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Lent is among the most ancient of Christian communal prac-
tices. We do not know precisely how it began, but the Didache 
(a fi rst century church treatise which may be older than some 
portions of the New Testament itself) mentions a period of fast-
ing and contemplation which ought to precede baptism. Eas-
ter was the early church’s favorite time to perform baptisms, 
and so the practice of Lent likely arose as a way to communally 
prepare for these important Easter rites. By 339, Athanasius of 
Alexandria wrote of Lent as a 40-day period observed by the 
whole church.

It is this period of 40 days which connects Lent to the image of 
the wilderness. The Gospels tell us Jesus went into the wilder-
ness to fast and pray for 40 days at the beginning of his min-
istry. Jesus’ time in the wilderness in turn evoked the image of 
the ancient Israelites wandering in the wilderness for 40 years 
on their way to the promised land. In that time Israel endured 
terrible trials and hardships, yet the prophets of later centuries 
would refer to the wilderness as the place where Israel was 
closest to their God—the place where they formed the cove-
nant which bound them together forever.

Christians journey through the Church Year as a way of expe-
riencing our sacred story; of living within the story rather than 
simply thinking about it. In Lent, we are particularly trying to 
live within the stories of the wilderness. We are journeying with 
Jesus and Israel into the unknown.

The WILDERNESS is a recurring image in the Bible because it 
speaks so powerfully to our experience as humans. We all know 
this journey on some level—sooner or later, it shows up in every 
life. There is for each of us a lonely place fi lled with uncertainty 
and fear, a place we do not want to go. 



At some point we realize there’s no way to go around this 
place—we must cross it. That lonely terrain is the wilderness 
into which God calls us. The wilderness may be a period of life 
when cherished beliefs change or dissolve. It may be a place 
where critical relationships are transformed forever. It may 
manifest as the lonely encounter with death, either our own 
or that of someone we love. In the Bible, those who enter the 
wilderness always emerge changed in some way, transformed 
by the God they encounter in the unknown spaces. Abraham, 
Hagar, Moses, Elijah, Jesus—the list goes on and on. We can’t 
know what our wilderness encounter will look like: when Eli-
jah went into the wild, he could not have anticipated that God 
would send ravens to bring him food (1 Kings 17:6). Whatever 
form our encounter takes, it is likely to change the trajectory of 
everything which comes after. That’s the biblical pattern.

In one sense, the entire Christian life is lived in the wilderness. 
Our baptism is meant to evoke the parting of the seas when 
the Israelites left Egypt and entered the wild. Our Eucharistic 
liturgy refers to Christ as ‘our Passover’—the meal the Israelites 
ate as they set out into the unknown. Once you begin looking 
for the wilderness, it’s everywhere in our tradition. 

What will we fi nd out there?

For these 40 days of Lent, we commit 
to a more intensive form of entering 

that Wilderness. We attempt to travel it 
with our eyes and ears wide open, ready to

 receive whatever lessons it holds.



“Remember that you are dust, 
and to dust you shall return.”

BCP 265



Our Lenten journey begins with Ash Wednesday’s jarring 
reminder: we are all going to die. Comfortable lives in the in-
dustrialized world can easily become fi lled with distractions 
which make this simple truth easy to forget. During Lent, we 
commit to setting aside a few of these distractions so that we 
can get a better look at our mortality and begin to understand 
its implications. On the other side of Lent, Easter awaits with 
the hope of the Resurrection, but we are in no position to un-
derstand eternal life until we grasp the terrible power of death. 
And so for 40 days we cross the wilderness. We remember that 
we are mortal. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.

The Prayer Book bids us to observe “a holy Lent, by self-ex-
amination and repentance; by prayer, fasting, and self-denial; 
and by reading and meditating on God’s holy Word” (BCP 265). 
These elements are all connected: we repent (change our heart 
and mind), pray, and give up distracting pleasures during Lent 
so we might better hear what God is calling us to do with our 
limited span of years on this planet. In the Christian tradition, 
the primary means by which God speaks are the words of scrip-
ture. This does not mean that scripture is simple, straightfor-
ward, or meant to be read through a lens of brittle literalism. 
It does mean that there is something about wrestling with this 
particular set of ancient stories and poetry which uniquely 
leads us towards a greater awareness of the God of Israel and 
Jesus. This is why Christians have insisted for millennia that 
these texts are not just interesting or helpful, but rather that 
they are inspired by God.

