Second Sunday of Lent
Second Sunday of Lent – 8 March 2020
The Faith Nurture Forum would like to thank Wendy Lloyd, Communications advisor –
Worship and Theology at Christian Aid Scotland, for her thoughts on the second Sunday of
Lent.
Our new online music resource is now live: here you can listen to samples of every song in
the Church Hymnary 4th edition (CH4). The search function allows you to bring up a list of
songs by keyword, tune, theme, author, composer and metre, covering all of the indexes in
the hymnbook. The site features Weekly Worship and thematic/seasonal playlists,
alternative settings and background information on the hymns.
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Introduction
Sunday 8 March is the second Sunday in Lent. It is also International Women’s day, a day
dedicated to celebrating and acknowledging the contributions of women to the world. This
context presents a number of questions as I approach each of the passages: Where are the
women in these passages? Does the role of women have any part to play in these
encounters? Questions that I might ask on any occasion but feel are particularly pertinent
for this date.
What does Sarai think of Abram’s call? Do we picture the women singing the Psalms of
Ascent their approach to Jerusalem, with the sun beating on their brow and sweat stinging
their eyes? How is the message of ‘faith before law’ in Romans made meaningful to women
when the contentious issue is that of circumcision? And it is Nicodemus who reminds us of
the incredible role of many women in the world, bringing life to birth.
And in this second week in Lent how do we discern God’s call in our own lives as Abraham
does in Genesis? How does Abram’s willingness to go on a journey, along with the Psalms
of Ascent, speak to our own Lenten journey towards Jerusalem, towards Easter? How does
the faith celebrated in Romans challenge or inspire our faithful following this Lent? And
what are the deeper questions of our spiritual longings that would have us approach Jesus
in the cover of Lenten darkness?
I sit with and walk with these and the other questions these passages surface in me. I let
them ruminate in the background for a few days before re-reading the passages and delving
a bit deeper into commentaries and the insights of others. And it is often in the putting of
pen to paper, or rather fingers to keyboard that I begin to process and discover what might
be possible insights and suggested answers. In each of these passages I have found words
of promise, reassurance and protection alongside profound challenge to follow faithfully.
I go through a process with the passage using the Just Scripture methodology we have
developed with our Christian Aid partners around the world
www.christianaid.org.uk/churches/just-scripture. I read the passage quietly, then aloud,
trying to imagine how it could be heard by the listener in a congregation. I identify a word,
phrase or idea that jumps off the page. I do a close reading of the passage by identifying
the verbs, emotions or characters in the passage. I read behind the text – what was the
context in which it was written, who was it first written for? I read in front of the text –
what does that have to say to this context and time for which I am writing? I find this latter
part the greatest challenge for writing Weekly Worship material since I can only imagine
who might find the material useful. And above all, as with each and every Just Scripture
session, I try to trust the process, by which I mean the Holy Spirit.

Genesis 12:1-4a
For the three things Abraham is called to leave there are three blessings to move towards.
There are as many things promised as sacrificed. He is to leave country, kindred and his
Father’s house. He is promised land, a great nation and a great name.
It is a well-known story of God’s call, lauded as a great example of obedience and included
in the great hall of faith in Hebrews 11: “By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to
set out for a place that he was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing
where he was going.”
The three words that begin verse 4, “so Abram went”, do not convey any hesitation on
Abram’s part. We are not given any indication of whether he is more motivated by the
reassurances of the promises than acting out of faithful obedience to what God has
commanded him to do. Given his faithfulness to sacrifice his much longed-for only son,
(Genesis 22:1-14), we can imagine that he might have gone anyway, even without the
promises offered.
Reading around these few verses we learn that Abram was not unfamiliar with being on the
move; his father Terah had uprooted the family to begin a journey to Canaan that had not
been completed and it is towards Canaan that Abram chooses to journey.
It is on this journey that Sarai, not once but twice, would have to pretend to be Abram’s
sister and become the wife of another man (Genesis 12: 10-20, Genesis 20: 1-18). The text
doesn’t convey how she felt about this but it does tell us that in the case of Abimelech in
Genesis 20, it is the women who are punished for Abimelech taking another man’s wife.
This raises uncomfortable questions about the treatment of women in biblical times and
today.

Psalm 121
The first sentence of this Psalm has made it a favourite of the many people who enjoy the
hills and mountains of Scotland. They have discovered the joy expressed so well by the
writings of John Muir:
“Climb the mountains and get their good tidings. Nature’s peace will flow into you as
sunshine flows into trees. The winds will blow their own freshness into you, and the storms
their energy, while cares will drop off like autumn leaves.”

