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The highlight of the Church Year is, without question, the journey from Palm Sunday to Easter 
Sunday that we know as Holy Week. While, technically, it embraces parts of three seasons (Palm 
Sunday is still part of Lent, and Easter Sunday is really the beginning of Eastertide, which 
continues all the way through to Pentecost Sunday) Holy Week, which gives a profound 
opportunity to meditate at length on Jesus suffering, death and resurrection, is often viewed as a 
unit, and made the focus of our greatest and most creative liturgical energies. However, for this 
significant week to have the formative impact on worshippers that we hope for, requires effective 
spiritual preparation. This is the purpose of Lent. 
 
 
Traditionally Lent, along with Advent, was one of the great seasons of preparation for candidates 
who were to be baptised on Christmas Day or Easter Sunday. Today, while baptism is no longer 
performed only on these two days, Lent remains a powerful journey of penitence, spiritual 
discipline (focussed around the three practices of fasting, prayer and giving of time, talents and 
treasures) and preparation for the Holy Week experience. As such, the Lenten season requires 
nearly as much creative energy as Holy Week, but over a more extended time. For busy pastors 
and liturgists, sustaining a creative, transforming and spiritually challenging journey can be very 
difficult, It is for this reason that Sacredise is proud to offer this resource—Living in the Promised 
Land—based on the Revised Common Lectionary readings for Year B. 
 
 
Living in the Promised Land provides sermon-based commentaries on the Old Testament and 
Gospel passages for each week (including Ash Wednesday), theme-based liturgies for each week 
(including an ‘Imposition of Ashes’ rite for Ash Wednesday and a specially written Service of the 
Table which can be used on any week where the Eucharist is celebrated), hymn suggestions and 
small group guidelines. Any part of this resource may be freely photocopied or distributed within 
a single local church for congregational use. 
 
 
This resource has specific Small Group guidelines included. The idea is for people to journey 
through Lent with a group of trusted companions in order to deepen the experience and 
encourage one another. 
 
 
For personal devotion through this season, I would recommend a repeating practice based on 
both the Sunday worship services and the Small Group experience. It can be meaningful to 
personalise the guidelines for worship from the Small Group resources to create a worshipful 
environment for personal reflection. Then the sermon from Sunday can be reviewed with the 
intention of going deeper through repetition. Returning to the sermon ensures that its message is 
integrated more deeply into the lives of your people. It can be very helpful if people are 
encouraged to take notes during the Sunday service, and if an outline or transcript of the sermon 
is made available for people to take home. To help with reflecting more deeply, the following 
questions can also be provided: 
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 1. What stands out for you today as you reflect again on the message you heard this week? 

 2. What does this word mean for you in your own personal spiritual walk this week? 

 3. What one thing can you do to integrate this word into your daily living this week? 
 
 
My prayer is that you and your congregation will find Living in the Promised Land to be a 
resource that takes your Lenten journey deeper, and that enables it to be a time of true formation 
into Christ—likeness. God bless you on this significant journey 
 
 
Grace 
John
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Joel 2:1-2, 12-17 
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 
 
 
Eternity Now 
In Stephen Covey’s book, Everyday Greatness, the story is told of Angela Brown who dreamt of 
being an opera soprano. At her father’s instruction she trained as a secretary (in order to have 
something to fall back on), but then went on to study voice at Oakwood College in Huntsville, 
Indiana. It was here that her dream of singing opera was birthed, and it led her on to Indiana 
University after graduation, to study with the famous soprano Virginia Zeani. 
 
Through her years of study she worked hard, competing three times in the Metropolitan Opera 
National Council auditions, but each time failing to make the final round. At thirty-three she had 
one last chance to compete before passing the age limit, and she took it, winning the 
competition. But, in spite of this victory, it took her three more years before she became an 
understudy. Finally, at age forty, she had her chance to sing the lead in Aida when the principle 
singer fell ill. She triumphed and, from that moment, her career has gone from strength to 
strength.  
 
