
Opening the Scriptures

Introduction

‘Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the 
scriptures to us.’ (Luke 24.32)

What are the parts of the Bible that set your heart on fire? What texts or passages or stories in scripture make
your heart burn within you?

The encounter between the resurrected Jesus and two disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24.13-35) is 
itself one of the most cherished episodes of Christian scripture. It has been described as ‘a parable of the life 
of the post-Easter Church, walking with Christ down the long road of history and knowing him in the Word 
and in the breaking of bread.’1  We can view it as a microcosm of each individual Christian life. The story 
speaks to us in so many ways: about joy and grief, exhilaration and weariness, failure and success, about 
memory of the past and hope for the future. It attracts us by its strangeness and sense of the numinous, yet at 
the same time the climax comes as the result of a simple and practical act of hospitality and welcome to a 
mysterious stranger. It confronts the questions of suffering and death, those age old dilemmas that have 
dominated human existence and spirituality for as long as we have been sentient beings. It encourages us to 
tread thoughtfully through the story of God’s relationship with God’s people in the Old Testament so that we
can begin to tip-toe into the transforming power of the resurrection. This Lent study course will in fact also 
offer a meditation which might be used in Holy Week and then continue for a post-Easter week, in which we 
will look in more detail at that crucial resurrection experience on the Emmaus Road, using it to help us pull 
together the threads we will have explored during the five weeks of Lent.

But that question that the two disciples address to themselves when they realise that they have had the risen 
Lord among them, ‘Were not our hearts burning within us?’ is also the question around which this entire 
course will revolve. It is telling that the disciples’ immediate spoken reaction to the opening of their eyes is 
to reflect on Jesus Christ both as an interpreter of Scripture and as its interpretation. Word and word belong 
together.

The course seeks to encourage participants to discover the Bible with their ‘hearts’, as well as their minds 
and souls and strength. Scripture, especially when read with our hearts on fire, can provide a series of vital 
entry points through which the great themes and the different yet interlocking aspects of the relationship 
between God and human beings can be explored, the threads drawn together, leading potentially to our own 
change and transfiguration. This divine-human relationship is one which, for those of us who call ourselves 
Christian, finds its  consummation in the events of Passiontide and the Easter season.  So we deliberately 
focus around a number of ‘heart-burning’ passages of Scripture complemented by music, and art and poetry 
on our journey through Lent into the heart of God’s love.2 Each week through Lent our initial exploration is 
of an Old Testament passage – for of course it was the interpretation of what we Christians call Old 
Testament scripture that led to those burning hearts on the Emmaus road. The core passages come either 
from Genesis or Exodus – appropriately because these are the biblical books which literally we first 
encounter when we ‘open the scriptures.’  But we also follow this by drawing attention to passages from the 
New Testament which resonate with the theme for the week. 

1 Maria Boulding, Gateway to Resurrection, p.45
2 A definition of discipleship given on the former website of ‘Fresh Expressions’ is ‘A journey into the heart of Gods 
love.’



Week One: The Fire and the Name

Focal Reading: Exodus 3.1-15
Our exploration of ‘burning hearts’ begins appropriately by looking in this session at this biblical passage, 
fundamental to the story of our redemption, in which God is made known through ‘fire’. Alongside this we 
reflect on the mysterious name of God, revealed in the same chapter of the Book of Exodus. Both the fire and
the name encourage us to reflect on the ‘holiness’ and the uncontrollable nature of God.

Symbol
A candle or other form of lit flame.

Opening meditation
Unless the eye catch fire
The God will not be seen.

Unless the ear catch fire
The God will not be heard.

Unless the tongue catch fire
The God will not be named.

Unless the heart catch fire
The God will not be loved.

Unless the mind catch fire,
The God will not be known.
(William Blake)

Starting Out
What does it mean for ‘your heart to burn within you’?  It is something that perhaps we know by instinct 
rather than by conscious deliberation. Are you willing to share within the group what this phrase signifies for
you? Have you ever experienced such a feeling? What caused it? There is no ‘one’ right answer! Sometimes 
the most basic – yet important – aspects of human life can prompt such a response. The birth of a longed for 
baby? A reunion with long-lost friends? An especially powerful time of worship? A song sung beautifully?

Here are two short and contrasting examples of such a feeling – one influential example from the Christian 
past, the other from much more recent days.

• On 24 May 1738 John Wesley was attending a meeting of Moravian Christians in Aldersgate, 
London. Someone read from Luther's Preface to the Epistle to Romans. About 8:45 p.m. ‘while he 
was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart 
strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given 
me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.’ Wesley
considered it the pivotal moment in his life, and it profoundly influenced his later ministry.

• When interviewing candidates for admission as a theological college tutor I used to ask, ‘What 
moves you?’. It was a question intended to help discover the real person underneath the facade that 
might have been carefully adopted for the interview. Thirty years later I still do not forget the 
response made by one candidate: ‘Beautiful music, high mountains, the faces of old men and women
waiting to die, and people homeless on the streets of London.’ I could in turn genuinely say that I 
was deeply moved by this answer! And I recall it whenever I look at the heart-stopping beauty of the
Alps close to where I now live.

Exodus 3.1-15
Read the biblical passage and then ponder this reflection:



Is this the moment when the biblical story of God’s redemption first begins? Such a redemption is alluded to 
in the Emmaus Road conversation (Luke 24.21), and the motif of God as redeemer will resonate frequently 
during the story of the Old Testament. If so, the language and images which accompany God’s meeting and 
commissioning of Moses – the burning bush and the revelation of the name of God – offer a challenging 
starting point for exploring the relationship between God and God’s people. Taken together they seem to 
emphasise the elusiveness of God, God’s uncontrollability. They speak to us profoundly of a divine 
strangeness, which is both attractive and fearsome, but which we instinctively know is a necessary part of 
our faith – and which we sometimes seek to define when we use the word ‘holy’. Our own hearts certainly 
can burn within us in those moments when we meet God in the symbol of fire.

This week’s picture – the ‘Burning Bush’ created by the Indian Christian artist Paul Koli – portrays 
something of the attractiveness and the elusiveness of the biblical scene. The bare feet remind us of the 
command to Moses to remove his shoes because he was standing on ‘holy ground’. There is the hint – no 
more – of a face in the midst of the flames. Does it represent God? Or God’s people? There is a modern 
Jewish tradition which suggests that when Moses looked into the flames he saw in them the suffering of his 
spiritual descendants, including the multitudes of Jewish people being consumed by the flames of the gas 
ovens of Auschwitz and Belsen. Such an interpretation resonates with the emphasis in the biblical text itself 
that God had heard and seen the suffering of his people in Egypt, and has taken this initiative with Moses in 
order to deliver them.

Why then does God make himself known in this way?

Fire speaks to us of the presence of God but in a way that means we cannot capture or possess it. ‘Fire tells 
us that neither God nor God’s creation can be tamed. Fire leads us to the depths before it leads us to the 
heights. It burns up banal theologies of God and keeps us from the temptations of Christian triteness.’ 
(Christopher Lewis). Fire can be life-giving – human civilisation is only possible because of fire. Yet is it 
also dangerous. It will not leave us untouched. It forces our response.

TS Eliot spoke of how  human beings are presented with the dilemma of choosing whether to be  cleansed or 
consumed by ‘fire or fire’, given the dual reality that fire can both warm and destroy. 
http://biblicalworship.com/wqotw/2016/1/13/eliot-on-the-dove-descending

Exodus 3.1-15 then moves to the moment where the name of God is revealed. It happens as a result of a plea 
by Moses to enable him to carry out the mission on which he is being sent. Names are significant. If we 
know someone’s name, we know something very important about them. It can make them vulnerable. In the 
ancient world it was believed that to know the name of a god enabled you to control the deity. There is a 
thread that runs through the Bible – certainly through the Old Testament – which suggests that partly for that 
reason God was very unwilling to disclose his name to human beings, as it risked turning God into a sort of 
puppet. To reveal his name is therefore a risk for God. Yet if God had not done so here the people would 
have remained forever slaves in Egypt.

