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Sermon Fodder

The messages in this series could not be more important. The level of expectation and pressure to “keep up,” “buck up,” “measure up,” and “build up” have always been high. In the frantic pace of our modern world, the exhaustion is real but those expectations are constantly creeping up, nudging us toward some vision of a “good life” defined by society that isn’t always realistic or even possible.

I’m writing this sermon fodder just before Kate and Jessica’s book, Good Enough, is released. Kate and her team have been hard at work to get the word out, posting blessings from the book almost every day in social media. Kate’s podcast has revved up again for this year, and so many people are resonating with its message–“Everything Happens.” Stuff happens in the middle of our carefully-laid plans to be better, better, best. Life happens and the ensuing disappointment and feelings of not “measuring up” can leave us thinking that the lives we are living are somehow “less than.” Comparison– or attention to status–is hard-wired into our brains, perhaps as part of our human survival system. But studies have shown that “status and anxiety about status, mediated by stress hormones, can contribute to health problems like cardiovascular disease and weakened immune systems” (PBS News Hour) and the ramifications of unhealthy attention to social status have mental and public health consequences. Not to mention spiritual.

So what is a “good enough” attitude towards life and faith? That is the question I was drawn to in Kate Bowler’s research. As someone who has perfectionistic tendencies and high expectations of myself, I am challenged by this idea that I’m not only missing out on some joy and delight that exists right now in my life rather than when XYZ have come to pass, but I might also be missing out on a deeper experience of my faith by slipping into thinking that even God expects me to earn love through productivity. I know, I know. Grace! In theory I get it. I don’t have to earn God’s love. But do I live in the freedom of that belief? Really?? This has been my own journey as I created these worship resources, and it will continue to be my journey as we begin the Lent season. I’m glad you are joining me on the inquiry.
 – Dr. Marcia


From a Kate Bowler newsletter in 2021:

“Hey loves. I know this has been such a hard January. Cancellations. Sickness. So many rapid tests. And by now, almost all of us have failed our New Year’s resolutions. (What is water? Why did I promise to drink so much of it?) It’s the time of year where I begin to feel like I’ll never know what momentum feels like ever again.

When life goes off the rails, we can begin to believe that we are the problem. But sometimes circumstances out of our control rob us of the shiny, perfect life we had so carefully planned. A diagnosis. A broken heart. A lost opportunity. We have to learn to live inside of a life that may not be perfectible.

One of the most counterintuitive parts of the Christian tradition is its emphasis on progress when it doesn’t believe in absolute perfection. Jesus alone is perfect. But we are asked to try and try and try again. I do not imagine that I will settle centuries of Christian debate about just how good we are, except that I believe it is somewhere between two poles: everything and nothing. Perfection is impossible. But transformation isn’t.”















(I think I (Marcia) originally saw this quote —> 
on Nadia Bolz-Weber’s page)








Sources for Fodder
 
Biblical and theological study - In the pages that follow, I will share a bit more about my own connection between the lectionary scriptures and the Good Enough themes for each week. As always in my sermon fodder, I hope this is simply a jumping-off point for your own exegetical journey, aided by your favorite biblical commentaries, toward proclamation.

The Worship Design Studio Community - Peruse the threads and comments in the “Sermon Discussions" area, where you can collaborate with other preachers and share ideas about the upcoming Sunday’s scriptures and sermon preparation. For those that contribute and share, this has become a wonderfully inspirational dialogue. Remember [image: Screenshot 2025-01-06 at 1.15.25 PM.png]the WDS motto: “You are never alone and you never have to start from scratch.” This can be particularly freeing if your life has imploded during the week and last-minute sermonizing is going to have to be “good enough.”
















Kate’s earlier research into the Prosperity Gospel - If you want to get more into Kate’s research and the history of the “prosperity gospel” movement, you’ll want to dive into her book Blessed: A History of the American Prosperity Gospel. See more about that book HERE. This could be particularly helpful for Lent 1 when you are trying to set the stage for this thematic journey. 

While Kate’s research in this book focuses on the American development of the prosperity gospel, the ramifications of it have spread world-wide. For example, see this documentary about Dutch and African examples of its spread. 


I found the film, The Eyes of Tammy Faye, a fascinating (and[image: Screen Shot 2022-02-11 at 12.33.35 PM.png] compassionately heart-breaking) look at the prosperity gospel movement in the 70’s and 80’s. But it is not a movement of the past. I recently couldn’t sleep and ended up transfixed by a late-night showing of Joel Olsteen and family on a TV station that reminded me every few minutes that if I would send in money right now, I would be blessed beyond my imagining (see a Kate Bowler article about Joel Olsteen). While the proclamation of the Word in this series does not have to be a prosperity gospel-bashing exercise, it is important to understand how it (and the outgrowth of the self-help industry) has fueled the subconscious strain of thought that a person is more “blessed” if they DO the right things or strive continually to HAVE more… of whatever. And how a theology that connects “blessing” to good luck or privilege is not only problematic, but oppressive and damaging and lacks substance regarding suffering in the world.