Angela Brown took decades to reach what she felt was both a dream and a calling. But it also took 
commitment, perseverance and the refusal to settle for a quicker and easier alternative. Once, 
when she was wrestling with whether she would ever reach her goals, her teacher, Virginia Zeani 
said to her, “If you want to be the next Aretha Franklin, go, you need no more lessons. But if you 
want to be the best Verdian soprano this world has ever seen, you must work.”1 
 
Settling For Less 
I have become convinced that one of the greatest challenges of our time is that we have learned 
to settle for too little. We have lost the art of delaying gratification, and so we have learned to 
accept the failure of our grand dreams and callings, and settled for a life that is less, but that we 
can enjoy sooner and more easily. Our world has fallen prey to a disease of the now. We cannot 
expect our corporate or political leaders to make decisions which will be tough in the short term, 
but bring long term benefit, when they are measured after three months or one hundred days. 
We cannot expect to attain the very reachable goal of an end to extreme poverty when the 
wealthy cannot delay fulfilling their desires long enough to change the system that created it. We 
cannot hope to create the time and space for our planet to heal when our immediate needs take 
precedence over the rain forests and the changing climate. 
 
Our instant world has left us with a deep insecurity that if we slow down, if we delay gratification, 
we will miss out and somehow fall out of step with our peers. Our loss of the perspective of 
eternity has left us with a deep cynicism of eternal values and practices, and so we have become 
addicted to quick fixes, even when experience shows us over and over that they don’t work for 
any substantial length of time. Yet, in the depths of our souls, we live with a growing uneasiness, 
an unspoken suspicion, an unacknowledged dream that our lives and our world—that we—can be 

                                                
1 Vetter, Joseph, K. The Understudy, featured in: Covey, Stephen, R. Everyday Greatness, (Nashville: 
Rutledge Hill Press, 2006), 363—4 
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more than what we experience. We long for wholeness, for fullness, for real, vibrant, meaningful 
life. In truth, we long to touch eternity. 
 
In spite of the rapid rate of change, and the ease of accumulation that has grown out of the 
industrial, technological, and information revolutions, this quest for the immediate is not a new 
disease. In the prophecy of Joel that is set for Ash Wednesday every year in the Revised Common 
Lectionary, it appears that the judgment the prophet utters in the first section of the book has to 
do with just such a condition among the people of Israel. There is little that is known about Joel—
we have no information beyond that which is provided in the book that bears his name. All we 
know is that Joel proclaimed a coming judgment on God’s people for becoming so engrossed in 
their lives that they had fallen away from God. 
 
The people who are addressed in Chapter One give a glimpse of what may have been the reason 
for the judgment. Drunkards and wine-drinkers, farmers and vine-growers (who, it seems, may 
have been seen as ‘enablers’ of the drunkenness and indulgence), priests and those who serve 
before the altar (who should have been, but clearly weren’t, instructing and challenging the 
people to stay faithful to God’s ways, and keep their lives aligned with God’s Reign) are all 
instructed to weep and wail because their fields, their grapes and crops, anything that might 
make an offering, will be consumed by locusts. While the cause of the judgment remains in the 
realm of speculation, it seems that the people had grown comfortable and complacent, and had 
lost the divine perspective and their commitment to higher values. And so, the very wealth that 
was putting them to sleep, is to be taken away. The ‘now’ had crowded out the eternal, and the 
result was that they would end up grieving the shallow and temporary values that they had lost. 
 
But, then, in the reading assigned for this day, the prophecy turns to invitation and restoration.  
Joel’s proclamation of judgment now gives way to words of mercy. The people are called to return 
to God. Unlike other prophets, Joel’s call is very simple. There is no talk of required justice. All that 
the people need to do is return to worship—to lives that are oriented around God, and that 
embrace something more than the immediate world. They are to embrace again the gathering of 
the people in God’s presence, and the practices that ensure that their lives remain focussed on 
and directed by God. The problem with the people of Joel’s day was not that they wanted too 
much. It was that they settled for too little. God was calling them to long, once again, for eternity. 
 
In the sermon on the Mount, Jesus addresses a similar issue. His basic premise is that the Reign of 
God is something completely different from the systems of the world, be they political, economic 
or religious. He challenges the hypocrites (hupokrites—literally, play-actors) who have become 
addicted to the immediate reward of applause and admiration, and have rejected the hidden, 
eternal values of true prayer, true fasting, and true, selfless giving. Again, the problem that Jesus 
confronts is not that they are seeking after too much, but that they have settled for too little. 
They have allowed themselves to be satisfied with what is not truly satisfying, they have built 
their lives around what cannot last, what can be stolen, moth-eaten, or rusted away. But, for 
those who respond to the call of the Gospel, Jesus offers a slower, quieter life, with little, if any, 
immediate gratification, but with the guarantee of eternal reward. 
 
