Exploring the 2023 Lenten Journey of Faith Through the Book of Exodus and the Poems of R.S. Thomas

Orthodox Church of the Holy Cross
Medford, NJ

Monday, February 27, 2023

PROFETH

Prophet Moses R.S. Thomas

Throughout the weekdays of Great Lent we are encouraged to be grounded again in the characters and stories
of some primary and foundational Old Testament texts:

. Genesis

. Proverbs

. Isaiah

. the Psalms

We will hear the texts from Genesis, Proverbs, and the Psalms during the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts.
During Holy Week, we will move to the books of Exodus, Job, and Ezekiel.

This year for our Daily Lenten Reader, we’ll be focusing on passages from Exodus — there are 40 chapters and
so each day we’ll hear a chapter and I'll highlight certain images and texts that I'll return to in sermons
throughout Lent.

Exodus as a word comes from the Greek translation of the Old Testament — the Septuagint — and means “the
way or journey out.” It describes the liberation of the Jewish people from or “out of” their captivity in Egypt
and their 40 year journey in the wilderness towards the Promised Land. The key moment was the “Passover” —
the experience of passing over from liberation to freedom, from death to life. Rather than speak of “Easter,”
we likewise prefer to use the Greek translation of Passover — “Pascha” — to describe the nature and destination
of our Lenten journey, our celebration of Christ's passing over from death to life.
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Over their 40 year journey Moses and the Jewish people had a profound and challenging relationship with God
—in conversation, glory and praise, as well as uncertainty and confusion. Their challenge was how to
understand and express the nature of this relationship — how to speak of and with God, how to understand
God’s presence and absence.

As a conversation partner during this time, I'll also be sharing a daily poem from the Welsh Anglican poet and
priest, Ronald Stuart Thomas, known as R.S. Thomas (March 29, 1913 - September 25, 2000. September 25,
2004 is the day we celebrated the consecration of our church!)
I'll be telling you more about him, but for now it’s good to know that he described his poetic effort in this way:
“Primarily I'm trying to find out what it means to use the word ‘God’ in the late twentieth century.”
As we’ll see, Thomas was constantly exploring or “pressing forward” with his questions of faith. As affirmed by
another writer, Thomas was asking - ““How do you sing the Lord’s song’” in times such as ours? Not, he
declared, by changing the questions so we can more easily answer them. The question remains, as it always
has been: the Cross, that sign of a ‘love fiercer than we can understand.”
EXODUS
Reading 1: Chapter 1

. Exodus begins where the book of Genesis — the first book in the Old Testament ends. The Jewish people
had come to Egypt with Jacob, whose son — Joseph — was already there.

. Everything seemed fine until Joseph died (which is described in the last verses of Genesis) and the new
Egyptian king who came to power — “did not know Joseph.”

. The Egyptians made life very difficult for the Jews: “They were ruthless in all the tasks that they
imposed on them.”

. Because the Jewish people were growing in numbers rapidly, the King demanded that the Jewish
midwives kill any newborn Jewish boys, but let the girls live.

. But the midwives did not follow his command.

. The chapter ends with Pharoah’s directive: “Every boy that is born to the Hebrews you shall throw into
the Nile, but you shall let every girl live.

. This prepares us for the entrance of Moses.
Exodus Chapter 1

1 These are the names of the sons of Israel who came to Egypt with Jacob, each with his household: 2 Reuben,
Simeon, Levi, and Judah, 3 Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin, 4 Dan and Naphtali, Gad and Asher. 5 The total
number of people born to Jacob was seventy. Joseph was already in Egypt. 6 Then Joseph died, and all his
brothers, and that whole generation. 7 But the Israelites were fruitful and prolific; they multiplied and grew
exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them.
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The Israelites Are Oppressed

8 Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph. 9 He said to his people, “Look, the Israelite
people are more numerous and more powerful than we. 10 Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, or they will
increase and, in the event of war, join our enemies and fight against us and escape from the

land.” 11 Therefore they set taskmasters over them to oppress them with forced labor. They built supply cities,
Pithom and Rameses, for Pharaoh. 12 But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and
spread, so that the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites. 13 The Egyptians became ruthless in imposing tasks
on the Israelites, 14 and made their lives bitter with hard service in mortar and brick and in every kind of field
labor. They were ruthless in all the tasks that they imposed on them.

15 The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah and the other

Puah, 16 “When you act as midwives to the Hebrew women, and see them on the birthstool, if it is a boy, kill
him; but if it is a girl, she shall live.” 17 But the midwives feared God; they did not do as the king of Egypt
commanded them, but they let the boys live. 18 So the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and said to
them, “Why have you done this, and allowed the boys to live?” 19 The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the
Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women; for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife
comes to them.” 20 So God dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied and became very

strong. 21 And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families. 22 Then Pharaoh commanded all his
people, “Every boy that is born to the Hebrews you shall throw into the Nile, but you shall let every girl live.”

from “Fugue for Ann Griffiths”
(Welsh airs, 1987)

by R.S. Thomas

There are other pilgrimages

to make beside Jerusalem, Rome;
beside the one into the no-man’s -

land beyond the microscope’s carry.
If you came in winter,

you could find the tree
with your belief still crucified

upon it, that for her at all

times was in blossom, the resurrection
of one that had come seminally

down to raise the deciduous human
body to the condition of his body.



Our Daily Lenten Reader, Tuesday, February 28, 2023, Reading #2 — Exodus 2: The Birth of Moses /
R.S. Thomas — “Groping”

by Marc Chagall

e We hear of Moses’ birth and how dangerous it was to allow a Jewish boy to live. His mother hid him for 3
months and then put him in a papyrus basket and placed it among the reeds on the bank.



e The Hebrew word for basket — “tebah” —is only used twice in the Old Testament — here and for Noah’s ark
(Gen 6-9). As noted by Harvard Divinity Professor Dudley Rose:

“Literally, the text says that Moses’ mother made a papyrus ark for her son. It surely wasn’t an ark of many
cubits like as Noah’s, but she made an ark. This ark and the one that Noah built are the only places in all the
Bible that this word is used. As before, the use of this word is not an accidental coincidence. Moses mother
made him an ark. Like Noah’s, it was to be an ark of salvation. As Noah’s ark saved humanity, this tiny
papyrus ark saved the Hebrew people.”

e His sister stood by and watched: though her name is not given, we will learn that her name is Miriam and
she becomes an important part of the story

e the name, “Moses,” is considered here a Hebrew name, meaning “to draw,” but others consider that it really
has an Egyptian origin implying, “...is born” (mesu).

e Though Moses seems to have been raised by Pharaoh’s daughter he rediscovers his Hebrew roots and kills an
Egyptian in defense of another Hebrew

e For this he goes to the land of Midian in exile, and eventually saves and eventually marries, Zipporah, the
daughter of Ruel - having met her by a well — which is how many important encounters take place
throughout the Old and New Testaments

® Though the Pharaoh dies, the Hebrew people continue to suffer and

God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God looked
upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them.

which sets the next part of the story into motion.

Exodus Chapter 2

Birth and Youth of Moses

2 Now a man from the house of Levi went and married a Levite woman. 2 The woman conceived and bore a
son; and when she saw that he was a fine baby, she hid him three months. 3 When she could hide him no
longer she got a papyrus basket (an ark) for him, and plastered it with bitumen and pitch; she put the child in
it and placed it among the reeds on the bank of the river. 4 His sister stood at a distance, to see what would
happen to him.

5 The daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe at the river, while her attendants walked beside the river. She
saw the basket among the reeds and sent her maid to bring it. 6 When she opened it, she saw the child. He
was crying, and she took pity on him. “This must be one of the Hebrews’ children,” she said. 7 Then his sister
said to Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall | go and get you a nurse from the Hebrew women to nurse the child for
you?” 8 Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, “Yes.” So the girl went and called the child’s mother. 9 Pharaoh'’s
daughter said to her, “Take this child and nurse it for me, and | will give you your wages.” So the woman took
the child and nursed it. 10 When the child grew up, she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, and she took him
as her son. She named him Moses, “because,” she said, “lI drew him out of the water.”



Moses Flees to Midian

11 One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to his people and saw their forced labor. He saw an
Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his kinsfolk. 12 He looked this way and that, and seeing no one he killed
the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. 13 When he went out the next day, he saw two Hebrews fighting; and
he said to the one who was in the wrong, “Why do you strike your fellow Hebrew?” 14 He answered, “Who
made you a ruler and judge over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?” Then Moses was
afraid and thought, “Surely the thing is known.” 15 When Pharaoh heard of it, he sought to kill Moses.

But Moses fled from Pharaoh. He settled in the land of Midian, and sat down by a well. 16 The priest of
Midian had seven daughters. They came to draw water, and filled the troughs to water their father’s

flock. 17 But some shepherds came and drove them away. Moses got up and came to their defense and
watered their flock. 18 When they returned to their father Reuel, he said, “How is it that you have come back
so soon today?” 19 They said, “An Egyptian helped us against the shepherds; he even drew water for us and
watered the flock.” 20 He said to his daughters, “Where is he? Why did you leave the man? Invite him to break
bread.” 21 Moses agreed to stay with the man, and he gave Moses his daughter Zipporah in marriage. 22 She
bore a son, and he named him Gershom; for he said, “I have been an alien[c] residing in a foreign land.”

23 After a long time the king of Egypt died. The Israelites groaned under their slavery, and cried out. Out of
the slavery their cry for help rose up to God. 24 God heard their groaning, and God remembered his
covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 25 God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them.

[Note: In this poem, I’'m thinking of Moses having to go off into exile and all of us on some kind of journey,
either through Great Lent or just each day.]
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https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=exodus+2&version=NRSVCE#fen-NRSVCE-1577c

Groping
by R.S. Thomas

Moving away is only to the boundaries
of the self. Better to stay here.
| said, leaving the horizons
clear. The best journey to make
is inward. It is the interior
that calls. Eliot heard it.
Wordsworth turned from the great hills
of the north to the precipice
of his own mind, and let himself
down for the poetry stranded
on the bare ledges.
For some
it is all darkness; for me, too,
it is dark. But there are hands
there | can take, voices to hear
solider than the echoes
without. And sometimes a strange light
shines, purer than the moon,
casting no shadow, that is
the halo upon the bones



Our Daily Lenten Reader, Wednesday, March 1: Reading #3 — Exodus 3: Moses, the Burning Bush and the
Divine Name / R.S. Thomas — “The Bright Field”

from the Synagogue at Dura Europos

| PROFETI

* Today’s reading, Chapter 3, is one of the most important in Exodus and probably the whole Bible!

e |t takes place at Horeb, “the mountain of God,” which is also called in other places, “Mt Sinai.”
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e “The angel of the Lord” — who manifests God’s presence appears in “a flame out of the midst of a bush” that
“was burning, yet it was not consumed.”

® The icon above of Moses show the bush in his hand and the Church’s interpretation of it as an image of the
Virgin — who gave birth to God, yet remains a Virgin.

* The place is considered holy and Moses is required by God Himself calls out of the bush and instructs
mMoses to “put off your shoes...for the place you are standing is holy ground."

* Moses hid his face because he was afraid to look at God.

e God affirms that He has heard the cries of His people and has “come down to deliver them.” He tells Moses
what He will do.

e \When Moses asks, “If | come to the people of Israel and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me
to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall | say to them?”

14 God said to Moses, “l am who | am.”

® This expression, “l am who | am,” appears in Greek as “Ho On” in the halo of the icons of Jesus — identifying
Him with God and this story.

* For more on this, see the article by Fr. Steven Bingham:

On The Origin of O ON in The Halo of Christ

https://orthodoxartsjournal.org/on-the-origin-of-%E1%BD%81-%E1%BD%A4%CE%BD-in-the-halo-of-christ/

Moses at the Burning Bush

3 Now Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro, (also known as Ruel) the priest of Mid'ian; and
he led his flock to the west side of the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 2 And the angel
of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush; and he looked, and lo, the bush was
burning, yet it was not consumed. 3 And Moses said, “I will turn aside and see this great sight, why the bush is
not burnt.” 4 When the Lord saw that he turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, “Moses,
Moses!” And he said, “Here am I.” 5 Then he said, “Do not come near; put off your shoes from your feet, for
the place on which you are standing is holy ground.” 6 And he said, “l am the God of your father, the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.

7 Then the Lord said, “I have seen the affliction of my people who are in Egypt, and have heard their cry
because of their taskmasters; | know their sufferings, 8 and | have come down to deliver them out of the hand
of the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and
honey, to the place of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Per'izzites, the Hivites, and the

Jeb’usites. 9 And now, behold, the cry of the people of Israel has come to me, and | have seen the oppression
with which the Egyptians oppress them. 10 Come, | will send you to Pharaoh that you may bring forth my
people, the sons of Israel, out of Egypt.” 11 But Moses said to God, “Who am | that | should go to Pharaoh,
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and bring the sons of Israel out of Egypt?” 12 He said, “But | will be with you; and this shall be the sign for
you, that | have sent you: when you have brought forth the people out of Egypt, you shall serve God upon
this mountain.”

The Divine Name Revealed

13 Then Moses said to God, “If | come to the people of Israel and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has
sent me to you,” and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall | say to them?” 14 God said to Moses, “l am
who | am.” And he said, “Say this to the people of Israel, ‘l am has sent me to you.”” 15 God also said to
Moses, “Say this to the people of Israel, ‘The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’: this is my name for ever, and thus | am to be remembered
throughout all generations. 16 Go and gather the elders of Israel together, and say to them, ‘The Lord, the
God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, has appeared to me, saying, “I have observed
you and what has been done to you in Egypt; 17 and | promise that | will bring you up out of the affliction of
Egypt, to the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Per’izzites, the Hivites, and the Jeb’usites, a
land flowing with milk and honey.”’

18 And they will hearken to your voice; and you and the elders of Israel shall go to the king of Egypt and say to
him, ‘The Lord, the God of the Hebrews, has met with us; and now, we pray you, let us go a three days’ journey
into the wilderness, that we may sacrifice to the Lord our God.” 19 | know that the king of Egypt will not let you
go unless compelled by a mighty hand. 20 So | will stretch out my hand and smite Egypt with all the wonders
which | will do in it; after that he will let you go. 21 And | will give this people favor in the sight of the
Egyptians; and when you go, you shall not go empty, 22 but each woman shall ask of her neighbor, and of her
who sojourns in her house, jewelry of silver and of gold, and clothing, and you shall put them on your sons and
on your daughters; thus you shall despoil the Egyptians.”

The Bright Field
by R.S. Thomas

| have seen the sun break through

to illuminate a small field

for a while, and gone my way

and forgotten it. But that was the

pearl of great price, the one field that had
treasure in it. | realize now

that | must give all that | have

to possess it. Life is not hurrying

on to a receding future, nor hankering after
an imagined past. It is the turning

aside like Moses to the miracle

of the lit bush, to a brightness

that seemed as transitory as your youth
once, but is the eternity that awaits you.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Thursday, March 2:
Reading #4 — Exodus 4: Moses Has Some Questions and God Responds
R.S. Thomas - “The Answer”

Throughout Exodus Moses presents God with many questions in order to support and explain what He
plans to do, and what He expects of Moses — who often seems to be trying to find a way out from doing
these things!