Good Enough Devotions - The book, Good [image: Screen Shot 2022-02-11 at 12.34.42 PM.png]Enough, itself is a treasure trove of stories, examples, and ideas for preaching. When I received the manuscript, my job was to consider the overarching themes within the book to create a 7-week worship journey. I relied heavily on the Introduction where the major concepts were lifted up that wind themselves through the devotions themselves. Then I curated the list of 41 devotions into these topics (found in the small group and individual devotion pages as part of this worship series resource and copied for you in each of the weeks below). One way to prepare to introduce in your sermon what your small groups and individuals will be diving into for the next week is for you, the preacher, to be reading a week ahead. With this document by your side, you will be able to lift something from the book’s devotions that you think is especially poignant and needed for your congregation, directing them to contemplate this throughout the week. 

Good Enough Lent Companion Pages - Kate and Jessica’s team just came out with Companion pages to the book for people to journal in. This is a great alternative or addition to what Worship Design Studio has created for you in the small group and individual study pages. I’ve included the page numbers from that PDF in each week below. Download it for free HERE.

Worship Scripts - Often preachers discern that they would rather expound on something I have written as liturgy or leader parts in the scripts in the sermon. For instance, in this series, you could take out the blessing from the Good Enough book that I have chosen as part of the Benediction and put it in the sermon each week, unpacking it or ending the sermon with it. This material is yours to adapt in whatever way works for you.

Kate’s Podcast - I don’t think I’ve ever done a worship series based on an author that has so much existing and still-being-created fodder for preachers to draw from. Since the release of her best-selling book, Everything Happens for a Reason: And Other Lies I’ve Loved, Kate has been doing a podcast stock full of interviews about the reality, the pain, and the beauty of life. We have curated some suggestions for you to steep in for each week below. Please pay attention to the Content Warnings on show notes to the podcasts–Kate and her guests often deal with hard stuff. However, in my experience of listening to these, there is humor and compassion and healing in the approach.

Kate’s social media posts - Comb through her Facebook and Instagram posts for short messages that might inspire you to a strain of thought for any given week.

Kate Bowler's Facebook: facebook.com/katecbowler
Kate Bowler's Instagram: instagram.com/katecbowler
[image: Screen Shot 2022-02-11 at 12.35.42 PM.png]

Other books and research on the topic of perfection

A Spirituality of Perfection - In Patrick J. Hartin’s book about the epistle letter of James in which the idea of perfection is prominent, he comes to the conclusion that what James means by a spirituality of perfection is what we would recognize more as a spirituality of “integrity.” His study of the background to James’ writing–namely the concept of perfection in Greek philosophers, the translation of the Hebrew texts to Greek in the Septuagint, and the Synoptic, Johanine and Pauline writings–is a helpful and brief overview into the differences between our modern notions of “perfectionism” and what was meant by biblical writers. I recommend this book, even if just for this helpful overview in the second chapter (I’ve put some excerpts in the Appendix at the end of this document for you).[image: 9113005.jpeg] 

“A Plain Account of Christian Perfection” (you can download the whole document for free at that link) - I’ve had many Methodists ask “but what about John Wesley’s idea of ‘moving on to perfection?’” What a great opportunity to dive deeper into what Wesley meant by this–and it’s not the ladder-climbing, happiness-driven ambition our 21st century context means. “This book is an account of John Wesley's journey to understanding the doctrine of Christian perfection. Perfection is, according to Wesley, "purity of intention, dedicating all the life to God.” In this book, he gives a numbered list, in chronological order, of the steps he took toward grasping the doctrine. He concludes that the belief is based on Matthew 22: 36-40 (“‘Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?’ Jesus replied: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”). Perfect love is the basis of Wesley's perfection doctrine, and it comes only through sanctification by grace alone. Any reader interested in delving into the doctrine or desiring to live a more Christ-like life should start with this Methodist classic by John Wesley.” Note: Just type “Wesley” and “perfection” in the search bar on Amazon and see many choices to dig deeper.

___ 

Friends, there are SO many books about perfectionism and reframing what a “good” life is, so happy surfing! But here are three interesting selections that I want you to be sure[image: BB_TheGiftsOfImperfection-1099x1536.png] to know about:

The Gifts of Imperfection - This now-classic by researcher Brené Brown is based, as is all Brown’s work, on tons of data that help her create helpful frameworks of understanding. The link leads to a page of information about buying the book but also a “wholehearted inventory” you can take, and the 10th anniversary podcast series that Brené and her sisters did.

Tales of a Westside Chicago Girl Letting Go of Perfectionism: A Memoir of Faith and Perseverance - If narrative and story are an inspirational way into a topic, this hot-off-the-press book might encourage you to dig into your own story. She distinguishes three modes of perfectionism based on Maloney, et. al. as “self-oriented perfectionism, socially-prescribed perfectionism, and other-oriented perfectionism.”[image: book.jpeg] 

How to Be Perfect: The Correct Answer to Every Moral Question - The title should give you a clue that this is a humorous/serious work that surveys historical and modern thought about living a “good” life. And fans of the TV show, The Good Place, will be thrilled that it is written by that show’s creator. This is another hot-off-the-press title (the audio book is best-selling at the moment with several recognizable reader voices contributing).