For the sake of this people, God is therefore willing to make himself vulnerable by sharing the name with 
human beings. Yet intriguingly the name that is disclosed – and the explanation which is given for it – 
continues to reinforce a sense of mystery. The four Hebrew consonants YHWH that make up the divine name 
seem to be linked in some way to the Hebrew verb ‘to be’. And ‘being’ is a notoriously fluid concept – it is 
not something we can easily pin down, indeed there have been many very different efforts to seek to interpret
it. So the name YHWH, especially when ‘explained’ as ‘I am who I am’ – a phrase which seems to conceal as 
much as to reveal – preserves God’s sovereign freedom even while God is promising to Moses, ‘I will be 
with you’.

Though the ‘withness’ of God will be at the heart of the divine-human relationship in much of the rest of 
scripture, and is a thread which we explore further in following weeks, it is good to pause first and remember
this other vital aspect of God’s nature. In some of his hymns the poet Brian Wren looks at what it might 
mean to speak of ‘God with an uncompleted name’, and as ‘Name Unnamed’. (The technical term for this 



kind of language and thinking is ‘apophatic’3.) To speak of God in this way offers a vital thread to 
understanding the spirituality of the Old Testament, in which God refuses to be confined in the ‘images’ that 
human beings try and restrict him. Such ‘images’ can be physical – what are sometimes called ‘graven 
images’. But they can also be moral and metaphorical: for example human beings can try and confine God in
a glib equation which makes a direct connection between moral conduct and prosperity. The Book of Job is 
the ultimate challenge provided by the Old Testament to a way of thinking that seeks to turn God into the 
simple guarantor of human expectations.

In the New Testament a sense of divine elusiveness continues. Jesus confounds his disciples’ expectations by
striking actions which seem to provoke questions rather than provide easy answers, ‘Who then is this that 
wind and sea obey him?’ (Mark 4.41) they ask as he stills the storm.  A couple of chapters later the disciples’
puzzlement is compounded when Jesus comes to them across the water, introducing himself with an 
enigmatic, ‘I am’. Perhaps especially in the Gospel of Mark Jesus appears as a figure who generates 
amazement, incomprehension and fear. ‘They were on the road, going up to Jerusalem and Jesus was 
walking ahead of them; they were amazed, and those who followed were afraid.’ (Mark 10.32) Yet the 
ultimate twist in the Gospel of Mark comes in the words – the only words – which according to this Gospel 
Jesus himself speaks on the Cross, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ (Mark 15.34) in which 
God’s apparent absence and Jesus’ own vulnerability coalesce to bring about redemption. Later the cross will
turn into resurrection and soon afterwards lead to the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost, the eventual 
‘fulfilment’ of the Gospel, at which once again the dangerous symbol of fire will be prominent.

A God who is mysterious, elusive, uncontrollable, mysterious, free, dangerous – yet also vulnerable. These 
are some of the insights that the fire and the name of Exodus 3 offer to us near the beginning of the biblical 
story.  They will be complemented by – and resonate with – other perceptions in the coming weeks. It is of 
course interesting to notice that the figure who is encountered on the road to Emmaus could also be 
described as elusive, mysterious and perhaps even vulnerable.

What is the response that this understanding of God requires of us as God’s people? Perhaps that Lent may 
be a time for stripping and purging, a ‘burning’ of the dross which we use to cloak ourselves from the 
dangerous insistence of the mystery of God. We could speak of a metaphorical ‘walking into the wilderness’.
Lent is of course the time when Christians mark Jesus’ 40 days in the wilderness: that later desert is 
foreshadowed by the ‘wilderness’ (Exodus 3.1) in which Moses discovered a bush that was burning.

Some questions to explore and discuss

1. Our scripture passage is often referred to as an example of ‘the numinous’, that is the spine-tingling 
religious experience of mystery and awe (Rudolf Otto). Have there been moments when you have 
felt ‘over-awed’ in the presence of the divine?

2. What does ‘holiness’ mean for you ? Where do you personally ‘locate’ the experience of holiness: in
places, nature, in worship, in people?

3. How important do you think it is that we have a God who is both known and unknown?

4. The Holy Spirit can be thought of as ‘divine fire.’ What would you like to see purged away by the 
activity of the Spirit ? What needs to be destroyed, and what needs to be refined?

5. If Moses had not turned aside ‘to look’ – would the whole story of God’s saving and redeeming 
work with humanity have been different?

Something to pray
Lord Christ, set me on fire
Burn from me all that dims your light.
Kindle an answering flame in lives around:

3 The word ‘apophatic’ refers to speaking about God using language and concepts which suggests that God cannot be 
confined or totally understood in such terms, in other words that God is more than human thought and words can 
imagine!



That darkness may be driven back
And glory stream into this world,
Transforming it with love.
(Ann Lewin)4

Something to take away
‘Some day, after mastering the winds, the waves, the tides and gravity, we shall harness for God the energies 
of love, and then, for a second time in the history of the world we shall have discovered fire.’ (Teilhard de 
Chardin)

Week Two  And all the earth shall cry glory

Focal reading Genesis 1.1-2.4
If last week we reflected on the uncontrollability of God – perhaps even God’s absence, this week we explore
the contrasting pole of biblical spirituality – God’s presence in our world, God’s profound involvement with,
and ‘consecration’ of,  the beauty of life and creation, and God’s willingness to be present ‘with’ human 
beings.

Symbol
A flower in a simple container

Opening meditation
But what do I love when I love you? Not grace of bodies, nor the beauty of the seasons, nor the brightness of 
the light, so lovely to look at; nor inexhaustible melodies of sweet song, nor the fragrant smell of flowers, 
ointments and spices, manna and honey, nor limbs which welcome the embraces of the flesh. It is  not these 
that I love when I love my God: and yet I love a kind of light, of melody and of fragrance, a kind of food, 
and a kind of embrace, when I love my God; … This is what I love when I love my God…

And what is the object of my love? I asked the earth and it said, ‘It is not I’: and whatever was in it said the 
same (Job 28.12f). I asked the sea and the deeps, and all that lives, swimming  or creeping, in them, and they 
answered ‘We are not your God, seek above us’… . I asked the heavens, sun, moon and stars, ‘Nor (say they)
are we the God you are looking for’. And I spoke again to all these things which are so close to the gateways 
of my senses, ‘You have told me that you are not my God: tell me something about him’. And with a great 
voice they all cried together, ‘He made us’ (Psalm 99.3). My questioning them was my mind’s desire, and 
their beauty was their answer.  (Augustine, Confessions, X.vi, translation of Robert Bridges, slightly 
modernised and adapted)

Starting Out

• Does the beauty of creation help you to feel closer to God?

• Invite a couple of members of the group to share what particular biblical passages make their hearts 
burn within them

Genesis 1.1-2.4
Read the passage and then ponder this reflection:

One of the unforgettable moments of twentieth-century human history took place on December 24 1968. It 
was made possible because of the development of rocket technology, visual broadcasting, and the courage 
and adventurousness of the human beings who participated in it. It was the day when human beings first 
orbited the moon, and from space those three men in Apollo 8 saw ‘Earthrise’. Although later overshadowed 
by the moon landings of the following year, that first sight of the Earth again beamed back to us as the 
spaceship completed its orbit conveyed a glory and a beauty that was at least as powerful as Neil 
Armstrong’s later ‘small step’. Perhaps because of the date on which this happened, it was accompanied by 

4 ‘Extract from ‘Candlemas Prayer’ by Ann Lewin is © Ann Lewin 2004. Published by Canterbury Press. Used by 
permission. rights@hymnsam.co.uk.’



the astronauts’ reading of a biblical passage: the first ten verses of Genesis 1. (It is possible to see Earthrise 
and listen to their reading at https://www.nasa.gov/topics/history/features/apollo_8.html.)

There was a deep rightness to their choice, not only because Genesis 1 speaks of ‘heavens and earth’, but 
also because the first chapters of Genesis are an inheritance which belong to humanity as a whole, even those
people  would not consider themselves to be overtly religious. It was ‘heart burning’ to hear those verses 
read in that time and place and before such a vista.

