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First Session ( Hearing: Palm Sunday 
Prayer and pressure

The Pharisees were by no means an unsophisticated, uncivi​lized or unintelligent group. They would be at home in an office, school or university and their qualities would deserve recognition. But their reasonableness also facilitates death.

Prayer, like language that is subversive, can be silenced for a variety of ostensibly good reasons. ‘It is better for one man to die for the people,’ declared Ciaphas the high priest when, in John’s account, the decision was taken to plot the death — and therefore silence — of Jesus.

1. Do you have an adequate and realistic pattern (time, place, forms) of prayer?

2. What are the pressures that silence the voice of your daily prayer? How can they be resisted?
3. Have you ever asked for guidance and help with sustain​ing this part of your Christian life?
Prayer and power
The controlling power of the Pharisees silenced the echo of the stones. But from elsewhere God inspired a language and music that those in power-could not control. So it is in our society. Christians themselves may find it disconcerting to hear the need for justice, human dignity, access to medicine and education, a decent home, food and a job, articulated by those who claim no Christian faith and may even be critical of it. Such voices may belong to local politicians, other faith groups, schools, medical or com​munity centres, neighbouring churches. A survey of the national and local papers on any day is likely to provide evi​dence of this.

1. Where are these voices to be found in your community and neighbourhood?

2. What they are saying? Do their statements resonate with the demands of the kingdom of heaven?

3. How would you register your refusal to be silenced?

4. At what point would you write a letter or send an e-mail of protest?

(This is still one of the most powerful weapons for an organization like Amnesty International.)

Prayer and the demons

The uncomfortable words of the psalms can expose our eva​sion of the things we fear. For example, the psalms express passion, anger, grief and resentment. Worship that does not lay the demons of these emotions before God cannot make the oblation of all that we are.

The psalms strip from us layers of defense; they provoke our tears and illuminate our weaknesses. If we do not recog​nize that fault lines can be ours, we shall never learn to forgive the weaknesses of others, or love the strength with which they bear them.

In the tentative enterprise of prayer we claim the freedom to be ourselves, while at the same time fingering the mystery of words that are known to have revealed seismic power. These are words that we offer because we know that there is echo within them, even when we do not hear it ourselves.

1. In what language do you express to God the extremities of your emotional life?

2. How do you cope when God seems silent and prayer seems pointless?
3. Where might you find the prayer support of other Chris​tians to uphold you?
4. What forms of prayer, perhaps best known by heart, do you use to collect and offer before God your tears and guilt?

Scripture reading

These readings raise questions about the way in which we hear the word and call of God, and the confusing circum​stances in which it might occur. We also recognize that admiration is not to be sought at the cost of authenticity. 
1 Samuel 3.1-4.1 
The call of Samuel
1 Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the LORD under Eli. The word of the LORD was rare in those days; visions were not widespread. 2 At that time Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow dim so that he could not see, was lying down in his room; 3 the lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the temple of the LORD, where the ark of God was. 4 Then the LORD called, “Samuel! Samuel!” and he said, “Here I am!” 5 and ran to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did not call; lie down again.” So he went and lay down. 6 The LORD called again, “Samuel!” Samuel got up and went to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did not call, my son; lie down again.” 7 Now Samuel did not yet know the LORD, and the word of the LORD had not yet been revealed to him. 8 The LORD called Samuel again, a third time. And he got up and went to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” Then Eli perceived that the LORD was calling the boy. 9 Therefore Eli said to Samuel, “Go, lie down; and if he calls you, you shall say, ‘Speak, LORD, for your servant is listening.’” So Samuel went and lay down in his place. 10 Now the LORD came and stood there, calling as before, “Samuel! Samuel!” And Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant is listening.” 11 Then the LORD said to Samuel, “See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone who hears of it tingle. 12 On that day I will fulfill against Eli all that I have spoken concerning his house, from beginning to end. 13 For I have told him that I am about to punish his house forever, for the iniquity that he knew, because his sons were blaspheming God, and he did not restrain them. 14 Therefore I swear to the house of Eli that the iniquity of Eli’s house shall not be expiated by sacrifice or offering forever.” 15 Samuel lay there until morning; then he opened the doors of the house of the LORD. Samuel was afraid to tell the vision to Eli. 16 But Eli called Samuel and said, “Samuel, my son.” He said, “Here I am.” 17 Eli said, “What was it that he told you? Do not hide it from me. May God do so to you and more also, if you hide anything from me of all that he told you.” 18 So Samuel told him everything and hid nothing from him. Then he said, “It is the LORD; let him do what seems good to him.” 19 As Samuel grew up, the LORD was with him and let none of his words fall to the ground. 20 And all Israel from Dan to Beer-sheba knew that Samuel was a trustworthy prophet of the LORD. 21 The LORD continued to appear at Shiloh, for the LORD revealed himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the word of the LORD.

