arrogant people walk
all over me; don’t let the hands of the wicked drive me off.” ~ Psalm 36:7b, 11; CEB
As Judith Herman states in her book Trauma & Recovery, “traumatic events are extraordinary, not
because they occur rarely, but rather because they overwhelm the ordinary human adaptations to life”
When we are the midst of experiencing trauma our nervous systems can be overwhelmed in trying to
process the varying emotions and accompanying feelings. This compounded by the experiences of entire
societies or people groups becomes called collective trauma. In the clinical space this means nurses,
doctors, families, environmental workers, medical techs, chaplains….we are all affected by our
collective experiences of trauma along with our individual experiences. I have heard the echoes of the
psalmist too many times to recall this past year, and continue to hear even past this publication. So
where do we turn when hit this wall of emotions?
There’s a quote that’s attributed to Viktor Frankl that I continue to find helpful, “between stimulus and
response, there is a space And in that space lies our power to choose. And in our choice lies our growth
and our freedom.” Of course, simply noticing what is happening in our bodies is not as easy as it
sounds…it takes practice and the help of others to hold space and allow expression of unmetabolized
emotions we carry with us. We can’t grieve a trauma that is ongoing, but we can take notice of what
brings us pleasure and makes us smile and do more of
that. For this nurse it was a hot cup of tea and a moon
pie. I wonder what brings each of you pleasure and
makes you smile? I encourage you to practice the pause
when you feel overwhelmed and do something that
brings you joy….light a candle, listen to music, enjoy a
cup of tea or even a moon pie. Be gentle with
yourself…we are all trying to figure this out together. So
the next time you feel like you are hitting an emotional
wall, lean in and pause to find rest.
PRAYER: “Relax. No one else knows what they’re doing either.” ~ Ricky Gervais

Tuesday of Holy Week
March 30, 2021 || Psalm 19
Text message exchange
Son: So, fun fact, we had COVID at Xmas. I had my antibodies tested and they r positive.
Mom: So what does that mean?
Son: It’s a blood test to confirm you have COVID antibodies and u only have them if u had it.
Mom: Wow, amazing, because they said you were negative right?
Dad: So glad y’all were proactive and quarantined just in case!
Son: Yeah, but at this pharmacist, they make you swab your own nose, and I just don’t really
think I did it right. Thankfully it wasn’t worse. Did you schedule your vaccine appointment?
Mom: Not yet, because my dr wants me to get it from him because I have reactions sometimes.
But I’m not sure I should wait.
Son: How long would you have to wait?
Mom: I don’t know. I guess I’ll have to go to the store and sign up. They’re not answering the
phone. I’ll let you know.
“Heaven is declaring God’s glory; the sky
is proclaiming his handiwork. One day
gushes the news to the next, and one night
informs another what needs to be known.
Of course, there’s no speech, no words—
their voices can’t be heard— but their
sound extends throughout the world; their
words reach the ends of the earth.
God has made a tent in heaven for the sun.
The sun is like a groom coming out of his
honeymoon suite; like a warrior, it thrills
at running its course.”
~ Psalm 19:1-5; CEB

PRAYER: O God of Beginning and End,
Although a new year has begun, a pandemic looms still, overloading hospitals, disrupting lives,
and leading to separation in families and death for loved ones who otherwise would still be with
us. We pray for your presence to be felt by those grieving, for your healing hand to be active in
the vaccine's potency, and for your wisdom to shape decisions we make in the name of health
and safety for those around us. Amen

