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IGNITE
What biblical text sets your heart on fire?
This question is central to the LENT course for

Taking this biblical story as its starting point, the

2020.

course invites us to ‘open the scriptures’ and read

This phrase is drawn from one of the most

them with both our hearts and our heads.

evocative and treasured New Testament episodes
– the account of a mysterious stranger who meets
two people journeying on the road to Emmaus,
whose identity is eventually revealed as the three
of them break bread together (Luke 24: 13-38).
After the realisation dawns that their fellow
traveller was none other than Jesus himself, the
two disciples say to each other: ‘Were not our
hearts burning within us…’
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HEART TO HEART:
SORROW AND JOY
4 Jesus, by your dying we are born to new life; by your anguish and
labour we come forth in joy.
5 Despair turns to hope through your sweet goodness; through your
gentleness we find comfort in fear.
6 Your warmth gives life to the dead, your touch makes sinners
righteous.
7 Lord Jesus, in your mercy heal us; in your love and tenderness
remake us.
8 In your compassion bring grace and forgiveness, for the beauty of

OPENING MEDITATION

heaven may your love prepare us.
(Common Worship © The Archbishops’ Council 2005)

Jesus, like a mother you gather your

SYMBOL

people to you; you are gentle with
us as a mother with her children.
2 Often you weep over our sins and
our pride, tenderly you draw us from

STARTING OUT

Two bowls of water. A pile of salt.

•

Invite some members of the group to offer their ‘heartburning’ 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?

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.

hatred and judgement.
3 You comfort us in sorrow and bind
up our wounds, in sickness you
nurse us, and with pure milk you
feed us.
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Short passages from Genesis
and Psalm 22

removed from any form of change and suffering, and

preach on this text is by imagining that the ocean on

such views did influence the development of Christian

which the Ark will float is an ocean made up of God’s

theology.

own tears. It is however interesting to note the mention

Read the biblical passage and then ponder this

But the picture that we draw from the Bible itself feels

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

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.14
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

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.’

15

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.
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However though the heart of humanity may still be the

One result of the Bible’s willingness to speak of God’s

example in the wonderful harvest Psalm 126, ‘Those who

same, ‘the inclination of the human heart is evil from

responsiveness to human pain is that there is a form of

sow in tears shall reap in joy’.

youth’ but as God speaks to himself ‘in his heart’ we find

prayer to God which appears widely in the Old

that this heart has moved from regret to compassion.

Testament, perhaps especially the Book of Psalms,

The flood ‘has effected an irreversible change in God,

called ‘lament’. Lament isn’t exactly either confession or

who now will approach his creation with an unlimited

intercession – though it may have some links with both

patience and forbearance’.16 God will continue to grieve

of these forms of prayer. Lament is telling God in no

over human wickedness, but has pledged himself to

uncertain terms that there is something wrong with the

show forbearance. And this means that the promise that

world as I or we experience it, and demanding that God

God offers to Noah and all creation is one which will be

do something about it! Many Christians today – certainly

of great cost to God and which will necessitate divine

in the western world – find ‘lament’ embarrassing and

suffering. There is a pathway which leads from this

problematic. They don’t think it is polite to speak to God

promise to the weeping of Christ which is alluded to in

in that way. It is the antithesis of the stiff British upper lip!

the Song of Anselm.

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

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?

‘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

the psalms of lament (see box on Psalm 22 below).

in faith elements of human life that seem to be

Perhaps the first person to lament in the Old Testament

life can come through death – a real stretching of the

is Hagar; the Egyptian slave of Abraham and Sarah and

mind and heart in faith. The Scottish theologian Donald

the mother of Ishmael. She is certainly the first person in

Baillie once noted that ‘paradox comes into all religious

the Bible who is the subject of the verb ‘weep’ (Genesis

thought … because God cannot be comprehended in

21.16). It is interesting that it should be this ‘outsider’

any human words or in any of the categories of our finite

who is the first person to be described in this way. Cast

thought.’ Somehow joy and paradox do belong

out in the desert with her son, she weeps and laments as

together.

the water runs out and she waits for the boy to die.
Eventually God hears her. Do we too need to recover

contrasting and paradoxical – discovering indeed that

One of the points where ‘joy’ seems to be most clearly

the ability and willingness to ‘lament’ to God?

expressed in the New Testament is in the birth stories of

Weeping and lament though are not the end of the

There too paradox has a role to play in the biblical story:

story, either in the Bible or for God’s people today. In a

an old woman, a virgin both about to become mothers .

deep way they form a pattern of life that will eventually

There is indeed a paradoxical quality to motherhood. It

lead on to ‘joy’; those who mourn will one day be

does involve both pain and joy, weeping and happiness.