4:1 And the word of Samuel came to all Israel. In those days the Philistines mustered for war against Israel, and Israel went out to battle against them; they encamped at Ebenezer, and the Philistines encamped at Aphek. New Revised Standard Version

Luke 4.16-30 
Jesus echoes the words of Isaiah

4:16 When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, 17 and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 18 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, 19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 20 And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. 21 Then he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” 22 All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth. They said, “Is not this Joseph’s son?” 23 He said to them, “Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, ‘Doctor, cure yourself!’ And you will say, ‘Do here also in your hometown the things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.’” 24 And he said, “Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown. 25 But the truth is, there were many widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up three years and six months, and there was a severe famine over all the land; 26 yet Elijah was sent to none of them except to a widow at Zarephath in Sidon. 27 There were also many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed except Naaman the Syrian.” 28 When they heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with rage. 29 They got up, drove him out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff. 30 But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way. New Revised Standard Version
Music and film
1. Members of the group bring a recording of a very short piece of music and explain how it speaks to them about the echo of the presence of God.

2. This is also an opportunity to watch the short sequence from the video Diva that is mentioned at the beginning of this section. Alternatively, a sequence from Roman Polan​ski’s film The Pianist could be shown (available on DVD). Towards the end of the film, the pianist Wladyslaw Szpil​man, hiding in a bombed-out house in Warsaw, is discovered by a Nazi officer and asked to play the piano. Szpilman is depicted with agonized, Christ-like features, pouring out a cry for redemption from the heart of human suffering and destruction.

The echo effect
Questions for discussion:

1. How does the sound of your worship in church provide the inspiration to hear the ‘echo effect’, and gain a sense of worship on earth being in tune with worship in heaven?

2. Prayer grows and deepens through the rhythm of its prac​tice in daily life; what shared rhythms of prayer do you have? Is the saying of the daily office a part of this?

3. Liturgy is designed to sanctify time: does your marking of the seasons adequately identify this intention?

4. What place is there for stillness in your worship? How do you prepare for its distractions and grow into familiarity with silence as a statement of the presence of God?

5. What aspect of the Palm Sunday liturgy will create the biggest impact? How will it convey the message you wish to communicate?

Reflection ( Meditation
Behind each face and voice lies the silence of the heart.
This silence is as old as the universe.

It holds within it a time 
before vegetation clothed the earth 
or animal walked or sound echoed. 
This silence waits quietly under thoughts, 
beneath actions, relationships, 
behind days, nights and names. 
No one owns this silence. 
No one can force it out into the light. 
Yet it is in this sanctuary 
that experience is sifted and transfigured. 
It is where our vanished days secretly gather. 
This silence is the home 
of memory and identity. 
It houses the spirit 
which coheres, 
articulates 
and shapes 
each human life. 
(John O’Donohue)
Second Session ( Taste: Maundy Thursday
The Eucharist and Communion
One of the ten modern martyrs commemorated on the west front of Westminster Abbey is Archbishop Oscar Romero. He was shot while celebrating the Eucharist in a hospital chapel. Andrew Chandler lived in Guatemala, alongside the per​secution that befell the Church in El Salvador in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In his book, The Terrible Alternative: Christian Martyrdom in the Twentieth Century, he describes his discovery of how the Eucharist was a statement of iden​tification with the suffering and witness of those beyond our sight, but within the tangible companionship of table fellow​ship at the altar.
Communion is not only what we receive; it is the compan​ion — one of those who break bread together — that we thereby become with receivers throughout the world.
1. How real is your sense of sharing an identity with those who suffer starvation, bloodshed and humiliation when you approach the altar?

2. Would participation in the Eucharist commit you to com​panionship with those who choose death rather than betrayal?

3. What does betrayal of communion with persecuted Chris​tians look like? Would the persecuted Church ever be justified in thinking that betrayal looks like us?

The Eucharist and the family
There are many reasons why the Eucharist should be the family service of the Church. Inclusivity is the most obvious one, since the Eucharist defines the family of the Church that is commissioned to gather around one table the peoples of the human race.
A safe environment in which human dignity is nurtured, hard lessons learned and behaviour corrected, would be another aspect of this gathering’s family identity.

1. What value do you attach to the care of the environment as an expression of the eucharistic offering of its fruits and the methods we use to produce and harvest them?

2. Do you know where the fruit and vegetables come from that you buy in your supermarket?

3. What are the conditions in those countries under which the produce you buy is grown?

4. Do you buy fairly traded goods in preference to others?

5. How would you describe the culture and environment of your eucharistic community?

6. How might it need to change? How can you contribute constructively and patiently to that change?

The Eucharist and atonement

The Eucharist is God’s act of healing. It restores our rela​tionships with God, with each other, with creation. In this respect it is a source of refreshment, a well-spring.

The notions of covenant on which this meal is founded imply that we move into a relationship that is characterized by freedom, trust and love. It has everything of the nature of a marriage bond about it, and takes us to the core language of lovers (the Song of Songs is an obvious example) that we might find disconcerting.

1. How do you prepare for the Eucharist, and how do you give thanks afterwards?

2. What does participation say to you about how you regard yourself?

3. How do you relate to others in your eucharistic commu​nity?
4. Which people annoy you? Do you recognize yourself in them? Does that mean that you do not like yourself very much?
5. Are you convinced that God loves you?