One thing that was notable – even in the comparatively few verses from Genesis 1 that were read that day, 
was the repetition, ‘And God saw that it was good’, culminating on the sixth day with the emphatic ‘very 
good’. Genesis speaks powerfully of the ‘goodness’ of creation, and the goodness of God’s actions in 
bringing it into being. In the world in which early Christianity came into being, that was not an automatic 
way of thinking: often the world and the material and physical creation were regarded as evil and dirty – and 
the goal of ‘salvation’ was to escape from this world into a spiritual and heavenly realm. Because of this 
some Christians of the period – Marcion is the most famous example – argued that Christians should rid 
themselves of the Old Testament altogether in part because it affirmed this goodness of creation. It was 
notable however that Marcion’s efforts to eliminate the Old Testament eventually resulted in him feeling the 
need to also dispense with over half the New! Marcion was firmly declared to be a heretic, and indeed the 
first efforts to gather together the biblical New Testament ‘canon’ came about in reaction to him. This 
accurately reflects the reality that it is difficult, actually impossible, to understand the Gospels and the rest of
the New Testament without taking into account what Christians today call ‘the Old Testament’, but which 
for the earliest Christians was what they simply called ‘the scriptures’. At times Christians have sometimes 
been inclined to focus on ‘other worldly’ aspects of their faith: the Old Testament acts as a corrective to this. 
Indeed by beginning the Bible with Genesis’ great account of creation, the story of redemption which will 
start in Exodus is set within a wider frame and we are ultimately reminded of God’s care for all.  There is a 
beautiful reflection by the Old Testament teacher Walther Zimmerli setting out the debt of the Christian 
church to the Old Testament because its affirmation of a God who works in and with this world:

‘The Church is always in danger of fashioning for herself a Christ who rules in a spiritual remoteness, and 
who experiences his true veneration in the church building or in theological discussions. But when the gospel
of Christ is explained in terms of the Old Testament, then we see clearly that it is sent into the world, to the 
humble and to the suffering, as also to those in power and responsible for the laws of the state and of society;
and so it becomes clear that God, the Lord and creator of the whole world, will not be venerated in the world 
as the one who is beyond at an awesome distance, but will be loved again as the one who has come to the 
world in love.’5

We have chosen for reflection this week the picture that accompanies the text of Genesis 1 in the St John’s 
Bible (see St John’s Bible below). The beauty of the artwork in this illustration is underpinned by the 
interpretive hints it offers us to deepen our understanding of this biblical passage. The passage moves from 
left to right marking out the seven days of creation. The dark jagged edges on the left recall the primordial 
chaos, the ‘formless void’ upon which God’s creative work was imprinted. The Hebrew words tohu-wa-
bohu inscribed in this dark area can be translated as ‘waste and void’ (Genesis 1.2). Gradually as the 
illustration moves from left to right, each ‘day’ of creation unfolds. The ‘illumination uses gold throughout 
to symbolize God’s intervention in the chaos and his ordering of the universe and its elements. Hence the 
gold squares are applied geometrically, starting with day one and expanding progressively outwards and 
upwards in influence until reaching the serenity and simplicity of the Sabbath.’ The bird soaring across the 
picture recalls the spirit of God which ‘brooded’ over the waters as the creative process began.

One of the features of Genesis 1 is the importance the biblical text gives to certain key numbers – especially 
seven and ten. For many biblical writers, numbers helped to symbolise God’s ordering of reality, and 
generated confidence in creation.6

5 Walther Zimmerli, The Old Testament and the World, SPCK, 1976, p.150
6 https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2019/26-april/faith/faith-features/divine-numerology



Although the culmination of God’s creative work is the inauguration of the Sabbath on the seventh day, the 
creation of human beings as the climax of the sixth day is also told in ways that make clear its significance.

It is introduced by God’s plural of majesty ‘Let us’… and then we hear emphatically that human beings, both
male and female, are created ‘in the image of God’ (Genesis 1.27). It is often forgotten what a revolutionary 
idea this is, yet this biblical understanding that we human beings are privileged to be made ‘in the image of 
God’, has been a fundamental underpinning of biblical, and especially Christian, theology and ethics. For 
example modern Christian reflection on human rights is fundamentally underpinned by the belief in human 
dignity that stems from this language of Genesis 1.

The word ‘glory’ does not actually appear in Genesis itself, but many Old Testament texts celebrate creation 
as being a sign of God’s glory, ‘The heavens are telling the glory of God and the firmament proclaims his 
handiwork’ (Psalm 19.1). The very word ‘glory’ has a sort-of heart-burning sparkly frisson about itself! The 
Hebrew noun translated as ‘glory’ originally comes from a word meaning ‘weight’ or ‘heavy’. A person’s 
‘glory’ was what gave him or her their ‘weight’ or ‘importance’. When the word was linked to God it 
eventually came to refer to God’s ‘visible presence’. So the beauty of creation can point us to God’s visible 
presence among us, as St Augustine suggested in the introductory meditation. ’Glory’ helps to reinforce the 
biblical understanding of the ‘goodness’ of the created world, and resonates with the deeply held conviction 
of many Christians that physical and material objects – like bread, wine and water – can themselves become 
vehicles of God’s presence. An awareness of God’s glory can help us develop a spirit of thankfulness: indeed
it is no accident that the basic meaning of the very word ‘Eucharist’, used by many Christians to describe the 
central sacramental act of Christian worship,  is ‘to give thanks’.

In the New Testament the language of God’s creative presence is intensified and focused in the person of 
Jesus Christ.  The Gospel of John hints at how the life and ministry of Jesus Christ is inaugurating a new 
creation. This Gospel begins by echoing the first chapter of Genesis, and the final words spoken by Jesus on 
the Cross are ‘It is finished’, re-calling the words of Genesis 2.2, which spoke of God’s finishing of creation. 
And it is telling that the resurrected Jesus first appears to his disciples in a garden… A fundamental assertion
of the ‘goodness’ of the material creation reverberates through John 1.14, ‘The Word became flesh and has 
dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory’…  The verb ‘dwell’ used here, recalls the Old Testament 
language of God dwelling with God’s people in a tent or tabernacle: but now the divine Word becomes 
‘flesh’ to dwell with us, in spite of  all the connotations of materiality, weakness and dirt the word ‘flesh’ 
held for many for whom John wrote his Gospel. It is the paradox of the ‘incarnation’ (= ‘enfleshing’) that is 
at the heart of Christianity. But John has still more challenges to offer his readers, and us today. For as the 
Gospel progresses the truth is gradually unfurled to us that the supreme moment of Christ’s glory – the point 
when God is most visibly present in him – takes place at that time of apparent supreme weakness when he 
hangs dying on the Cross. ‘Now is the hour come for the Son of Man to be glorified’ (John 12.23). The glory
of God is to be seen in weakness and vulnerability rather than power and strength. Or perhaps rather we are 
being encouraged to discover that true power can be found in apparent weakness.

And on that journey to Emmaus, what does it say to us that it is when Jesus breaks and shares bread, that 
most material of substances, that his fellow travellers suddenly realise who their journeying companion has 
been?

Lent therefore is a time in which we are also called to celebrate God as the giver of life, through honouring 
the goodness of creation.

Some questions to explore and discuss

1. How does art speak to you of God? For some people is visual art,  for others music,  or poetry, what 
is it for you? (Donald Jackson’s comment above might be interesting to help you reflect on this.)

2. The island of Iona has been described as a ‘thin place’ – where the boundary between heaven and 
earth is especially transparent. Are there some places where you feel that God is particularly close to 
you?