Two of Kate’s podcasts that are not for kids, but may help provide an intergenerational focus:

Andrew Solomon: The Stories of Who We Are
Sesame Street: How do we talk to kids about hard things?




Scriptures, Synopses, and Further Thoughts

The following pages take you through the worship services one-by-one. The scriptures written out are what I call “fragments”–just pieces to jog your memory about what primary scripture we are dealing with. The notation of the scripture is what is listed in the RCL in full. Click on each one to get to the full scripture on the Vanderbilt Lectionary website (and if you are not familiar with that website, please note that it contains wonderful art collection for each lection). You can also peruse the other scriptures for that week and decide what else you may be reading in worship and incorporating into your sermon.

The synopsis for each service is what I write at the beginning of my creative process, a practice that provides the “frame” for the service and connects the theme and the scripture. This is the starting point for all the liturgical and worship arts resources that I include in my scripts. I hope that it will be a good starting point for you as you begin to flesh out how you will bring the message alive in the sermonic art form, adding your own emphases based on your study of the scripture and reasoning with research, your tradition, your experience and context (spoken like a good quadrilateral-loving Methodist).

Before we proceed, another blessing from Kate and Jessica that is a good reminder for preachers as well… 






… and don’t forget, on the week before each service, join the sermon discussion area on the WDS website.




Ash Wednesday
Perfectionism is impossible. Transformation isn’t.

Scripture fragment: ”And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward… but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”  - Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

Synopsis: Jesus used the word “hypocrite” to describe those who put on airs in public to make people believe that they were holy, that their religious practice was… well… perfect. But their hearts were actually not in the practice, rather in the rewards that public approval could bring them–which is here today, often gone tomorrow. Sometimes it is life itself that robs us of the shiny, perfect life that we had planned for ourselves. A diagnosis. A broken heart. A lost opportunity. This Lent, rather than change for “the best,” we’ll seek to gain momentum one day at a time, “to reach for a faith that is never perfect, but good enough” (Bowler/Richie).

Thoughts: Perhaps this sermon is a good time to introduce the idea that what we “perceive” as the “right way” to practice our faith may not actually be what truly is a meaningful practice for US. There are so many spiritual disciplines and when we get hung up on the “right way” so that we can check off some “faithful” box, we are neglecting the real reason for spiritual practices… to actually bring us into closer relationship with the Divine. This is the true treasure in “heaven,” or the center of union with God. What are the “moths, rust, and thieves” that rob us of our wholehearted lives? Could it be that we become “hypocrites” by playing roles and living up to expectations that are not authentically supporting our well-being? The Greek “tampeion" (the closet Jesus tells us to go to pray) is the inner room of a house, a storeroom, small and private. I love the idea of a closet tag to remind us to prepare for our day in the inner sanctum of our homes before beginning the “busy-ness” of our day.


Devotions related to this service from Good Enough (the first page number) and the Lent Companion (the second page number):
Regula (3, 6)
When Good Things Become Burdens (45, 14)
Give Up Already (145, 34)


Podcasts from the Everything Happens library that could be helpful as you prepare (click on the titles to go to the podcast with description, discussion questions, transcripts, and more):
Kristen Howerton: World’s Okayest Mom
Susan David: Toxic Positivity
Ari Johnson: More than Enough





Lent 1
Ordinary lives can be holy.

Scripture fragment: Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those days, and when they were over, he was famished. The devil said to him, "If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.” Jesus answered him, "It is written, 'One does not live by bread alone.’" - Luke 4: 1-13

Synopsis: We find ourselves hungry for many things that we believe will bring us satisfaction. The devil lays a bet that Jesus will jump at the chance for glory, fame, and the quick fix. Who wouldn’t? But Jesus keeps up the pithy one-liners long enough that the Tempster just has to slink away. What are the temptations that catch your ear, singing out promises that your life should be more special than it is? What if ordinary life is already holy–as is?

Thoughts: You’ve preached this scripture plenty of times. There are so many “ins” to this story of Jesus’ own “come to Jesus” moment at the beginning of his ministry. Wilderness wanderings at the inception and heart of spiritual leader’s journeys is a common theme. What if we could see our own wonderings and wanderings and struggles with the incessant temptations to “greatness” as portals to a spirituality of “integrity”–a way of redefining “perfection” to mean that which is perfectly suited “for us” which might, in fact, be quite “ordinary” in someone else’s lexicon of life? The Latin “sacramentum” is a description of “holy” as the inbreaking of the Divine on or in something quite ordinary. Like bread and wine or water (sacraments). Actually, all we have is the ordinary stuff of life to point toward the Divine presence. All we have is our ordinary lives to give witness to the sacramental nature of God’s action here and now. While we are waiting for something “spectacular” to happen (stones into bread, a million likes on social media, angels swooping down to catch us), we might just miss the real inbreaking in real time. If life is feeling like a wilderness wandering of ordinariness, we are in good company with the Israelites and Jesus who encountered the inbreaking of God in just such conditions.