This zine is intended as a tool to help you engage with the words 
of Scripture during this Lenten season. It will be your guide to 
the fi ve Sundays leading up to Holy Week. The zine is divided 
into readings drawn from the Sunday lectionary (two Gospel 
lessons, the rest from the Old Testament) along with short re-
fl ections and contemplative questions to help you begin your 
journey into the text.



LENT ONE

 MATTHEW 4:1-11



Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be 
tempted by the devil. He fasted forty days and forty nights, 
and afterwards he was famished. The tempter came and 
said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these 
stones to become loaves of bread.” But he answered, “It 
is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every 
word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 

Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on 
the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the 
Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, 
‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their 
hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your 
foot against a stone.’” 

Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord 
your God to the test.’” 

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and 
showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splen-
dor; and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will 
fall down and worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away with 
you, Satan! for it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, 
and serve only him.’” 

Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and wait-
ed on him. 



Jesus journeys into the wilderness and there he fasts 
until he is famished. He feels his mortality keenly, and 
that is when the Power of Death, personifi ed as the 
devil, comes to him. As we set off  on our own Lenten 
journey, we can expect our own encounter with dark-
ness. Death will tempt us with the pursuit of power, re-
spect, and authority—all this can be ours, whispers the 
voice, if only we will worship Death’s way of domination, 
pride, and violence. 

Jesus resists this power by listening to another voice—
the voice of Scripture. Scripture speaks of a power 
greater than Death, and in the face of that mysterious, 
sacred power the devil fl ees. Yet the power of Death 
will return. A fi nal confrontation for Jesus lies ahead in 
the events of Holy Week.



REFLECTION QUESTIONS
The Bible often speaks of a Power of Death (frequent-
ly linked to the figure of the devil). This is not the bi-
ological process of life’s ending but something else—a 
consuming darkness which seeks to overcome life and 
extinguish all meaning. Today we might call it ‘nihilism’. 
In our daily lives, it manifests in forms far more subtle 
than a dark figure standing in the desert.

1.  Jesus is tempted with authority over all the nations 
of the world—yet he refuses this offer. In our present 
historical moment we are witnessing the rise of Chris-
tian Nationalism and even ‘Christian Militias’ across 
the US; how might we model Christ’s refusal to do 
Death’s bidding in order to change the world?

2.  Jesus finds the power to resist temptation in the 
words of Scripture. What biblical stories or poems 
speak most powerfully to you as you orient your life 
towards following Jesus?



 GENESIS 12:1-4a

LENT TWO



The Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and 
your kindred and your father’s house to the land that 
I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I 
will bless you, and make your name great, so that you 
will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and 
the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the 
families of the earth shall be blessed.”

So Abram went, as the Lord had told him; and Lot went 
with him. 
                                 



Here, in the twelfth chapter of Genesis, the Bible’s cen-
tral plot begins: the story of Israel. It begins with a man 
(Abram) called by God to go into the wilderness, far 
from the world he knows. We have to imagine this as 
an incredibly risky and diffi  cult decision: it would be so 
easy to simply stay home. Yet Abram is told that his 
willingness to go where God calls will have far-reaching 
consequences: through him, all the world will be bless-
ed. 

And so Abram leaves all which he knows far behind. 
But Abram does not go alone—he will journey with a 
community to sustain him.



REFLECTION QUESTIONS
Abram will be transformed by his wanderings in the 
wild. This transformation will come to be reflected in 
his name: ’Abram’ (meaning ‘exalted father’) will be-
come ‘Abraham’ (meaning ‘father of multitudes’) in 
Genesis 17. His changed name reflects his transformed 
purpose, from seeing himself as the father of one fam-
ily to the father of many families (and yet the name 
change is given by God before Abram has even a sin-
gle child!).

1.  Think of a time when you overcame fear and doubt 
and chose the more challenging path because you 
knew it was right. What was the ultimate outcome of 
that decision? How many people were ultimately im-
pacted?

2.  Abram/Abraham’s name change reflected a shift 
in who he understood God calling him to be. Can 
you think of a time when you or someone you know 
changed their name (or perhaps a nickname)? What 
deeper reality did that change signify?