Wednesday of Holy Week
March 31, 2021 || Psalm 70
Chaplain: It sounds like your Mom has a lot going on.
Daughter: Yeah, she really does. And this isn’t like her at all. She’s such an active woman,
works a full time job. For her to go to this in just a few weeks (shakes head while looking at
Mom). She’s got so much fluid. Do you know that she’s usually only 140 pounds?
Chaplain: Wow
Daughter: Yeah.
Chaplain: Gosh, yeah, look at her nails, that’s a woman who takes care of herself.
Daughter: Yes, very put together.
Chaplain: Do you mind telling me what got her to this point?
Daughter: It all started with a fractured back. For two weeks she would just lay there at home,
not admitting that she had a problem. She kept acting like it wasn’t a big deal. But she was
afraid to go see anyone about it because of this coronavirus. So she just stayed home. Then it
got infected. The infection led to a heart attack and stents.
Chaplain: Oh wow. This one unattended health problem just snowballed.
Daughter: Yeah, and now I have to talk to another doctor.
“ But me? I’m poor and needy. Hurry to me, God!
You are my helper and my deliverer. Oh, Lord, don’t delay!”
~ Psalm 70:5; CEB
Why don’t we ask for help? Pre-COVID, delaying and
denying medical needs was a problem for many. But
as Covid-19 cases began to rise, so did the number of
preventable tragedies and illnesses as a consequence of
people delaying seeing to their own needs, often out of
fear of contagious danger lurking within the hospital
itself. In this conversation we hear the story of a
woman who is used to having everything in her life
“just so,” being active and used to being able to take
care of herself. Asking for help is so much harder
when we aren’t used to practicing it, even when there
aren’t additional pressures and fears playing their part.
Sometimes when we just don’t feel like we’re ready to do the life-saving work of asking other
people for help, we can practice with God in prayer. Anne Lamott says that there are really only
three prayers, “Help. Thanks. Wow.” The cry for help is an essential piece of who we are
because humans are social creatures, made for connection. What would it look like, to put our
fears of reaching out on hold, and first pray “Help” to God-within-us, and then pray “Help” to
God-within-the-other who can give us the medical care, emotional care, or practical care that we
need?
PRAYER: God within us, God around us, God between us, give us the grace to pray “help.”
Assure us that we are all poor and needy, and that we are wrapped in your love always. Help us
to be that love to one another, and help us to receive that love with the same ample measure of
compassion with which we give it. As we lean into the grace of your presence. Amen.

Maundy Thursday
April 1, 2021 || Psalm 116:1-2, 12-19
“After he had washed their feet, had
put on his robe, and had returned to
the table, he said to them, “Do you
know what I have done to you? You
call me Teacher and Lord—and you
are right, for that is what I am. So if
I, your Lord and Teacher, have
washed your feet, you also ought to
wash one another’s feet. For I have
set you an example, that you also
should do as I have done to you.“
~ John 13:12-1; CEB
For Jesus the washing of another’s
feet was a powerful example of his
love and care for others. Even though this particular expression of humble love has not persisted
into the 21st century, its spirit lives on as a symbol of putting the needs and wellbeing of others
ahead of oneself.
In March of 2020, as the pandemic loomed large over us, the message from health experts was
that the most effective strategy to protect others from the virus involved regular washing of
hands. “Neutralize the coronavirus germs to prevent spreading it to others!” It was very soon
after this that scientists and virologists began to conclude that the virus was airborne and not, as
they believed at first, transmitted through contact such as handshakes and contaminated
surfaces.
The best way to care for each
other quickly shifted from
vigorous hand washing to
consistent mask wearing.
Following the science of best
practices in a pandemic can seem
like a moving target, not because
science can’t be trusted, but
because health scientists rely on tests and studies to improve their ability to give sound advice,
the accuracy of which increases with each result. However, following the principle of loving one
another remains constant, even when its expression might change with time.
PRAYER: God of breath and of inspiring love, thank you for including us in your vision of
communal care of each other. Be it the practice of washing away dust from tired feet, scrubbing
away germs from dirty hands, or keeping potentially infected particles to ourselves with masks,
encourage our desire to care for each other, and bless our efforts to find effective and loving
ways to do so. Amen.

Good Friday
April 2, 2021 || Psalm 22
“My God! My God, why have you left me alone? Why are you so far from saving me –
so far from my anguished groans? My God, I cry out during the day, but you don’t answer;
even at nighttime I don’t stop” ~ Psalm 22:1-2; CEB
84 days after the first recorded death, the US surpassed 100,000 deaths on May 23, 2020.
121 days later, the US surpassed 200,000 deaths on September 1, 2020.
84 days later, the US surpassed 300,000 deaths on December 14, 2020.
36 days later, on January 19, 2021, the US topped 400,000 deaths.
I wish I could say that was the point where we woke up from this seemingly endless
nightmare…Compassion fatigue is a broadly defined concept that can include emotional,
physical, and spiritual distress in those providing are to another. It is associated with caregiving
where others are experiencing significant emotional or physical pain and suffering.
Unfortunately, it’s not just a symptom of our empathy tanks running low. Researchers say our
brains aren’t wired to make sense of big numbers. Ultimately, our biology is working against us.
As David Kessler writes in Finding Meaning: The Sixth Stage of Grief, “People are hitting the
wall because we’re talking about these deaths in every other way except loss.”
34 days later, on February 22, 2021, the US topped 500,000 deaths.
By the time you read this devotion it is estimated
another 50,000 mothers, uncles, brothers, daughters,
sons, fathers, aunts, friends & strangers will be added to
the growing tally. The best way to avoid compassion
fatigue is to think of individuals with faces, names, and
families. Statistics are human beings with tears dried
off. We have to change the way we think, we have to be
adaptive and lean into the messiness and depths of grief
before it’s too late. As a hospital chaplain I am
intimately aware of death and the grieving process. One
of the ways I try to guard myself from becoming psychologically numb to the deaths I witness is
to keep a record of the initials of those who passed on my watch. Each time an individual dies
that I am working with their initials are inscribed in my daily notepad. At the end of the shift I
give back a portion of time to pray for each of the families associated with the initials and give
thanks for the lives each one lived. To be sure, not all are remembered with fondness and great
admiration, but each one is remembered as a beloved child of God. And then before leaving the
paper is torn out and released to the shred box as a way to giving them back to the Creator. For
as the liturgy of Ash Wednesday reminds us; “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall
return.” Whom in your life have you lost? Remember the faces, names, and families….hold
space for their grief even as you hold space for your own. Remember you are not in this alone.
For in the end, as Ram Dass rightly reminds us, “We’re all just walking each other home.”
PRAYER: “I believe in the sun even when it is not shining;
I believe in love even when there’s no one there; I believe in God even when he is silent.”
~ Unknown, an inscription on the wall of a cellar in the Cologne concentration camp.