comforted. This is intrinsic to the rhythm of life that has

This is profoundly caught in the text of John 16.20-22

been known through human history, expressed for

which is given below. There is also a paradoxical quality

Jesus and John the Baptist as told in the Gospel of Luke.

to Mothering Sunday – that day which is celebrated in
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or fear us, and all the time getting further and further

somehow the face of Jesus seems to have been hidden

away from the face we were made to mirror, the face of

from the sight, or at least the understanding, of his

Jesus… How many different masks we seem to think we

companions as they walked the road together. Pictures

need – masks that make us powerful, invulnerable,

of the story offer different ways of suggesting this. For

beautiful, feared, acceptable, some that we have so

example a well known painting by the Chinese artist He

deeply internalized that we don’t even know that they

Qi shows us Jesus’ back rather than his face:

are just masks. But the irony is that, without these masks,
we are made in the image of God.’
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 Dancing Madonna by Maureen Coatman

the pains of one or other party that we fail to realise the
human needs of the other. There is a wonderful short

many of our churches around this time. For some it is a
day of profound happiness, for others an inevitable time

reflection by the Palestinian Christian Elias Chacour,
formerly Greek Catholic Archbishop of Galilee. Many

of sorrow.

years ago (before he was an Archbishop!) Chacour took

There is a wonderful reflection by Jane Williams which

for a meeting and discussion on Mount Tabor which is

draws out the implication of this: ‘Jesus’s face is what

the traditional site of the transfiguration of Jesus Christ.

ours is supposed to look like, if only we could be as

This comment by him was drawn out of his experience

human as God. Our faces are a series of masks that we

at that time:

try on and discard, always searching for the real “me”,
always looking for the face that will make others love us

a mixed group of young people, both Jews and Arabs,

What about the ‘face’ during that journey to Emmaus?
One of the intriguing aspects of the story is the fact that

https://www.heqiart.com/store/p176/44_The-Road-toEmmaus_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 chooses 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.
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.
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This year Mothering Sunday falls close in time to March

It is a picture of an old woman of northern Cyprus,

As we move through Lent and draw nearer to

25, which many Christian churches keep as the Feast of

painted by a British artist living there in 1974. The old

Passiontide and Easter to explore the meaning of

the Annunciation, celebrating the announcing to Mary of

woman looks both wise and long-suffering. My husband

weeping and joy can provide for us vital stepping-stones

the birth of Jesus (Luke 1.26-38). The ‘Magnificat’, Mary’s

Alan Amos, then living in Lebanon, bought the painting

on the path towards love.

song of celebration (Luke 1.46-55) which explicitly uses

from the artist, John Corbidge, in Bellapais a village near

the verb ‘rejoice’, celebrates the changes and the

Kyrenia in northern Cyprus during a visit to Cyprus in

contrasts that the birth of her son will inaugurate. Yet

1974. This was only a few weeks before the Turkish

such joy must be set alongside the sorrow that is

invasion of July-August that year, in which many people

implied by the words of Simeon to Mary, when he

were killed in Bellapais and the surrounding villages. We

greeted the infant Jesus in the Temple, ‘a sword will

will never know the fate of the old woman, the subject of

pierce your own heart also’. (Luke 2.35)

the picture. The painting itself however travelled back to

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.
Perhaps appropriately in this week there are two
contrasting pictures for our reflection.
The first picture (p.27), ‘the Dancing Madonna’ is found
at St Luke’s church in Duston, Northamptonshire. It
depicts a young Mary whirling her infant son around in a
joyful dance. Its wonderful exuberance is life-giving and
yet its history is also part of its meaning. It was sculpted
in 1976 as a memorial to Julie Buchanan, the wife of the
then vicar, a much-loved mother and cherished in the
parish, who died at the age of 35 after a long period of
illness.
The second picture (below) is unnamed and largely
unknown. It is very personal to my husband and myself.

Beirut with Alan, and survived in our apartment during
quite a number of years of the Lebanese civil war. When
in August 1982, during the Israeli invasion of Lebanon,
Alan and I came to leave Beirut, we manhandled the
picture (and the rest of our worldly possessions!) over
the rocks at Jounieh harbour as we eventually took a
ship for Cyprus. The painting has been with us ever
since and it speaks to us of the suffering of so many of
the peoples of the Middle East, often borne most
deeply by the women of the region.
And Emmaus? How does Emmaus resonate with this
week’s themes of human sorrow and joy? Transparently.
Near the beginning of the tale the sadness of the two
disciples is specifically referred to: ‘they stood still
looking sad’. The contrasting exuberance of their later
joy is underscored both by the very language of burning

Photo: Anthony Blake Photography

‘hearts’ and by the energy which would have been
required for their late night uphill return to Jerusalem!
Intrinsic also to the story is the empathetic yet
challenging way in which that mysterious traveller
responds to them.