As an avid hill walker myself I can testify to how much benefit I get from a day in the hills of
Scotland.
However, for those pilgrims on their way to Jerusalem for the annual festivals who may
have sung these Psalms of Ascent (120-134), the hills were an ominous threat in the
distance that they had to pass through.
Robert McFarlane’s Mountains of the Mind informs us that three centuries ago ‘the notion
barely existed…that wild landscape might hold any sort of appeal’ (p23), indeed mountains
were castigated as ‘boil’s on the earth’s complexion’ (p24). Enjoying the mountains for
leisure activities is a very recent phenomenon.
But looking to the hills is a witness to the source of our help; the One who made them, and
all of this glorious heaven and earth creation. This is something I witness each time I look
up from my laptop, looking out on the hills of the Isle of Mull.
I have heard this psalm read at two funerals of friends who sadly succumbed to the dangers
of the mountains. One whose feet did slip and fall and one whose young life was ended
abruptly by the force of an avalanche. These incidents do not make me dismiss or disregard
these words, rather they reinforce the need for them. Such risks make it all the more
necessary to pray for safety for the journey.
Setting out on a journey, a pilgrimage, a new venture, a long Lent can be an arduous and
dangerous task. We read this psalm to galvanise our hope and courage as we set out
towards the events in and around Jerusalem this Lent. Safety and protection are not
guaranteed along the way but nonetheless we do pray for them with hope.

Romans 4:1-5, 13-17
A very long time ago God and Abraham looked at the night sky together (Genesis 26:4) and
Abraham heard God say: “I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven”. It
must have been hard to believe given Abraham and Sarah had been childless for years. God
was calling him to trust and believe.
And here, many years later, we have Paul making a persuasive argument that even if
Abraham and Sarah had remained childless they would still have been a blessing to all the
families of the earth. Abraham would still have been a father to many nations. Because
these promises were not fulfilled through law or a bloodline but “through the righteousness
of faith” (Romans 4:13).

This passage is the culmination of an argument being laid out in the first four chapters, to
make clear that being the people of God is not a birth right of those in the lineage of
Abraham. The people of God are those who believe in and worship Abraham’s God. This
was a radical message for both the Jewish and Gentile recipients of this letter in the Roman
churches.
This was Paul’s attempt to settle the argument that gentile Christians did not have to
undergo actions of the law, including circumcision, to be included in the family of God.
And now, many, many years later it is a message that extends to us. It might take standing
under the wonder of a night sky to understand ourselves to have been one of those stars
that Abraham was promised. Yet another reason to be led out into the dark wilderness sky
this Lent, to find the space and place we are reminded of our deep identity as children of
God.

John 3:1-17
This passage presents the opportunity to place the frequently quoted and well known (to
many) verse 16 in the context of encounter between Nicodemus and Jesus. The passage
lends itself well to a dramatic reading where the tone can convey the process of wrestling
and revelation that is expressed between this Pharisee and Rabbi.
Nicodemus’ curiosity has been piqued by this Rabbi who has called a motley crew of fisher
folk and tax collectors to be His disciples, has turned water into wine at a wedding in Galilee
and turned tables in the temple on the threshold of Passover. He has condemned moneychangers for exploiting the poor and putting a price on prayer. He has made scandalous
declarations about rebuilding the temple in three days. And perhaps most interestingly and
curiously, is drawing more and more people to follow and believe. (At least by John’s
version of events.)
Jesus does not respond to this curiosity with parables or cryptic stories but leaves
Nicodemus bewildered nonetheless and is Himself somewhat exasperated by the seemingly
superficial spirituality of this leader of the Jews. And Nicodemus doesn’t appear to be
questioning Jesus in order to trip Him up or publicly expose Him as with other encounters,
but seems to come with a genuine searching.
Would that we could again recapture the mysterious essence of what ‘ye must be born
from above’ truly means, without the clichéd sentiment that might be associated with ‘ye
must be born again’. The essence of this would have us confused alongside Nicodemus.

None of us can remember what being born the first time was like, thankfully. But what we
do know is that we were completely and utterly dependent on the one giving birth to us.
Being born from above may mean, in part, that we as children of God are utterly dependent
on the Spirit for the inspiration of faith.
The Greek word for Spirit is the same for wind, which reveals further what it means to be
born from above: “The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you
do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of
the Spirit.” This is in itself a profound idea to journey with this Lent, and to be open to
seeing where the Spirit might lead.