Holy Saturday
April 3, 2021 || Psalm 31:1-4, 15-16
SS Teachers and Leaders,
Thanks for your efforts to reach out to your class
members for their feedback about gathering in
person and for getting those preferences to me. I
am in the process of mapping out a fair schedule
for all of our interested classes, and I plan to have
that out by early next week. The earliest we will
offer this is Sunday, March 21, then again on
Sunday, March 28, and Sunday April 11th (on
Easter morning, April 4th, there will be an early
service in person at Fluor Field, then an online
10:30 service.
April 18th will be our first in-person WORSHIP SERVICES, and in-person SS will not be
offered that day, nor the following Sunday, April 25th, while we get used to the challenges of
safely bringing in worshipers for those services. Then, our in-person SS schedule will resume on
Sunday, May 2nd and continue at least through the end of May. This rotation will adjust for the
summer, as we plan to offer a joint summer SS option, beginning June 6th. I hope this
information helps, and I look forward to helping your classes meet safely in person soon. - Matt
“When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph,
who was also a disciple of Jesus. He went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus;
then Pilate ordered it to be given to him. So Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean
linen cloth and laid it in his own new tomb, which he had hewn in the rock. He then rolled a
great stone to the door of the tomb and went away. Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were
there, sitting opposite the tomb.” ~ Matthew 27:57-61; CEB
Unlike the sad and heartbreaking arrangements that Joseph of
Arimathea found himself making on behalf of Jesus and Mary and
the other disciples, it has been my pleasure to be a part of the
arrangements being made to bring the congregation back to the
sanctuary and our Sunday School classes back to their classrooms.
The message above was one of the most gratifying emails I have
sent in a long time, as it represents the possibility of beginning to
fill again spaces that have been empty for so long.
PRAYER: Oh, God who fills empty spaces, help us return safely and responsibly to the practice
of filling spaces that have been created for hosting the work and life of your church in the world.
Amen.

Resurrection of the Lord
April 4, 2021 || Psalm 118:19-24
The Leadership Team (Core Committee chairpersons and deacon officers) has set a new target
date for regathering. We are hoping to gather for worship in our Sanctuary in multiple services
by reservation, masked and safely distanced, on Sunday, April 18. We also hope to gather inperson on for Midweek Fellowship Bible Study and Prayer on Wednesday, April 21. (from the
March 1, 2021 Branch)
“Open the gates of righteousness for me
so I can come in and give thanks to the
Lord! This is the Lord’s gate; those who
are righteous enter through it. I thank
you because you answered me, because
you were my saving help. The stone
rejected by the builders is now the main
foundation stone! This has happened
because of the Lord; it is astounding in
our sight! This is the day the Lord
acted; we will rejoice and celebrate in
it!” ~ Psalm 118:19-24; CEB
“When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where
the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and
said, “Peace be with you.”” ~ John 20:19
“Exciting news!” The Psalmist
sings about returning through the
gates (of righteousness) and coming
in and giving thanks to the Lord.
John the Evangelist recounts what
happened at the end of the day on
the very first Easter, as the disciples
who had been scattered since Jesus’
arrest are now regathered together
into one room. First Baptist has
been scattered for over a year now,
and as we look forward to
regathering, both with joy, as the
Psalmist, or with a healthy dose of
uncertainty, as the disciples, the doors at First Baptist will soon be open on Sunday morning.
This is the day the Lord acted; we will rejoice and celebrate in it!
BENEDICTION: The wind is blowing in all directions with the discussion of regathering, but
we are committed to getting safely to shore. Let’s continue to hope and pray together as we
responsibly care for one another and our community. (from the March 1, 2021 Branch)