Scripture reading
In these readings we are presented with food that has some​thing extraordinary about it. 
1. How do these stories articulate something of memory, failure, choice and future mission? 
2. Do the images of the hiddenness of God express ways in which we also experience God’s revelation?

1 Kings 19. 1-18.
1 Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done, and how he had killed all the prophets with the sword. 2 Then Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah, saying, “So may the gods do to me, and more also, if I do not make your life like the life of one of them by this time tomorrow.” 3 Then he was afraid; he got up and fled for his life, and came to Beer-sheba, which belongs to Judah; he left his servant there. 4 But he himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness, and came and sat down under a solitary broom tree. He asked that he might die: “It is enough; now, O LORD, take away my life, for I am no better than my ancestors.” 5 Then he lay down under the broom tree and fell asleep. Suddenly an angel touched him and said to him, “Get up and eat.” 6 He looked, and there at his head was a cake baked on hot stones, and a jar of water. He ate and drank, and lay down again. 7 The angel of the LORD came a second time, touched him, and said, “Get up and eat, otherwise the journey will be too much for you.” 8 He got up, and ate and drank; then he went in the strength of that food forty days and forty nights to Horeb the mount of God. 9 At that place he came to a cave, and spent the night there. Then the word of the LORD came to him, saying, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 10 He answered, “I have been very zealous for the LORD, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.” 11 He said, “Go out and stand on the mountain before the LORD, for the LORD is about to pass by.” Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake; 12 and after the earthquake a fire, but the LORD was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer silence. 13 When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave. Then there came a voice to him that said, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 14 He answered, “I have been very zealous for the LORD, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.” 15 Then the LORD said to him, “Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus; when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael as king over Aram. 16 Also you shall anoint Jehu son of Nimshi as king over Israel; and you shall anoint Elisha son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah as prophet in your place. 17 Whoever escapes from the sword of Hazael, Jehu shall kill; and whoever escapes from the sword of Jehu, Elisha shall kill. 18 Yet I will leave seven thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him.” 

New Revised Standard Version
John 21.1-19.
1 After these things Jesus showed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias; and he showed himself in this way. 2 Gathered there together were Simon Peter, Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples. 3 Simon Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to him, “We will go with you.” They went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing. 4 Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on the beach; but the disciples did not know that it was Jesus. 5 Jesus said to them, “Children, you have no fish, have you?” They answered him, “No.” 6 He said to them, “Cast the net to the right side of the boat, and you will find some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it in because there were so many fish. 7 That disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on some clothes, for he was naked, and jumped into the sea. 8 But the other disciples came in the boat, dragging the net full of fish, for they were not far from the land, only about a hundred yards off. 9 When they had gone ashore, they saw a charcoal fire there, with fish on it, and bread. 10 Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish that you have just caught.” 11 So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, a hundred fifty-three of them; and though there were so many, the net was not torn. 12 Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” Now none of the disciples dared to ask him, “Who are you?” because they knew it was the Lord. 13 Jesus came and took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish. 14 This was now the third time that Jesus appeared to the disciples after he was raised from the dead. 15 When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” 16 A second time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” 17 He said to him the third time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. 18 Very truly, I tell you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to go wherever you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not wish to go.” 19 (He said this to indicate the kind of death by which he would glorify God.) After this he said to him, “Follow me.” New Revised Standard Version
Food and film
1. Either collectively or individually the group might prepare some food, and say something about the origins of the in​gredients used, the method of cooking, of any symbolism associated with it.

2. This could also be done simply by bringing a favourite fruit or vegetable and saying something about its attractive quality, as grounds for thanksgiving, and recognition of the good desire that God satisfies in us.

3. The sequence from When Harry Met Sally may prove to be a stronger experience of cinema than the group would find comfortable. In which case, there is also an interesting com​ment on desire and our inability to satisfy it without reference to God in the early section of The Life of David Gale, starring Kevin Spacey and Kate Winslet. Both are available on DVD.
Serious about food
Questions for discussion:

1. Lent is a time for fasting: have you as a parish ever undertaken this discipline? Do you understand the rules for doing so? (N.B. Fasting is more than giving up sweets or alcohol for a day.)

2. Is there a particular cause, as a means of sanctification and expression of your communion with other Christians, for which you would offer such a Lenten discipline? Would there be a practical expression of this spiritual discipline?

3. What do you think about fast food, our contemporary eating habits, and their impact on society?

4. Is your parish interested in Fair Trade? Does inter​national interest inhibit engagement with local issues that may be costly in terms of personal and collective commitment?
5. How do these questions connect with your celebration of the institution of the Eucharist and the command of mutual love at the Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Maundy Thursday?

Reflection ( Meditation

Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back,

Guiltie of dust and sinne.

But quick-ey’d Love, observing me grow slack

From my first entrance in,

Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning,

If I lacked any thing.

A guest, I answer’d, worthy to be here:

Love said, You shall be he.

I the unkinde, ungratefull? Ah my deare,

I cannot look on thee.

Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,

Who made the eyes but I?

Truth Lord, but I have marr’d them: let my shame

Go where it doth deserve.

And know you not, sayes Love, who bore the blame?

My deare, then I will serve.