Devotions related to this service from Good Enough (the first page number) and the Lent Companion (the second page number):
Shiny Things (21, 9)
Building a Good Day (28, 11)
Small Things, Great Love (34, 12)
Happy Enough (61, 18)
No Reason Whatsoever (110, 27)
Mediocrity for the Win (161, 37)

Podcasts from the Everything Happens library that could be helpful as you prepare (click on the titles to go to the podcast with description, discussion questions, transcripts, and more):
Nadia Bolz-Weber: The Insight of Outsiders
Kelly Corrigan: Tell Me More
Sarah Bessey: Ordinary Miracles
Sister Helen Prejean: The Face of Love


Lent 2
So much is out of our control.

Scripture fragment: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing! See, your house is left to you. And I tell you, you will not see me until the time comes when you say, 'Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.’" - Luke 13: 31-35

Synopsis: Even Jesus got dang frustrated when folks didn’t behave as he would have liked. We probably aren’t receiving death threats from Herod as Jesus was, but our wellbeing could be threatened by the idea that if we just try hard enough, are nice enough, say just the right thing, life will always go our way. We run around in so many directions, trying to herd the chicks into some imagined semblance of perfect formation (have you ever tried to herd chicks?). What if we could let go of needing all things and all people to be “just so” and instead learn to dance with the unfolding of that which is not ours to control?

Thoughts: Our human propensity for control is perhaps one of the most frustrating aspects of our human brains. What we desire–our longing for particular outcomes–can often keep us driven to exhaustion and distraction. Yes, so much of life’s circumstances are out of our control. Jesus knows he can only bring the message (and is called to do so even in the face of danger), not make the people accept it–to his frustration. If you read Kate’s book “Everything happens for a reason (and other lies I’ve loved),” you know that we try all kinds of theological backflips to reason our way out of the discomfort we feel about suffering. If we can’t control things, then surely God is in control of every little thing, we think. And yet, the logic doesn’t hold alongside a theology of a compassionate, grace-full God. The psycho-spiritual fallout from such “do good = good things happen” control-thinking deems some people failures simply by virtue of the tragedies that happen to them. Instead, can we adjust our understanding of divine presence as a dance partner who is there improvising alongside no matter where the dance takes us?

Devotions related to this service from Good Enough (the first page number) and the Lent Companion (the second page number):
Asleep on the Job (39, 13)
The Tragedy Olympics (86, 22)
Being Honest about Disappointment (134, 32)
Bottling Magic (179, 41)
Gondola Prayers (184, 42)
The In-Between (210, 48)

Podcasts from the Everything Happens library that could be helpful as you prepare (click on the titles to go to the podcast with description, discussion questions, transcripts, and more):
John Green: Chronic Not Curable
Margaret Feinberg: Joyful, Anyways
Emily McDowell: There’s No Good Card for That
Glennon Doyle: The Love Bridge


Lent 3
Lots of things can be medicine.

Scripture fragment: Then [Jesus] told this parable: "A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came looking for fruit on it and found none. So he said to the gardener, 'See here! For three years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?’ He replied, 'Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around it and put manure on it. If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.’” - Luke 13:1-9

Synopsis: Oh, the shame of the unproductive fig tree. Cut it down! Make room for a more dedicated and hard-working fig tree! Who among us is living up to our fullest potential? The productivity experts these days can diagnose what’s wrong and sell us the antidote in 3 amazing sessions for a low-low price that is guaranteed to turn our lives around. But the gardener offers an alternative medicine–nurture it slowly, letting it soak in the manure all around until it can get the good stuff out of it. Lying fallow and getting fertilized with laughter and tears at the crappy stuff of life can help heal what ails us and that is sometimes productive enough. 

Thoughts: Preaching on this scripture often highlights the repentance theme–mostly because it falls for RCL-faithful preachers in Lent. I want to invite you to focus first on the theme of the fig tree and the judgment about whether it is “worthy” of existence. Every time I take a walk in my neighborhood, I go by the neighbor’s fig tree that lives at the border of her extensive front garden, and usually the neighbor is out tending to the garden. The truth is that successfully nurturing anything takes time and patience and knowing what each kind of plant needs for flourishing. So perhaps we are, after all, back at the concept of repentance and worthiness. When asked whether the Galileans or Jerusalemites who perished were any worse than others as a reason for their demise, Jesus says a flat-out no. BUT if the right conditions for thriving are not met (right relationship to self and neighbor), thriving is impossible (“perish”). What medicine do we need to help what ails us… to “turn us around” (repentance)? Most of us default to pulling up our bootstraps and “soldiering on.” But has that worked before? Perhaps it is time to try something different.