LENT THREE

EXODUS 17:1-7



From the wilderness of Sin the whole congregation of 
the Israelites journeyed by stages, as the Lord com-
manded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no 
water for the people to drink. The people quarreled 
with Moses, and said, “Give us water to drink.” Moses 
said to them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do 
you test the Lord?” But the people thirsted there for 
water; and the people complained against Moses and 
said, “Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and 
our children and livestock with thirst?” So Moses cried 
out to the Lord, “What shall I do with this people? They 
are almost ready to stone me.” The Lord said to Moses, 
“Go on ahead of the people, and take some of the elders 
of Israel with you; take in your hand the staff with which 
you struck the Nile, and go. I will be standing there in 
front of you on the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and 
water will come out of it, so that the people may drink.” 
Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. 

He called the place Massah and Meribah, because the 
Israelites quarreled and tested the Lord, saying, “Is the 
Lord among us or not?” 
                         



Our reading from Exodus fi nds the Israelites deep in 
the wilderness, far from safety, seemingly about to die 
of thirst. God provides Moses with a source of water, 
but the people have very nearly mutinied. They are 
questioning everything about this journey into the un-
known.

Life can be understood as a journey. We begin by form-
ing cherished, life-giving beliefs. Over time, we may 
learn to see shortcomings in these beliefs. The world 
grows more complicated. We fi nd ourselves wonder-
ing whether we’ve been traveling in the right direction. 
Some people are overcome with despair at this point. 
For others, the journey continues. Beliefs are aban-
doned or revised when a deeper truth is discovered 
beneath the shattered remains of earlier assumptions. 
We fi nd a richer understanding of God when we are 
courageous enough to smash our idols.

We fi nd that part of our journey is asking the Israelites’ 
question: “Is the Lord among us or not?”



REFLECTION QUESTIONS
This story is one of the last episodes of the Israelites’ 
wanderings before they reach Mt. Sinai (in chapter 
19). At Sinai, they will form their eternal covenant with 
God and be given the law which defines them as a 
people. The Israelites nearly turn back just before 
they reach this point of understanding which trans-
forms everything.

1.  Think of a time when you nearly gave up on difficult 
work yet managed to press on to the goal. How did 
this moment change you? How different might things 
have been if you’d given up?

2.  Is there a cherished belief which you have long held 
which you now find yourself questioning? What might 
it mean to let yourself enter ‘the Wilderness’ and ex-
plore those doubts? What might God teach you on 
such a journey?



LENT FOUR

PSALM 23



The Lord is my shepherd;
I shall not be in want.

He makes me lie down in green pastures
and leads me beside still waters.

He revives my soul
and guides me along right pathways for his Name’s sake.

Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
I shall fear no evil;
for you are with me;
your rod and your staff, they comfort me.

You spread a table before me in the presence of those 
who trouble me;
you have anointed my head with oil,
and my cup is running over.

Surely your goodness and mercy shall follow me all the 
days of my life,
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.
                                                 
             



We might imagine Jesus, during his 40 days of wander-
ing in the wilderness, refl ecting upon the familiar words 
of Psalm 23. As Jesus prepares to embark on his cos-
mos-shaking ministry, he grounds himself as one led 
by God into whatever paths await. We know that the 
shadow of Death awaits—starting with its temptations 
in the wilderness, where it will call Jesus to abandon his 
mission before it can begin. Rejected there, Death will 
show itself in increasingly direct forms as it touches the 
lives of the poor, the infi rm, of Jesus’ friends and family, 
and ultimately Jesus himself at the crucifi xion.

Yet wherever Jesus goes, goodness and mercy will fol-
low. Even into Death’s own kingdom.



REFLECTION QUESTIONS
Psalm 23 is among the more widely known portions of 
Scripture. It has been sung in churches, prayed in qui-
et hospital rooms, and recited by terrified souls during 
times of war.

1.  Think about a time when you witnessed someone 
‘walking through the valley of the shadow of death’ but 
fearing no evil. What did this death-defying walk look 
like? What did you learn from their example? How 
might God have been part of that person’s comfort 
and courage (whether the person in question believed 
in God or not)?