You must sit down, sayes Love, and taste my meat;

So I did sit and eat.

(George Herbert)

Third Session ( Touch: Good Friday
Laying hands on our intentions
Lent is a time for reaching our limits. This means, inevitably, reaching parts of our lives that are easily neglected, parts that we prefer not to encounter, and parts that are so remote to us that we rarely attempt to connect with them.
Like a pilgrim who had walked to Compostella and declared, ‘I had come to an end of myself’, the journey of Lent that takes us to Good Friday and the cross, takes us to the part of our lives of which we are probably most afraid: our death.
1. How is your Lenten discipline going? Do you need to adjust your expectations, or be humble and brave in start​ing up again?

2. Giving up something for Lent is a small death; confident of finding that what you value most is held in God’s hands, how much else on earth are you ready to part with?

3. In the desert, God gives his people springs of water: what forms of spiritual refreshment and delight have you dis​covered in the desert of this Lent, and your Christian pilgrimage so far?

Laying hands on our life
Lent is not a closed season, in the sense that it is self-contained. There is an unhurried and steady joy in its character as a season of solemn preparation. The longer season of Easter (50 days) is not the reversal of Lent, but its fulfillment.
This preparation is space in a busy world for re-connec​tion with God’s gifts to us, the gift of baptism most obviously of all, as we die and rise with Christ.

1. What are your stories of encounter with God? 
2. Are you familiar with the details? 
3. How often do you stop to ask yourself that question? 
4. Where do you find time for reflection on this aspect of your life?

Why might you believe, like Todd Anderson in Dead Poets’ Society, that your experience of faith and your powers of communication are not worth much?
The telling is, in itself, a beautiful process of discovery; is there a wise person that you know and trust who would listen to your story?

Laying hands on our hurts
The hurt of sin can be inflicted in many forms, with devas​tating consequences. The search for healing and restoration is not always an easy one to embark upon.
When we are distressed by our hurts, we can also confuse the source of the damage, often blaming ourselves for things we have not done, while blaming others for the equally seri​ous things we are responsible for.

1. What would an audit of your most serious hurts reveal? Can you disentangle the damage that has been done to you from the damage you have inflicted on others or on yourself?

2. In the season of Lent, everyone is a penitent, to some extent; is this a time to make your confession, lay hands on your sins and take them to the cross in search of forgiveness and absolution? Do you also need to seek the touch of healing that binds the wounds of hurt inflicted by others upon you?

3. Do you know a church where an experienced priest will be able to help you prepare for these sacramental signs of liberation, and celebrate them with you?

Scripture reading
These stories reflect something of the ambiguity and mix​ture of signs and motives that surround the damaged areas of our lives. In both instances the symbols of penitence and grief draw healing and new life from God’s hand.