3. What do you think the Russian writer Dostoevsky meant when he said ‘Beauty will save the world’?



4. What implications do you draw from the biblical understanding that humanity has been created in 
the image of God?

5. Can our reflections this week offer us any wisdom as we wrestle with the ecological crisis of our 
time?

Something to pray

Holy Spirit, Enlivener,
Breathe on us, fill us with life anew,
In your new creation, already upon us,
Breaking through, groaning and travailing,
But already breaking through, breathe upon us.
Till that day when night and autumn vanish
And lambs grown sheep are no more slaughtered
And even the thorn shall fade
And the whole earth cry glory at the marriage feast of the lamb
In this new creation, already upon us,  Fill us with life anew.
(George Macleod)7

Something to take away

As suggested above, numbers were important for the biblical writers because they helped to affirm the order 
and stability of creation. Recent biblical study indicates that a play on numbers may have been worked into 
the structure of some of the psalms to help to reinforce their meaning. A good example is Psalm 23. There 
are 26 words which lead to the three words at the heart of the psalm, and there are then 26 more words after 
this three word centre. (This only works if you read the psalm in Hebrew!) Each letter in the Hebrew 
alphabet has a numerical value, and the numerical value of the letters YHWH (the name of God) comes to 
26. The three words at the centre are (in Hebrew) ki ata imadi – ‘for you are with me’. So the number play 
reinforces the central message that YHWH is with me!

Week Three : Face to face

Focal reading: Genesis 32.22 – 33.10
Following on the themes of absence and presence explored during the previous two weeks, we now bring 
them into discussion with each other by drawing on the idiom of ‘face’ which appears frequently and 
powerfully in the Bible. It helps us to explore the intrinsic interconnection between our relationship with 
God and our mutual relationships with other human beings. We discover that ‘face’ can become a visual 
marker for fear and forgiveness, acceptance and welcome, and it underlines the way that change and 
transfiguration is a central biblical theme.

Symbol
A mirror

Opening meditation
Love bade me welcome. Yet my soul drew back

Guilty of dust and sin.
But quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack

From my first entrance in,
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning,
If I lacked anything.

7 (Copyright George F Macleod, from The Whole Earth Shall Cry Glory, Wild Goose Publications, 1985 & 
2016. www.ionabooks.com)



A guest, I answered, worthy to be here:
Love said, You shall be he.

I the unkind ungrateful?Ah my dear
I cannot look on thee.

Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,
Who made the eyes but I?

Truth Lord, but I have marred them: let my shame
Go where it doth deserve.

And know you not, says Love, who bore the blame?
My dear, then I will will serve.

You must sit down, says Love, and taste my meat:
So I did sit and eat. 
(George Herbert)

Starting out
• Invite a couple of members of the group to share what particular biblical passages make their hearts 

burn within them.

• Using the opening meditation as a starting point, explore your experiences of occasions when it has 
been difficult to look at – or be looked at by - another. How did they respond?

Genesis 32.22-33.10
Read the biblical passage and then ponder this reflection:

Perhaps appropriately, I first came across the modern icon called ‘Christ is our reconciliation’, our focus 
illustration for this week, at the church of St Ethelburga’s in central London. Having been very badly 
damaged by an IRA bomb in 1993, the then Bishop of London was determined to restore the building, and 
give it a specific focus as a centre for work on peace and reconciliation. The icon itself had been 
commissioned by Pax Christi International, and was created shortly before the turn of the millennium at a 
Greek Catholic monastery in the Holy Land.8

Using a range of characters and scenes, some biblical, some relating to the tradition and history of the 
Church, it seeks to speak to the need for, and fruit of, reconciliation in a variety of contexts; between the 
various peoples of the Holy Land, between the religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, between Eastern 
and Western Christianity and even between men and women. As well as English, which is used to name the 
various characters which appear on the icon; in the centre of the icon the words ‘Christ is our reconciliation’ 
appear in Greek, and Latin and Hebrew. (Presumably these languages were chosen as the three languages 
written on Christ’s cross.) At the centre bottom of the icon, underneath the scene of Jesus Christ teaching his 
disciples, the Lord’s Prayer is written out in Syriac. Syriac is a dialect of Aramaic, the language that it is 
believed that Jesus himself spoke, and it is the ancient and sacred language of many of the Christian churches
in the Middle East, especially in Syria, Lebanon and Iraq. Do explore the various scenes on the icon as your 
time allows: this reflection is going to focus particularly on the central scene, which depicts the meeting of 
Jacob and Esau, as related in Genesis 33.10. One of the aspects of the picture which at first sight looks out of
place is the ladder in the background. This recalls the ladder which appears much earlier in the story of Jacob
– at that time twenty years earlier when he had fled from his brother’s anger and by night at Bethel had seen 
the ladder stretching up into heaven (Genesis 28.12).

The key to understanding the story told in the icon are the words that Jacob uses when he meets his brother 
once again after so many years of alienation. Translated from the Hebrew as literally as possible they read: 
‘Your face is like the face of God to me, with such graciousness you have received me.’ They hint – 
powerfully – that we need to read this morning-time encounter between the two brothers alongside the 
powerful and numinous tale of the night before told in the previous chapter, in which, at the ford of Jabbok, 
Jacob wrestled with a divine mysterious figure throughout the night and is eventually blessed and given a 

8 Postcard size copies of this icon are available from Pax Christi at a cost of £2.50 for 50 (plus postage):
http://paxchristi.org.uk/resources/pax-christi-icon-of-peace/



new name and a new identity. This is one of the most significant moments of the whole story of the Old 
Testament. The great German scholar Gerhard von Rad put it, ‘there is charged to it something of the entire 
divine history into which Israel was drawn’. Jacob then names the place where this has happened as Peniel, 
‘For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.’ (The name Peniel is drawn from two Hebrew
words pen= ‘face’ and el = ‘God’.) It is interesting to notice that the embrace of the two brothers in the icon 
itself portrays a feeling of ‘wrestling’. What the story is suggesting to us is that there is an intrinsic 
connection between our relationship with God, and our relationship with our human brothers and sisters. 
They cannot be separated. If we want to see the face of God we have to be prepared to recognise it in our 
fellow human beings – indeed we have to be prepared to look them ‘in the face’ and see the image of God 
reflected in them. This is why that ladder appears in the icon: it is only when brothers are reconciled in this 
way that the ladder really can stretch between earth and heaven. This is one of the profoundest insights of 
biblical spirituality.

Last week, in looking at the account of the creation of humanity as the ‘image of God’ in Genesis 1, we were
reflecting on God’s presence with us. This week we are building on that insight as we use the language of 
‘face’ to discover that God’s presence is essentially relational. Indeed Karl Barth, one of the theological 
giants of the twentieth century, suggested that our capacity for building relationships is what marks out 
humanity as being ‘in the image of God’. It is not surprising that such insights focus on the language of 
‘face’ – for it is our faces which are the windows into who each of us really are and what each of us really 
feels. It is through our faces that we respond to others with joy, grief, repentance and acceptance. Faces are 
also transformational – by really looking at the face of another, or by being looked at by them, our own faces
can be changed. That can sometimes feel dangerous: so it is no wonder that the Bible suggests that it can be 
very dangerous to look on the face of God! The Old Testament wrestles with this insight over and over 
again, sometimes in an almost contradictory way. So for example in Exodus 33, in verse 11 we read ‘Thus 
the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face as one speaks to a friend’, yet only a few verses further on in 
the chapter we are told ‘ “But,” said the Lord, “You cannot see my face; for no one can see me and live”.’ 
Yet somehow both insights have a deep truth about them. 

It is probably not accidental that the Hebrew word for see (r ’ h) and the Hebrew word for fear (i r ’) look 
very similar, and indeed there are occasions in the Old Testament when it is not quite clear which of these 
two words is meant. It was indeed felt to be a fearful thing to look on God. 

It is also interesting to note that because Hebrew is a very concrete language the preposition ‘before’ in 
Hebrew (lpnei) is literally made up of two Hebrew words which mean ‘to the face of’. It can give a new 
resonance to our relationships both with God and with our fellow human beings if we remember that when 
we speak of standing ‘before’ someone, we are actually talking about standing ‘to their face’.