"Weeping may linger for the night,
but joy comes with the morning.”
- Psalm 30:5

REFLECTION
There is no aspect of human life and emotion where
God is not present. Yet God’s way of being present
often confounds our expectations and our
preconceived notions. Moments of joy, of intimacy,
of confusion and despair can be the opportunity for
a deeper awareness of God’s presence. (Gemma
Simmonds)
Gratitude transforms the torment of memory of
good things now gone into silent joy. One bears
what was lovely in the past not as a thorn but as a
precious gift deep within, a hidden treasure of which
one can always be certain. (Dietrich Bonhoeffer)

yourself to be the sole heir of the whole world, and
more than so, because men are in it who are every
one sole heirs as well as you. Till you can sing and

Joy is the great enemy of narcissism. (Stanley
Hauerwas) See also the video at https://www.
theworkofthepeople.com/joy
John Piper offers a definition of Christian joy in this
v i d e o : h t t p s : / / w w w. y o u t u b e . c o m / w a t c h ?
v=inEsNrLEMEY
‘My joy, Christ is risen!’ (the greeting of St. Seraphim
of Sarov to all those who visited his monastic cell)
You never enjoy the world aright, till the Sea itself
floweth in your veins, till you are clothed with the
heavens, and crowned with the stars: and perceive

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

rejoice and delight in God, as misers do in gold, and

Does the biblical language of ‘heart’ resonate with

Kings in sceptres, you never enjoy the world. Till

you? What does it mean for you? Does it speak to

your spirit filleth the whole world, and the stars are

you of emotions, and love and longing? A friend

your jewels; till you are as familiar with the ways of

commented to me, based on his own personal

God in all Ages as with your walk and table: till you

experience, ‘Why is it we speak of the “heart” when it

are intimately acquainted with that shady nothing

comes to both human love and spirituality? The

out of which the world was made: till you love men

heart, after all, is the pumping organ that is no more

so as to desire their happiness, with a thirst equal to

emotional than the liver.

the zeal of your own: till you delight in God for
being good to all: you never enjoy the world.
(Thomas Traherne, 17th century poet and spiritual
writer)

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

Joy is not a requirement of Christian discipleship, it
is a consequence. (Eugene Peterson)
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THOMAS TRAHERNE
Thomas Traherne is a 17th century English poet and
religious author whose writings were little known until the
beginning of the 20th century when manuscripts of his
writings which had been lost for over 200 years were
rediscovered. Further Traherne manuscripts came to light
only about 20 years ago, one in the library of Lambeth
Palace. Traherne’s best known work is called ‘Centuries of
Meditations’. A key insight Traherne offers is the
importance of what he calls ‘felicity’ which he suggests
can most truly come about when human beings allow
themselves to be ‘transfigured’ by God. A beautiful series
of windows celebrating the life and works of Traherne can
be found in the cathedral of Hereford, his native city.
https://www.thomasdenny.co.uk/hereford-cathedral-thethomas-traherne-windows

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’?

"A man of sorrows and
acquainted with grief”
- Isaiah 53,3, (AV translation)

SOMETHING TO PRAY

TAKE AWAY

A Litany of biblical mothers

Christians in the Middle East have suffered much during

Leader: Eve, mother of our humanity,

the tumultuous events since the beginning of this

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

understand the profound sense of joy they convey

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.

century. Many western Christians find it difficult to
amidst the troubles – and persecution – that many have
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"Blessed are those who mourn, for
they will be comforted.”
- Matthew 5.4

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…

"And coming into sight of the city
Jesus wept over it, and said, if only
you had known on this great day the
things which make for peace.”
- Luke 19:42

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).

"My soul magnifies the Lord, and my
Spirit rejoices in God my Saviour.”
- Luke 1:46

But have you ever realised that that is a promise that
even God cannot keep unless we have learned how to

"I am convinced that neither death,
nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor
things present, nor things to come,
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor
anything else in all creation, will be
able to separate us from the love of
God in Christ Jesus our Lord.
- Romans 8.38-9

weep?

"Oh that my head were a spring of
water and a fountain of tears, that I
might weep day and night for the
slain of my poor people.”
- Jeremiah 9:1

"Blessed are those who mourn, for
they will be comforted.”
- Matthew 5.4
"God will wipe away every tear from
their eyes.”
- Revelation 21:4
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