2 Samuel 12.1-25: 
David’s repentance.
1 But the thing that David had done displeased the LORD, and the LORD sent Nathan to David. He came to him, and said to him, “There were two men in a certain city, the one rich and the other poor. 2 The rich man had very many flocks and herds; 3 but the poor man had nothing but one little ewe lamb, which he had bought. He brought it up, and it grew up with him and with his children; it used to eat of his meager fare, and drink from his cup, and lie in his bosom, and it was like a daughter to him. 4 Now there came a traveler to the rich man, and he was loath to take one of his own flock or herd to prepare for the wayfarer who had come to him, but he took the poor man’s lamb, and prepared that for the guest who had come to him.” 5 Then David’s anger was greatly kindled against the man. He said to Nathan, “As the LORD lives, the man who has done this deserves to die; 6 he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity.” 7 Nathan said to David, “You are the man! Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: I anointed you king over Israel, and I rescued you from the hand of Saul; 8 I gave you your master’s house, and your master’s wives into your bosom, and gave you the house of Israel and of Judah; and if that had been too little, I would have added as much more. 9 Why have you despised the word of the LORD, to do what is evil in his sight? You have struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword, and have taken his wife to be your wife, and have killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. 10 Now therefore the sword shall never depart from your house, for you have despised me, and have taken the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your wife. 11 Thus says the LORD: I will raise up trouble against you from within your own house; and I will take your wives before your eyes, and give them to your neighbor, and he shall lie with your wives in the sight of this very sun. 12 For you did it secretly; but I will do this thing before all Israel, and before the sun.” 13 David said to Nathan, “I have sinned against the LORD.” Nathan said to David, “Now the LORD has put away your sin; you shall not die. 14 Nevertheless, because by this deed you have utterly scorned the LORD, the child that is born to you shall die.” 15 Then Nathan went to his house. The LORD struck the child that Uriah’s wife bore to David, and it became very ill. 16 David therefore pleaded with God for the child; David fasted, and went in and lay all night on the ground. 17 The elders of his house stood beside him, urging him to rise from the ground; but he would not, nor did he eat food with them. 18 On the seventh day the child died. And the servants of David were afraid to tell him that the child was dead; for they said, “While the child was still alive, we spoke to him, and he did not listen to us; how then can we tell him the child is dead? He may do himself some harm.” 19 But when David saw that his servants were whispering together, he perceived that the child was dead; and David said to his servants, “Is the child dead?” They said, “He is dead.” 20 Then David rose from the ground, washed, anointed himself, and changed his clothes. He went into the house of the LORD, and worshiped; he then went to his own house; and when he asked, they set food before him and he ate. 21 Then his servants said to him, “What is this thing that you have done? You fasted and wept for the child while it was alive; but when the child died, you rose and ate food.” 22 He said, “While the child was still alive, I fasted and wept; for I said, ‘Who knows? The LORD may be gracious to me, and the child may live.’ 23 But now he is dead; why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I shall go to him, but he will not return to me.” 24 Then David consoled his wife Bathsheba, and went to her, and lay with her; and she bore a son, and he named him Solomon. The LORD loved him, 25 and sent a message by the prophet Nathan; so he named him Jedidiah, because of the LORD.
Luke 7.36-50: 
Jesus restores a woman’s dignity.
36 One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee’s house and took his place at the table. 37 And a woman in the city, who was a sinner, having learned that he was eating in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster jar of ointment. 38 She stood behind him at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet with her tears and to dry them with her hair. Then she continued kissing his feet and anointing them with the ointment. 39 Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw it, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of woman this is who is touching him-- that she is a sinner.” 40 Jesus spoke up and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” “Teacher,” he replied, “Speak.” 41 “A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. 42 When they could not pay, he canceled the debts for both of them. Now which of them will love him more?” 43 Simon answered, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.” And Jesus said to him, “You have judged rightly.” 44 Then turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has bathed my feet with her tears and dried them with her hair. 45 You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet. 46 You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. 47 Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.” 48 Then he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 49 But those who were at the table with him began to say among themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?” 50 And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”
Touch and film
Members of the group bring with them something (a photo​graph or other item such as a letter, gift or memento) that represents a sinful or wounded aspect of life, either in their own experience or in the world. Each person presents the object, places it in the centre of the group and tells the story attached it. The leader of the group then directs a time of silence, perhaps some simple prayer for healing; the group might say one of the penitential psalms (Psalm 32, 51 or 130, for example). This concludes with someone else returning the object to its owner and making some simple statement of encouragement or thanks for sharing their experience.
The sequence from the film Dead Poets’ Society is one possible viewing in this section. So also is a sequence from the film The Mission, starring Jeremy Irons and Robert de Niro. The sequence follows Mendoza’s penance of carrying his slave-trading arms and weapons up to the Jesuit mission territory, to be released from them by the Guarani, whom he had previously hunted. Both are available on DVD.

Kiss and tell
Questions for discussion:
1. What aspects of your shared keeping of Lent are you find​ing most helpful, or most difficult? Why is this so?

2. Looking at a map of the area that your parish covers, what are the points at which you variously touch the life of the local community, or the wider society beyond your parish boundary? How and by whom is that contact made?

3. What opportunities do you have for marking in liturgical celebration or other ways the events that touch people’s lives most profoundly — birth, marriage, death?

4. What place does confession — the sacrament of reconcilia​tion — and the ministry of healing have in your life as a Christian community? How could it be celebrated more obviously and inclusively?

5. How might the liturgy of Good Friday reflect something of your keeping of Lent this year?

Reflection ( Meditation

From The Dialogue of St Catherine of Siena (1347-1380):
Then eternal Truth seized her desire and drew it more strongly to himself. Just as in the Old Testament when sacrifice was offered to God a fire came and drew to God the sacrifice that was acceptable, so gentle Truth did to that soul of hers. He sent the fiery mercy of the Holy Spirit and seized the sacrifice of desire she had made of herself, saying to her:
No virtue can have life in it except from charity, and charity is nursed and mothered by humility. You will find humility in the knowledge of yourself when you see that even your own existence comes not from yourself but from me, for I loved you before you came into being. And with unutterable love for you I willed to create you anew in grace. So I washed you and made you a new creation in the blood of the only-begotten Son poured out with such burning love.

Fourth Session ( Smell: Holy Saturday
Worship and remembrance
The texts, symbols and gestures that we use in worship come with a history attached to them. This history is not only the story of how we first encountered and learnt of their existence; it is also a history of how they shaped the lives of those who handed them on to us, and who in turn had received them from others.
Imbued with these layers of usage, our texts, symbols and gestures have importance as part of our inheritance, but must also have an identifiable message, meaning and pur​pose. For the most part they are drawn from the Bible and take us back there.

1. How well do you know the texts with which you regularly worship? What is the imagery and symbolism on which they draw, where does it come from, what does it convey to you?

2. Exodus 25—31 and 2 Chronicles 3—6.2 give detailed accounts of the worship of the people of Israel; how many of these details do you recognize as characteristic of Christian worship?
3. Just as the different stages of our life belong to who we are now, so the different aspects of the life of Jesus celebrated in the Church’s seasons colour the story of his life; how do you draw these strands together, and link Christmas with Easter, Pentecost with Candlemas, the Transfiguration with Advent?

Worship and story
Central to the celebration of the Eucharist is the prayer in which we rehearse the story of creation, the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the expectation of his return in glory. Woven into this story is the narrative of our life today, both in the intercessory listing of the needs of the world, and through the offertory representation of bread and wine, and financial gift, of our life and its content.