Central to the New Testament is the profound insight that we can see the face of God in Jesus Christ. 
Sometimes – as Peter must have felt after he denied Jesus three times and as Luke’s Gospel explicitly 
suggests in Luke 22.61 (‘ the Lord turned and looked at Peter’) – that face may look on us with sorrow,– and 
we find it difficult to gaze on it in return; more often that face offers us acceptance and invites us to 
reconciliation, both with God and with one another.

The is explicitly stated in 2 Corinthians 4.6: ‘For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’, 
who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus 
Christ.’ The New Testament account of the transfiguration of Christ, that great moment of illumination at the
centre of the Gospels, expresses the same truth in a narrative form. Indeed in the Gospels of Matthew and 
Luke the story of the transfiguration is told in a way that emphasises how it is the ‘face’ of Jesus which has 
been changed. 

Earlier in 2 Corinthians Paul seems to draw out the important implication that seeing the face of Christ must 
change us too. Indeed unless we are willing to be changed ourselves by this experience perhaps it is indeed 
too dangerous to look on the face of God in Christ. ‘All of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the 
Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to 
another.’ (2 Corinthians 3.18). 



There is a wonderful reflection by Jane Williams which draws out the implication of this: ‘Jesus’s face is 
what ours is supposed to look like, if only we could be as human as God. Our faces are a series of masks that
we try on and discard, always searching for the real “me”, always looking for the face that will make others 
love us or fear us, and all the time getting further and further away from the face we were made to mirror, the
face of Jesus… How many different masks we seem to think we need – masks that make us powerful, 
invulnerable, beautiful, feared, acceptable, some that we have so deeply internalized that we don't even know
that they are just masks. But the irony is that, without these masks, we are made in the image of God.’9 

We need to learn to cherish our own ‘real’ face, as well as really cherishing the faces of others – perhaps 
particularly those from whom we are somehow instinctively alienated. One of the most contentious ‘issues’ 
of our time is the situation in Israel and Palestine (which is of course alluded to in the icon ‘Christ is our 
Reconciliation’). In my experience of having worked in this area and in the field of interreligious dialogue 
over several decades I find that it is all too easy for protagonists in this conflict to begin to ‘dehumanise’ one 
another. It is a temptation also for those of us from ‘outside’ who are interested in and who work in this field 
and who sometimes can so identify with the justice and the pains of one or other party that we fail to realise 
the human needs of the other. There is a wonderful short reflection by the Palestinian Christian Elias 
Chacour, formerly Greek Catholic Archbishop of Galilee. Many years ago (before he was an Archbishop!) 
Chacour took a mixed group of young people, both Jews and Arabs, for a meeting and discussion on Mount 
Tabor which is the traditional site of the transfiguration of Jesus Christ. This comment by him was drawn out
of his experience at that time:

The true icon is your neighbour, the human being who has been created in the image and 
with the likeness of God. How beautiful it is when our eyes are transfigured and we see 
that our neighbour is the icon of God, and that you, and you, and I – we are all the icons 
of God. How serious it is when we hate the image of God, whoever that may be, whether 
a Jew or a Palestinian. How serious it is when we cannot go and say, ‘I am sorry about 
the icon of God who was hurt by my behaviour.’ We all need to be transfigured so we 
can recognise the glory of God in one another.10 

What about the ‘face’ during that journey to Emmaus? One of the intriguing aspects of the story is the fact 
that somehow the face of Jesus seems to have been hidden from the sight, or at least the understanding, of his
companions as they walked the road together. Pictures of the story offer different ways of suggesting this. 
For example a well known painting by the Chinese artist He Qi shows us Jesus’ back rather than his face. 
https://www.heqiart.com/store/p176/44_The-Road-to-Emmaus_Limited_Edition.html The change in the 
disciples’ perception comes about not because of Jesus explicitly telling them who he is, but as a result of the
‘opening of their eyes’ when watching him blessing and breaking the bread. Is this the way that God choose 
to effect change in us? Not by great dramatic and powerful interventions, but by drawing alongside (often 
using the ‘faces’ of other people) and inviting us to look at our lives in a new light? 

Lent is a season for change, and for transfiguration.

Some questions to explore and discuss

• How does the story of Jacob wrestling with the angel speak to you? Does it inspire you? Puzzle you?
Terrify you? What do you think we can learn from it?

• What ‘masks’ do you put on, to hide yourself from others? (see the reflection by Jane Williams 
above)

• What does the ‘ministry of reconciliation’ mean to you? Can you give an example from your own 
life or context?

• Based on your own experience,  why is it disagreements between ‘brothers’ are so often specially 
bitter and intense. How can they be healed?

9 Jane Williams, The Human Face of God, BBC Radio 4 Lent talk 2003
10 Elias Chacour, We Belong to the Land, Collegeville: University of Notre Dame Press, 2001, p.46-47.



• Have you had experience of how fear can be destructive of personal and social relationships. How 
did Jesus in his ministry try to build trust through word and example?

Something to pray

The shouts are too loud
they so often deafen my ears.
War, famine, destruction, death –
the sufferings of the world glide past my soul.
I have heard too much to care.
But then you, O God,
you stand in the midst of the world's woe,
and the shapes of those who suffer are no longer faceless,
for you have bequeathed to them your own face, 
their pain is etched with the lines of your passion.
And I shall proclaim:
I had heard, but now I see.

The people are too many,
They blur together in my imagination,
Races, colours, faiths and languages -
their shifting kaleidoscope dazzles my vision
I am made giddy by their infinite variety.
But then you, O God,
you are the still point round which all revolves,
in you both light and shadow find an equilibrium:
you paint into life our many-peopled world, 
your love refracts us into a rainbow of hope: 
And I shall proclaim:
I had heard but now I see.

Something to take away

Skopje, North Macedonia, May 7, 2019: Pope Francis encouraged youth in North Macedonia Tuesday to 
follow Mother Teresa’s example and make something beautiful out of their lives.

‘Each of you is called, like Mother Teresa, to work with your hands, to take life seriously and make 
something beautiful of it,’ Pope Francis said.

Pope Francis shared with the young people what he believes to be one of the greatest lessons he has learned 
in his life.

‘Now at my age -- and I am not young -- do you want to know what I think was the best lesson I ever 
learned? It was how to talk to people “face-to-face,”’ he said.

‘We have entered into the digital age, but actually we know very little about communication. We are all 
“connected,” but not really “involved” with one another. Getting involved requires life; it calls for being 
there and sharing the good times but also the not so good times,’ Francis said. 



Week Four: Heart to heart: sorrow and joy

Focal readings: Various short passages from the Book of Genesis and Psalm 22

In the biblical world the ‘heart’ was seen as the seat of the emotions and feeling,  our true ‘centre.’ The very
fact that in the Emmaus story the disciples speak of their ‘hearts’ burning within them encourage us to 
explore  the richness which the Bible offers to address the fundamental questions of human existence which 
are intertwined with our feelings – the reality of death, the longing for life, the emotions of sorrow and joy, 
and their physical expressions in weeping and laughter. Given that the fourth Sunday of Lent is  kept as 
Mothering Sunday in some of our Churches, we also reflect on the role of women and the feminine in 
expressing the deep wisdom of human existence.

Opening meditation

[Permission requested to use meditation by Michael Vasey, based on words from St Anselm of Canterbury]

Symbol

Two bowls of water. A pile of salt.

Water is essential for life. Fresh water is used in the Scriptures as a symbol for eternal life. Salt water is also 
essential for life, although it is often associated with tears, and is used in the liturgy of Passover where it 
symbolises the tears and sweat of the ancestors in Egypt. Add the salt to one of the bowls and place the two 
bowls alongside each other.

Starting out

• Invite some members of the group to offer their ‘heart-burning’ passages.

• Ask people to reflect on what makes them weep. Expressions of ‘joy’ are perhaps less easy to define 
– but have there been times when members of the group would want to use this word to express how 
they feel?