In Chapter 3 Moses said to God, “Who am | that | should go to Pharaoh, and bring the sons of Israel
out of Egypt?” and God replied, that, “I will be with you.”

Then Moses said to God, “If | come to the people of Israel and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers
has sent me to you,” and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall | say to them?” And God replied:
“Say this to the people of Israel, ‘l am has sent me to you.”

In today’s chapter, Moses asks: “But suppose they do not believe me or listen to me, but say,
‘The Lord did not appear to you,” then God enables and reveals certain signs that Moses will be able to
perform.

Moses complains: “O my Lord, | have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor even now that you
have spoken to your servant; but | am slow of speech and slow of tongue.”

God replies: Now go, and | will be with your mouth and teach you what you are to speak.”
Moses answers: “O my Lord, please send someone else.”

God angrily replies: “What of your brother Aaron the Levite? | know that he can speak fluently; even
now he is coming out to meet you, and when he sees you his heart will be glad. 15 You shall speak to
him and put the words in his mouth; and | will be with your mouth and with his mouth, and will teach
you what you shall do. 16 He indeed shall speak for you to the people; he shall serve as a mouth for
you, and you shall serve as God for him.”

Moses returns to Egypt and God instructs him how he (and Aaron) will need to speak to Pharaoh and
what God requires.

Section, verses 24-26, describes a strange story which traces the origins of the practice of circumcision
(which had earlier been described in Genesis 17:9-14).

Along the way, Moses reunites with Aaron and describes all that the Lord has told him and the signs
that will be done. "Aaron spoke all the words that the Lord had spoken to Moses, and performed the
signs in the sight of the people. The people believed; and when they heard that the Lord had given
heed to the Israelites and that he had seen their misery, they bowed down and worshiped."
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Exodus 4
Moses’ Miraculous Power

4 Then Moses answered, “But suppose they do not believe me or listen to me, but say, ‘The Lord did not
appear to you.”” 2 The Lord said to him, “What is that in your hand?” He said, “A staff.” 3 And he said, “Throw it
on the ground.” So he threw the staff on the ground, and it became a snake; and Moses drew back from

it. 4 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Reach out your hand, and seize it by the tail”—so he reached out his hand
and grasped it, and it became a staff in his hand— 5 “so that they may believe that the Lord, the God of their
ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has appeared to you.”

6 Again, the Lord said to him, “Put your hand inside your cloak.” He put his hand into his cloak; and when he
took it out, his hand was leprous, as white as snow. 7 Then God said, “Put your hand back into your cloak” —so
he put his hand back into his cloak, and when he took it out, it was restored like the rest of his body— 8 “If
they will not believe you or heed the first sign, they may believe the second sign. 9 If they will not believe even
these two signs or heed you, you shall take some water from the Nile and pour it on the dry ground; and the
water that you shall take from the Nile will become blood on the dry ground.”

10 But Moses said to the Lord, “O my Lord, | have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor even now that
you have spoken to your servant; but | am slow of speech and slow of tongue.” 11 Then the Lord said to him,
“Who gives speech to mortals? Who makes them mute or deaf, seeing or blind? Is it not I, the Lord? 12 Now
go, and | will be with your mouth and teach you what you are to speak.” 13 But he said, “O my Lord, please
send someone else.” 14 Then the anger of the Lord was kindled against Moses and he said, “What of your
brother Aaron the Levite? | know that he can speak fluently; even now he is coming out to meet you, and
when he sees you his heart will be glad. 15 You shall speak to him and put the words in his mouth; and | will be
with your mouth and with his mouth, and will teach you what you shall do. 16 He indeed shall speak for you to
the people; he shall serve as a mouth for you, and you shall serve as God for him. 17 Take in your hand this
staff, with which you shall perform the signs.”

Moses Returns to Egypt

18 Moses went back to his father-in-law Jethro and said to him, “Please let me go back to my kindred in Egypt
and see whether they are still living.” And Jethro said to Moses, “Go in peace.” 19 The Lord said to Moses in
Midian, “Go back to Egypt; for all those who were seeking your life are dead.” 20 So Moses took his wife and
his sons, put them on a donkey, and went back to the land of Egypt; and Moses carried the staff of God in his
hand.

21 And the Lord said to Moses, “When you go back to Egypt, see that you perform before Pharaoh all the
wonders that | have put in your power; but | will harden his heart, so that he will not let the people

go. 22 Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the Lord: Israel is my firstborn son. 23 | said to you, “Let my
son go that he may worship me.” But you refused to let him go; now | will kill your firstborn son.””

24 On the way, at a place where they spent the night, the Lord met him and tried to kill him. 25 But Zipporah
took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin, and touched Moses’ feet with it, and said, “Truly you are a
bridegroom of blood to me!” 26 So he let him alone. It was then she said, “A bridegroom of blood by
circumcision.”
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27 The Lord said to Aaron, “Go into the wilderness to meet Moses.” So he went; and he met him at the
mountain of God and kissed him. 28 Moses told Aaron all the words of the Lord with which he had sent him,
and all the signs with which he had charged him. 29 Then Moses and Aaron went and assembled all the elders
of the Israelites. 30 Aaron spoke all the words that the Lord had spoken to Moses, and performed the signs in
the sight of the people. 31 The people believed; and when they heard that the Lord had given heed to the
Israelites and that he had seen their misery, they bowed down and worshiped.

In today’s poem, R.S. Thomas affirms as Moses learned that the questions in time slowly yield, but then “only
re-form as new problems.”

The Answer

by R. S. Thomas
Not darkness but twilight
in which even the best
of minds must make its way
now. And slowly the questions
occur, vague but formidable
for all that. We pass our hands
over their surface like blind
men, feeling for the mechanism
that will swing them aside. They
yield, but only to re-form
as new problems; and one
does not even do that
but towers immovable
before us.

Is there no way

other than thought of answering
its challenge? There is an anticipation
of it to the point of

dying. There have been times
when, after long on my knees

in a cold chancel, a stone has rolled
from my mind, and | have looked

in and seen the old questions lie
folded and in a place

by themselves, like the piled
graveclothes of love’s risen body.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Friday, March 3:
Reading #5 — Exodus 5: Moses - “Why Did You Ever Send Me?” / R.S. Thomas — “Threshold”

Exodus 5

e In today’s chapter and in R.S. Thomas’s poem, “Threshold,” we hear Moses and the poet stuck on the
guestion of “where can | go?” — moving backward or forward are unclear options as they try to understand
God’s presence and activity.

e Moses and Aaron go to see Pharaoh and inform him that, “the God of Israel, ‘Let my people go, so that they
may celebrate a festival to me in the wilderness’

e Pharaoh stated that he did “not know the Lord” and was unwilling to let the Jewish people go and even
demanded that they be given more work to do.

e The Israelite supervisors complained to Moses and Aaron about this additional work, stating — They said to
them, “The Lord look upon you and judge! You have brought us into bad odor with Pharaoh and his
officials, and have put a sword in their hand to kill us.”

* Moses turned to God and said: “O Lord, why have you mistreated this people? Why did you ever send
me? 23 Since | first came to Pharaoh to speak in your name, he has mistreated this people, and you have
done nothing at all to deliver your people.”

Bricks without Straw

5 Afterward Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and said, “Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘Let my
people go, so that they may celebrate a festival to me in the wilderness.”” 2 But Pharaoh said, “Who is

the Lord, that | should heed him and let Israel go? | do not know the Lord, and | will not let Israel go.” 3 Then
they said, “The God of the Hebrews has revealed himself to us; let us go a three days’ journey into the
wilderness to sacrifice to the Lord our God, or he will fall upon us with pestilence or sword.” 4 But the king of
Egypt said to them, “Moses and Aaron, why are you taking the people away from their work? Get to your
labors!” 5 Pharaoh continued, “Now they are more numerous than the people of the land[a] and yet you want
them to stop working!” 6 That same day Pharaoh commanded the taskmasters of the people, as well as their
supervisors, 7 “You shall no longer give the people straw to make bricks, as before; let them go and gather
straw for themselves. 8 But you shall require of them the same quantity of bricks as they have made
previously; do not diminish it, for they are lazy; that is why they cry, ‘Let us go and offer sacrifice to our

God. 9 Let heavier work be laid on them; then they will labor at it and pay no attention to deceptive words.”
10 So the taskmasters and the supervisors of the people went out and said to the people, “Thus says Pharaoh,
‘1 will not give you straw. 11 Go and get straw yourselves, wherever you can find it; but your work will not be
lessened in the least.”” 12 So the people scattered throughout the land of Egypt, to gather stubble for

straw. 13 The taskmasters were urgent, saying, “Complete your work, the same daily assignment as when you
were given straw.” 14 And the supervisors of the Israelites, whom Pharaoh’s taskmasters had set over them,
were beaten, and were asked, “Why did you not finish the required quantity of bricks yesterday and today, as
you did before?”

15 Then the Israelite supervisors came to Pharaoh and cried, “Why do you treat your servants like this? 16 No
straw is given to your servants, yet they say to us, ‘Make bricks!” Look how your servants are beaten! You are
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unjust to your own people.” 17 He said, “You are lazy, lazy; that is why you say, ‘Let us go and sacrifice to

the Lord.” 18 Go now, and work; for no straw shall be given you, but you shall still deliver the same number of
bricks.” 19 The Israelite supervisors saw that they were in trouble when they were told, “You shall not lessen
your daily number of bricks.” 20 As they left Pharaoh, they came upon Moses and Aaron who were waiting to
meet them. 21 They said to them, “The Lord look upon you and judge! You have brought us into bad odor
(“have made us stink”) with Pharaoh and his officials, and have put a sword in their hand to kill us.”

22 Then Moses turned again to the Lord and said, “O Lord, why have you mistreated this people? Why did you
ever send me? 23 Since | first came to Pharaoh to speak in your name, he has mistreated this people, and you
have done nothing at all to deliver your people.”

Threshold

by R.S. Thomas

| emerge from the mind’s

cave into the worse darkness
outside, where things pass and
the Lord is in none of them.

| have heard the still, small voice
and it was that of the bacteria
demolishing my cosmos. |

have lingered too long on

this threshold, but where can | go?
To look back is to lose the soul
| was leading upwards towards
the light. To look forward? Ah,

what balance is needed at
the edges of such an abyss.
| am alone on the surface
of a turning planet. What

to do but, like Michelangelo’s
Adam, put my hand

out into unknown space,

hoping for the reciprocating touch?
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Saturday, March 4:
Reading #6 — Exodus 6: God tells Moses “what He will do” to redeem His people / R.S. Thomas — “The letter”

® God reveals to Moses what He will “do to Pharaoh ...by a mighty hand.”

e God affirms that He is “the Lord, and | will free you from the burdens of the Egyptians and deliver you from
slavery to them. | will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment. | will take
you as my people, and | will be your God. You shall know that | am the Lord your God.”

e Moses is still unsure of himself and his abilities and he said to the Lord: “The Israelites have not listened to
me; how then shall Pharaoh listen to me, poor speaker that | am?” He repeats this statement at the end of
the chapter.

e The Lord will explain again to Moses in Chapter 7 —tomorrow’s chapter — what needs to be done.
Exodus 6:

Israel’s Deliverance Assured

6 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Now you shall see what | will do to Pharaoh: Indeed, by a mighty hand he
will let them go; by a mighty hand he will drive them out of his land.”

2 God also spoke to Moses and said to him: “l am the Lord. 3 | appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as God
Almighty, but by my name ‘The Lord’ | did not make myself known to them. 4 | also established my covenant
with them, to give them the land of Canaan, the land in which they resided as aliens. 5 | have also heard the
groaning of the Israelites whom the Egyptians are holding as slaves, and | have remembered my

covenant. 6 Say therefore to the Israelites, ‘l am the Lord, and | will free you from the burdens of the
Egyptians and deliver you from slavery to them. | will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty
acts of judgment. 7 | will take you as my people, and | will be your God. You shall know that | am

the Lord your God, who has freed you from the burdens of the Egyptians. 8 | will bring you into the land that |
swore to give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; | will give it to you for a possession. | am the Lord.” 9 Moses told
this to the Israelites; but they would not listen to Moses, because of their broken spirit and their cruel slavery.

10 Then the Lord spoke to Moses, 11 “Go and tell Pharaoh king of Egypt to let the Israelites go out of his

land.” 12 But Moses spoke to the Lord, “The Israelites have not listened to me; how then shall Pharaoh listen
to me, poor speaker that | am?” 13 Thus the Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, and gave them orders regarding
the Israelites and Pharaoh king of Egypt, charging them to free the Israelites from the land of Egypt.

The Genealogy of Moses and Aaron

14 The following are the heads of their ancestral houses: the sons of Reuben, the firstborn of Israel: Hanoch,
Pallu, Hezron, and Carmi; these are the families of Reuben. 15 The sons of Simeon: Jemuel, Jamin, Ohad,
Jachin, Zohar, and Shaul, the son of a Canaanite woman; these are the families of Simeon. 16 The following are
the names of the sons of Levi according to their genealogies: Gershon,[e] Kohath, and Merari, and the length
of Levi’s life was one hundred thirty-seven years. 17 The sons of Gershon:[f] Libni and Shimei, by their

families. 18 The sons of Kohath: Amram, Izhar, Hebron, and Uzziel, and the length of Kohath’s life was one
hundred thirty-three years. 19 The sons of Merari: Mahli and Mushi. These are the families of the Levites
according to their genealogies. 20 Amram married Jochebed his father’s sister and she bore him Aaron and
Moses, and the length of Amram’s life was one hundred thirty-seven years. 21 The sons of Izhar: Korah,
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Nepheg, and Zichri. 22 The sons of Uzziel: Mishael, Elzaphan, and Sithri. 23 Aaron married Elisheba, daughter
of Amminadab and sister of Nahshon, and she bore him Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar, and Ithamar. 24 The sons of
Korah: Assir, Elkanah, and Abiasaph; these are the families of the Korahites. 25 Aaron’s son Eleazar married one
of the daughters of Putiel, and she bore him Phinehas. These are the heads of the ancestral houses of the
Levites by their families.

26 It was this same Aaron and Moses to whom the Lord said, “Bring the Israelites out of the land of Egypt,
company by company.” 27 It was they who spoke to Pharaoh king of Egypt to bring the Israelites out of Egypt,
the same Moses and Aaron.

Moses and Aaron Obey God’s Commands

28 On the day when the Lord spoke to Moses in the land of Egypt, 29 he said to him, “I am the Lord; tell
Pharaoh king of Egypt all that | am speaking to you.” 30 But Moses said in the Lord’s presence, “Since | am a
poor speaker, why would Pharaoh listen to me?”

In the beginning of this chapter, God speaks to Moses of His power — His “mighty hand” and “what [He] will do
to Pharaoh.” In this poem R.S. Thomas speaks how powerful — “nothing” can be.

Here is a commentary on this poem by Jim Cotter:

The word ‘nothing” appears in the first and last stanza of this poem. The surface of the sea says nothing. Is that
marvelous? Or does that speak of its indifference towards us? And do we discover a freedom from the tyranny
of words when they no longer communicate. Can we be liberated by ‘nothing’? And what of the one who
prays, even if still kneeling, with eyes open, saying nothing? Nothing as the gateway to true prayer? A relief? A
calm acceptance?