Sermon ideas
Genesis 12: 1-4a
Given that it is International Women’s Day we could explore the implications of Abram’s call
on Sarai’s life.
Twice Sarai has to pretend she is Abram’s sister to protect him from harm, but in turn puts
herself at the mercy of powerful men she did not know. How might she have understood or
heard this call as a blessing for all the families of the earth without having her own family?
Consider how the pain of childlessness led her to give her slave-girl, Hagar, to her husband
so he might have a child by her, but regret the decision as her plan unfolds. How she
responds by mistreating Hagar. How she laughs at overhearing the promise of a child in her
old age. How she becomes a person of laughter when her son Isaac is born (Genesis 21:17). How did she feel when Abraham sets off to sacrifice Isaac (Genesis 22: 1-14)? Did she
know and if she did, how did she withstand that trial? And, along with only a few women in
the bible, we are given details of how she is laid to rest in Hebron, in the land of Canaan and
is mourned by her husband and son. Sarai’s faith and courage – without glossing over her
difficult relationship with Hagar, her pain of childlessness and delight of motherhood –
could provide a different angle on Abram’s call on this International Women’s Day.
Count Your Blessings
Another sermon idea for the Genesis passage might be to reflect on what the phrase ‘great
nation’ might mean in an age when it has uncomfortable echoes in the current surge of
populist politics across the world. How this understanding of greatness challenges the selfpreservation and glorification, ensuring that the promises of blessing are not for Abram and
Sarai alone – but are so ‘all the families of the earth shall be blessed’. This might also
provide an opportunity to consider how Lent is a time when we can both count and share
our blessings. Lent was traditionally a time of alms giving, an opportunity to give from our

abundance so we in turn can bless others across the world. Find out more about the Count
Your Blessings journey www.christianaid.org.uk/lent-easter-appeal which this year focuses
on those experiencing the harshness of climate change, where the heat of the sun and
prolonged drought mirrors the physical environment that those journeying to Jerusalem
endured.
Faithful Journeys
There are also strong themes of outward and inner journeying, themes of pilgrimage
coming through the passages. For many, Lent is a journey of discerning and choosing to
obey God’s call. Abram was called, but did not know to what or where he was called, and
while his faithfulness was honoured, he did not get to fully realise the promises made to
him (Hebrews 11: 13). Psalm 121 similarly offers hope of protection and safety during Lent
and gives opportunity to consider those having to make perilous journeys today because
climate change is forcing them to move away in search of a more habitable place where
they can grow crops or water their livestock. In John 3:1-17 we find Nicodemus on an inner
journey of discovery; he is led beyond his own understanding into the things of the Spirit.
The wind blows where it will, so it is with the Spirit – as people of faith, led by the Spirit, we
are always on the move. What are the questions and conversations we might have with
Jesus late at night that might determine the direction of travel of our discipleship? And in
Romans we find Paul working hard to bring the churches in Rome on a journey from law to
faith, from legalism to liberation, from exclusion to inclusion. These outer and inner
journeys relate to the journey of Lent and also provide an opportunity to tap into the
practice of pilgrimage, a practice the Church of Scotland reinstated as part of its expression
of worship at the General Assembly in 2018. How might we be the answer to the prayer of
the pilgrim, providing a place of hospitality and protection for those on the way? And what
pilgrimage might we be embarking on this lent?

Prayers
My approach to writing the prayers is shaped by the phrases and ideas explored in the
lectionary readings and how they might speak to events and issues across the world today.
And inevitably, working for Christian Aid, these global issues come to the fore but I’m
mindful also of balancing this with our inner Lenten journey. I’ve included responses in the
prayers to ensure the congregation’s participation throughout the time of worship.
Prayer of approach
God of love
we lift up our eyes
scanning the horizon
Where does our help come from?
Jesus our hope
we lift up our voices
praising Your name
Our help comes from the Lord
Spirit, our guide
we lift up our hearts
seeking Your presence
Maker of heaven and earth
Three in one God
we gather together
to worship You
Amen
Thanksgiving
God of the wilderness
thank You for this season of Lent
for time set aside to journey with You
to reflect, repent and return
with broken hearts made whole
Thanks be to God.