Biblical reflection

According to the Bible, in both the Old Testament and the New Testament, one of the most dangerous things 
to happen to a person or to a people is to have a ‘hardened heart’ (see e.g. Exodus 9.12; Mark 8.17). Hearts 
can – and often should – be ‘on fire’ and ‘burn within us’; sometimes they need to be ‘broken and contrite’ – 
but they must never be hardened. Over the last decades and years the churches and those who minister in 
them have rightly needed to become ‘more professional’ in a number of ways, but they must never lose sight 
of the fact that our faith – certainly as expressed in our scriptures – affirms our emotions and feelings as part 
of our real humanity, and invites us to draw on them in our worship and our discipleship.  There is a 
powerful strand of Christian spirituality, especially important in the Orthodox churches of the Middle East, 
which, for example, sees ‘tears’ as a visible and essential sign of our fidelity to and growth in longing for 
God.

Perhaps more contentious is the view that the God whom we worship might also experience suffering and 
what we call, in human terms, ‘emotions’. Much of classic Christian theology has been formulated on the 
premise that God is unchangeable (Think of the hymn ‘Immortal, invisible, God only wise’ with its line, 
‘nought changeth Thee’!). Emotions change us, they can also make us vulnerable. In the Greek intellectual 
world in which Christianity grew in the first few centuries of the Christian era, ‘divinity’ was characterised 
as being far removed from any form of change and suffering, and such views did influence the development 
of Christian theology. But the picture that we draw from the Bible itself feels rather different. God shares in 
human joys and sorrows: God delights for us and with us and grieves with and for us. ‘There will be more 
joy in heaven over one sinner who repents…’ God weeps and God suffers in the suffering of God’s people. 
There is one particularly powerful section of the Book of Jeremiah where in turn God, prophet and the 



people are described as weeping in a way that seems to bind all closely together in their grief (Jeremiah 
8.18-9.22). It is a challenge – but a vital one – for Christians to find some way of holding in tension both the 
classical insight that God is self-existent and cannot be controlled by anything outside himself, and the 
biblical reality of God’s compassion, which as the word itself suggests means that God may ‘suffer with’ his 
creation.11

One of the narratives in the Bible where an understanding of God’s own willingness to become vulnerable 
can be helpful is the account of the flood which appears in Genesis 6-9. In spite of the fact that, due to the 
presence of rainbows and animals in the story, it is beloved of young people, in some ways this tale is one 
that is very difficult to reflect on. God’s apparent decision to destroy the world because of his anger with his 
human creation is very hard to read, especially in these days when protagonists of religiously inspired 
violence sometimes draw on violent scriptural texts to justify their actions. The Old Testament scholar and 
Anglican priest Trevor Dennis has commented that the only way he is able to preach on this text is by 
imagining that the ocean on which the Ark will float is an ocean made up of God’s own tears. It is however 
interesting to note the mention of the very word ‘heart’ at the beginning and end of the tale. In Genesis 6.5-6 
we read that God saw that the ‘every inclination of the thoughts of [human] hearts was only evil continually’ 
and in response ‘it grieved him [God] to the heart.’ As the Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann aptly
described it, ‘this is indeed “heart to heart” between humankind and God.’12 In these verses we are meeting a 
God who wishes to stand alongside his human creation rather than over against them in judgement. God is 
not detached from his decision. He is intimately caught up in it, as we all are when we take difficult and 
perhaps painful decisions which impact on those we love. However terrible the flood is – and there are no 
easy answers to the problems that the story poses for us – it is somehow easier to ‘cope’ with if we believe 
that God is not coldly detached from what is happening.

And what is more, it is important to discover how after the flood the God we meet in Genesis is different. For
here is one of the points when our Bible tells us of a God who can, and does change – and perhaps even 
suffer in the process.  So the God we meet after the flood, and who offers human beings the ‘rainbow 
covenant’ and a pledge that ‘never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth’ (Gen. 9.11), is a God who
has begun this process of change. Not so human beings: the language used to describe their attitude after the 
flood is deliberately reflective of the words used to describe them beforehand. For in Genesis 8.21 which 
seems a deliberate echo of the earlier passage, we again have the double use of the word ‘heart’ employed in 
relation to both God and human beings. However though the heart of humanity may still be the same, ‘the 
inclination of the human heart is evil from youth’ but as God speaks to himself ‘in his heart’ we find that this
heart has moved from regret to compassion. The flood ‘has effected an irreversible change in God, who now 
will approach his creation with an unlimited patience and forbearance’.13 God will continue to grieve over 
human wickedness, but has pledged himself to show forbearance. And this means that the promise that God 
offers to Noah and all creation is one which will be of great cost to God and which will necessitate divine 
suffering. There is a pathway which leads from this promise to the weeping of Christ which is alluded to in 
the Song of Anselm.

One result of  the Bible’s willingness to speak of God’s responsiveness  to human pain is that there is a form 
of prayer to God which appears widely in the Old Testament, perhaps especially the Book of Psalms, called 
‘lament’. Lament isn’t exactly either confession or intercession – though it may have some links with both of
these forms of prayer. Lament is telling God in no uncertain terms that there is something wrong with the 
world as I or we experience it, and demanding that God do something about it! Many Christians today – 
certainly in the western world – find ‘lament’ embarrassing and problematic. They don’t think it is polite to 
speak to God in that way. It is the antithesis of the stiff British upper lip! Yet of course Jesus Christ himself, 
according to the Gospels of Mark and Matthew, ‘lamented’ on the cross in the words of Psalm 22, perhaps 
the most powerful of all the psalms of lament (see section on Psalm 22 below).

11 Exodus 3 (the text explored in Week One) does ‘hold together’ both aspects of God: God’s insistence on divine 
sovereign freedom and God’s compassion for the enslaved people in Egypt.
12 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, Atlanta, John Knox Press, 1982 p.77
13 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, p.81



Perhaps the first person to lament in the Old Testament is Hagar; the Egyptian slave of Abraham and Sarah 
and the mother of Ishmael. She is certainly the first person in the Bible who is the subject of the verb ‘weep’ 
(Genesis 21.16). It is interesting that it should be this ‘outsider’ who is the first person to be described in this 
way.  Cast out in the desert with her son, she weeps and laments as the water runs out and she waits for the 
boy to die. Eventually God hears her. Do we too need to recover the ability and willingness to ‘lament’ to 
God?

Weeping and lament though are not the end of the story, either in the Bible or for God’s people today. In a 
deep way they form a pattern of life that will eventually lead on to ‘joy’; those who mourn will one day be 
comforted. This is intrinsic to the rhythm of life that has been known through human history, expressed for 
example in the wonderful harvest Psalm 126, ‘Those who sow in tears shall reap in joy’.

‘Joy’ and ‘rejoicing’ are the counterpoint of ‘weeping’. What exactly is ‘joy’? It is a word that is difficult to 
define – perhaps because  ‘joy’ is in some ways undefinable! We know it when we experience it, but we are 
not always sure how we got there.  It is certainly a word which is linked to ‘burning hearts’. Joy is not 
exactly just happiness – though it may well include this. The ‘Some Words for Reflection’ section below 
includes a number of reflections on joy. Bishop Nick Baines of Leeds offers the following definition of joy: 
’Joy comes when faith is alive, curiosity is inflamed and the mind is stretched.’ In the 1980s Robert Runcie, 
then Archbishop of Canterbury, described joy as being the holding together in faith elements of human life 
that seem to be contrasting and paradoxical – discovering indeed that life can come through death – a real 
stretching of the mind and heart in faith. The Scottish theologian Donald Baillie  once noted that ‘paradox 
comes into all religious thought … because God cannot be comprehended in any human words or in any of 
the categories of our finite thought.’ Somehow joy and paradox do belong together.