Devotions related to this service from Good Enough (the first page number) and the Lent Companion (the second page number):
Buoyed by the Absurd (9, 7)
When You are Exhausted (56, 16)
Hopping off the Treadmill (98, 25)
Kindness Boomerags (140, 33)
2:00 AM/2:00 PM (205, 47)
Too Few Sparrows (215, 49)

Podcasts from the Everything Happens library that could be helpful as you prepare (click on the titles to go to the podcast with description, discussion questions, transcripts, and more):
Cecily Strong: Embracing the Yes/And
Jenny Lawson: The Art of the Absurd
Victoria Sweet: Medicine with a Soul
Nora McInerny: It’s Okay to Laugh
Lent 4
We often believe we are the problem.

Scripture fragment: “I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.’” So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. - Luke 15: 1-3, 11b-32

Synopsis: The Prodigal Son lives high on the hog and then famine strikes in the land of his dream vacation. And so he heads home, tail between his legs, expecting that he has lost it all. To his surprise, his extravagant failure is met with extravagant love and grace. We can be pretty hard on ourselves when things don’t go as planned. Guilt, shame, and fear of being seen as a failure can leave us wallowing in the pig pen. Our delusions of a perfectible life keep us disappointed in ourselves. Truth is, life is a big ole risk every single day and facing whatever each day holds is not only good enough, but worthy of love and grace.

Thoughts: Judgment. Judgment. Judgment. Who among us doesn’t struggle with this… judging others, judging ourselves. And usually we are our own harshest critics. Some preachers have expressed a worry about how the phrase “good enough” might let people off the hook in striving for excellence. I actually think that the larger problem lies in the fear that the mistakes we inevitably make will be “fatal” in some way. So we stop being creative, we stop pushing boundaries and trying something new because the risk becomes too great. When this happens, we lose our agency for actually getting better because getting better necessarily means we WILL make mistakes until we learn. None of us will be even close to perfect right away at anything. But if we live in an environment where we know we will be loved anyway, we are more free to live fully and more hospitably ourselves. 

Devotions related to this service from Good Enough (the first page number) and the Lent Companion (the second page number):
Needing Rules at All (74, 20)
For the Exiles (79, 21)
The Bad Thing (92, 23)
Becoming Real (117, 28)
To My Body (156, 36)
Refuge (173, 40)

Podcasts from the Everything Happens library that could be helpful as you prepare (click on the titles to go to the podcast with description, discussion questions, transcripts, and more):
Susan Burton: Bless This Body (see also THIS story about an Olympic athlete)
Hilary McBride: Living Inside Our Bodies
Mary Pipher: The Art of Aging

Lent 5
We are fragile.

Scripture fragment: Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus' feet, and wiped them with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume… Jesus said, "Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.”
- John 12: 1-8

Synopsis: Jesus speaks the words no one wanted to admit: he was not always going to be around. “Oh, don’t say that,” so many of us have said to a loved one who speaks the truth about the fragility of life. Perhaps we get uncomfortable because it reveals the precious nature of the present moment, laying bare the beauty and horror of it all. The indescribable pain we know we will one day face invades our senses like a pervasive perfume, inescapable. What if we stopped denying the limited nature of our lives and breathed in deeply the fragrance of vulnerability?

Thoughts: The sense of the fragility of life is never more present than when death is called to mind. Having experienced a pandemic in which now everyone knows someone whose life was cut short by the virus, most of us have found ourselves saying, “I’ve been really rethinking what is important, how I spend my time, what I want to spend my precious time and energy on.” Perhaps this is why it feels like a poignant moment to acknowledge our fragility and extend mercy for falling short and spend much more time going deep rather than wide with overextending ourselves until we forget to savor life. I find it poignant that this scene where Jesus reminds his disciples of the precious time we have with one another takes place in the house of Lazarus, whose return to life must still feel dramatically fresh. Death is in the air as Jesus reminds them that he, too, will die. But it is shared in the context of the promise of new life. Can we dare vulnerability in our worshiping communities, sharing what really matters with one another in the very house where resurrection is what we proclaim? 

Devotions related to this service from Good Enough (the first page number) and the Lent Companion (the second page number):
Right After It’s Over (68, 19)
Hello, Goodbye (103, 26)
Loving What Is (129, 30)
The Burden of Love (167, 39)
The Reality-Show Gospel (195, 44)
Bright Hope (220, 50)

Podcasts from the Everything Happens library that could be helpful as you prepare (click on the titles to go to the podcast with description, discussion questions, transcripts, and more):
Alexi Pappas: Staying Awake to Our Pain
Michele Harper: Beauty in the Breaking
Mark Lukach: True Believers
Jayson Greene: The Language of Grief



Lent 6 - Palm/Passion Sunday
You are a group project.