The Letter
by R.S. Thomas

I look up from my book,

from the unreality of language,
and stare at the sea’s surface
that says nothing and means it.

This morning there came this letter
from the heart’s stranger, promising
to pray for me. What does that
mean? |, who am a man of prayer,

ask and am silent. Would he
make me insolvent? Strip me

of initiatives in order to repay
trust? Must | refrain from walking
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this same sea, lest sinking

| should deride him? Operate
my vehicle at no speed

to attribute to him the safety

to which | arrive? | think his god
is not my god, or he would not
ask for such things. | admit

he has driven me to my knees

but with my eyes open so that,

by long looking over concealed
fathoms, | gaze myself into accepting
that to pray true is to say nothing.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Sunday, March 5:
Reading #7 — Exodus 7: Pharoah’s heart is hardened and he refuses to let the people go: The First Plague /
R.S. Thomas — “The Other”

e The Lord again explains to Moses that he will be “like God to Pharaoh” and “Aaron shall be your prophet.”
e God will harden Pharaoh’s heart and will not listen.

e Moses was 80 years old and Aaron was 83 when they spoke to Pharaoh.

e The Lord enabled Aaron to “perform a wonder” by throwing down his rod and it became a snake.

e Pharaoh’s sorcerers and magicians were able to do the same — but Aaron’s rod swallowed them up.

e Since Pharoah’s heart was hardened and he refused to let the people go, the Lord set in motion the First of
Ten Plagues: He instructed Aaron to take his staff and stretch it over the waters of Egypt and and the water in
the Nile was turned to blood.

e Pharoah’s magicians were able to do the same and Pharaoh’s heart remained hardened.

Exodus 7:

7 The Lord said to Moses, “See, | have made you like God to Pharaoh, and your brother Aaron shall be your
prophet. 2 You shall speak all that | command you, and your brother Aaron shall tell Pharaoh to let the
Israelites go out of his land. 3 But | will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and | will multiply my signs and wonders in
the land of Egypt. 4 When Pharaoh does not listen to you, | will lay my hand upon Egypt and bring my people
the Israelites, company by company, out of the land of Egypt by great acts of judgment. 5 The Egyptians shall
know that | am the Lord, when | stretch out my hand against Egypt and bring the Israelites out from among
them.” 6 Moses and Aaron did so; they did just as the Lord commanded them. 7 Moses was eighty years old
and Aaron eighty-three when they spoke to Pharaoh.

Aaron’s Miraculous Rod

8 The Lord said to Moses and Aaron, 9 “When Pharaoh says to you, ‘Perform a wonder,’ then you shall say to
Aaron, ‘Take your staff and throw it down before Pharaoh, and it will become a snake.”” 10 So Moses and
Aaron went to Pharaoh and did as the Lord had commanded; Aaron threw down his staff before Pharaoh and
his officials, and it became a snake. 11 Then Pharaoh summoned the wise men and the sorcerers; and they
also, the magicians of Egypt, did the same by their secret arts. 12 Each one threw down his staff, and they
became snakes; but Aaron’s staff swallowed up theirs. 13 Still Pharaoh’s heart was hardened, and he would
not listen to them, as the Lord had said.

The First Plague: Water Turned to Blood

14 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Pharaoh’s heart is hardened; he refuses to let the people go. 15 Go to
Pharaoh in the morning, as he is going out to the water; stand by at the river bank to meet him, and take in
your hand the staff that was turned into a snake. 16 Say to him, ‘The Lord, the God of the Hebrews, sent me to
you to say, “Let my people go, so that they may worship me in the wilderness.” But until now you have not
listened. 17 Thus says the Lord, “By this you shall know that | am the Lord.” See, with the staff that is in my
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hand | will strike the water that is in the Nile, and it shall be turned to blood. 18 The fish in the river shall die,
the river itself shall stink, and the Egyptians shall be unable to drink water from the Nile.”” 19 The Lord said to
Moses, “Say to Aaron, ‘Take your staff and stretch out your hand over the waters of Egypt—over its rivers, its
canals, and its ponds, and all its pools of water—so that they may become blood; and there shall be blood
throughout the whole land of Egypt, even in vessels of wood and in vessels of stone.””

20 Moses and Aaron did just as the Lord commanded. In the sight of Pharaoh and of his officials he lifted up
the staff and struck the water in the river, and all the water in the river was turned into blood, 21 and the fish
in the river died. The river stank so that the Egyptians could not drink its water, and there was blood
throughout the whole land of Egypt. 22 But the magicians of Egypt did the same by their secret arts; so
Pharaoh’s heart remained hardened, and he would not listen to them, as the Lord had said. 23 Pharaoh
turned and went into his house, and he did not take even this to heart. 24 And all the Egyptians had to dig
along the Nile for water to drink, for they could not drink the water of the river.

25 Seven days passed after the Lord had struck the Nile.

The Other

by R.S. Thomas

In this poem, as stated by John McEllheanney, Thomas, the priest, recalls the ancient Hebrew theme of the
insomniac God — the Lord who ‘keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep.””

There are nights that are so still
that | can hear the small owl
calling

far off and a fox barking

miles away. It is then that | lie

in the lean hours awake listening
to the swell born somewhere in
the Atlantic

rising and falling, rising and
falling

wave on wave on the long shore
by the village that is without
light

and companionless. And the
thought comes

of that other being who is
awake, too,

letting our prayers break on him,
not like this for a few hours,

but for days, years, for eternity.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Monday, March 6:
Reading #8 — Exodus 8: The Second, Third, and Fourth Plagues / R.S. Thomas — “Adjustments”

. A certain pattern continues: The Lord gave instruction to Moses who went to Pharaoh with Aaron and
demanded that the people be allowed to leave to worship the Lord. Upon Pharoah’s refusal Aaron
performed the various plagues — some of which, Pharaoh’s magicians could also duplicate — but not all.

. Once the consequences of the plagues ceased, and there was a respite — Pharaoh’s heart remained
hardened and he would not listen.

The Second Plague: Frogs

8 Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Go to Pharaoh and say to him, “Thus says the Lord: Let my people go, so that
they may worship me. 2 If you refuse to let them go, | will plague your whole country with frogs. 3 The river
shall swarm with frogs; they shall come up into your palace, into your bedchamber and your bed, and into the
houses of your officials and of your people, and into your ovens and your kneading bowls. 4 The frogs shall
come up on you and on your people and on all your officials.”” 5 And the Lord said to Moses, ‘Say to Aaron,
“Stretch out your hand with your staff over the rivers, the canals, and the pools, and make frogs come up on
the land of Egypt.”’ 6 So Aaron stretched out his hand over the waters of Egypt; and the frogs came up and
covered the land of Egypt. 7 But the magicians did the same by their secret arts, and brought frogs up on the
land of Egypt.

8 Then Pharaoh called Moses and Aaron, and said, ‘Pray to the Lord to take away the frogs from me and my
people, and | will let the people go to sacrifice to the Lord.” 9 Moses said to Pharaoh, ‘Kindly tell me when | am
to pray for you and for your officials and for your people, that the frogs may be removed from you and your
houses and be left only in the Nile.! 10 And he said, ‘Tomorrow. Moses said, ‘As you say! So that you may know
that there is no one like the Lord our God, 11 the frogs shall leave you and your houses and your officials and
your people; they shall be left only in the Nile” 12 Then Moses and Aaron went out from Pharaoh; and Moses
cried out to the Lord concerning the frogs that he had brought upon Pharaoh. 13 And the Lord did as Moses
requested: the frogs died in the houses, the courtyards, and the fields. 14 And they gathered them together in
heaps, and the land stank. 15 But when Pharaoh saw that there was a respite, he hardened his heart, and
would not listen to them, just as the Lord had said.

The Third Plague: Gnats

16 Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Say to Aaron, “Stretch out your staff and strike the dust of the earth, so that it
may become gnats throughout the whole land of Egypt.”’ 17 And they did so; Aaron stretched out his hand
with his staff and struck the dust of the earth, and gnats came on humans and animals alike; all the dust of the
earth turned into gnats throughout the whole land of Egypt. 18 The magicians tried to produce gnats by their
secret arts, but they could not. There were gnats on both humans and animals. 19 And the magicians said to
Pharaoh, ‘This is the finger of God!’ But Pharaoh’s heart was hardened, and he would not listen to them, just
as the Lord had said.

The Fourth Plague: Flies

20 Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Rise early in the morning and present yourself before Pharaoh, as he goes out
to the water, and say to him, “Thus says the Lord: Let my people go, so that they may worship me. 21 For if you
will not let my people go, | will send swarms of flies on you, your officials, and your people, and into your
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houses; and the houses of the Egyptians shall be filled with swarms of flies; so also the land where they

live. 22 But on that day | will set apart the land of Goshen, where my people live, so that no swarms of flies
shall be there, that you may know that | the Lord am in this land. 23 Thus | will make a distinction[e] between
my people and your people. This sign shall appear tomorrow.”” 24 The Lord did so, and great swarms of flies
came into the house of Pharaoh and into his officials” houses; in all of Egypt the land was ruined because of the
flies.

25 Then Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron, and said, ‘Go, sacrifice to your God within the land.” 26 But
Moses said, ‘It would not be right to do so; for the sacrifices that we offer to the Lord our God are offensive to
the Egyptians. If we offer in the sight of the Egyptians sacrifices that are offensive to them, will they not stone
us? 27 We must go a three days’ journey into the wilderness and sacrifice to the Lord our God as he commands
us.’ 28 So Pharaoh said, ‘1 will let you go to sacrifice to the Lord your God in the wilderness, provided you do
not go very far away. Pray for me.” 29 Then Moses said, ‘As soon as | leave you, | will pray to the Lord that the
swarms of flies may depart tomorrow from Pharaoh, from his officials, and from his people; only do not let
Pharaoh again deal falsely by not letting the people go to sacrifice to the Lord.

30 So Moses went out from Pharaoh and prayed to the Lord. 31 And the Lord did as Moses asked: he removed
the swarms of flies from Pharaoh, from his officials, and from his people; not one remained. 32 But Pharaoh
hardened his heart this time also, and would not let the people go.

From “Adjustments”

by R.S. Thomas

In these chapters from Exodus we see the Lord revealing his presence and power against Pharaoh and the
Egyptian people. In some cases, Pharaoh’s magicians were able to duplicate these plagues, but the Lord —
working through Moses and Aaron — triumphed in each case; yet the heart of Pharaoh remained hardened and
unconvinced and he will not let the people go.

In this poem, R.S. Thomas who is sometimes called a “doubting-believer” acknowledges only knowing God (at
least at times) not through his power, but as an absence. Yet though he cannot “catch him at work,” one can
only say — “that here he has been."

Never known as anything

but an absence, | dare not name him
as God. Yet the adjustments

are made. There is an unseen

power, whose sphere is the cell

and the electron. We never catch

him at work, but can only say,

coming suddenly upon an amendment,
that here he has been.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Tuesday, March 7:
Reading #9 — Exodus 9: The Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh Plagues / R.S. Thomas — “Via Negativa”

e Because Pharaoh’s heart remained hardened and he would not let the Israel leave, God continued to send
various plagues against the Egyptians: a pestilence upon the livestock, boils on the people and animals, and
thunder and the heaviest hail ever to fall in Egypt

e With this last plague, Pharaoh states that he finally recognizes that he was wrong and that the people can
leave; but as soon Moses stretched out his hands and the thunder and hail stopped — Pharaoh’s heart was
again hardened and he would not let the people go.

Exodus 9:

The Fifth Plague: Livestock Diseased

Then the Lord said to Moses, “Go to Pharaoh, and say to him, ‘Thus says the Lord, the God of the Hebrews:
Let my people go, so that they may worship me. 2 For if you refuse to let them go and still hold them, 3 the
hand of the Lord will strike with a deadly pestilence your livestock in the field: the horses, the donkeys, the
camels, the herds, and the flocks. 4 But the Lord will make a distinction between the livestock of Israel and the
livestock of Egypt, so that nothing shall die of all that belongs to the Israelites.”” 5 The Lord set a time, saying,
“Tomorrow the Lord will do this thing in the land.” 6 And on the next day the Lord did so; all the livestock of
the Egyptians died, but of the livestock of the Israelites not one died. 7 Pharaoh inquired and found that not
one of the livestock of the Israelites was dead. But the heart of Pharaoh was hardened, and he would not let
the people go.

The Sixth Plague: Boils

8 Then the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Take handfuls of soot from the kiln, and let Moses throw it in the
air in the sight of Pharaoh. 9 It shall become fine dust all over the land of Egypt, and shall cause festering boils
on humans and animals throughout the whole land of Egypt.” 10 So they took soot from the kiln, and stood
before Pharaoh, and Moses threw it in the air, and it caused festering boils on humans and animals. 11 The
magicians could not stand before Moses because of the boils, for the boils afflicted the magicians as well as all
the Egyptians. 12 But the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh, and he would not listen to them, just as

the Lord had spoken to Moses.

The Seventh Plague: Thunder and Hail

13 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Rise up early in the morning and present yourself before Pharaoh, and say to
him, ‘Thus says the Lord, the God of the Hebrews: Let my people go, so that they may worship me. 14 For this
time | will send all my plagues upon you yourself, and upon your officials, and upon your people, so that you
may know that there is no one like me in all the earth. 15 For by now | could have stretched out my hand and
struck you and your people with pestilence, and you would have been cut off from the earth. 16 But this is why
| have let you live: to show you my power, and to make my name resound through all the earth. 17 You are still
exalting yourself against my people, and will not let them go. 18 Tomorrow at this time | will cause the heaviest
hail to fall that has ever fallen in Egypt from the day it was founded until now. 19 Send, therefore, and have
your livestock and everything that you have in the open field brought to a secure place; every human or animal
that is in the open field and is not brought under shelter will die when the hail comes down upon

them.” 20 Those officials of Pharaoh who feared the word of the Lord hurried their slaves and livestock off to a
secure place. 21 Those who did not regard the word of the Lord left their slaves and livestock in the open field.
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22 The Lord said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand toward heaven so that hail may fall on the whole land of
Egypt, on humans and animals and all the plants of the field in the land of Egypt.” 23 Then Moses stretched
out his staff toward heaven, and the Lord sent thunder and hail, and fire came down on the earth. And

the Lord rained hail on the land of Egypt; 24 there was hail with fire flashing continually in the midst of it, such
heavy hail as had never fallen in all the land of Egypt since it became a nation. 25 The hail struck down
everything that was in the open field throughout all the land of Egypt, both human and animal; the hail also
struck down all the plants of the field, and shattered every tree in the field. 26 Only in the land of Goshen,
where the Israelites were, there was no hail.