One of the points where ‘joy’ seems to be most clearly expressed in the New Testament is in the birth stories 
of Jesus and John the Baptist as told in the Gospel of Luke. There too paradox has a role to play in the 
biblical story: an old woman, a virgin both about to become mothers . There is indeed a paradoxical quality 
to motherhood. It does involve both pain and joy, weeping and happiness.  This is profoundly caught in the 
text of John 16.20-22 which is given below.  There is also a paradoxical quality to Mothering Sunday – that 
day which is celebrated in many of our churches around this time. For some it is a day of profound 
happiness, for others an inevitable time of sorrow. This year Mothering Sunday falls close in time to March 
25, which many Christian churches keep as the Feast of the Annunciation, celebrating the announcing to 
Mary of the birth of Jesus (Luke 1.26-38). The ‘Magnificat’, Mary’s song of celebration (Luke 1.46-55) 
which explicitly uses the verb ‘rejoice’, celebrates the changes and the contrasts that the birth of her son will 
inaugurate. Yet such joy must be set alongside the sorrow that is implied by the words of Simeon to Mary, 
when he greeted the infant Jesus in the Temple, ‘a sword will pierce your own heart also’. (Luke 2.35) One 
true way of describing  Jesus is as ‘The paradox of God’ , that exquisitely painful and joyful holding together
of all contrasts: divine/human; death/life; weakness/power. It is a tension that is sometimes too great for 
many of us to bear, but it is a tension that becomes even more apparent as we draw near to the time of Jesus’ 
cross.

Psalm 22

One of the features of Psalm 22 is the way that it seems to divide sharply into two halves (though the first 
half is longer than the second). It exemplifies that sense of paradox which we have been discussing this 
week.  The first half is a profound example of ‘lament’;  the second half of the psalm is an exuberant song of 
praise and thanksgiving to God. The shift comes at verse 21. One of the linked features of the psalm that is 
particularly interesting is the contrast between the sense of solitude, isolation and loneliness which dominates
the first half, and the way that in the second half the psalmists calls upon an increasingly wider group of 
people to join him in the circle of praise. By the end of the psalm even those from the past and the future are 
being summoned to participate! What can we learn from this about the relationship between sorrow, 
isolation, joy and community?



Some questions to explore and discuss
• Does the biblical language of ‘heart’ resonate with you? What does it mean for you? Does it speak to

you of emotions, and love and longing? A friend commented to me, based on his own personal 
experience, ‘Why is it we speak of the “heart” when it comes to both human love and spirituality? 
The heart, after all, is the pumping organ that is no more emotional than the liver. Having grown up 
with my father having heart disease for much of my childhood, and heard his cries as he died from 
his final heart attack thirty years ago, the word “heart” means something difficult as well as the 
conventional meaning. The heart therefore is also the part of the body that holds our vulnerability 
and fragility. But do we feel love physically from the heart?’

• Do you find it helpful – or problematic – to think of God suffering?

• What can we learn from the psalms of lament? (like Psalm 22)

• How would you define ‘joy’? 

Something to pray

A Litany of biblical mothers

Leader: Eve, mother of our humanity,

All: Teach us true wisdom, that all life is precious in God’s sight.

Leader: Sarah, Hannah, and Elizabeth, yearning for a child,

All: Comfort and strengthen all who know the pain of infertility.

Leader: Hagar, condemned to the harshness of exile,

All: Sustain those who struggle to feed their sons and daughters.

Leader: Rebecca, bride from a far-off land,

All: Welcome women who must bring up family among strangers.

Leader: Rachel, weeping for your children,

All: Weep with all mothers whose children have disappeared.

Leader: Jochebed, mother of Moses and Miriam,

All: Lend your ingenuity to women who seek protection for their children.

Leader: Naomi and Ruth, bound together by a love greater than blood,

All: Show us how bitter disappointment can become the sweetness of hope.

Leader: Mary, daughter of Israel, mother of Jesus,

All: Share with us God’s secrets you have pondered deep within your heart.

Something to take away

Christians in the Middle East have suffered much during the tumultuous events since the beginning of this 
century. Many western Christians find it difficult to understand the profound sense of joy they convey amidst
the troubles – and persecution – that many have experienced. There is  profound ‘wisdom’ in the Christian 
East that it is good to share. The sixth century Syrian Christian saint, Jacob of Saroug eloquently explores the
importance of tears:

You have no tears? Buy tears from the poor. You have no sadness? Call the poor person 
to moan with you. If your heart is hard and has neither sadness nor tears, with alms invite
the needy to weep with you…provide yourself with the water of tears, and may the poor 
come to help you put out the fire in which you are perishing. (Saint Jacob of Saroug)



One of the final promises in the Bible is that God will wipe away every tear from our eyes (Revelation 21.4). 
But have you ever realised that that is a promise that even God cannot keep unless we have learned how to 
weep?

Week Five:  Bound together in love and sacrifice

Focal reading:  Genesis 22.1-18

As the season of Jesus’ passion and death approaches the great biblical themes we have explored during the
previous weeks – the mystery and holiness of God, God’s absence and presence, the relationship of human 
beings with God and with one another, the joys and sorrows of what it means to be human are recapitulated.
We explore how they are woven together by God’s love and sacrifice which, for Christians, find their most 
visible expression in the cross of Christ.

Symbol

Two pieces of wood (ideally sticks or twigs) tied roughly together in the shape of a cross.

Opening meditation

Holy One, we hear your music in the roar of the sea,
In the song of a people,
In the quiet breeze rustling through the trees.
We thank you God:
That you so love our world.

Holy One, we sense your power in the flickering of fire,
In the yearning of our spirits,
In the dispelling of shadows.
We thank you God:
That you so love our world.

Holy One, we feel your caress in the gift of our humanity,
In our desire to be whole,
In the blessing of peace.
We thank you God:
That you so love our world.

Starting out

Invite a couple of members of the group to share what particular biblical passages make their hearts burn 
within them.

Biblical reflection

Read Genesis 22.1-18 and ponder the following reflection:

The very first time that the word ‘love’ appears in the Bible is in Genesis 22, at the beginning of the chapter 
in which Abraham appears to be tested by God and told to sacrifice his son, Isaac. ‘Take your son, your only 
son, whom you love, even Isaac, and go sacrifice…’ Love and sacrifice are – and always have been – bound 
closely together. Their relationship is intimate – yet also challenging.

Even though at the conclusion of the story Isaac is not sacrificed14 , and he is replaced by a sheep on the altar,
many people of faith find this story perplexing and difficult. I think they are right to do so. Jewish readers of 
the story do so as well as Christians. I once reviewed a book by a Canadian Jewish rabbi who boldly and 

14 Jewish commentators normally refer to the story as the Akedah or ‘binding’ of Isaac, to reflect the fact that ultimately 
Isaac is NOT sacrificed.



baldly stated ‘Abraham got it wrong’ in his willingness to be obedient to God’s apparent dreadful demand.  
My positive review of the book brought down on my own head some indignant remarks from a more 
conservative Christian scholar who felt that my views were typical of modern feminists! Although today I 
might phrase my own  comments slightly more cautiously than I did 20 years ago, I still think that I was not 
mistaken to find the biblical tale problematic. I certainly stand in a long line of commentators – both Jewish 
and Christian – who have ‘wrestled’ with the conundrum of how to read such a tale given our belief in a 
loving and life-giving God. One of the ways that Jewish interpreters responded to the difficulties of this 
apparent sacrifice of a young child was to suggest that Isaac was not an unwitting youngster being 
involuntarily offered up by his father, but a grown man (the age of 37 was often quoted) who willingly 
presented himself as a sacrificial offering. It is also true that many women biblical scholars do find the story 
especially difficult, perhaps partly because of the complete absence of Sarah, Isaac’s mother, from the text. 

One possible way of engaging with the text of Genesis 22 is in fact to see it as a deliberate invitation to us, 
made by the biblical writer, to enter into a dialogue in which our questions can be raised and be heard. The 
very ‘bareness’ of the way that the story is told – so that it is ‘fraught with background’15  - perhaps 
encourages this. So too does the word play and deliberate ambiguities: for example when Abraham says to 
Isaac, ‘God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son’, are the words ‘my son’ intended as
a direct address to Isaac expressing Abraham’s hope that the sacrifice of his son may be averted by God, or is
‘my son’ being explicitly identified as ‘the lamb for the sacrifice’? There is also a close link (clear in the 
original biblical Hebrew though not in English) between the words used for ‘only’ son (verses 2, 12) and for 
‘together’ (verses 6, 8).  The unity of purpose of the father and the son, their travelling together on this 
difficult journey, is somehow connected to the love that Abraham has for Isaac, his beloved son. Difficult 
though the story is it invites us to ponder what is the nature of love, and how our love for God and our love 
for others – especially those most close to us – can and should relate to each other. Of course one painful 
aspect of the story, touched upon more by contemporary readers than those of past generations, is that in fact 
Isaac was not the ‘only’ son of Abraham. There had also been Ishmael, whose forced expulsion into the 
wilderness had be told in the previous chapter, Genesis 21, with language that itself draws connections 
between the apparent fates of the two brothers. Presumably from the perspective of Abraham, at the 
beginning of chapter 22 the fact that Ishmael had survived the death to which he had  apparently been 
consigned was unknown. 