1. What story would you tell, no matter how simple, to explain the beauty of creation and our stewardship of its resources?

2. What story, not necessarily a biblical one — it might be a novel or film — describes to you something of the uncondi. tional love of God for everyone, especially those who are labelled and feel themselves excluded from the Church?

3. What piece of music, poetry, play or artistic work of human creativity brings to your mind a statement about the glory of God that the use of words in ordinary human conversation seems unable to convey?

Worship and rest
The context of worship for many people is that of time snatched out of a busy week. Alternatively, it can be time filled in an empty diary of isolation and the experience of a different kind of restlessness, that of search and anxiety driven by the discomfort of loneliness.
Jesus declares himself to be master of the Sabbath (Mark 2.28), releasing it from a constrictive identity that was about forbidding things, into one that reflects the divine experi​ence of rest and is about enjoying things.

1. Why do we work? How far does work take us beyond what is necessary, into the realms of greed, status and self-serving attainment? Do these entanglements ultimately render us powerless to determine the character of our lives and relationships?

2. How is your Sunday made holy by worship, or is it more fraught by trying to deal with Christian duties? How do you maintain the balance between commitment and con​striction of the spirit of rest and recreation?

3. What is it like when you try to be still in the presence of God?

Scripture reading
In these readings the theme of the cloud emerges as a sign of transition that leads to redemption. hi the Gospel the cloud is the context in which the dispensation of the Old Testa​ment is recalled.
Exodus 14.15—31: 
The pillar of cloud at the crossing of the Red Sea.
15 Then the LORD said to Moses, “Why do you cry out to me? Tell the Israelites to go forward. 16 But you lift up your staff, and stretch out your hand over the sea and divide it, that the Israelites may go into the sea on dry ground. 17 Then I will harden the hearts of the Egyptians so that they will go in after them; and so I will gain glory for myself over Pharaoh and all his army, his chariots, and his chariot drivers. 18 And the Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD, when I have gained glory for myself over Pharaoh, his chariots, and his chariot drivers.” 19 The angel of God who was going before the Israelite army moved and went behind them; and the pillar of cloud moved from in front of them and took its place behind them. 20 It came between the army of Egypt and the army of Israel. And so the cloud was there with the darkness, and it lit up the night; one did not come near the other all night. 21 Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea. The LORD drove the sea back by a strong east wind all night, and turned the sea into dry land; and the waters were divided. 22 The Israelites went into the sea on dry ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left. 23 The Egyptians pursued, and went into the sea after them, all of Pharaoh’s horses, chariots, and chariot drivers. 24 At the morning watch the LORD in the pillar of fire and cloud looked down upon the Egyptian army, and threw the Egyptian army into panic. 25 He clogged their chariot wheels so that they turned with difficulty. The Egyptians said, “Let us flee from the Israelites, for the LORD is fighting for them against Egypt.” 26 Then the LORD said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the sea, so that the water may come back upon the Egyptians, upon their chariots and chariot drivers.” 27 So Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and at dawn the sea returned to its normal depth. As the Egyptians fled before it, the LORD tossed the Egyptians into the sea. 28 The waters returned and covered the chariots and the chariot drivers, the entire army of Pharaoh that had followed them into the sea; not one of them remained. 29 But the Israelites walked on dry ground through the sea, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left. 30 Thus the LORD saved Israel that day from the Egyptians; and Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the seashore. 31 Israel saw the great work that the LORD did against the Egyptians. So the people feared the LORD and believed in the LORD and in his servant Moses.
Matthew 16.24-17.13: 
The transfiguration.
24 Then Jesus told his disciples, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 25 For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life? 
27 “For the Son of Man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay everyone for what has been done. 28 Truly I tell you, there are some standing here who will not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom.”
17:1 Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by themselves. 2 And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. 3 Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. 4 Then Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” 5 While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” 6 When the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. 7 But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Get up and do not be afraid.” 8 And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone. 9 As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus ordered them, “Tell no one about the vision until after the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.” 10 And the disciples asked him, “Why, then, do the scribes say that Elijah must come first?” 11 He replied, “Elijah is indeed coming and will restore all things; 12 but I tell you that Elijah has already come, and they did not recognize him, but they did to him whatever they pleased. So also the Son of Man is about to suffer at their hands.” 13 Then the disciples understood that he was speaking to them about John the Baptist.
Smell and film
If yours is a church that does not use incense, this is an opportunity to explore its use and significance. Many places now use incense very simply by burning it in a brazier; you could try that in the place where you are meeting, or explore the sensation of smell using similar methods, such as the joss sticks that belong to a different religious tradition.
If you are familiar with the use of incense, you might spend some time comparing notes on what significance you believe it has in your worship, and how you would explain it to others less familiar with that tradition.
The film, The Scent of a Woman, mentioned earlier in this chapter, is available on DVD, and the sequence referred to is at the end of the film. An alternative to the film sequence, as a haunting and powerful statement of recollection, is the lament by Dido, ‘When I am laid in earth’ from Purcell’s opera, Dido and Aeneas.