27 Then Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron, and said to them, “This time | have sinned; the Lord is in the
right, and | and my people are in the wrong. 28 Pray to the Lord! Enough of God’s thunder and hail! | will let
you go; you need stay no longer.” 29 Moses said to him, “As soon as | have gone out of the city, | will stretch
out my hands to the Lord; the thunder will cease, and there will be no more hail, so that you may know that
the earth is the Lord’s. 30 But as for you and your officials, | know that you do not yet fear

the Lord God.” 31 (Now the flax and the barley were ruined, for the barley was in the ear and the flax was in
bud. 32 But the wheat and the spelt were not ruined, for they are late in coming up.) 33 So Moses left
Pharaoh, went out of the city, and stretched out his hands to the Lord; then the thunder and the hail ceased,
and the rain no longer poured down on the earth. 34 But when Pharaoh saw that the rain and the hail and
the thunder had ceased, he sinned once more and hardened his heart, he and his officials. 35 So the heart of
Pharaoh was hardened, and he would not let the Israelites go, just as the Lord had spoken through Moses.

As we behold the various plagues inflicted upon the Egyptians we see God working through Moses and Aaron.
But from chapter 3 we still recognize that He was revealed in fire and even His name — “I AM” —is an unclear
manifestation of His existence. As expressed by John McEllhenney, “The Bible’s God is elusively present in
human lives — a point made by biblical authors, not with straightforward theological statements, but by telling
stories about men and women who experience God as unseeable, unpredictable, and unknowable — a self-
concealing God.”

Next week, on the Second Sunday of Great Lent, we’ll remember St. Gregory Palamas who affirmed that the
revelation of God’s presence is framed by the ultimate incomprehensibility of His essence.

We'll hear over this week’s poems how this was understood by R.S. Thomas.
Via Negativa
by R.S. Thomas

Why no! | never thought other than

That God is that great absence

In our lives, the empty silence

Within, the place where we go

Seeking, not in hope to

Arrive or find. He keeps the interstices [note: the spaces between things]
In our knowledge, the darkness

Between stars. His are the echoes

We follow, the footprints he has just
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Left. We put our hands in

His side hoping to find

It warm. We look at people

And places as though he had looked
At them, too; but miss the reflection.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Wednesday, March 8:
Reading #10 — Exodus 10: The Eighth and Ninth Plagues - Locusts and Darkness / R.S. Thomas, “The Absence”

e God affirms to Moses that He has hardened his heart and the heart of his officials “in order that | may show
these signs of mine among them” and so that all that He has done may be told to Israel’s children and
grandchildren.

e Moses and Aaron are sent to Moses to inform Pharaoh that if he continues to refuse to let the people go —
then locusts will be sent.

e Pharaoh’s officials tried to convince him to let the people go and at first he was willing to do this.

e But Pharaoh wanted to know who would be going. Moses replied: “We will go with our young and our old;
we will go with our sons and daughters and with our flocks and herds, because we have the Lord’s festival
to celebrate.”

e Pharaoh would allow only the men to go.
* God, through Moses’ outstretched hand, sent the locusts.
e Pharaoh reconsidered, but then his heart hardened again.

e God instructed Moses to stretch out hand so that there was a “darkness over the land of Egypt, a darkness
that can be felt’

e For 3 days it was so dark for the Egyptians that they could not see one another or even move; but the people
of Israel had light.

e Pharaoh decided to let the people, but not their animals go; Moses insisted that they needed to have
animals to sacrifice.

e Pharaoh’s heart was hardened and he uttered a chilling response to Moses: ‘Get away from me! Take care
that you do not see my face again, for on the day you see my face you shall die.” 29 Moses said, ‘Just as
you say! | will never see your face again.’

Exodus 10:

The Eighth Plague: Locusts

10 Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Go to Pharaoh; for | have hardened his heart and the heart of his officials, in
order that | may show these signs of mine among them, 2 and that you may tell your children and
grandchildren how | have made fools of the Egyptians and what signs | have done among them—so that you
may know that | am the Lord.

3 So Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh, and said to him, ‘Thus says the Lord, the God of the Hebrews, “How
long will you refuse to humble yourself before me? Let my people go, so that they may worship me. 4 For if
you refuse to let my people go, tomorrow | will bring locusts into your country. 5 They shall cover the surface
of the land, so that no one will be able to see the land. They shall devour the last remnant left you after the
hail, and they shall devour every tree of yours that grows in the field. 6 They shall fill your houses, and the
houses of all your officials and of all the Egyptians—something that neither your parents nor your

26



7”7

grandparents have seen, from the day they came on earth to this day.”” Then he turned and went out from

Pharaoh.

7 Pharaoh’s officials said to him, ‘How long shall this fellow be a snare to us? Let the people go, so that they
may worship the Lord their God; do you not yet understand that Egypt is ruined?’ 8 So Moses and Aaron
were brought back to Pharaoh, and he said to them, ‘Go, worship the Lord your God! But which ones are to
go?’ 9 Moses said, ‘We will go with our young and our old; we will go with our sons and daughters and with
our flocks and herds, because we have the Lord’s festival to celebrate.” 10 He said to them, ‘The Lord indeed
will be with you, if ever | let your little ones go with you! Plainly you have some evil purpose in mind. 11 No,
never! Your men may go and worship the Lord, for that is what you are asking.” And they were driven out
from Pharaoh’s presence.

12 Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Stretch out your hand over the land of Egypt, so that the locusts may come
upon it and eat every plant in the land, all that the hail has left.” 13 So Moses stretched out his staff over the
land of Egypt, and the Lord brought an east wind upon the land all that day and all that night; when morning
came, the east wind had brought the locusts. 14 The locusts came upon all the land of Egypt and settled on the
whole country of Egypt, such a dense swarm of locusts as had never been before, nor ever shall be

again. 15 They covered the surface of the whole land, so that the land was black; and they ate all the plants in
the land and all the fruit of the trees that the hail had left; nothing green was left, no tree, no plant in the field,
in all the land of Egypt. 16 Pharaoh hurriedly summoned Moses and Aaron and said, ‘I have sinned against

the Lord your God, and against you. 17 Do forgive my sin just this once, and pray to the Lord your God that at
the least he remove this deadly thing from me.’ 18 So he went out from Pharaoh and prayed to

the Lord. 19 The Lord changed the wind into a very strong west wind, which lifted the locusts and drove them
into the Red Sea; not a single locust was left in all the country of Egypt. 20 But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s
heart, and he would not let the Israelites go.

The Ninth Plague: Darkness

21 Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Stretch out your hand towards heaven so that there may be darkness over
the land of Egypt, a darkness that can be felt.” 22 So Moses stretched out his hand towards heaven, and there
was dense darkness in all the land of Egypt for three days. 23 People could not see one another, and for three
days they could not move from where they were; but all the Israelites had light where they lived. 24 Then
Pharaoh summoned Moses, and said, ‘Go, worship the Lord. Only your flocks and your herds shall remain
behind. Even your children may go with you.” 25 But Moses said, ‘You must also let us have sacrifices and
burnt-offerings to sacrifice to the Lord our God. 26 Our livestock also must go with us; not a hoof shall be left
behind, for we must choose some of them for the worship of the Lord our God, and we will not know what to
use to worship the Lord until we arrive there.” 27 But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he was unwilling
to let them go. 28 Then Pharaoh said to him, ‘Get away from me! Take care that you do not see my face again,
for on the day you see my face you shall die” 29 Moses said, ‘Just as you say! | will never see your face again.

In today’s chapter we heard about the 9th plague of darkness to profound that it “could be felt” and the
people “could not see one another.”

R.S. Thomas understood this kind of darkness that could be felt.
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The Absence

by R.S. Thomas
It is this great absence
that is like a presence, that compels
me to address it without hope
of a reply. It is a room | enter

from which someone has just
gone, the vestibule for the arrival
of one who has not yet come.
| modernise the anachronism

of my language, but he is no more here
than before. Genes and molecules

have no more power to call

him up than the incense of the Hebrews

at their altars. My equations fail

as my words do. What resources have |

other than the emptiness without him of my whole
being, a vacuum he may not abhor?
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Thursday, March 9:
Reading #11 — Exodus 11: Warning of the 10th and Final Plague / R.S. Thomas, “Suddenly #2”

e The Lord proclaims to Moses that He will bring one more plague upon the Egyptians and afterwards Pharaoh
will not only let the people go — “he will drive you away.”

e Moses expresses God’s message to the people: About midnight he will go out through Egypt and the
firstborn of humans and animals will die: though there will be a loud cry throughout the land of Egypt, it will
be quiet about the Israelites.

¢ |n hot anger, he left Pharaoh.

e Moses and Aaron performed the wonders before Pharaoh, but his heart was hardened and he did not let the
people leave.

Warning of the Final Plague

11 The Lord said to Moses, “l will bring one more plague upon Pharaoh and upon Egypt; afterwards he will
let you go from here; indeed, when he lets you go, he will drive you away. 2 Tell the people that every man is
to ask his neighbor and every woman is to ask her neighbor for objects of silver and gold.” 3 The Lord gave the
people favor in the sight of the Egyptians. Moreover, Moses himself was a man of great importance in the land
of Egypt, in the sight of Pharaoh’s officials and in the sight of the people.

4 Moses said, “Thus says the Lord: About midnight | will go out through Egypt. 5 Every firstborn in the land of
Egypt shall die, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who sits on his throne to the firstborn of the female slave who is
behind the handmill, and all the firstborn of the livestock. 6 Then there will be a loud cry throughout the whole
land of Egypt, such as has never been or will ever be again. 7 But not a dog shall growl at any of the Israelites—
not at people, not at animals—so that you may know that the Lord makes a distinction between Egypt and
Israel. 8 Then all these officials of yours shall come down to me, and bow low to me, saying, ‘Leave us, you and
all the people who follow you.” After that | will leave.” And in hot anger he left Pharaoh.

9 The Lord said to Moses, “Pharaoh will not listen to you, in order that my wonders may be multiplied in the
land of Egypt.” 10 Moses and Aaron performed all these wonders before Pharaoh; but the Lord hardened
Pharaoh’s heart, and he did not let the people of Israel go out of his land.

In these last chapters of Exodus we have been observing God’s purposes as revealed in the plagues — the
things He did through Moses and Aaron in Egypt. One might say that God tried everything possible to show
Pharaoh that He was serious.

At the same time we have been hearing R.S. Thomas explore his sense of God’s absence and presence.

In two poems entitled, “Suddenly,” he will describe those moments when God is “suddenly-present.” On the
40th day we’ll hear the first of these poems in the context of Christ's Resurrection, but today we’ll observe in
the second one how God who was silent is now speaking incessantly or relentlessly with the tongues of nature
which are
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all speaking to me in the vernacular of the purposes of One who is. [Note: The “One who is” — “l am” - God’s
revealed name to Moses]

Suddenly (#2)
by R.S. Thomas

Suddenly after long silence

he has become voluble [note: is talking rapidly or incessantly]
He addresses me from myriad
directions with the fluency

of water, the articulateness

of green leaves; and in the genes,
too, the components

of my existence. The rock,

so long speechless, is the library
of his poetry. He sings to me

in the chain-saw, writes

with the surgeon’s hand

on the skin’s parchment messages
of healing. The weather

is his mind’s turbine

driving the earth’s bulk round

and around on its remedial
journey. | have no need

to despair; as at

some second Pentecost

of a Gentile, | listen to the things
round me: weeds, stones, instruments,
the machine itself, all

speaking to me in the vernacular
of the purposes of One who is.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Friday, March 10:
Reading #12 — Exodus 12: The Passover — The 10th and Final Plague - The Death of the Firstborn / R.S.
Thomas, “Pilgrimages”

Here's another really important chapter - we'll be reading 12:1-11 on Holy Saturday and thinking about St.
Paul's words:

"Christ, our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed" (1 Cor 5:8).
. The Lord instructs Moses and Aaron: This month — Nisan - will be the “beginning of months - the first
month of the year” — which is how it is still considered by the Jewish community.
. Each family is to take a lamb and it will be slaughtered at twilight

. Some of its blood will be put on the doorposts and lintel of the houses where it is eaten — the blood will
a sign of where the Jewish people live.

. It is the passover of the Lord: the "passing over" from slavery to freedom, death to life.
. He will pass through the land of Egypt that night and strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt.

. What happens this night will be a day of remembrance — throughout generations: it will be celebrated
for 7 days

. At midnight the Lord struck down all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh
who sat on his throne to the firstborn of the prisoner who was in the dungeon, and all the firstborn of
the livestock.

. Pharaoh finally changes his mind and says to Moses: “Rise up, go away from my people, both you and
the Israelites! Go, worship the Lord, as you said. 32 Take your flocks and your herds, as you said, and
be gone. And bring a blessing on me too!”

. The Egyptians urged the people to hasten their departure from the land, for they said, “We shall all be
dead.

. That very day the Lord brought the Israelites out of the land of Egypt, company by company.
. And their pilgrimage into the wilderness on the way to the Promised Land began!

Exodus 12

12 The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt: 2 This month shall mark for you the beginning of
months; it shall be the first month of the year for you. 3 Tell the whole congregation of Israel that on the
tenth of this month they are to take a lamb for each family, a lamb for each household. 4 If a household is too
small for a whole lamb, it shall join its closest neighbor in obtaining one; the lamb shall be divided in
proportion to the number of people who eat of it. 5 Your lamb shall be without blemish, a year-old male; you
may take it from the sheep or from the goats. 6 You shall keep it until the fourteenth day of this month; then
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the whole assembled congregation of Israel shall slaughter it at twilight. 7 They shall take some of the blood
and put it on the two doorposts and the lintel of the houses in which they eat it. 8 They shall eat the lamb
that same night; they shall eat it roasted over the fire with unleavened bread and bitter herbs. 9 Do not eat
any of it raw or boiled in water, but roasted over the fire, with its head, legs, and inner organs. 10 You shall let
none of it remain until the morning; anything that remains until the morning you shall burn. 11 This is how you
shall eat it: your loins girded, your sandals on your feet, and your staff in your hand; and you shall eat it
hurriedly. It is the passover of the Lord. 12 For | will pass through the land of Egypt that night, and | will
strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt, both human beings and animals; on all the gods of Egypt |
will execute judgments: | am the Lord. 13 The blood shall be a sign for you on the houses where you live:
when | see the blood, | will pass over you, and no plague shall destroy you when I strike the land of Egypt.

14 This day shall be a day of remembrance for you. You shall celebrate it as a festival to the Lord; throughout
your generations you shall observe it as a perpetual ordinance. 15 Seven days you shall eat unleavened
bread; on the first day you shall remove leaven from your houses, for whoever eats leavened bread from the
first day until the seventh day shall be cut off from Israel. 16 On the first day you shall hold a solemn
assembly, and on the seventh day a solemn assembly; no work shall be done on those days; only what
everyone must eat, that alone may be prepared by you. 17 You shall observe the festival of unleavened bread,
for on this very day | brought your companies out of the land of Egypt: you shall observe this day throughout
your generations as a perpetual ordinance. 18 In the first month, from the evening of the fourteenth day until
the evening of the twenty-first day, you shall eat unleavened bread. 19 For seven days no leaven shall be found
in your houses; for whoever eats what is leavened shall be cut off from the congregation of Israel, whether an
alien or a native of the land. 20 You shall eat nothing leavened; in all your settlements you shall eat unleavened
bread.