A Lesser Faith 
Part of the reason we have always struggled to follow through on our spirituality is that we have 
framed faith in deeply flawed and unhelpful ways. When we have considered eternity, we have 
made it into a future, everlasting (but often rather unattractive) bliss. Our current world, then, has 
been relegated to a classroom in which we have nothing to do but learn how to enter this eternal 
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‘Promised Land’. This world, and our lives in it, end up with little or no value, but eternity, which is 
supposed to be what really counts, remains an elusive dream, unavailable until death. And so we 
end up in a double life. We cannot enjoy eternity now, and whatever we may enjoy now, we will 
lose in eternity. So, spirituality becomes about drawing lines around what little enjoyment can be 
legitimately experienced in this world, while ensuring that we have an insurance policy on hand 
for the next.  
 
When this version of spirituality fails to satisfy us, we have a different, but equally inadequate 
alternative. Eternity can be forgotten—if it exists at all. It has no bearing on our lives now, so there 
is no need to worry about it. Rather, we need to connect with ‘our higher power’ in order to 
‘attract’ whatever wealth, happiness, and security we desire. This is a religion tailor-made to a 
consumer culture in which our only problem is failing to learn how to work the system, and in 
which spiritual practice is required only as a key to unlock our desires now. In its goals and 
principles, this kind of faith, is hardly different from the kind of materialism and nihilism that 
characterises basic materialism. 
 
In different forms, the people of Jesus’ day embraced very similar alternatives to what he was 
offering. One thing is certain, though, no one was teaching the Way that Jesus lived and 
proclaimed. The Reign of God, in Jesus’ message, is no unattainable future dream. Nor is it a quick 
way to get to the top of the systems of wealth and power. Rather, it is an invitation to change, to 
embrace now the values and purposes of God, and to live in this world, the life that we hope for in 
the next. The invitation of Jesus, and of the Lenten journey—accepted through the counter-
intuitive practices of humble prayer, generous, unreciprocated giving, and disciplined, 
gratification-delaying fasting—is to experience eternity now. The Promised Land is neither some 
future dream, nor some immediate indulgence. It is the daily reality of deep, life-giving 
connection with God, others, and the world—and God is covenanted to welcome into this 
Promised Land anyone who will take Jesus at his word, and embrace the purpose and values and 
practices of the Reign of God—the practices to which Joel called the people back, and which Jesus 
taught as the way to divine reward. 
 
The Tough Choice To Turn 
Before we can experience the presence of eternity—or, to use Jesus’ words, enter the Kingdom of 
God—there is one primary act that must be performed. This is not about being ‘saved’ by a work. 
This is about, once we have recognised our salvation in Christ, learning to live its reality in our 
daily routines. This one act is known as repentance and it is the focal point of the Ash Wednesday 
liturgy. 
 
Essentially, repentance is not about judgment so much as it is about invitation—two invitations to 
be precise. The first is to turn—or rather, re-turn—to God. It is not that God wants to punish us for 
our sins, which is, unfortunately, the way repentance has come to be viewed. Rather, it is that 
God wants to free us from what imprisons us and keeps us from life. Repentance is about finally 
acknowledging that God’s way really is the best way to live, then learning to invest our energies 
and resources in this new way. This does not mean that there are no tears of grief or 'sackcloth 
and ashes’ moments of regret. There must be these moments, painful as they are, because they 
are the times of true insight when we recognise how inadequate our attempts to find life on our 
own have been. To change from a life oriented around ourselves and our desires to a life 
connected to an eternal perspective is hard. But the main gift that awaits those who embrace the 
healing pain is joy—quiet, vibrant, unspeakable, gentle, strong, overpowering, soothing joy. 
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The second invitation of repentance is to live eternity now. By accepting the call to change, we 
open ourselves to a miraculous experience—our hearts begin to shift their allegiance from the 
temporary, the material, and the immediate to the eternal. In other words, our hearts find their 
true home in eternity, and then eternity—its values, purposes, and ways of being—finds its home 
in our hearts. The practices that Jesus teaches in the Gospel reading from the Sermon on the 
Mount (which is Matthew’s summary of the basic message of Jesus) are what enable this 
transformation to happen. Since we become what we habitually do, embracing these practices as 
the habits of our lives changes us into people of eternity. 
 
