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Moral Theology of the Cross

Ash Wednesday, March 5™, is the first day of Lent, and
Lent is a sacred season devoted to the cross of Christ. |
have mentioned this several times before. The Season of
Advent prepares us for and anticipates Christmas. Lent, on
the other hand, is quite different. Lent culminates with Je-
sus’ crucifixion and death. It should not anticipate Easter’s
resurrection because to do so softens the reality of Jesus’
tortured, public execution. These need to be approached as
they were by the historical Jesus in His full human nature.
The cross’ trauma — physical, psychological and spiritual,
cannot be diminished by Jesus of Nazareth’s prior compre-
hension that it would be reversed on Easter. Jesus endured
the fearsome reality of the cross’ physical torture, His aban-
donment by everyone, thoughts of His ministry’s failure,
and His bewilderment about God’s absence, and none of
this was or should be lessened by the assurance of Easter’s
triumph.

Why in the world did Jesus not flee when He had His
chances? What held His tongue as priests, politicians and
the public enjoyed the spectacle? Even if for no one else,
Jesus believed to His final breath in the power of His exam-
ple. Jesus died absolutely faithful to His gospel message
and to His ministry for the sake of others, especially the
weak and powerless. The cross is the last and most power-
ful testament of Jesus” unconditional love.

When  Paul converts and
becomes a follower of Jesus,
the cross is not the end of the
Jesus story. It is the focus of the

story. Paul writes, “I did not
come proclaiming  the
mystery of God to you in lofty
words or wisdom.  For |
decided to know nothing
among you except Jesus

Christ, and him crucified.” (1 Corinthians 2:1-2)

Later in this same Epistle, Paul must offer pastoral advice
from a distance. Thank God it was from a distance. Paul
founded the church at Corinth. He reminds the church, “I
planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth,” and
“For though you might have ten thousand guardians in
Christ, you do not have many fathers. Indeed, in Christ Je-
sus | became your father through the gospel.” (3:6; 4:15)
As an apostle, however, Paul’s primary call was to estab-
lish new churches. This meant he was most often on the
move. When a problem or a question arose in one of his
churches, Paul would need to write and send his response.

And again, thank God for the distance, because these letters
become our New Testament Epistles.

They offer the inspired and timeless wisdom of the apos-
tle, and in this instance they reveal the moral theology of
the cross. Disputes have arisen within the community and
they are leading to divisions.

One such example is a situation that is no longer relevant,
but its solution most definitely is. Christians are torn over
food offered to idols. Some are arguing that they are strong
enough in their faith to eat the food because they are not
tempted to believe in such gods. Paul’s answer rises far
above the particulars of this situation. He teaches them to
“take care that this liberty of yours does not somehow be-
come a stumbling block to the weak [in the faith].” (8:9)

Paul urges them to consider others in their moral deci-
sions, to look beyond themselves and outward to the needs
of others. He bases this advice on Christ’s example, spe-
cifically that Jesus died on the cross for others. Thus, he
writes, “So by your knowledge those weak believers for
whom Christ died are destroyed.” (8:11) To disregard oth-
ers is to disregard Jesus’ sacrifice. Paul here makes the
cross the center of his moral theology.

For Christians morality is not lived in isolation. We are
called upon to imitate the example of Jesus (cf. 11:1). Paul
is targeting self-centeredness in this way. Paul is advocat-
ing that believers have a moral responsibility to others. The
cross is not only a precursor to the resurrection and salva-
tion. The cross stands on its own merits. It is about trans-
formation, about turning believers away from the natural
inclination of focusing on our own individual needs and
wants, and toward a deference for those of others.