21 Then Moses called all the elders of Israel and said to them, “Go, select lambs for your families, and
slaughter the passover lamb. 22 Take a bunch of hyssop, dip it in the blood that is in the basin, and touch the
lintel and the two doorposts with the blood in the basin. None of you shall go outside the door of your house
until morning. 23 For the Lord will pass through to strike down the Egyptians; when he sees the blood on the
lintel and on the two doorposts, the Lord will pass over that door and will not allow the destroyer to enter your
houses to strike you down. 24 You shall observe this rite as a perpetual ordinance for you and your

children. 25 When you come to the land that the Lord will give you, as he has promised, you shall keep this
observance. 26 And when your children ask you, ‘What do you mean by this observance?’ 27 you shall say, ‘It

is the passover sacrifice to the Lord, for he passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt, when he struck
down the Egyptians but spared our houses.”” And the people bowed down and worshiped.

28 The Israelites went and did just as the Lord had commanded Moses and Aaron.

The Tenth Plague: Death of the Firstborn

29 At midnight the Lord struck down all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who
sat on his throne to the firstborn of the prisoner who was in the dungeon, and all the firstborn of the
livestock. 30 Pharaoh arose in the night, he and all his officials and all the Egyptians; and there was a loud cry
in Egypt, for there was not a house without someone dead. 31 Then he summoned Moses and Aaron in the
night, and said, “Rise up, go away from my people, both you and the Israelites! Go, worship the Lord, as you
said. 32 Take your flocks and your herds, as you said, and be gone. And bring a blessing on me too!”
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The Exodus: From Rameses to Succoth

33 The Egyptians urged the people to hasten their departure from the land, for they said, “We shall all be
dead.” 34 So the people took their dough before it was leavened, with their kneading bowls wrapped up in
their cloaks on their shoulders. 35 The Israelites had done as Moses told them; they had asked the Egyptians
for jewelry of silver and gold, and for clothing, 36 and the Lord had given the people favor in the sight of the
Egyptians, so that they let them have what they asked. And so they plundered the Egyptians.

37 The Israelites journeyed from Rameses to Succoth, about six hundred thousand men on foot, besides
children. 38 A mixed crowd also went up with them, and livestock in great numbers, both flocks and

herds. 39 They baked unleavened cakes of the dough that they had brought out of Egypt; it was not leavened,
because they were driven out of Egypt and could not wait, nor had they prepared any provisions for
themselves.

40 The time that the Israelites had lived in Egypt was four hundred thirty years. 41 At the end of four hundred
thirty years, on that very day, all the companies of the Lord went out from the land of Egypt. 42 That was for
the Lord a night of vigil, to bring them out of the land of Egypt. That same night is a vigil to be kept for

the Lord by all the Israelites throughout their generations.

Directions for the Passover

43 The Lord said to Moses and Aaron: This is the ordinance for the passover: no foreigner shall eat of it, 44 but
any slave who has been purchased may eat of it after he has been circumcised; 45 no bound or hired servant
may eat of it. 46 It shall be eaten in one house; you shall not take any of the animal outside the house, and you
shall not break any of its bones. 47 The whole congregation of Israel shall celebrate it. 48 If an alien who
resides with you wants to celebrate the passover to the Lord, all his males shall be circumcised; then he may
draw near to celebrate it; he shall be regarded as a native of the land. But no uncircumcised person shall eat of
it; 49 there shall be one law for the native and for the alien who resides among you.

50 All the Israelites did just as the Lord had commanded Moses and Aaron. 51 That very day the Lord brought
the Israelites out of the land of Egypt, company by company.

*

Pilgrimages
R.S. Thomas

Today’s chapter will set in motion the “Passover” — the act of liberation by which God sets His people and will
lead them into a wilderness journey. In our poem R.S. Thomas speaks not about a geographical journey but
“the pilgrimage | made to come to my own self.”

There is an island there is no going
to but in a small boat the way

the saints went, travelling the gallery
of the frightened faces of
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the long-drowned, munching the gravel
of its beaches. So | have gone

up the salt lane to the building

with the stone altar and the candles
gone out, and kneeled and lifted
my eyes to the furious gargoyle

of the owl that is like a god

gone small and resentful. There

is no body in the stained window

of the sky now. Am | too late?

Were they too late also, those

first pilgrims? He is such a fast

God, always before us and

leaving as we arrive.

There are those here

not given to prayer, whose office

is the blank sea that they say daily.
What they listen to is not

hymns but the slow chemistry of the soil
that turns saints’ bones to dust,
dust to an irritant of the nostril.

There is no time on this island.
The swinging pendulum of the tide
has no clock: the events

are dateless. These people are not
late or soon: they are just

here with only the one question

to ask, which life answers

by being in them. It is |

who ask. Was the pilgrimage

| made to come to my own

self, to learn that in times

like these and for one like me

God will never be plain and

out there, but dark rather and
inexplicable, as though he were in here?
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Saturday, March 11:
Reading #13 — Exodus 13: - Remembering What the Lord Did / R.S. Thomas, “Alive”

e In chapter 13, Moses proclaims to the people that they should “Remember this day on which you came out
of Egypt, out of the house of slavery...and you shall tell your child on that day, ‘It is because of what the
Lord did for me when | came out of Egypt.”

e It is the day that the Jewish people were set free from captivity — the day on which they became alive again!

e As the people left Egypt, the Lord “led the people by the roundabout way of the wilderness toward the Red
Sea.”

e And the Lord led them through the wilderness in the forms of a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by
night: “The Lord went in front of them in a pillar of cloud by day, to lead them along the way, and in a pillar
of fire by night, to give them light, so that they might travel by day and by night. 22 Neither the pillar of
cloud by day nor the pillar of fire by night left its place in front of the people.

Exodus 13

13 The Lord said to Moses: 2 Consecrate to me all the firstborn; whatever is the first to open the womb among
the Israelites, of human beings and animals, is mine.

The Festival of Unleavened Bread

3 Moses said to the people, “Remember this day on which you came out of Egypt, out of the house of
slavery, because the Lord brought you out from there by strength of hand; no leavened bread shall be

eaten. 4 Today, in the month of Abib, you are going out. 5 When the Lord brings you into the land of the
Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, which he swore to your ancestors to give
you, a land flowing with milk and honey, you shall keep this observance in this month. 6 Seven days you shall
eat unleavened bread, and on the seventh day there shall be a festival to the Lord. 7 Unleavened bread shall
be eaten for seven days; no leavened bread shall be seen in your possession, and no leaven shall be seen
among you in all your territory. 8 You shall tell your child on that day, ‘It is because of what the Lord did for
me when | came out of Egypt.’ 9 It shall serve for you as a sign on your hand and as a reminder on your
forehead, so that the teaching of the Lord may be on your lips; for with a strong hand the Lord brought you out
of Egypt. 10 You shall keep this ordinance at its proper time from year to year.

The Consecration of the Firstborn

11 “When the Lord has brought you into the land of the Canaanites, as he swore to you and your ancestors,
and has given it to you, 12 you shall set apart to the Lord all that first opens the womb. All the firstborn of your
livestock that are males shall be the Lord’s. 13 But every firstborn donkey you shall redeem with a sheep; if you
do not redeem it, you must break its neck. Every firstborn male among your children you shall

redeem. 14 When in the future your child asks you, ‘What does this mean?’ you shall answer, ‘By strength of
hand the Lord brought us out of Egypt, from the house of slavery. 15 When Pharaoh stubbornly refused to let
us go, the Lord killed all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from human firstborn to the firstborn of animals.
Therefore | sacrifice to the Lord every male that first opens the womb, but every firstborn of my sons |
redeem.’ 16 It shall serve as a sign on your hand and as an emblem[a] on your forehead that by strength of
hand the Lord brought us out of Egypt.”
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The Pillars of Cloud and Fire

17 When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them by way of the land of the Philistines, although that
was nearer; for God thought, “If the people face war, they may change their minds and return to Egypt.” 18 So
God led the people by the roundabout way of the wilderness toward the Red Sea. The Israelites went up out
of the land of Egypt prepared for battle. 19 And Moses took with him the bones of Joseph who had required a
solemn oath of the Israelites, saying, “God will surely take notice of you, and then you must carry my bones
with you from here.” 20 They set out from Succoth, and camped at Etham, on the edge of the

wilderness. 21 The Lord went in front of them in a pillar of cloud by day, to lead them along the way, and in a
pillar of fire by night, to give them light, so that they might travel by day and by night. 22 Neither the pillar
of cloud by day nor the pillar of fire by night left its place in front of the people.

Alive

by R.S. Thomas

Alive.

It is alive. It is you,

God. Looking out | can see

no death. The earth moves, the
sea moves, the wind goes

on its exuberant

journeys. Many creatures
reflect you, the flowers

your colour, the tides the precision
of your calculations. There

is nothing too ample

for you to overflow, nothing

so small that your workmanship
is not revealed. | listen

and it is you speaking.

| find the place where you lay
warm. At night, if | waken,
there are the sleepless conurbations
of the stars. The darkness

is the deepening shadow

of your presence; the silence a
process in the metabolism

of the being of love.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Sunday, March 12:
Reading #14 — Exodus 14: The Lord Enters the Fight / R.S. Thomas, “The Coming”

e As the people are moving through the wilderness, Pharaoh believes that they “wandering aimlessly” and
with a hardened heart, he decides to pursue them.

e |t appeared that the Egyptians were about to attack the Israelites - who had their backs to the sea.

e As the Israelites see the Egyptians coming towards them they begin to complain to Moses: Was it because
there were no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness? What have you done
to us, bringing us out of Egypt? 12 Is this not the very thing we told you in Egypt, ‘Let us alone and let us
serve the Egyptians’? For it would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the
wilderness.

e Moses replied they just need to “stand firm” and “see the deliverance the the Lord will accomplish for you
today.”

e “The Lord will fight for you, and you have only to keep still.”
® The Lord commands Moses to lift up his staff and stretch it out over the sea.

e The Lord drove the sea back with a strong east wind, the water became dry land, and the people were able
to cross through it.

e The Egyptians followed; the Lord, through Moses’s outstretched hand, brought the sea back to its normal
level and the Egyptians were overwhelmed by the waters and were destroyed.

e “Thus the Lord saved Israel that day from the Egyptians.”

Crossing the Red Sea

14 Then the Lord said to Moses: 2 Tell the Israelites to turn back and camp in front of Pi-hahiroth, between
Migdol and the sea, in front of Baal-zephon; you shall camp opposite it, by the sea. 3 Pharaoh will say of the
Israelites, “They are wandering aimlessly in the land; the wilderness has closed in on them.” 4 | will harden
Pharaoh’s heart, and he will pursue them, so that | will gain glory for myself over Pharaoh and all his army; and
the Egyptians shall know that | am the Lord. And they did so.

5 When the king of Egypt was told that the people had fled, the minds of Pharaoh and his officials were
changed toward the people, and they said, “What have we done, letting Israel leave our service?” 6 So he had
his chariot made ready, and took his army with him; 7 he took six hundred picked chariots and all the other
chariots of Egypt with officers over all of them. 8 The Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh king of Egypt and he
pursued the Israelites, who were going out boldly. 9 The Egyptians pursued them, all Pharaoh’s horses and
chariots, his chariot drivers and his army; they overtook them camped by the sea, by Pi-hahiroth, in front of
Baal-zephon.

10 As Pharaoh drew near, the Israelites looked back, and there were the Egyptians advancing on them. In great
fear the Israelites cried out to the Lord. 11 They said to Moses, “Was it because there were no graves in Egypt
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that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness? What have you done to us, bringing us out of

Egypt? 12 Is this not the very thing we told you in Egypt, ‘Let us alone and let us serve the Egyptians’? For it
would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness.” 13 But Moses said to the
people, “Do not be afraid, stand firm, and see the deliverance that the Lord will accomplish for you today; for
the Egyptians whom you see today you shall never see again. 14 The Lord will fight for you, and you have only
to keep still.”

15 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Why do you cry out to me? Tell the Israelites to go forward. 16 But you lift up
your staff, and stretch out your hand over the sea and divide it, that the Israelites may go into the sea on dry
ground. 17 Then | will harden the hearts of the Egyptians so that they will go in after them; and so | will gain
glory for myself over Pharaoh and all his army, his chariots, and his chariot drivers. 18 And the Egyptians shall
know that | am the Lord, when | have gained glory for myself over Pharaoh, his chariots, and his chariot
drivers.”

19 The angel of God who was going before the Israelite army moved and went behind them; and the pillar of
cloud moved from in front of them and took its place behind them. 20 It came between the army of Egypt and
the army of Israel. And so the cloud was there with the darkness, and it lit up the night; one did not come near
the other all night.

21 Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea. The Lord drove the sea back by a strong east wind all
night, and turned the sea into dry land; and the waters were divided. 22 The Israelites went into the sea on
dry ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left.

23 The Egyptians pursued, and went into the sea after them, all of Pharaoh’s horses, chariots, and chariot
drivers. 24 At the morning watch the Lord in the pillar of fire and cloud looked down upon the Egyptian army,
and threw the Egyptian army into panic. 25 He clogged their chariot wheels so that they turned with difficulty.
The Egyptians said, “Let us flee from the Israelites, for the Lord is fighting for them against Egypt.”

The Pursuers Drowned

26 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the sea, so that the water may come back upon
the Egyptians, upon their chariots and chariot drivers.” 27 So Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and
at dawn the sea returned to its normal depth. As the Egyptians fled before it, the Lord tossed the Egyptians
into the sea. 28 The waters returned and covered the chariots and the chariot drivers, the entire army of
Pharaoh that had followed them into the sea; not one of them remained. 29 But the Israelites walked on dry
ground through the sea, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left.

30 Thus the Lord saved Israel that day from the Egyptians; and Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the
seashore. 31 Israel saw the great work that the Lord did against the Egyptians. So the people feared
the Lord and believed in the Lord and in his servant Moses.

In today’s chapter from Exodus we beheld how the Lord entered the fight and saved Israel. R.S. Thomas speaks
to us of another way that God — through His Son — enters into the world’s difficulties. Thomas shows us God
holding the world in His hands and the Son looking on — observing all of its tragedies and the people’s sadness.
And as - “The son watched Them” he says: “Let me go there."
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The Coming

by R.S. Thomas

And God held in his hand
A small globe. Look he said.
The son looked. Far off,
As through water, he saw
A scorched land of fierce
Colour. The light burned
There; crusted buildings
Cast their shadows: a bright
Serpent, A river
Uncoiled itself, radiant
With slime.

On a bare
Hill a bare tree saddened
The sky. many People
Held out their thin arms
To it, as though waiting
For a vanished April
To return to its crossed
Boughs. The son watched
Them. Let me go there, he said.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Monday, March 13:
Reading #15 — Exodus 15: “Speaking and Listening to the Lord: For gloriously has He been glorified” and /
R.S. Thomas, “Nuclear”

e A major feature of the Vesperal Liturgy on Holy Saturday is the recitation and singing of numerous Old
Testament texts which anticipate or provide the language for celebrating the Resurrection of Jesus.

e The 6th Reading is from Exodus 13:20-15:19 and describes the movement of the Israelites to the edge of the
wilderness, being led by the pillar of cloud during the day and the pillar of light during the evening and then
narrates the journey of the people through the sea and the sea returning upon the Egyptians.