The practice of giving—not just of money, but of our time and our abilities as well—empowers us 
to resist the temptation of wealth, consumerism, and accumulation. It reveals the temporary, 
immediate nature of these things, and teaches us to use what we have in ways that contribute to 
the eternal work of God’s Reign, rather than just our own immediate gratification. The practice of 
fasting empowers us to resist our addiction to our appetites, revealing the truth that health is 
found in disciplining our desires, not indiscriminately satisfying them. The practice of prayer 
empowers us to resist our need to control our world and have power over others. It is impossible 
to pray if we believe we are the ultimate authority in our lives. Prayer brings us into submission to 
God, reminds us that our lives are in the Divine hands, not our own, and enables us to release our 
need for control. As we embrace these practices in quiet, hidden ways, we allow the generosity 
and compassion, the simplicity and discipline, the trust and obedience of God’s Reign to take hold 
of us, and we discover that life takes on a new meaning, a greater depth, and a sense of eternity 
that keeps us joyful, secure, satisfied and fulfilled, because we are not at the mercy of temporary, 
immediate and fickle forces. 
 
Practices like these are not easy to embrace, especially at the beginning. Like a musician who 
balks at playing endless, repetitive scales, we often feel like these practices make no difference 
and have no real relation to the business of living. But then, one day, the muscle memory and 
flexibility, the fitness and accuracy that have been developed through the scales kick in, and we 
discover a freedom to make the most beautiful, expressive music. In the same way, these simple, 
but difficult practices, habitually repeated, develop our fitness, our vision, our attitudes and our 
ways of being in such a way that, when their benefits finally kick in, we discover that life becomes 
an experience of awe and glory, of beauty and wholeness, and we know—to the very depths of 
our beings—that we have begun to know eternity now. It’s a simple, daily choice about where we 
want our priorities to be placed, and what values, purposes, and attitudes we want to form the 
basis of our lives. 
 
The Wisdom Of Ash 
Ultimately, the ashes we place on our foreheads this day are a necessary reminder—ash is what 
everything that is not eternal becomes. Even we are, in one sense, nothing but dust. But we are 
also so much more. The problem is when we forget this, and allow our sense of ourselves, and our 
lives to be built on what will ultimately become ash. 
 
True life—eternal life—is found when we embrace that which is more than ash—those qualities 
and practices and values that are eternal. As we do this, eternity slowly, but increasingly, starts to 
define us. The ashes we receive, represent the repentance that we have chosen to make, the 
acceptance of God’s covenant to restore and heal us, and the quest to enter the Promised Land of 
God’s Reign. Then, as we live out the commitment we make today, through the practices of 
giving, fasting, and prayer that Jesus taught, we will find, a little more each day, that we are 
released from the dream of the immediate and transferred into the reality of eternity now.
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The liturgies offered here are set out in a modular form allowing for the various elements to be 
rearranged according to the needs of the local church or the particular service in which they are used. 
The basic layout as provided here provides for the four-fold shape of the liturgy—Gathering / Listening 
(or The Service of the Word) / Responding (which may or may not include the Service of the Table) / 
Sending. 
 
The Service of the Table is provided as a separate liturgy at the end of this section, and can be slotted 
into the liturgy of any Sunday where it is required. 
 
Suggestions are also offered for response stations to be incorporated into the service. These stations 
are designed to give worshippers the opportunity to reflect and respond on their experience in the 
worship, and can be made as simple or as elaborate as the setting may require. It is not necessary to 
use all of the station ideas each week, but only those that will work well in the particular service in 
which they are used. 
 
Some hymn suggestions are offered for each Sunday, but they are not placed within the liturgy in 
order to allow for greater freedom of hymn choice and service design by local liturgists. 
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GATHERING: 
Invocation: 
O God, who led the people of Israel through the wilderness, 
 and sustained Jesus through his time of testing in the desert, 
Come to us again in our Lenten journey, 
 lead us through this time of reflection and repentance, 
 and establish your Reign in our lives again. 
In Jesus ’Name 
Amen. 
 