Read 1 Corinthians 10:23 — 11:1 and see if it does not
strike you as strange when Paul warns against the described
behaviour “for the sake of conscience — I mean the other’s
conscience, not your own.” (10:28) In my personal Bible,
| have drawn a question mark next to this verse because |
continue to struggle with its meaning and implications.
Paul is advancing the moral thought that the other person’s
concern must be our concern because it’s Jesus’ concern.
How strange this is to someone like me raised in the Amer-
ican culture of individualism, and now of disdain for com-
passion and empathy. But shouldn’t revelation raise ques-
tions in our minds, questions that challenge us and maybe
change us? Shouldn’t the expensive lesson of Jesus’ cross
be worth more than a casual consideration? As Paul applied
broadly the lessons of the cross in Corinth, may Lent’s 40
days help us to do the same in our world and our daily lives.



MARCH EVENTS

Wed. 5" Ash Wednesday, first day of Lent.
Worship Service at the Whately Church at 7:00pm, Rev. Randy preaching.
Sat 8" Rev. Randy will attend Super Saturday in Shrewsbury, MA
Daylight Savings Time — remember to turn clocks AHEAD one hour before retiring.
Tue. 11" Rev. Randy will attend the Association clergy lunch in Hadley at noon.
Online Bible study group from 7 — 8:00pm.
Wed. 12" Monthly meeting of the Board of Trustees at 7:00pm.
Wed. 19" Mid-Week Pause Lenten Service from 7 — 8:00pm.
Mon. 24" Online Bible study group from 7 — 8:00pm.
Tue. 25" Monthly meeting of the Board of Deacons at 6:00pm.
Sun. 30" One Great Hour of Sharing Offering will be accepted at Service.

REGULAR GATHERINGS

Sundays: Worship Service begins at 9:30am online and in person. Sunday School begins after the children’s
sermon during the worship Service.

Tuesdays: Yoga classes are offered every Tuesday in the church parlor at 5:30pm.

Thursdays: Choir rehearses in the parlor at 7:00pm, except July and August.

SEASON OF LENT

The Season of Lent begins with Ash Wednesday, continues for 40 days, and concludes on Holy Saturday. These
40 days mimic Jesus’ 40 days in the desert. Following His baptism, Jesus retreated into the wilderness to pray,
contemplate and fast so that He could determine what God was calling Him to do in life. Jesus is our Lenten
model.

Ash Wednesday falls on March 5". Ashes are an ancient symbol of repentance and of
mortality. The faithful are reminded that as ] Jesus strove to live into His calling, we are
likewise called to deepen our relationship with / God. This is repentance, to turn away from
distractions so that we can concentrate more ‘ clearly on the spiritual. The theme of mortality
reminds us that we are here only for a limited time. We should make the best possible use of that
time. On Ash Wednesday, we are invited to the Whately Church to participate in their worship

Service at 7:00pm, led by Rev. Dr. Cynthia Crosson-Harrington. Rev. Randy will preach the sermon.

Two weeks later on the 19" the Board of Deacons thought we should offer a special Lenten worship opportunity.
We are calling it a Mid-Week Pause. We invite any and all to gather at the church. We will share in a 10-15
minute meditation, and then offer the holy quiet of our church sanctuary. During that 45 minutes or any part of
it, people are free to read, meditate, pray, or just rest in the quiet of the church building. The Deacons hope this
will offer the faithful the dedicated time to come closer to Christ.

A Lenten Retreat is planned for Sunday, April 6™ from 2 — 5:00pm, followed by a potluck supper. This will
take place at the Sunderland Church. The general theme for the afternoon is “Christ and
the State / Christians and the State.” Jesus ran afoul of the state when He spoke the truth
of the gospel, and it cost Him His life. What does this example, this lived revelation, teach
us today as Christians? The retreat sessions will be led by Rev. Linda Rhinehart Neas of
the Sunderland Church, Larry Picard of the North Hadley Church, and Rev. Randy. A
sign-up sheet will be available at the church so that we have an idea of how many to prepare for, but even if you
don’t decide until the last moment you are still welcome.

Also during Lent, Rev. Randy posts a daily Lenten Blog at https://www.hatfieldchurch.org/pews-news/category/revd-up. These
are Randy’s daily reflections on each day’s Lectionary readings from the Bible. They encourage us to read the
Holy Scriptures, to think about them in possibly new ways, and to invite dialogue.