Scripture fragment: As he rode along… the whole multitude of the disciples began to praise God joyfully with a loud voice for all the deeds of power that they had seen, saying, "Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!” Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to him, "Teacher, order your disciples to stop.” He answered, "I tell you, if these were silent, the stones would shout out.” - Luke 19: 28-40

Synopsis: Jesus orchestrated a low-budget parade into a city where he knew his days were numbered. “Get me a colt,” he said. Not a steed. Not a float. A young, green donkey (not the color, that’s horse-speak for not-ridden-alot-yet). And folks gathered and his friends started some liturgical shouting that ticked off the local priests. Life is hard and we all need friends and sometimes big, loud, praying that will not be messed with. We are created for interdependence. So all our hiding and pretending that we are “perfectly fine” all on our own just won’t work. Get on the donkey when you need to and let people lay down their cloaks for you and make some noise for you. ‘Cause you know you’ll do it for them too when the chips are down.

Thoughts: We could place ourselves in the shoes of all the characters in this story. Indeed, it is easy to see ourselves in the parade, perhaps shouting and rooting for Jesus (after all, we are his disciples, right?) But perhaps we can also see our own Pharisaic moments–when we “shush” each other out of fear that our words and actions might disturb or annoy or bring down “more trouble than it’s worth.” The hardest imagining might be putting ourselves on the donkey with Jesus. Whether it is fear of going down with the ship or just fear of being fully seen, likely we don’t put ourselves there very often. We don’t want to cause a fuss, certainly not a parade of support, even when we could really use it. We’ve “got this”… until we don’t. We’ll “be just fine”… until we aren’t. Wrestling with what it means to be a community, especially when the chips are down, is the task this week. “Interdependence” is not always the focus of this passage, but in Jesus’ retort back to the Pharisees, we can see that all of creation will cry out if justice, if love, if the beloved community is not honored and uplifted.

Devotions related to this service from Good Enough (the first page number) and the Lent Companion (the second page number):
The Foundation (51, 15)
Say Potato (150, 35)
The Cost of Caring (189, 43)
When Words Fail (200, 46)

Podcasts from the Everything Happens library that could be helpful as you prepare (click on the titles to go to the podcast with description, discussion questions, transcripts, and more):
Willie Jennings: Belonging
Abigail Marsh: Extraordinary Empathy
Jerome Adams: We Belong to Each Other
Gary Haugen: Joy is the Oxygen
Mia Birdsong: Community as a Verb

Maundy Thursday
We are blessed, regardless.

Scripture fragment: “Little children, I am with you only a little longer. You will look for me; and as I said to the Jews so now I say to you, 'Where I am going, you cannot come.’ I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” - John 13: 1-17, 31b-35

Synopsis: The mid-20th century brought a particular shift as televangelists began to speak of blessing as a “pact” with God in which our good works (mostly our good wallets) would multiply the prosperity in our lives. But for Jesus, this moment in the Upper Room was full of trouble, danger, deception, and uncertainty. Surely Jesus, Son of God, had enough blessing capital to out-maneuver this set of circumstances! In the midst of the pain of his moment, Jesus defines the real blessing pact–washing feet, breaking the bread, lifting the cup, sharing even with those who are about to betray him. Love that cannot be quantified reminds us that each and every person is blessed, always, regardless of who we are, how we’ve failed, or what we’ve accomplished.

Thoughts: In some ways, this question of what it is to be “blessed” is the heart of this series. The blessings of the Last Supper are not dependent on luck, on prosperity, on status, on consensus, or even peace. Indeed, the opposite of those things are in play as Jesus gathers with his disciples. These are parting words; these words hold the weight of the danger of what is happening in their lives, and so these are words that we must pay attention to–love one another. This is the “regardless” part of grace… we are all invited to this table, to this breaking open and sharing, to this pouring out of compassion and mercy for one another. For me, this moment is as much a “saving act” as what will follow. This demonstration of an esteemed teacher kneeling and washing, breaking and sharing with all, is what saves me time and again from the isolation and fear that would have me keeping people and all the inherent pain of relationship at arms length, robbing me of a boatload of blessedness. I’ve put the suggestion in the scripts to read #Blessed (122) from Kate and Jessica’s book on this night which references the Beatitudes. Then I’ve included the John text just before communion. There is a ritual for loving people who are hard to love. And then we move to the garden. Preacher, there is a feast here and you will find the right message for your blessed congregation. It may not even need to be a sermon this night… but the way you lead folks through the journey may be proclamation enough.

Devotions related to this service from Good Enough (the first page number) and the Lent Companion (the second page number):
	#Blessed (122, 29)

Podcasts from the Everything Happens library that could be helpful as you prepare (click on the titles to go to the podcast with description, discussion questions, transcripts, and more):
Anne Lamott: Loved and Chosen
Barbara Brown Taylor: Life after Dark
How to Grieve Well (Special Conversation)


A Good (Enough) Friday
Even today, God is here and somehow, that is good enough.

Scripture fragment: They took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices in linen cloths, according to the burial custom of the Jews. Now there was a garden in the place where he was crucified, and in the garden there was a new tomb in which no one had ever been laid. And so, because it was the Jewish day of Preparation, and the tomb was nearby, they laid Jesus there. - John 18: 1-19; 42

Synopsis: Some days are just lousy and that doesn’t even begin to cover it. The first recorded use of "guode friday” was in the South English Legendary, a text from 1290. Calling a day “good” was a way to denote a time of holy observance, not judge it as a pretty solid “8” on the scale of fabulousness. What if even our lousiest days could be experienced as a holy observance of the reality that this is life? Perhaps the “good news” in the midst of the devastation is that God is buried with us in our deepest pain, wrapping us, holding us until we can move through that birth canal once again into renewed life.