Smell and recollection
Questions for discussion:

1. John Betjeman describes a Norfolk church as having the smell of wood and old leather. How would you describe the smell of your church, and what images does that smell evoke?

2. The smell of incense inescapably embraces everyone in the same sensation (whatever our response to it). To what extent does your congregation represent all who live within your parish? Who is not represented? How might they find their way in?

3. How does your church mark moments of remembrance that matter greatly in your neighbourhood, and identify them as held in God?
4. From what might you use the excuse of activity as a means of escape? How might busy-ness justify existence because fear inhibits rest and stillness before God?
5. What do you think the symbolism of the Easter Vigil is all about?

Reflection ( Meditation

The saying will be perfected, ‘Be still and know that I am God’, because there will be the greatest possible Sabbath one with no evening.
And we ourselves shall be ‘the seventh day’, refreshed and restored by God’s blessing and sanctification. There we shall see God.
This seventh day shall be our Sabbath, whose end shall come, not with the evening, but with the Lord’s day, as the eighth eternal day, sanctified and made holy by the resurrection of Christ. 
This day prefigures not only the eternal rest of the spirit, but also of the body. 
There we shall rest and see, we shall see and love, we shall love and we shall praise. Imagine what shall be in the end-without-end. For what else is our destiny but to come to that kingdom of which there is no end? 
(St Augustine, The City of God (XXII.30))

Fifth Session ( Sight: Easter Day
Seeing and performing
Soap operas fascinate us because they present ordinary life as drama. We appear to feature in or near what they por​tray. There should be a similar fascination in the drama of the liturgy that depends on its visual impact and closeness to something transcendent that it is not easy to put into words. Even when worship is not liturgical, it is often pre​sented very skillfully on a plasma screen, exploiting all the drama of the visual and evoking something more than the immediate and obvious.

1. To what extent does the experience of participation in the liturgy stir your imagination?

2. How do you register and express your actual participation to its fullest potential?

3. How would you describe to someone else the many levels at which the drama of the liturgy is celebrated?

4. If you have ever seen worship being relayed simultane​ously on screen, how did that change the visual impact and sense of what was happening?

Seeing and believing
Jesus commends those who, unlike Thomas the twin, believe without seeing. The visual appearance of Jesus in his resurrection body has a corporal reality about it. Subse​quent to the Ascension that reality is hidden from us, no matter how firm our faith.
Today we live in a culture that is more dependent than ever on the impact of the visual. We are mesmerized by image and fashion, to the extent that it can make it difficult for us to be ourselves; and difficult to be witnesses to some​thing that we have not seen as such, and cannot show others, although they can see the symptoms of conviction in us.

1. What is the first thing that you would want people to see in you? At what point might they discover that you are a Christian?

2. How would you use the sense of sight to explain and encourage exploration of the Christian faith for someone who knows nothing about it? What would you encourage that person to look for or at?

3. What do you see in other people?

Seeing in colour
The poem Rublev [following] by Rowan Williams paints God in the colours of our life and of our death. This is a statement that links the incarnation and the cross as events in God, and it says something profound about the way in which an icon is a window that we do not look at, but through.
Rublev

One day, God walked in, pale from the grey steppe,

slit-eyed against the wind, and stopped,

said, Colour me, breathe your blood into my mouth.

I said, Here is the blood of all our people,

these are their bruises, blue and purple,

gold, brown, and pale green was of death.

These (god) are the chromatic pains of flesh,

I said, I trust I make you blush,

O I shall stain you with the scars of birth.

For ever.  I shall root you in the wood,

under the sun shall bake you bread

of beechmast, never let you forth

To the white desert, to the starving sand.

but we shall sit and speak around

one table, share one food, one earth.

Rowan Williams
An icon is written with solid materials that are ground, mixed and formed into a paint by the writer. The texture of the paint is determined by the use to which it is applied; rough texture for painting grass or buildings, smooth for silk or fine linen. Thus the colours of creation become the intelli​gible means of discernment that enables us to look into eternity as the blinding colour of pure light.
1. What is your favourite painting or icon, and what does it say to you about your faith?

2. Jesus, famously, says to Mary Magdalen: ‘Do not cling to me’ (John 20.17, NJB). To what extent do we believe that what we see is real? How does seeing have a transforma​tive effect?

3. Easter marks our renewal in mission. As St Paul began his renewal and conversion with a blinding vision of the risen Christ in the colour of pure light, how ready are you to move beyond where the senses guide, into knowledge of God that strips us of control and demands naked faith?

Scripture reading
These readings present us with different types of vision, and the demand for interpretation, expressed in the conventions of Old Testament apocalyptic (drawing aside the curtain) and a more modern style of skepticism articulated by the apostle Thomas.