¢ |n today’s passage we hear the “Songs” of Moses and his sister, Miriam, which when chanted during Holy
Saturday are held together by the refrain: “For gloriously has He been glorified.”

e Towards the end of the chapter we hear about the healing of the waters of the bitter waters of Marah which
became sweet when a piece of wood was thrown into it (we’ll hear this passage again as part of the Old
Testament readings for the Feast of the Elevation of the Cross, September 14).

e The Lord instructs the people that, “If you will listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your God, and do
what is right in his sight, and give heed to his commandments and keep all his statutes, | will not bring
upon you any of the diseases that | brought upon the Egyptians; for | am the Lord who heals you.”

The Song of Moses

15 Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the Lord:

“I will sing to the Lord, for gloriously has He been glorified;

The horse and his ride He has thrown into the sea.
2
The Lord is my strength and my might,
and he has become my salvation;
this is my God, and | will praise him,
my father’s God, and | will exalt him.
3
The Lord is a warrior;
the Lord is his name.
4
“Pharaoh’s chariots and his army he cast into the sea;
his picked officers were sunk in the Red Sea.
5
The floods covered them;
they went down into the depths like a stone.
6
Your right hand, O Lord, glorious in power—
your right hand, O Lord, shattered the enemy.
7
In the greatness of your majesty you overthrew your adversaries;
you sent out your fury, it consumed them like stubble.
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8
At the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up,
the floods stood up in a heap;
the deeps congealed in the heart of the sea.
9
The enemy said, ‘I will pursue, | will overtake,
| will divide the spoil, my desire shall have its fill of them.
| will draw my sword, my hand shall destroy them.’
10
You blew with your wind, the sea covered them;
they sank like lead in the mighty waters.
11
“Who is like you, O Lord, among the gods?
Who is like you, majestic in holiness,
awesome in splendor, doing wonders?
12
You stretched out your right hand,
the earth swallowed them.
13
“In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed;
you guided them by your strength to your holy abode.
14
The peoples heard, they trembled;
pangs seized the inhabitants of Philistia.
15
Then the chiefs of Edom were dismayed;
trembling seized the leaders of Moab;
all the inhabitants of Canaan melted away.
16
Terror and dread fell upon them;
by the might of your arm, they became still as a stone
until your people, O Lord, passed by,
until the people whom you acquired passed by.
17
You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of your own possession,
the place, O Lord, that you made your abode,
the sanctuary, O Lord, that your hands have established.
18
The Lord will reign forever and ever.”

19 When the horses of Pharaoh with his chariots and his chariot drivers went into the sea, the Lord brought
back the waters of the sea upon them; but the Israelites walked through the sea on dry ground.

The Song of Miriam

20 Then the prophet Miriam, Aaron’s sister, took a tambourine in her hand; and all the women went out after
her with tambourines and with dancing. 21 And Miriam sang to them:
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“Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously;
horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.”

Bitter Water Made Sweet

22 Then Moses ordered Israel to set out from the Red Sea, and they went into the wilderness of Shur. They
went three days in the wilderness and found no water. 23 When they came to Marah, they could not drink the
water of Marah because it was bitter. That is why it was called Marah. 24 And the people complained against
Moses, saying, “What shall we drink?” 25 He cried out to the Lord; and the Lord showed him a piece of
wood; he threw it into the water, and the water became sweet.

There the Lord made for them a statute and an ordinance and there he put them to the test. 26 He said, “If
you will listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your God, and do what is right in his sight, and give heed to
his commandments and keep all his statutes, | will not bring upon you any of the diseases that | brought upon
the Egyptians; for | am the Lord who heals you.”

27 Then they came to Elim, where there were twelve springs of water and seventy palm trees; and they
camped there by the water.

Today’s chapter from Exodus is a song of praise what the Lord has done and will do. He instructs the people to
“listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your God.”

In this poem, R.S. Thomas affirms that sometimes it’s not that God “can’t speak” —it’s “just that he doesn’t, or
does so at times when we are not listening, in ways we have yet to recognize as speech.”

Nuclear
by R.S. Thomas

It’s not that he can’t speak;
who created languages

but God? Nor that he won’t;
to say that is to imply

malice. It is just that

he doesn’t, or does so at times
when we are not listening, in
ways we have yet to recognize
as speech.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Tuesday, March 14:
Reading #16 — Exodus 16: “On the ‘Bread that the Lord has given you to eat”/ R.S. Thomas, “Bread”

e The whole congregation of the Israelites was on the move and they immediately started complaining to
Moses: “If only we had died by the hand of the Lord in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and
ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.”

e The Lord responded that he would “rain bread from heaven for you, and each day the people shall go out
and gather enough for that day.”

e We hear for the first time the expression “the glory of the Lord” which appears in the morning, in the cloud,
and will be present in other places.

* Moses tells the people that their complaining is not really against him, but against God.”

e God provided quails in the evening and a “layer of dew” in the morning that upon lifting revealed a fine flaky
substance - “as fine as frost on the ground.

* Moses said to them, ‘It is the bread that the Lord has given you to eat.

e The Israelites “called it manna; it was like coriander seed, white, and the taste of it was like wafers made
with honey.”

* “Those who gathered much had nothing over, and those who gathered little had no shortage; they
gathered as much as each of them needed.”

¢ [Note: St Cyprian of Carthage - a third century bishop, writes: “we see the sacrament celebrated in Exodus,
when the manna flowed down from heaven, and, prefiguring the things to come, showed forth the
nourishment of the heavenly bread and the food of the coming Christ.”

e Moses said, ‘This is what the Lord has commanded: “Let an omer of it be kept throughout your generations,
in order that they may see the food with which | fed you in the wilderness, when | brought you out of the
land of Egypt.”” 33 And Moses said to Aaron, ‘Take a jar, and put an omer of manna in it, and place it before
the Lord, to be kept throughout your generations.’




On Manna
https://www.faithandculture.com/home/2020/6/15/the-manna-and-coriander-seed
Exodus 16

16 The whole congregation of the Israelites set out from Elim; and Israel came to the wilderness of Sin, which
is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month after they had departed from the land of
Egypt. 2 The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness. 3 The
Israelites said to them, ‘If only we had died by the hand of the Lord in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the
fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole
assembly with hunger.’

4 Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘l am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and each day the people shall
go out and gather enough for that day. In that way | will test them, whether they will follow my instruction or
not. 5 On the sixth day, when they prepare what they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather on other
days.” 6 So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, ‘In the evening you shall know that it was the Lord who
brought you out of the land of Egypt, 7 and in the morning you shall see the glory of the Lord, because he has
heard your complaining against the Lord. For what are we, that you complain against us?’ 8 And Moses said,
‘When the Lord gives you meat to eat in the evening and your fill of bread in the morning, because

the Lord has heard the complaining that you utter against him—what are we? Your complaining is not
against us but against the Lord.’

9 Then Moses said to Aaron, ‘Say to the whole congregation of the Israelites, “Draw near to the Lord, for he
has heard your complaining.”” 10 And as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the Israelites, they looked
towards the wilderness, and the glory of the Lord appeared in the cloud. 11 The Lord spoke to Moses and
said, 12 ‘l have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say to them, “At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the
morning you shall have your fill of bread; then you shall know that | am the Lord your God.””

13 In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the morning there was a layer of dew
around the camp. 14 When the layer of dew lifted, there on the surface of the wilderness was a fine flaky
substance, as fine as frost on the ground. 15 When the Israelites saw it, they said to one another, ‘What is

it?’ For they did not know what it was. Moses said to them, ‘It is the bread that the Lord has given you to
eat. 16 This is what the Lord has commanded: “Gather as much of it as each of you needs, an omer to a person
according to the number of persons, all providing for those in their own tents.”” 17 The Israelites did so, some
gathering more, some less. 18 But when they measured it with an omer, those who gathered much had
nothing over, and those who gathered little had no shortage; they gathered as much as each of them
needed. 19 And Moses said to them, ‘Let no one leave any of it over until morning.” 20 But they did not listen
to Moses; some left part of it until morning, and it bred worms and became foul. And Moses was angry with
them. 21 Morning by morning they gathered it, as much as each needed; but when the sun grew hot, it
melted.

22 On the sixth day they gathered twice as much food, two omers apiece. When all the leaders of the
congregation came and told Moses, 23 he said to them, ‘This is what the Lord has commanded: “Tomorrow is
a day of solemn rest, a holy sabbath to the Lord; bake what you want to bake and boil what you want to boil,
and all that is left over put aside to be kept until morning.”” 24 So they put it aside until morning, as Moses
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commanded them; and it did not become foul, and there were no worms in it. 25 Moses said, ‘Eat it today, for
today is a sabbath to the Lord; today you will not find it in the field. 26 For six days you shall gather it; but on
the seventh day, which is a sabbath, there will be none.’

27 On the seventh day some of the people went out to gather, and they found none. 28 The Lord said to
Moses, ‘How long will you refuse to keep my commandments and instructions? 29 See! The Lord has given you
the sabbath, therefore on the sixth day he gives you food for two days; each of you stay where you are; do not
leave your place on the seventh day.’ 30 So the people rested on the seventh day.

31 The house of Israel called it manna; it was like coriander seed, white, and the taste of it was like wafers
made with honey. 32 Moses said, ‘This is what the Lord has commanded: “Let an omer of it be kept
throughout your generations, in order that they may see the food with which | fed you in the wilderness, when
| brought you out of the land of Egypt.”” 33 And Moses said to Aaron, ‘Take a jar, and put an omer of manna in
it, and place it before the Lord, to be kept throughout your generations.” 34 As the Lord commanded Moses, so
Aaron placed it before the covenant, for safe-keeping. 35 The Israelites ate manna for forty years, until they
came to a habitable land; they ate manna, until they came to the border of the land of Canaan. 36 An omer is a
tenth of an ephah.

Moses called manna “the bread that the Lord has given you to eat.” St. Cyprian said that “we see the
sacrament celebrated in Exodus, when the manna flowed down from heaven, and, prefiguring the things to
come, showed forth the nourishment of the heavenly bread and the food of the coming Christ.”

Here is an early poem by R.S. Thomas where the character “prayed for ...The live bread for the starved folk.”

Bread
by R. S. Thomas

Hunger was loneliness, betrayed

By the pitiless candour of the stars’

Talk, in an old byre [cowshed] he prayed
Not for food; to pray was to know
Waking from a dark dream to find

The white loaf on the white snow;

Not for warmth, warmth brought the rain’s
Blurring of the essential point

Of ice probing his raw pain.

He prayed for love, love that would share
His rags’ secret; rising he broke

Like sun crumbling the gold air

The live bread for the starved folk.

[from Poetry For Supper (1958)]
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Wednesday, March 15:
Reading #17 — Exodus 17: “Water from the Rock” / R.S. Thomas, “Tidal”

e As the Israelites “journey by stages,” they camped at Rephidim — “but there was no water for the people to
drink.

e Again the people complained to Moses: “Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and
livestock with thirst?”

e He cried out to the Lord: “What shall | do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me.”

* The Lord instructed Moses to Strike the rock (located at Horeb), and water will come out of it, so that the
people may drink.” Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 He called the place Massah (“to
test”) and Meribah (“to find fault”) because the Israelites quarreled and tested the Lord, saying, “Is
the Lord among us or not?”

e St. Paul developed themes from Exodus and this chapter in the following text:
Moreover, brethren, | do not want you to be unaware that all our fathers were under the cloud, all passed
through the sea, 2all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea, 3 all ate the same spiritual
food, 4and all drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank of that spiritual Rock that followed them, and
that Rock was Christ. (1 Cor. 10:1-4)

e Amalek - a fierce desert tribe - came out and fought against them.

e When Moses lifted up his hand, Israel prevailed; when he lowered his hand, Amalek prevailed; Aaron and
Hur held up his arms and Israel under Joshua prevailed.

e Moses built an altar at that site and called it, “The Lord is my banner.”
Exodus 17

Water from the Rock

17 From the wilderness of Sin the whole congregation of the Israelites journeyed by stages, as

the Lord commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink. 2 The
people quarreled with Moses, and said, “Give us water to drink.” Moses said to them, “Why do you quarrel
with me? Why do you test the Lord?” 3 But the people thirsted there for water; and the people complained
against Moses and said, “Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and livestock with
thirst?” 4 So Moses cried out to the Lord, “What shall | do with this people? They are almost ready to stone
me.” 5 The Lord said to Moses, “Go on ahead of the people, and take some of the elders of Israel with you;
take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6 | will be standing there in front of you on
the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it, so that the people may drink.” Moses did so,
in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 He called the place Massah and Meribah, because the Israelites
quarreled and tested the Lord, saying, “Is the Lord among us or not?”

Amalek Attacks Israel and Is Defeated

8 Then Amalek came and fought with Israel at Rephidim. 9 Moses said to Joshua, “Choose some men for us
and go out, fight with Amalek. Tomorrow | will stand on the top of the hill with the staff of God in my
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hand.” 10 So Joshua did as Moses told him, and fought with Amalek, while Moses, Aaron, and Hur went up to
the top of the hill. 11 Whenever Moses held up his hand, Israel prevailed; and whenever he lowered his hand,
Amalek prevailed. 12 But Moses’ hands grew weary; so they took a stone and put it under him, and he sat on
it. Aaron and Hur held up his hands, one on one side, and the other on the other side; so his hands were
steady until the sun set. 13 And Joshua defeated Amalek and his people with the sword.

14 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Write this as a reminder in a book and recite it in the hearing of Joshua: | will
utterly blot out the remembrance of Amalek from under heaven.” 15 And Moses built an altar and called it,
The Lord is my banner. 16 He said, “A hand upon the banner of the Lord!The Lord will have war with Amalek

from generation to generation.”
k

From today’s chapter in Exodus | am interested in exploring the images of water and rock as also presented in
R.S. Thomas’s poem, “Tidal.” Jim Gordon notes that “in this poem Thomas uses one of the most evocative
images for prayer as both relationship and strategy. The relentless ebb and flow of the tide has its counterpart
in the persistent, patient progress of those who simply do not give up in the quest for the One who raises the
urgent questions of existence, meaning and purpose. The domestication of transcendence, the reduction of
prayer to petition and pragmatic help seeking, the fascination of a culture immured in consumer efficiency and
addicted to mechanised production, betray precisely the violence that would take rather than give, that
despises reverence, and that far from achieving the true ends of prayer, merely harden the heart of God to
rock.

Tidal
by R.S. Thomas

The waves run up the shore

and fall back. I run

up the approaches of God

and fall back. The breakers return
reaching a little further,

gnawing away at the main land.
They have done this thousands

of years, exposing little by little

the rock under the soil’s face.

| must imitate them only

in my return to the assault,

not in their violence. Dashing

my prayers at him will achieve

little other than the exposure

of the rock under his surface.