Thoughts: I will tell you that when I wrote the words above about God being buried with us in our deepest pain, I had a physical, visceral, memory of a time of grief in my life that almost doubled me over once again. I don’t know why many of us find ourselves in the fetal position when we are gripped with grief but it seems almost intuitive. And in some ways, it is a testament to the close connection between womb and tomb. I have a fascination with ancient stone-age Celtic ancestors who built burial passage tombs that give way to rays of light on the winter solstice. The theme of light and transformation from life to death to life is as old as humanity. So when it came to my attention that the same word for the place where Jesus was born (the Inn) is used at the last place he was with his disciples (the Upper Room), I was struck that this bookend wording exists just after the dark of the womb and just before the dark of the tomb. There is something about residing in the dark places that is deeply holy, perhaps even deeply necessary for new life. Again, I’ve suggested in the script for this service that you visit the devotion “Mourning a Future Self” (15), reside with the full passion story as you snuff out the light, and engage in a ritual using a piece of cloth that can evoke both swaddling cloths and burial shrouds. Whether you add your own “sermonizing” in bits throughout or at one of these points will be your discernment.


Devotions related to this service from Good Enough (the first page number) and the Lent Companion (the second page number):
Mourning a Future Self (15, 8)

Podcasts from the Everything Happens library that could be helpful as you prepare (click on the titles to go to the podcast with description, discussion questions, transcripts, and more):
Richard Rohr: Learning to Hold On, Learning to Let Go
Jan Richardson: Stubborn Hope



Easter Vigil/Easter Sunday
A Good Enough Faith

Scripture fragment: 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.” When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. 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.” Jesus said to her, "Mary!" She turned and said to him in Hebrew, "Rabbouni!" (which means Teacher). - John 20: 1-18

Synopsis: Easter is tricky when it comes to faith. We come for the happy ending–the “and then they lived happily ever after.” The resurrection story proclaims hope over despair and life over death, yet we know that life continued, and continues for us, as a story of spiking heartbreak moments that are not forever fixed. The nature of being created for love is that we will always hunger for more, that there is never enough life and love to satisfy. And endings are often too soon. But perhaps a good enough faith is one that moves through the chronic nature of being incurably human with an eye for resurrection moments that assure us that this good enough life is worthy of our amazement. 

Thoughts: The lectionary lists two possible Gospel readings, and while I was trying to decide which to use, I got the preliminary manuscript from Kate’s publisher. When I read “The Good Gardener” devotion, I couldn’t believe it. When I landed on the anchor image of ladder-garden to evoke a shift from climbing for the sake of prosperity to tending the beauty in front of us, I had no idea that Kate and Jessica’s last devotion in the book would be about the Divine Gardener. Yeah… holy cow. Decision made. Jesus must be “mistaken” for the gardener this year, so the Gospel of John it is. The devotion reads like a sermon, actually, and I have a sneaking suspicion it once was. You’ll find beautiful language there to inspire your own. Many of our churches will have people who have not been through the series with us and so it might be a time for the “greatest hits” in terms of what messages have resonated most deeply with your congregation. Likely what resonated with them is what others need to hear most. The Easter document is full of ideas about how to bring the message alive. Friends, I am praying for you, for the resurrection of hope and vitality for your congregations. For your very amazement at how the gardener turns out to be the Tender of our Souls.

Devotions related to this service from Good Enough (the first page number) and the Lent Companion (the second page number):
A Good Gardener (226, 51)

Podcasts from the Everything Happens library that could be helpful as you prepare:
Heather Havrilesky: Be Where You Are
Malcolm Gladwell: Can People Change?





Appendix
Excerpts from Chapter 2 on the concept of perfection in the ancient world, 
from Patrick J. Hartin,  A Spirituality of Perfection (Michael Glazier Books).

While the thoughts of these great Greek philosophers did vary, they all shared a certain common perspective. Perfection was something one strived for in the future—one is on the way to perfection. Thus perfection, especially in the thought of Plato and Aristotle, approached more closely the meaning of attaining completeness in the sense that one has attained the goal (τέλος) for which one was striving.

In the Septuagint, the Greek word τέλειος is used on occasions to translate the Hebrew words “tamim” and “shalem” that carry the meaning of “unblemished, undivided, complete, and whole.”

…In the Septuagint, the Greek word τέλειος is used on occasions to translate the Hebrew words “tamim” and “shalem” that carry the meaning of “unblemished, undivided, complete, and whole.”

If a being remained true to its original constitution, then it was considered perfect. In other words, Hebrew thought conceived perfection in an intimate relationship to the original state of a being, to its wholeness as originally constituted. This is radically different from the Greek concept where perfection was an ideal toward which one strived.