 

Adoration: 
Psalms 63:1-8 
O God, You are my God; I earnestly search for You. My soul thirsts for You; my whole body longs 
for You in this parched and weary land where there is no water. 
I have seen You in Your sanctuary and gazed upon Your power and glory. 
Your unfailing love is better than life itself; how I praise You! 
I will praise You as long as I live, lifting up my hands to You in prayer. 
You satisfy me more than the richest feast. I will praise You with songs of joy. 
I lie awake thinking of You, meditating on You through the night. 
Because You are my helper, I sing for joy in the shadow of Your wings. 
I cling to You; Your strong right hand holds me securely. 
 
God of Challenging Grace and Transforming Love, 
We praise you for seasons of reflection 
 when we can take stock of our lives, 
 and re-order our priorities; 
 
We praise you for the practices of prayer, fasting and giving, 
 that re-align our hearts with your values, 
 and reconnect our ways with your purposes; 
 
We praise you for your presence, and for your guiding Spirit, 
 that daily calls us to follow Jesus, 
 and that enables us to know eternity now. 
 
We praise you, Triune God, 
 for not allowing us to settle for a life 
  that is less than the Promised Land you offer, 
 and for empowering us to live 
  as true citizens of your Reign. 
Amen. 
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Confession: 
A responsive paraphrase of Psalm 51:1-17 
 
Because your love never fails, and your compassion is immense, O God, 
 have mercy on me and remove every sin-stain from me. 
Wash away my guilt and make me clean, 
 even though I have often rebelled against you— 
 a truth which continues to haunt me. 
You are the one I’ve hurt, it’s your eyes that see the evil in me; 
 when you call me out, you’re right on target 
 and you are absolutely correct in your assessment of me. 
I have always been prone to destructiveness, 
 but you ask me for honesty, and you teach me tough wisdom. 
If you make me clean, then no smudge or stain will remain; 
 I’ll be as pure as the freshest snow. 
I long for you to restore me to joy; 
 after this much needed time of humbling and brokenness 
 please free me to celebrate again. 
Take me past the wrong I have done, 
 and remove any record of my sin. 
Make my heart new and my spirit faithful, 
 keep me close to you, 
 and keep your Spirit still moving in and through me. 
Help me to follow you closely again, 
 and keep me joyfully mindful of how you have saved me. 
Then, I will help others to find you again, 
 and I will teach them what you have taught me; 
 when you forgive me, I will sing it out with such celebration and praise, 
It’s not sacrifices and burnt offerings that you’re asking for, God; 
 all you want is my heart—humbled, broken and open to change. 
Amen. 
 
 
LISTENING: 
Illumination: 
O God, who constantly calls us by name, 
 as we open the Scriptures, call us again, 
 and speak to us of the eternity 
  that we can know and experience now. 
Amen. 
 
 
Intercession: 
God of Now and Always, 
In a world where news travels by the second, 
 and progress is measured in days or weeks, 
 teach us to expand our vision into eternity; 
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In a world where we try to find satisfaction 
 in the immediate and the material, 
 teach us to strive for what has infinite value; 
 
In a world where we get distracted so easily 
 by our own particular concerns, 
 teach us to open our hearts to the cosmos; 
 
Fill us and our world with the patience, simplicity and generosity 
 that brings peace where violence reigns, 
 that brings sharing and justice where greed dominates, 
 that brings hope where suffering and despair are rife 
 and that gives a glimpse of eternity now 
  to all who of us who need it. 
  
 
RESPONDING: 
It is traditional on Ash Wednesday to invite people forward to receive the sign of the cross on their 
foreheads in ash. You may want to offer a short prayer before calling the people forward.  
 
As the ashes are imposed on the heads of the worshippers, the following prayer can be said: 
 
Though you are but dust and ashes, 
 in Christ you are the eternal child of God. 
 
Repent and embrace eternity now. 
Amen. 
 
 

SENDING: 
Benediction: 
As you have touched eternity, 
 in this time and place 
Go to live as a citizen of God’s eternal Realm. 
We go in the name of Christ, 
 to reflect the grace and love of Christ, 
 in humility, generosity and simplicity. 
Amen. 
 
 

HYMN SUGGESTIONS: 
The Glory Of These Forty Days 
Be Thou My Vision 
Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah 
Take Up Your Cross 
No Sack Cloth 
All I Am I Lay It Down 
You Lead Us Through The Wilderness 