My returns must be made

on my knees. Let despair be known
as my ebb-tide; but let prayer

have its springs, too, brimming,
disarming him; discovering somewhere
among his fissures deposits of mercy
where trust may take root and grow.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Thursday, March 16:
Reading #18 — Exodus 18: Jethro and the Assignment of Judges / R.S. Thomas, “Praise”

e \We first met “the priest of Midian” in Chapter 2 when Moses fled to from Pharaoh to Midian after killing the
Egyptian and eventually married his daughter, Zipporah. In chapter 3 we learned that his name was Jethro.

e Zipporah and her sons had been sent back from Egypt to Midian and were brought back to him with Jethro.
* This scene describes how Moses “sat as a judge for the people,” helping to resolve their difficulties.

e As this was becoming overwhelming for him, Jethro recommended that he deal with the important cases
and assign lay leaders to act as “judges” for the minor ones.

e Jethro went back to his own country.
Exodus 18

Jethro’s Advice

18 Jethro, the priest of Midian, Moses’ father-in-law, heard of all that God had done for Moses and for his
people Israel, how the Lord had brought Israel out of Egypt. 2 After Moses had sent away his wife Zipporah, his
father-in-law Jethro took her back, 3 along with her two sons. The name of the one was Gershom (for he said,
“I have been an alien in a foreign land”), 4 and the name of the other, Eliezer (for he said, “The God of my
father was my help, and delivered me from the sword of Pharaoh”). 5 Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, came into
the wilderness where Moses was encamped at the mountain of God, bringing Moses’ sons and wife to

him. 6 He sent word to Moses, “I, your father-in-law Jethro, am coming to you, with your wife and her two
sons.” 7 Moses went out to meet his father-in-law; he bowed down and kissed him; each asked after the
other’s welfare, and they went into the tent. 8 Then Moses told his father-in-law all that the Lord had done to
Pharaoh and to the Egyptians for Israel’s sake, all the hardship that had beset them on the way, and how

the Lord had delivered them. 9 Jethro rejoiced for all the good that the Lord had done to Israel, in delivering
them from the Egyptians.

10 Jethro said, “Blessed be the Lord, who has delivered you from the Egyptians and from Pharaoh. 11 Now |
know that the Lord is greater than all gods, because he delivered the people from the Egyptians, when they
dealt arrogantly with them.” 12 And Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, brought a burnt offering and sacrifices to
God; and Aaron came with all the elders of Israel to eat bread with Moses’ father-in-law in the presence of
God.

13 The next day Moses sat as judge for the people, while the people stood around him from morning until
evening. 14 When Moses’ father-in-law saw all that he was doing for the people, he said, “What is this that
you are doing for the people? Why do you sit alone, while all the people stand around you from morning until
evening?” 15 Moses said to his father-in-law, “Because the people come to me to inquire of God. 16 When
they have a dispute, they come to me and | decide between one person and another, and | make known to
them the statutes and instructions of God.” 17 Moses’ father-in-law said to him, “What you are doing is not
good. 18 You will surely wear yourself out, both you and these people with you. For the task is too heavy for
you; you cannot do it alone. 19 Now listen to me. | will give you counsel, and God be with you! You should
represent the people before God, and you should bring their cases before God; 20 teach them the statutes
and instructions and make known to them the way they are to go and the things they are to do. 21 You should
also look for able men among all the people, men who fear God, are trustworthy, and hate dishonest gain;
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set such men over them as officers over thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens. 22 Let them sit as judges for
the people at all times; let them bring every important case to you, but decide every minor case themselves.
So it will be easier for you, and they will bear the burden with you. 23 If you do this, and God so commands
you, then you will be able to endure, and all these people will go to their home in peace.”

24 So Moses listened to his father-in-law and did all that he had said. 25 Moses chose able men from all Israel
and appointed them as heads over the people, as officers over thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens. 26 And
they judged the people at all times; hard cases they brought to Moses, but any minor case they decided
themselves. 27 Then Moses let his father-in-law depart, and he went off to his own country.

| praise you because

you are artist and scientist

in one. When | am somewhat
fearful of your power,

your ability to work miracles
with a set—square, | hear
you murmuring to yourself

in a notation Beethoven

dreamed of but never achieved.

You run off your scales of

rain water and sea water, play
the chords of the morning
and evening light, sculpture
with shadow, join together leaf
by leaf, when spring

comes, the stanzas of

an immense poem. You speak
all languages and none,
answering our most complex
prayers with the simplicity

of a flower, confronting

us, when we would domesticate you

to our uses, with the rioting
viruses under our lens.

Praise

by R.S. Thomas
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Friday, March 17:
Reading #19 — Exodus 19: God reveals Himself in the dense cloud, thunder, lightning, trumpet blast, and
smoke/ R.S. Thomas, “Tell Us”

e So far, there have been many memorable chapters, passages and images — Chapter 19 provides some of the
most important of all of these. It is worth putting on your list of important chapters to remember!

¢ The Israelites have mourned into the wilderness of Sinai and have “camped there is front of the mountain.”

¢ Moses went up the mountain to God who had called Him, saying: “You have seen what | did to the Egyptians, and
how | bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. [Josh Groban recorded a famous song - “On
Eagles’ Wings” / At nearly every Roman Catholic funeral the song another version of “On Eagles’ Wings”
(written by Fr. Michael Joncas) is sung]

e The Lord continued: “you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth
is mine, 6 but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.” We will hear this last section again
in 1 Peter 2:9: “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own
possession.”

* \We hear these images during the Anaphora on the Sundays of Great Lent: "He (Christ) obtained us for His
own chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation."

* Moses tells the people and they respond: “Everything that the Lord has spoken we will do.”

e The Lord tells Moses that, “I am going to come to you in a dense cloud, in order that the people may hear
when | speak with you and so trust you ever after.”

e The Lord instructs Moses to guide the people in a three day period of preparation (a time of “consecration”)
for Him to “come down upon Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people.”

e We hear many remarkable signs of God’s presence: On the morning of the third day - “there was thunder
and lightning, as well as a thick cloud on the mountain, and a blast of a trumpet so loud that all the people
who were in the camp trembled.”

e Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God. They took their stand at the foot of the
mountain. 18 Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke, because the Lord had descended upon it in fire;
the smoke went up like the smoke of a kiln, while the whole mountain shook violently. 19 As the blast of
the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses would speak and God would answer him in thunder.

e God warned Moses that there are “limits around the mountain and it is to be kept holy” — therefore they
must not break away, come near, and even look.

e Moses went down and told the people.
The Israelites Reach Mount Sinai
19 At the third new moon after the Israelites had gone out of the land of Egypt, on that very day, they came

into the wilderness of Sinai. 2 They had journeyed from Rephidim, entered the wilderness of Sinai, and
camped in the wilderness; Israel camped there in front of the mountain. 3 Then Moses went up to God;
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the Lord called to him from the mountain, saying, ‘Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the
Israelites: 4 You have seen what | did to the Egyptians, and how | bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you
to myself. 5 Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession
out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, 6 but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a
holy nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the Israelites.

7 So Moses came, summoned the elders of the people, and set before them all these words that the Lord had
commanded him. 8 The people all answered as one: ‘Everything that the Lord has spoken we will do.” Moses
reported the words of the people to the Lord. 9 Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘l am going to come to you in a
dense cloud, in order that the people may hear when | speak with you and so trust you ever after’

The People Consecrated

When Moses had told the words of the people to the Lord, 10 the Lord said to Moses: ‘Go to the people and
consecrate them today and tomorrow. Have them wash their clothes 11 and prepare for the third day,
because on the third day the Lord will come down upon Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people. 12 You
shall set limits for the people all around, saying, “Be careful not to go up the mountain or to touch the edge of
it. Any who touch the mountain shall be put to death. 13 No hand shall touch them, but they shall be stoned or
shot with arrows; whether animal or human being, they shall not live.” When the trumpet sounds a long blast,
they may go up on the mountain.” 14 So Moses went down from the mountain to the people. He consecrated
the people, and they washed their clothes. 15 And he said to the people, ‘Prepare for the third day; do not go
near a woman.

16 On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, as well as a thick cloud on the mountain,
and a blast of a trumpet so loud that all the people who were in the camp trembled. 17 Moses brought the
people out of the camp to meet God. They took their stand at the foot of the mountain. 18 Now Mount Sinai
was wrapped in smoke, because the Lord had descended upon it in fire; the smoke went up like the smoke of
a kiln, while the whole mountain shook violently. 19 As the blast of the trumpet grew louder and louder,
Moses would speak and God would answer him in thunder. 20 When the Lord descended upon Mount Sinai,
to the top of the mountain, the Lord summoned Moses to the top of the mountain, and Moses went

up. 21 Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Go down and warn the people not to break through to the Lord to look;
otherwise many of them will perish. 22 Even the priests who approach the Lord must consecrate themselves or
the Lord will break out against them.” 23 Moses said to the Lord, ‘The people are not permitted to come up to
Mount Sinai; for you yourself warned us, saying, “Set limits around the mountain and keep it

holy.”” 24 The Lord said to him, ‘Go down, and come up bringing Aaron with you; but do not let either the
priests or the people break through to come up to the Lord; otherwise he will break out against them.” 25 So
Moses went down to the people and told them.

In Chapter 19, the Lord affirms that the people are His “treasured possession” and they will be a “priestly
kingdom and holy nation.” When the people came out of the camp to meet God and He descended upon Mt.
Sinai, His presence was revealed in the context of various powerful and barely describable images: a dense
cloud, thunder, lightning, trumpet blast, smoke, and Moses would speak and God would answer in thunder.

In today’s poem, R.S. Thomas acknowledges the names that people have for God. But He answers with the
image of Himself on the Cross and with “one name” - “love, with your arms wide.”
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Tell Us
by R. S. Thomas

We have had names for you:

The Thunderer, the Almighty
Hunter, Lord of the snowflake

and the sabre-toothed tiger.

One name we have held back
unable to reconcile it

with the mosquito, the tidal-wave,
the black hole into which

time will fall. You have answered
us with the image of yourself

on a hewn tree, suffering
injustice, pardoning it;

pointing as though in either
direction; horrifying us

with the possibility of dislocation.
Ah, love, with your arms

wide, tell us how much more

they must still be stretched

to embrace a universe drawing
away from us at the speed of light.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Saturday, March 18:
Reading #20 — Exodus 20: The Ten Commandments / R.S. Thomas, “The Kingdom”

e \We are now halfway through the book of Exodus and are with the people of Israel — before God and in the
wilderness.

¢ In Chapter 19 we hear the basis of the covenant relationship between God and Israel as a people where the
Lord said, “if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my own possession among all
peoples...and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (19:5-6).

e The nature of the relationship expressed in this covenant are outlined in the “Ten Commandments” or “Ten
Words/Decalogue in Greek” introduced in Chapter 20 and expressed in slightly different terms in
Deuteronomy 5ff.

e |t begins with the affirmation of God’s work throughout Exodus to this point - “l am the Lord your God, who
brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 3 you shall have no other gods
before me.”

e At the end, the Lord reminds Moses to tell the people that, “You have seen for yourselves that | spoke with
you from heaven,” and that they “need make for me only an altar of earth and sacrifice on it your burnt
offerings and your offerings of well-being, your sheep and your oxen; in every place where | cause my name
to be remembered | will come to you and bless you.”

Exodus 20

The Ten Commandments

20 Then God spoke all these words:

2 | am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 3 you shall
have no other gods before me.

4 You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on
the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 5 You shall not bow down to them or worship them;
for | the Lord your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the
fourth generation of those who reject me, 6 but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those
who love me and keep my commandments.

7 You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not acquit anyone who
misuses his name.

8 Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor and do all your work. 10 But the
seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter,
your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. 11 For in six days the Lord made
heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the
sabbath day and consecrated it.
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12 Honor your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that the Lord your God is
giving you.

13 You shall not murder.

14 You shall not commit adultery.

15 You shall not steal.

16 You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

17 You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave,
or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.

18 When all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the sound of the trumpet, and the mountain
smoking, they were afraid and trembled and stood at a distance, 19 and said to Moses, “You speak to us, and
we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, or we will die.” 20 Moses said to the people, “Do not be afraid;
for God has come only to test you and to put the fear of him upon you so that you do not sin.” 21 Then the
people stood at a distance, while Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was.

The Law concerning the Altar

22 The Lord said to Moses: Thus you shall say to the Israelites: “You have seen for yourselves that | spoke
with you from heaven. 23 You shall not make gods of silver alongside me, nor shall you make for yourselves
gods of gold. 24 You need make for me only an altar of earth and sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your
offerings of well-being, your sheep and your oxen; in every place where | cause my name to be remembered |
will come to you and bless you. 25 But if you make for me an altar of stone, do not build it of hewn stones; for
if you use a chisel upon it you profane it. 26 You shall not go up by steps to my altar, so that your nakedness
may not be exposed on it.”

The basis of God’s covenant with Israel through seemingly expressed in these “words” or commandments as
rules is more so the way His love forms or prepares His people for a different kind of life; that they may see
themselves as a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”

In today’s poem, R.S. Thomas considers what his Kingdom might be life.

The Kingdom
by R. S. Thomas

It’s a long way off but inside it

There are quite different things going on:
Festivals at which the poor man

Is king and the consumptive is

Healed; mirrors in which the blind look
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At themselves and love looks at them
Back; and industry is for mending

The bent bones and the minds fractured
By life. It’s a long way off, but to get
There takes no time and admission

Is free, if you purge yourself

Of desire, and present yourself with
Your need only and the simple offering
Of your faith, green as a leaf.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Sunday, March 19:
Reading #21 — Exodus 21: Laws on Slavery, Violence, and Property / R.S. Thomas, “In A Country Church”

e Chapters 20-23 present aspects of the Law as expressed in man’s duties towards God and his neighbor and
reflect on life which imagines a settled agricultural society and are similar in style and content to other legal
codes of the ancient Near East.

e But these sections on slavery, violence, and property will be difficult to read.

The Law concerning Slaves

21 These are the ordinances that you shall set before them:

2 When you buy a male Hebrew slave, he shall serve six years, but in the seventh he shall go out a free person,
without debt. 3 If he comes in single, he shall go out single; if he comes in married, then his wife shall go out
with him. 4 If his master gives him a wife and she bears him sons or daughters, the wife and her children shall
be her master’s and he shall go out alone. 5 But if the slave declares, “I love my master, my wife, and my
children; | will not go out a free person,” 6 then his master shall bring him before God.[a] He shall be brought
to the door or the doorpost; and his master shall pierce his ear with an awl; and he shall serve him for life.

7 When a man sells his daughter as a slave, she shall not go out as the male slaves do. 8 If she does not please
her master, who designated her for himself, then he shall let her be redeemed; he shall have no right to sell
her to a foreign people, since he has dealt unfairly with her. 9 If he designates her for his son, he shall deal with
her as with a daughter. 10 If he takes another wife to himself, he shall not diminish the food, clothing, or
marital rights of the first wife.[b] 11 And if he does not do these three things for her, she shall go out without
debt, without payment of money.

The Law concerning Violence

12 Whoever strikes a person mortally shall be put to death. 13 If it was not premeditated, but came about by
an act of God, then | will appoint for you a place to which the killer may flee. 14 But if someone willfully attacks
and kills another by treachery, you shall take the killer from my altar for execution.

15 Whoever strikes father or mother shall be put to death.

16 Whoever kidnaps a person, whether that person has been sold or is still held in possession, shall be put to
death.

17 Whoever curses father or mother shall be put to death.

18 When individuals quarrel and one strikes the other with a stone or fist so that the injured party, though not
dead, is confined to bed, 19 but recovers and walks around outside with the help of a staff, then the assailant
shall be free of liability, except to pay for the loss of time, and to arrange for full recovery.