The word “tamim” was not only used to refer to the cultic condition of animals. It was also applied to human action or conduct whereby one walks blamelessly before the Lord… The concept expresses the unconditional giving of one’s heart to God; above all it rejects idolatry or the worship of other gods.

The Hebrew expression “shalem leb” (, “a heart that is whole or perfect”) is another phrase with which the Greek word τέλειος is connected…emerges the understanding of τέλειος as wholehearted devotion to the Lord. One is completely and perfectly dedicated to being faithful to the Lord in carrying out the Lord’s commands.

A person is in a relationship with God as well as with a community. God has intended and has initiated this righteous relationship. Here the notion of tamim intersects: if one is part of this relationship with God and the community, and if one strives to maintain this relationship in all one’s actions, then one is tamim, perfect.

** …three essential aspects emerge from the above consideration that give expression to the biblical notion of perfection that τέλειος endeavors to capture: 
The idea of wholeness, or completeness, whereby a being remains true to its original constitution. 
The giving of oneself to God wholeheartedly and unconditionally which includes a relationship between God and God’s people. Above all it rejects idolatry or the worship of other gods. It is akin to the adjective “saddiq.” If the person was grounded in this relationship, she or he would be seen as whole, perfect. Perfection includes a community relationship, not just an individual dimension. 
The wholehearted dedication to the Lord that is demonstrated above all in obedience to God’s will. This in turn includes a life led in obedience to the Torah, to the laws of the Lord. The Hebrew phrase “walking with God” (Gen 5:22, 24; 6:9; Mic 6:8; Mal 2:6) calls for moral obedience in which faith and works are intrinsically united.

…the Johannine writings give to the concept of perfection a distinctiveness of their own by bringing perfection into the heart of Jesus’ message with its focus on the law of love. For John, perfection consists in sharing in the very nature of God who is love and in striving through every action to remain in this relationship of love.

Paul focuses upon one aspect of perfection, namely, completeness or totality. This understanding of perfection takes on varying nuances depending upon the different contexts of its use… For Paul, the idea of completeness or totality finds its most basic expression in the situation of Christians who experience the salvation wrought by Christ. “It is he whom we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone in all wisdom, so that we may present everyone mature in Christ [τέλειον ἐν Xριστ]” (Col 1:28). What is given in Christ lacks nothing and in the order of salvation is perfect. Paul’s goal was to bring everyone to experience this transforming presence of Jesus… [Paul] envisages that the Church, as the body of Christ, should grow to maturity as “the perfect person.” No longer is the call to work toward maturity addressed solely to the individual. Now the community, as a group, is called to work together to achieve this unity so that all the members may grow together toward maturity.
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SIGNS YOU FELL INTO THE PERFECTIBILITY PARADIGM:

« You look at others and fantasize about how your future self
will also be amazing at [insert magical thing to be
admired].

« You are deeply frustrated by yourself when you are not
able to "stick with something."

« You stay too long in the self-help section at the bookstore,
wondering if there is a secret to being better.

« You are confused about whether faith is a free solo
experience. PSA: It is not. You are a group project.
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of flawed people who need
grace as much as you do.”




image7.png




image60.png
“Stop looking for the
perfect church. Go
worship a perfect God
today with a congregation
of flawed people who need
grace as much as you do.”




image70.png




image8.png
($ Series) Good Enough

Fully-scripted Lent series inspired by Kate Bowler's devotional book of the
same name.

Series Materials Highlighted Hashtags Photos/Ideas Members Chat

# GettingReadyForTheSeries

# SermonDiscussions

# SmallGroupldeas

+# ChildrenAndYouthldeas

+# Easterldeas




image9.png




image10.png




image11.png




image12.png




image13.png




image14.png
A 40-Day Companion to
Read, Reflect, and Pray





image15.png




image16.jpeg
PLAIN ACCOUNT

%M

JOHN WESLEY





image17.png
' YORK TIMES BESTSELLER
OVER 2 MILLION COPIES SOLD

Brené Brown





image18.jpeg
The Correct
Answer to Every
Moral Question

Michael Schur

CREATOR OF




image19.png
A BLESSING FOR A
MEDIUM-SAD JOURNEY
THROUGH LENT

Blessed are you

who have found yourself—yet again—
among the fellowship of the afflicted.
Making the long, long walk toward the cross.

Blessed are you,

who are tired of pretending

that raw effort is the secret to perfection.
That that which breaks your heart

is overcomeable.

It’s not. And you know that now.

Blessed are you

who need a gentle reminder that
even now, even today,

God is here,

walking with us,

meeting us in our places

of sorrow and despair,
desperation and grief.

Slowing lifting our chin toward hope.
Not promising to erase the pain.
But to carry it with us.

Blessed are we who realize

we are never—were never—alone.
And somehow,

That is good enough.
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The OTHER Serenity Prayer

GOD, grant me the serenity to stop
beating myself up for not doing
‘H\inss perfedly, the courage to

forgive myself because I'm working

on deing better, and the wisdom to
know that you already love me
just the way I am.
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