On this International Women’s Day
thank You for the women
who have given us life and cared for us
who have nurtured and inspired us
who have challenged and changed us
Thanks be to God
For the many blessings in our lives
of health, food and shelter
supportive community and friends
of hope, faith and love
born from above
Thanks be to God
Amen
Confession
Lead us deeper into Lent, O God
that we might better see
the places of our lives
You wish to change.
God lead us
For when we live by law
legalism and judgement
over and above
the freedom of faith
God forgive us
For when we take for granted
the many daily blessings
we enjoy in our lives
and fail to share with others
God forgive us
For when we neglect to value,
include and treat with justice
every person,
made in Your image
God forgive us

For when we are slow to understand,
make literal what is metaphorical
and deny the fullness of Your Spirit
in our community and lives
God forgive us
Thanks be to God
for Your immeasurable mercy
available to each of us
loving, transforming
and forgiving us.
Thanks be to God
Intercessions
Holy God
You have called us to follow You
and to care for our sisters and brothers,
the family of humanity around the world.
To love not only in words, but in action.
We offer our prayers of concern
for our community and the world
We pray for communities who are facing
the devastating consequences of climate chaos:
food shortages, loss of loved ones,
death of livestock and having to leave their homes.
We pray for more to be done to help us all.
Wake up, prepare and respond
to this climate emergency facing Your glorious creation.
We pray that the prophetic voices of our young people
will be heard and heeded and necessary decisions made.
God in Your abundant mercy and generous grace
Hear our prayer
We pray with women around the world
on this International Women’s day.
Grateful for the knowledge, experience and
commitment that they have brought
to communities and causes of concern.

We pray for all who are oppressed,
and denied opportunities because of their gender.
Help us to realise the joy and recognise the potential
of human flourishing when we celebrate each other.
God in Your abundant mercy and generous grace
Hear our prayer
In this time of turbulence and change
we pray for wisdom for the leaders of our nations.
May Your will be at work
through their actions and decisions,
ensuring hearts and minds are conscious
of the impact on those on the margins.
And may we be a people of reconciliation
working through differences and healing divisions.
God in your abundant mercy and generous grace
Hear our prayer
God who so loved the world that You gave Your only Son,
lead us on a Lenten journey
Into a deeper revelation of that love.
A love that transforms us into
generous people full of grace,
courageous people who fulfil Your call,
faithful people who follow you.
God in Your abundant mercy and generous grace
Hear our prayer
Closing Blessing (from Psalm 121)
The LORD is your keeper;
The LORD is your shade at your right hand.
The LORD will keep you from all evil; he will keep your life.
The LORD will keep your going out
and your coming in from this time on and forevermore.
Amen

Alternative Material
This material has been supplied by kind permission of Spill the Beans and allows you to
explore the readings or theme of the service in creative ways that include everyone
gathering for worship.
New material from Spill the Beans is provided in the latest issues available from their
website.
Bible Notes
Third-Age Travellers – Genesis 12:1-9
Let’s hear it for Third-Age Travellers! Never mind slippers, cocoa and Rich Tea biscuits. The
only semi-jocular suggestion that fifty is the new forty, sixty is the new fifty and so on, lays
bare a truth that old age is not quite how we once presumed it to be. And that truth laid
bare is hugely encouraging. Silver hair is not a sign of automatic ineptitude and failing
capacity.
So let’s hear it for Third-Age Travellers, determined not to let age dictate the bounds of
possibility; determined to resist retreating into a shrunken way of being, wrapped in shawls
and doubleknit cardigans. Inevitable incidences of illness and wear and tear on limbs
notwithstanding, age truly remains as it always has been: namely, an attitude of mind.
Except that we do not truly believe that and perhaps never have.
Abram’s calling was surprising for the very inappropriateness it seemed to represent.
Perhaps there are now laws in place to guard against ageism in recruitment at the
workplace but there is still the small matter of judging the best person for the post, then as
now. And, if we honestly face the job description of ‘father of a nation to number in people
as many as the stars in the sky or grains of sand on the shore’ is a tough gig. A weighty
responsibility. Surely stamina would be a prerequisite.
Surely someone of a more appropriate parental age would be wiser to kickstart this
dynasty!
Actually the passage is not really hinging on the appropriateness question but the challenge
Abraham would have felt, best summed up by the refrain of the song by The Clash, “Should
I stay or should I go?”

Last week’s Garden poetry concerned matters of disobedience. Here it is a matter of
obedience: a surprising call to go, a new challenge to meet. Abram was a man of means.
There was no need for him to go to find a fortune elsewhere to see out his days. His age and
his wealth were both mitigating against a “Yes” to this bizarre request from God to up-sticks
and go where God would lead. But, in as far as any of our actions can be entirely free of
ambiguity, these factors working against a “Yes” help to show Abram’s obedience as an
expression of utter trust. Sarai would laugh when told, subsequently, that she would
conceive. Abram might have been having a chuckle to himself at being called in the first
place.
Abram was called and he went. It was a big ask, but this Third-Age Traveller would have had
a fillip by being entrusted with the task. And God would have been all too ready to suggest
that human presumptions are often a hurdle to all kinds of service that can so readily and
fruitfully be given by those who presume of themselves— and are presumed by others—to
be well past their “use by” date.
We have not learnt the lesson in Western society. We all too frequently presume age
entails lack of insight and ability and worth. But, in truth, things are changing. There are an
increasing number of Third-Age Travellers around: determined not to be defined by the
ageing stereotypes under which we have laboured from Abram’s day to our own.
These Third-Age Travellers reject the shawls and the double-knit cardigans and are
determined, instead, to respond to requests to do remarkable things. We can, after all,
assume that God knew what he was doing when Abram was called to found a nation when
already past the biblical span of three-score years and ten.
Retelling For Young People
Abram and Sarai
I went on a long journey a few weeks ago. I was going to see a friend. I did my packing first.
Some clothes, a book to read, a towel and a toothbrush, and my teddy. And I took some
sandwiches and coffee for the journey.
• Have you been on a journey?
• Can you remember what you packed to take with you?