Daniel 7.8-14: 
The vision of the Son of Man in heaven.
8 I was considering the horns, when another horn appeared, a little one coming up among them; to make room for it, three of the earlier horns were plucked up by the roots. There were eyes like human eyes in this horn, and a mouth speaking arrogantly. 9 As I watched, thrones were set in place, and an Ancient One took his throne, his clothing was white as snow, and the hair of his head like pure wool; his throne was fiery flames, and its wheels were burning fire. 10 A stream of fire issued and flowed out from his presence. A thousand thousands served him, and ten thousand times ten thousand stood attending him. The court sat in judgment, and the books were opened. 11 I watched then because of the noise of the arrogant words that the horn was speaking. And as I watched, the beast was put to death, and its body destroyed and given over to be burned with fire. 12 As for the rest of the beasts, their dominion was taken away, but their lives were prolonged for a season and a time. 13 As I watched in the night visions, I saw one like a human being coming with the clouds of heaven. And he came to the Ancient One and was presented before him. 14 To him was given dominion and glory and kingship, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not pass away, and his kingship is one that shall never be destroyed.
John 20.11-29: 
The vision of the risen Son of Man.
11 But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb; 12 and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. 13 They said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.” 14 When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. 15 Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 16 Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). 17 Jesus said to her, “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” 18 Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she told them that he had said these things to her. 19 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.” 20 After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 21 Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” 22 When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” 24 But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came. 25 So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord.” But he said to them, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.” 26 A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you.” 27 Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.” 28 Thomas answered him, “My Lord and my God!” 29 Jesus said to him, “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”
Perception and film
The group might meet in church, if it is a building that is rich in Christian iconography, and explore what images of the resurrection there are and how effectively they express some statement about our new life in Christ. If that is not appropriate, each person could bring a postcard, icon, object of devotion and explain what one might see in it.
The final scenes from Shakespeare in Love, described earlier in this chapter, could also be used to provoke a dis​cussion about identity, how we accurately or mistakenly perceive it in others, how we act it out ourselves, and what motivates us. Similar issues are raised by Mike Leigh’s insightful comedy, Secrets and Lies. In an early sequence a young, professional black woman, Hortense, is given the file on her adoption; she subsequently learns that her birth mother is white. Both films are available on DVD.

Unlocking the drama
Questions for discussion:

1. How good are your billboards? Do they accurately and attractively communicate the notice of the times when God will communicate through sensible means what is incomprehensible?

2. What place does drama have in your communication of the gospel? If it is restricted to the liturgy, how good is that as drama, by its own standards and those of what is possible today?

3. Theatre at its best grips basic human feelings. Does your celebration and communication of the Christian faith engage every part of what it means to be human?

4. We are tragically aware that people will give their own lives for vengeful purposes, too often resulting in death, dust and ash. How well prepared are we as Christians to model an alternative lifestyle, of joyful sacrifice for peace​ful and life-giving purposes?
5. What is your Easter message, in no more than 25 words? (Do not make this a committee activity!)

Reflection ( Meditation

With what procrastinations dost thou wait, my soul,
since thou canst even now love God in thy heart?

Mine are the heavens and mine is the earth; 
Mine are the people, the righteous are mine 
and mine are the sinners;
The angels are mine and the Mother of God 
and all things are mine;

And God Himself is mine and for me, 
for Christ is mine and all for me. 
What, then, dost thou ask for and see, my soul? 
All this is thine, and it is all for thee. 
Consider not thyself as mean, neither pay heed 
to the crumbs which fall from thy Father’s table.

Go thou forth from them and glory in thy glory.

Hide thee therein and rejoice

And thou shalt have the desires of thy heart.

(From ‘A Prayer of the Soul Enkindled with Love’,
St John of the Cross)

Communion under

Special Circumstances
Book of Alternative Services Rite

Known 
to the
Senses
Brothers and sisters in Christ, God calls us to faithful service by the proclamation of the word, and sustains us with the sacrament of the body and blood of Christ. [Listen to the appointed reflection for this study, and] receive this holy food from the Lord’s table.

A passage of Scripture may be read…

Minister
Most merciful God,

All
we confess that we have sinned against you

in thought, word, and deed,

by what we have done,

and by what we have left undone.

We have not loved you with our whole heart;

we have not loved our neighbours as ourselves.

We are truly sorry and we humbly repent.

For the sake of your Son Jesus Christ,

have mercy on us and forgive us,

that we may delight in your will,

and walk in your ways,

to the glory of your name. Amen.

A priest says,



Almighty God have mercy upon you,


pardon and deliver you from all your sins,


confirm and strengthen you in all goodness,


and keep you in eternal life;


through Jesus Christ our Lord.

People
Amen.

Minister
The peace of the Lord be always with you.

People
And also with you.

Minister
As our Saviour taught us, let us pray,

All
Our Father in heaven,


hallowed be your name,


your kingdom come,


your will be done,


on earth as in heaven.


Give us today our daily bread.


Forgive us our sins


as we forgive those who sin against us.


Save us from the time of trial,


and deliver us from evil.


For the kingdom, the power,


and the glory are yours,


now and for ever. Amen.

Minister 
The gifts of God for the People of God.

People 
Thanks be to God.
Following the Communion, this doxology may be said…

Minister
Glory to God,

People
whose power, working in us,


can do infinitely more


than we can ask or imagine.


Glory to God from generation to generation,


in the Church and in Christ Jesus,


for ever and ever. Amen.

Minister 
Let us bless the Lord.

People
Thanks be to God.
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