Lastly, 1 do hope that each of us will choose to make Sunday morning Services a priority. Gathering as the
church community helps us to help each other’s faith, and to share in the holy mystery that we together are the
body of Christ.

These are all shared Lenten practices, but it is hoped that all of us will find our own, individual ways to live into
the Lenten mystery of a God who loves us so much that God in Jesus was willing to die for us.



https://www.hatfieldchurch.org/pews-news/category/revd-up

ONLINE BIBLE STUDY GROUP
‘%\\\ Our online Bible study group is open to anyone with a desire to become more acquainted
— with the sacred writings of our faith tradition. During Lent, we are encouraged to concen-
Bible @ trate more on the faith. Reading the Bible is an excellent tool to do just that, and if you
tud§7 / would like to add Bible study, you are always welcome to join our group. No prior Bible
knowledge is required. Hopefully, whether an everyday Bible reader or one just beginning,
our discussions will have something to offer. If interested in joining our group, send an email to
randyc1897@gmail.com for the Zoom login or if you have any questions.
ONE GREAT HOUR OF SHARING (OGHS) OFFERING

This year’s theme, “Be the Light,” is based on Matthew 5:14, where Jesus remlnds God’s children that “you are
the light in the word.” It focuses on the many lives
changed through the gifts that enable UCC’s work
in disaster preparedness, immediate response and
long-term recovery as well as providing aid for
those displaced by political turmoil or struggling
with the injustices of economic inequity.

OGHS gifts are also used in awarding congrega- .
tions $250 matching grants to go toward making Church World Serwce emergency clean up kits, back-to-school
packs or hygiene Kits.

One of the four special mission offerings collected in the UCC, OGHS has a long history of coming to the aid
of others. OGHS began as an ecumenical movement in 1949 to rebuild a world torn about by war. Now, 76 years
later, the work of rebuilding and restoring continues.

According to Andrew Long-Higgins, team leader for UCC’s Global H.O.P.E. team, the words “be the light,”
“resonate deeply” with the work the UCC is called to do. Click on this link to learn more about OGHS:
https://vimeo.com/1031597207. This offering will be accepted on Sunday, March 30". And thank you.

SOCIAL MEDIA

Don’t forget to check in at our website and FaceBook page. The links are directly below. They are updated
several times each week and often share information from the larger church that we may not know of otherwise.
Please like our pages and posts and share them as you choose.

The Conference has created and constantly updates a new social media presence called Find Hope Now. It can
be found at www.findhopenow.org. The site is a concerted effort to offer messages of hope when so much in-
volving religion is defined by judgment and aspersion. As the site grows, it will allow individual congregations
such as ours to maintain a presence and to reach out to people in the southern New England region who are looking
for churches of hope. Take a look if you have a chance.

GROCERY CARDS

Big Y grocery card sales are a continuing fundraiser of our congregation. Please contact Linda M. if you would

like to purchase any. The church earns 5% on all sales. Thank you.

CONTACT INFO: HATFIELD CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH
Website: www.hatfieldchurch.org Facebook: www.facebook.com/First-Congregational-Church-of-Hatfield-UCC
Pastor: Rev. Randy Calvo 413-824-1630 randyc1897 @gmail.com

Music Minister: Anthony Tracia anthonytracia@gmail.com

Committee Chairpersons:

Benevolence, Amy N. Music Committee, Christina M.
Christian Education, Anita W. Real Folks Society, Amy N.
Church Moderator, Jonathan B. Treasurer, Mark G.
Clerk, Carolyn F Trustees, Ed M.
Deacons, Jeff F.
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Lenten Retreat 2025
Christ and the State / Christians and the State

At the Sunderland Congregational Church
Sunday, April 6
2 — 5:00pm, followed by a potluck supper

Opening Prayer Service
First Presentation: What's Love Got to Do with It?
Rev. Linda Rhinehart Neas
Second Presentation: Working from Weakness: the Power of the
Powerless
Larry Picard
Third Presentation: Karl Barth and what it means to follow
an executed Saviour
Rev. Randy Calvo

LENTEN
RETREAT