Read John 3.16 and then continue with this reflection:

The first time that the word ‘love’ appears in the Gospel of John is in the great proclamation of John 3.16, 
‘For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish 
but may have eternal life.’  Once again we have a mention of a father and a son,  and it is interesting that 
here too the reference to ‘love’ is linked to an ‘only Son’ – even though at this point in the Gospel of John it 
is the ‘world’ rather than the ‘Son’ himself who is described as the object of the Father’s love.

As we already hinted in Week Two there are clues scattered through the Gospel of John – not least in its 
opening Prologue – that the gospel writer is seeking to reflect the book of Genesis and to present the life and 
ministry of Jesus Christ as a ‘new creation’. And  so when the author used the description for Jesus of ‘only 
Son’ he is in part doing so to recall that tale first told in Genesis 22 of the near sacrifice of a beloved only 
Son.  Jesus becomes a ‘new Isaac’ whose actual death on the cross, which we have been moving towards 
throughout this Lent course, means that he is required to go further than Isaac had been called to go: there 
will be no sudden substitute lamb that will appear out of a thicket at the last minute to ‘save’ the situation. 
Rather this ‘only Son’ will himself become the ‘lamb’ and ‘Saviour of the world’ (see e.g. John 1.29).

There is other evidence in the New Testament that early Christians, in seeking to understand the meaning of 
Jesus’ death – drew upon the analogy that was offered by the near sacrifice of Isaac. For example the 
reflection offered by Paul in Romans 8.32, ‘God did not withhold his own Son but gave him up for all of 
us…’ seems to draw on the language used in the story of Abraham and Isaac. The fact that Christ died on the
‘wood’ of the cross assisted the comparison with the tale of Abraham and Isaac in which ‘wood’ also plays a 
key role. It is no accident that in formal liturgies in church during Holy Week Genesis 22 is often read.
15 A phrase used of this story by Erich Auerbach



But it is the Gospel of John which seems to explore most profoundly this comparison between the sacrifice 
of Isaac and the death of Jesus Christ – and its meaning. In this analogy God the Father takes on the double 
roles of God and father from the story of Abraham and Isaac and in doing so radically expands the 
importance of the ‘love’ which lies at the heart of the story. Instead of the challenge apparently once offered 
to Abraham to show that his love for God was greater than his love for his Son, now it is the Father’s love 
for both Son and world that means that the gift of the Son is given freely.  And it enables us to begin to 
understand more about the nature of love: that its power lies in its essential vulnerability which makes it 
stronger than hate. Over the centuries there have been many ‘explanations’ of how the crucifixion of Christ 
‘works’ to restore the relationship between God and humanity; perhaps for our age we need to be encouraged
to explore it primarily from the dimension of ‘love’ which is both a matter of heart and of will.  For humanly 
speaking we know that there is an intrinsic relationship between love and sacrifice: for those we love we are 
willing to give our all, and though apparently made weak, we discover a renewed strength which can change 
not only ourselves but also those who are the object of our love.  It was a true instinct that led to those words 
from the Gospel of John ‘ Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends’ 
(John 15.13) being placed on many war memorials, even though as Christians we would want now both to 
expand and to qualify how it has been used in this way.

As is suggested in the introductory paragraph for this week ‘love’ can and does draw together the great 
biblical themes we have explored earlier in our course: God’s absence and presence,  human relationships 
and reconciliation, sorrow and joy. It weaves them together and will thread them all through the cross, that 
life-giving sign at the heart of our faith.

After Genesis 22 there is not very much about ‘love’ in the rest of Genesis. The word is used to speak of 
Isaac’s love for Rebecca, and then it seems to go downhill, as it appears a few times in the tales of Jacob and 
Esau and Joseph and his brothers in a way which seems to emphasise unfair favouritism. Of course ‘love’ 
does feature often in much of the rest of the Old Testament, not least in the parts of scripture where the 
relationship between God and the people of Israel is compared to a marriage, which has produced some of 
the most ‘heart burning’ texts in the Old Testament. The idiom of sacrifice also reappears, used for example 
of Moses’ self-sacrifice on behalf of his people, or of the ‘man of sorrows’ who is wounded for the 
transgression of others. In both these instances  sacrifice seems to draw very close to our understanding of 
love.

But it is interesting to contrast how rarely the word ‘love’ is employed in Genesis with the Gospel of John’s 
profligate use. It is as though once ‘love’ has been first mentioned in John 3.16 the flood gates are open. A 
few verses further on the Father’s love for the Son is explicitly stated (3.35) and repeated again in 5.20 and 
10.17. Then importantly Jesus’ specific, concrete, particular and practical love for Mary, Martha and 
Lazarus, the family at Bethany, is emphasised in 11.5. Following this the Farewell Discourses circle round 
and round again to explore the varied dimensions of love: Jesus’ love for his disciples, his demand that the 
disciples mirror this by loving one another, and his promise that they will abide in the Father’s love. What is 
also important to note is that in these chapters in which love is explored so intensely that the unity of Father 
and Son is also emphasised: ‘As you, Father, are in me and I in you’ which then extends to include us in this 
dwelling of love, ‘may they also be in us’ (John 17.20). Perhaps it reminds us of the stress back in Genesis 
22 on the word ‘together’ to speak of the journey of Abraham and Isaac. Similarly in the journey to the cross 
Father and Son need to experience it together. It is somehow important – crucial one might literally say – 
that if love is to involve sacrifice then the one who is to undergo this experience needs to be a full and 
willing participant in the act.

Something to explore and discuss

• What do you think about the story of Abraham and Isaac told in Genesis 22?

• What is the relationship between passion and passion? Or to put it in different words do you think 
that powerful love is inevitably intertwined in some way with self-sacrifice and suffering?

• Does the strength of love lie partly in its vulnerability?



• Does our age value ‘sacrifice’ in the way that previous generations did? What forms can and should 
‘sacrifice’ take today?

Something to pray

If only we had been there
when the earth was born
perhaps we would have seen more clearly
how precious is our world, how fragile and irreplaceable,
perhaps we might have cherished it better and loved it more
If only we had been there
When the morning stars sang together, and the holy ones shouted for joy.

If only we had been there
when the vast cathedral of the skies first soared aloft
perhaps the music of the stars
would have soothed our spirits,
and played their harmonies into the lyrics of our lives,
perhaps we too might have learned by heart the great psalm of peace
If only we had been there
When the morning stars sang together, and the holy ones shouted for joy.

If only we had been there
when people could meet God face to face, in garden or in whirlwind,
perhaps it would have been easier to live with questions,
knowing God didn’t want us to stop asking them -
perhaps we might have understood they can’t all be answered - at least this side of eternity –
If only we had been there
When the morning stars sang together, and the holy ones shouted for joy

If only we had been there,
when the lamb of God was offered before the world’s foundation,
perhaps we would have grasped the texture of our universe’s strange fabric,
still being woven through with love and sacrifice,
perhaps we too might have learned obedience, treading the path of the servant Son,
If only we had been there
When the morning stars sang together, and the holy ones shouted for joy.
(Prayer originally inspired by Job 38)

Something to take away

What does love look like? It has the hands to help others. It has the feet to hasten to the poor and needy. It 
has eyes to see misery and want. It has the ears to hear the sighs and sorrows of men, women and children. 
That is what love looks like. (St Augustine of Hippo)