I’ve moved house a few times. That takes lots of packing. It needs a van to move the
furniture and it means saying goodbye to your friends. When you get to your new place it
means making lots of new friends.
• Have has anyone ever moved?
• What do you remember about it?
Abram and Sarai were two people in the bible who did lots of moving. When they moved
they took lots of things and people with them.
They took sheep and goats and cattle. They took people to look after the animals.
And they carried pots and pans and food and water and clothes and tent-poles and tents.
When Abram and Sarai moved it was a long time ago and there were no cars or trains or
lorries so they had to carry everything themselves.
One day God said to Abram: “I want you to leave your home and travel to a new land that I
will show you.”
Abram could have said no to God. He could have said I’m an old man, I don’t want to travel
any more. I want to stay at home. But Abram didn’t say no, he said yes. And when people
say yes to God, all sorts of things can happen, and they did.
Abram was 75 years old and his wife Sarah was not much younger when they started off on
their adventure. Their nephew, who was called Lot, went with them.
They and their family and servants packed up their clothes and furniture, filled up the water
bottles, rounded up all the animals, packed up the tents, said goodbye to some of their
family who were staying behind, said goodbye to their friends and set off on their journey
with God.
Activities
Gathering Activity
Ask people to share their favourite places and in particular landscapes. Thinking about
places that are special to them for a particular memory or have a particular meaning to
them.

A Long Journey – Challenge
Using a map of Europe and the Middle East (see below as an example), ask the children to
work out various routes to get from Scotland to Israel.
Once the routes are worked out, the children then have to decide how they are getting
there. Will they go for the quickest way, the shortest way, or the cheapest way and how
long do they think it would take them? Will they need to walk, cycle, travel by car, bus,
boat, aeroplane, and so on.
They also have to name the countries that need to pass through and whether they pass
through or over towns or rural areas.
Prayers
Call to worship
We look out and what do we see?
What are the landscapes in which we live?
These can be a blessing or a curse.
But as we gather together
with our different views,
we come before a God
who awaits our worship
and offer us His Lenten landscape.
Let us worship him.
Reflective Prayer
What some perceive as a blessing,
others may see a curse.
While some thrive on company,
conversation and cuddles
others cry out for solitude and silence.
While some bask in the sunshine of spring
and summer,
others simply pray for a drop of rain to
feed their parched lands.

May we be grateful for our blessings,
yet always seeking ways to bless others
even when that comes at a cost to us.
May it be so.
Amen
Sending
God send us up:
up to the mountains and cities;
up to be with the people of the world;
up to come and go, to follow and lea;
up into your world
stepping out in faith,
following where we would prefer
not to go,
trusting your leading
and always to be your people
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Musical suggestions
You can hear samples of these suggestions in the ‘Weekly Worship’ section of
https://music.churchofscotland.org.uk/. This new online music resource will allow you to
listen to and search the breadth of music available in the Church Hymnary 4th edition (CH4).
You will find hidden gems and alternative arrangements to familiar songs that will inspire
creativity and spark fresh curiosity about how we best use music in worship.
• CH4 81 – “I to the hills will lift mine eyes” – picks up on themes from the psalm
• CH4 118 – “Womb of life and source of being” – picks up on themes from the gospel
reading
• CH4 162 – “The God of Abraham praise” – picks up on themes from the Genesis
reading
• CH4 211 – “Today I wake” – picks up on themes from Psalm 121 and the theme of
journeying
• CH4 530 – “One more step along the world I go” – picks up on themes from Genesis
reading and the theme of journeying
• CH4 533 – “Will you come and follow me” – picks up on themes from the Genesis
reading
• CH4 593 – “She sits like a bird” – picks up on themes from the gospel reading and ties
in with International Women’s day
• CH4 605 – “Thanks to God whose word was spoken” – picks up on themes from the
Genesis reading
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