2.  Christianity and Judaism have long used the image 
of the ‘shepherd’ to describe God’s relationship with 
humanity. What do you find helpful (or unhelpful) in 
that image?
 



LENT FIVE

Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister 
Martha. Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his 
feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill. So the sisters sent a message to 
Jesus, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” But when Jesus heard it, he said, “This 
illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God 
may be glorifi ed through it.” Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her 
sister and Lazarus, after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days 
longer in the place where he was. 

Then after this he said to the disciples, “Let us go to Judea again.” The disciples 
said to him, “Rabbi, the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going 
there again?” Jesus answered, “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Those 
who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see the light of this world. 
But those who walk at night stumble, because the light is not in them.” After say-
ing this, he told them, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there 
to awaken him.” The disciples said to him, “Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will be 
all right.” Jesus, however, had been speaking about his death, but they thought 
that he was referring merely to sleep. Then Jesus told them plainly, “Lazarus is 
dead. For your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us 
go to him.” Thomas, who was called the Twin, said to his fellow disciples, “Let us 
also go, that we may die with him.”

JOHN 11:1-45



When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four 
days. Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, and many of the 
Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them about their brother. When 
Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed 
at home. Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 
have died. But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.” 
Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” Martha said to him, “I know that 
he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” Jesus said to her, “I am the 
resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, 
and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 
She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, 
the one coming into the world.” 

When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told her 
privately, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.” And when she heard it, she 
got up quickly and went to him. Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but 
was still at the place where Martha had met him. The Jews who were with her 
in the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go out. They followed 
her because they thought that she was going to the tomb to weep there. When 
Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, 
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” When Jesus saw 
her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly 
disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He said, “Where have you laid him?” They 
said to him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus began to weep. So the Jews said, “See 
how he loved him!” But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the eyes 
of the blind man have kept this man from dying?” 

Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone 
was lying against it. Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the 
dead man, said to him, “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been 
dead four days.” Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you 
would see the glory of God?” So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked 
upward and said, “Father, I thank you for having heard me. I knew that you always 
hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they 
may believe that you sent me.” When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, 
“Lazarus, come out!” The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with 
strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, 
and let him go.”

Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus 
did, believed in him. 

 



When, at the start of his ministry, Jesus met the Power of Death 
in the wilderness, he refused to submit to it. Jesus resisted the 
call to worship it, to follow its prompts, to gain power and au-
thority by means of the devil’s dark blessing. Now, as our read-
ings approach the end of Jesus’ ministry, he challenges Death’s 
power directly: he calls his friend Lazarus back from the grave.

Death is publicly exposed as something less than the ultimate 
power it claims to be—Lazarus comes forth. The fi nal confron-
tation now lies ahead. Death gathers all of its strength to eradi-
cate this upstart Messiah. If Jesus will not join him, then he will 
suff er and perish. 

Jesus has been prepared in the wilderness and he now pre-
pares to personally face Death’s full fury. The fi nal confl ict lies 
ahead, on Good Friday, at a hill called Golgotha: the Place of 
the Skull. There, Death will either swallow God whole or be 
defeated for all eternity.

And the last enemy to be destroyed is Death. -  1 Cor 15:26
                                                          



REFLECTION QUESTIONS
As our Lenten journey through scripture prepares to 
enter Holy Week, the story of Lazarus calls us to think 
once again about human mortality and the Power of 
Death.

1.  Death is a theologically complicated idea. It is the 
source of endless grief, yet it can also come as a re-
lease for those in terrible suffering. It is a central part 
of all life-bearing ecosystems, yet it can also be a ni-
hilistic force which eradicates meaning and purpose. 
How do the stories of Lazarus, Jesus, and the wilder-
ness call us to wrestle with this complexity?

2.  Jesus weeps before calling Lazarus from the tomb. 
Christians sometimes feel that grief is inappropriate 
for people of strong faith, acting as though only pos-
itive reassurance (“They’re in a better place now!”) 
is appropriate when facing death. What might Jesus’ 
own grief be teaching us?
  



Our heavenly Father sent his Son 
into the world, not to condemn the 
world, but that the world through 
him might be saved; that all who 
believe in him might be delivered 
from the power of sin and death, 

and become heirs with him of 
everlasting life.

                         
               --From the Good Friday liturgy, BCP 277
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