20 When a slaveowner strikes a male or female slave with a rod and the slave dies immediately, the owner
shall be punished. 21 But if the slave survives a day or two, there is no punishment; for the slave is the owner’s
property.
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22 When people who are fighting injure a pregnant woman so that there is a miscarriage, and yet no further
harm follows, the one responsible shall be fined what the woman’s husband demands, paying as much as the
judges determine. 23 If any harm follows, then you shall give life for life, 24 eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand
for hand, foot for foot, 25 burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.

26 When a slaveowner strikes the eye of a male or female slave, destroying it, the owner shall let the slave go,
a free person, to compensate for the eye. 27 If the owner knocks out a tooth of a male or female slave, the
slave shall be let go, a free person, to compensate for the tooth.

Laws concerning Property

28 When an ox gores a man or a woman to death, the ox shall be stoned, and its flesh shall not be eaten; but
the owner of the ox shall not be liable. 29 If the ox has been accustomed to gore in the past, and its owner has
been warned but has not restrained it, and it kills a man or a woman, the ox shall be stoned, and its owner also
shall be put to death. 30 If a ransom is imposed on the owner, then the owner shall pay whatever is imposed
for the redemption of the victim’s life. 31 If it gores a boy or a girl, the owner shall be dealt with according to
this same rule. 32 If the ox gores a male or female slave, the owner shall pay to the slaveowner thirty shekels
of silver, and the ox shall be stoned.

33 If someone leaves a pit open, or digs a pit and does not cover it, and an ox or a donkey falls into it, 34 the
owner of the pit shall make restitution, giving money to its owner, but keeping the dead animal.

35 If someone’s ox hurts the ox of another, so that it dies, then they shall sell the live ox and divide the price of
it; and the dead animal they shall also divide. 36 But if it was known that the ox was accustomed to gore in the
past, and its owner has not restrained it, the owner shall restore ox for ox, but keep the dead animal.

On this, the mid-point of Great Lent, and the Sunday of the Cross:

In a Country Church
by R.S. Thomas

To one kneeling down no word came,
Only the wind' s song, saddening the lips
Of the grave saints, rigid in glass;

Or the dry whisper of unseen wings,
Bats not angels, in the high roof.

Was he balked by silence? He kneeled long
And saw love in a dark crown

Of thorns blazing, and a winter tree
Golden with fruit of a man's body.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Monday, March 20:
Reading #22 — Exodus 22: Laws of Restitution and Social and Religious Laws/ R.S. Thomas, Poems on the
Cross: “The Breaking of the Wave”

e Among all of these aspects of laws to me are the following which affirm that God is the protector of the
legally defenseless: the stranger (sojourner), widow and orphan: “You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress
him, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. 22 You shall not afflict any widow or orphan.”

¢ 31 “You shall be men consecrated to me;

Exodus 22

Laws of Restitution

22 “If a man steals an ox or a sheep, and kills it or sells it, he shall pay five oxen for an ox, and four sheep for a
sheep. He shall make restitution; if he has nothing, then he shall be sold for his theft. 4 If the stolen beast is
found alive in his possession, whether it is an ox or an ass or a sheep, he shall pay double.

2 “If a thief is found breaking in, and is struck so that he dies, there shall be no bloodguilt for him; 3 but if the
sun has risen upon him, there shall be bloodguilt for him.

5 “When a man causes a field or vineyard to be grazed over, or lets his beast loose and it feeds in another
man’s field, he shall make restitution from the best in his own field and in his own vineyard.

6 “When fire breaks out and catches in thorns so that the stacked grain or the standing grain or the field is
consumed, he that kindled the fire shall make full restitution.

7 “If a man delivers to his neighbor money or goods to keep, and it is stolen out of the man’s house, then, if
the thief is found, he shall pay double. 8 If the thief is not found, the owner of the house shall come near to
God, to show whether or not he has put his hand to his neighbor’s goods.

9 “For every breach of trust, whether it is for ox, for ass, for sheep, for clothing, or for any kind of lost thing, of
which one says, ‘This is it,” the case of both parties shall come before God; he whom God shall condemn shall
pay double to his neighbor.

10 “If a man delivers to his neighbor an ass or an ox or a sheep or any beast to keep, and it dies or is hurt or is
driven away, without any one seeing it, 11 an oath by the Lord shall be between them both to see whether he
has not put his hand to his neighbor’s property; and the owner shall accept the oath, and he shall not make
restitution. 12 But if it is stolen from him, he shall make restitution to its owner. 13 If it is torn by beasts, let
him bring it as evidence; he shall not make restitution for what has been torn.

14 “If a man borrows anything of his neighbor, and it is hurt or dies, the owner not being with it, he shall make
full restitution. 15 If the owner was with it, he shall not make restitution; if it was hired, it came for its hire.
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Social and Religious Laws

16 “If a man seduces a virgin who is not betrothed, and lies with her, he shall give the marriage present for her,
and make her his wife. 17 If her father utterly refuses to give her to him, he shall pay money equivalent to the
marriage present for virgins.

18 “You shall not permit a sorceress to live.

19 “Whoever lies with a beast shall be put to death.

20 “Whoever sacrifices to any god, save to the Lord only, shall be utterly destroyed.

21 “You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. 22 You shall
not afflict any widow or orphan. 23 If you do afflict them, and they cry out to me, | will surely hear their

cry; 24 and my wrath will burn, and | will kill you with the sword, and your wives shall become widows and
your children fatherless.

25 “If you lend money to any of my people with you who is poor, you shall not be to him as a creditor, and you
shall not exact interest from him. 26 If ever you take your neighbor’s garment in pledge, you shall restore it to
him before the sun goes down; 27 for that is his only covering, it is his mantle for his body; in what else shall
he sleep? And if he cries to me, | will hear, for | am compassionate.

28 “You shall not revile God, nor curse a ruler of your people.

29 “You shall not delay to offer from the fulness of your harvest and from the outflow of your presses.

“The first-born of your sons you shall give to me. 30 You shall do likewise with your oxen and with your sheep:
seven days it shall be with its dam; on the eighth day you shall give it to me.

31 “You shall be men consecrated to me; therefore you shall not eat any flesh that is torn by beasts in the field;
you shall cast it to the dogs.
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We'll continue this week — through R.S. Thomas’s poems — and hear his reflections on the theme of the Cross
as presented at yesterday’s Liturgy.

The Breaking of the Wave

by R.S. Thomas

The breaking of the wave
outside echoed the breaking
of the bread in his hands.

The crying of the seagulls
was the cry from the Cross;
Lama Sabachthani. He lifted

the chalice, that crystal in
which love questioning is love
blinded with excess of light.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Tuesday, March 21, 2023
Reading #23 — Exodus 23: On Justice for All / The Sabbath Year and Three Annual Feasts / The Conquest of
the Land / R.S. Thomas, Autumn on the Land

e Today’s chapter speaks to us of an important message of not following “a majority in wrongdoing; when you
bear witness in a lawsuit, you shall not side with the majority so as to pervert justice.”

e A stewardship of the land manifested in a “Sabbath Year” is demanded: “For six year years you shall sow
your land and gather in its yield; but on the seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow, so that the poor
of your people may eat.

e There will be three main Festivals: Unleavened bread (Passover); the harvest (Pentecost); and the
ingathering (feast of booths)

* The Lord will guide His people into the promised land — the “place that | have prepared for you.”

Justice for All

23 You shall not spread a false report. You shall not join hands with the wicked to act as a malicious
witness. 2 You shall not follow a majority in wrongdoing; when you bear witness in a lawsuit, you shall not
side with the majority so as to pervert justice; 3 nor shall you be partial to the poor in a lawsuit.

4 When you come upon your enemy’s ox or donkey going astray, you shall bring it back.

5 When you see the donkey of one who hates you lying under its burden and you would hold back from setting
it free, you must help to set it free.[a]

6 You shall not pervert the justice due to your poor in their lawsuits. 7 Keep far from a false charge, and do not
kill the innocent and those in the right, for | will not acquit the guilty. 8 You shall take no bribe, for a bribe
blinds the officials, and subverts the cause of those who are in the right.

9 You shall not oppress a resident alien; you know the heart of an alien, for you were aliens in the land of
Egypt.

Sabbatical Year and Sabbath

10 For six years you shall sow your land and gather in its yield; 11 but the seventh year you shall let it rest
and lie fallow, so that the poor of your people may eat; and what they leave the wild animals may eat. You
shall do the same with your vineyard, and with your olive orchard.

12 Six days you shall do your work, but on the seventh day you shall rest, so that your ox and your donkey may
have relief, and your homeborn slave and the resident alien may be refreshed. 13 Be attentive to all that | have
said to you. Do not invoke the names of other gods; do not let them be heard on your lips.
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The Annual Festivals

14 Three times in the year you shall hold a festival for me. 15 You shall observe the festival of unleavened
bread; as | commanded you, you shall eat unleavened bread for seven days at the appointed time in the month
of Abib, for in it you came out of Egypt.

No one shall appear before me empty-handed.

16 You shall observe the festival of harvest, of the first fruits of your labor, of what you sow in the field. You
shall observe the festival of ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in from the field the fruit of
your labor. 17 Three times in the year all your males shall appear before the Lord God.

18 You shall not offer the blood of my sacrifice with anything leavened, or let the fat of my festival remain until
the morning.

19 The choicest of the first fruits of your ground you shall bring into the house of the Lord your God.
You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk.

The Conquest of Canaan Promised

20 I am going to send an angel in front of you, to guard you on the way and to bring you to the place that |
have prepared. 21 Be attentive to him and listen to his voice; do not rebel against him, for he will not pardon
your transgression; for my name is in him.

22 But if you listen attentively to his voice and do all that | say, then | will be an enemy to your enemies and a
foe to your foes.

23 When my angel goes in front of you, and brings you to the Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the
Canaanites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, and | blot them out, 24 you shall not bow down to their gods, or
worship them, or follow their practices, but you shall utterly demolish them and break their pillars in

pieces. 25 You shall worship the Lord your God, and | will bless your bread and your water; and | will take
sickness away from among you. 26 No one shall miscarry or be barren in your land; | will fulfill the number of
your days. 27 | will send my terror in front of you, and will throw into confusion all the people against whom
you shall come, and | will make all your enemies turn their backs to you. 28 And | will send the pestilence[c] in
front of you, which shall drive out the Hivites, the Canaanites, and the Hittites from before you. 29 | will not
drive them out from before you in one year, or the land would become desolate and the wild animals would
multiply against you. 30 Little by little | will drive them out from before you, until you have increased and
possess the land. 31 | will set your borders from the Red Sea[d] to the sea of the Philistines, and from the
wilderness to the Euphrates; for | will hand over to you the inhabitants of the land, and you shall drive them
out before you. 32 You shall make no covenant with them and their gods. 33 They shall not live in your land, or
they will make you sin against me; for if you worship their gods, it will surely be a snare to you.
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Autumn on the Land

by R.S. Thomas

A man, a field, silence—what is there to say?
He lives, he moves, and the October day
Burns slowly down.

History is made
Elsewhere; the hours forfeit to time's blade
Don't matter here. The leaves large and small,
Shed by the branches, unlamented fall
About his shoulders. You may look in vain
Through the eyes' window; on his meagre hearth
The thin, shy soul has not begun its reign
Over the darkness. Beauty, love and mirth
And joy are strangers there.

You must revise

Your bland philosophy of nature, earth
Has of itself no power to make men wise.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Wednesday, March 22, 2023
Reading #24 — Exodus 24: Moses on the Mountain for Forty Days and Nights /
R.S. Thomas, “The contemporaneity of the Cross”

e The Lord calls only Moses to “come up to the Lord.”

e Moses tells the people “all the words of the Lord” and the people answered with one voice, “All the words
that the Lord has spoken we will do.”

e Moses wrote down all the words of the Lord.

e Moses built an altar at that sight and took half of the sacrificial blood of the burnt offerings and dashed it
against the altar and upon the people saying, “See the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with
you in accordance with all these words.”

e Moses, Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu and seventy of the elders of Israel went up the mountain and “saw” the
God of Israel - under his feet there was something like “a pavement of sapphire stone, like the very heaven
for clearness.”

e Moses and Aaron go even further up the mountain and God said to Moses: “I will give you the tablets of
stone, with the law and the commandment, which | have written for their instruction.”

e Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain. 16 The glory of the Lord settled
on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six days; on the seventh day he called to Moses out of the
cloud. 17 Now the appearance of the glory of the Lord was like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain
in the sight of the people of Israel. 18 Moses entered the cloud, and went up on the mountain. Moses was
on the mountain for forty days and forty nights.

e We about this in one of the final prayers at the end of the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts:
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O Almighty Master, who in wisdom have fashioned all creation, who through Your ineffable providence and
great good ness, have led us to these all-revered days for purification of souls and bodies, for restraint of
passions, and for hope of the resurrection, who, during the forty days, did put into the hands of Your servitor
Moses the tables in letters divinely inscribed: Grant to us also, O Good One, to fight the good fight, to
complete the course of the Fast, to preserve the Faith undivided, to crush the heads of invisible serpents, to be
shown to be conquerers of sins and, without condemnation, also to attain to and to worship the holy
Resurrection. For blessed and glorified is Your all-honorable and majestic name: of the Father, and of the Son,
and of the Holy Spirit, now and ever and unto ages of ages. Amen.

Exodus 24
The Blood of the Covenant

24 Then he said to Moses, “Come up to the Lord, you and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders
of Israel, and worship at a distance. 2 Moses alone shall come near the Lord; but the others shall not come
near, and the people shall not come up with him.”

3 Moses came and told the people all the words of the Lord and all the ordinances; and all the people
answered with one voice, and said, “All the words that the Lord has spoken we will do.” 4 And Moses wrote
down all the words of the Lord. He rose early in the morning, and built an altar at the foot of the mountain,
and set up twelve pillars, corresponding to the twelve tribes of Israel. 5 He sent young men of the people of
Israel, who offered burnt offerings and sacrificed oxen as offerings of well-being to the Lord. 6 Moses took half
of the blood and put it in basins, and half of the blood he dashed against the altar. 7 Then he took the book of
the covenant, and read it in the hearing of the people; and they said, “All that the Lord has spoken we will do,
and we will be obedient.” 8 Moses took the blood and dashed it on the people, and said, “See the blood of
the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance with all these words.”

On the Mountain with God

9 Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went up, 10 and they saw the
God of Israel. Under his feet there was something like a pavement of sapphire stone, like the very heaven for
clearness. 11 God did not lay his hand on the chief men of the people of Israel; also they beheld God, and they
ate and drank.

12 The Lord said to Moses, “Come up to me on the mountain, and wait there; and | will give you the tablets
of stone, with the law and the commandment, which | have written for their instruction.” 13 So Moses set
out with his assistant Joshua, and Moses went up into the mountain of God. 14 To the elders he had said,
“Wait here for us, until we come to you again; for Aaron and Hur are with you; whoever has a dispute may go
to them.”

15 Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain. 16 The glory of

the Lord settled on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six days; on the seventh day he called to Moses
out of the cloud. 17 Now the appearance of the glory of the Lord was like a devouring fire on the top of the
mountain in the sight of the people of Israel. 18 Moses entered the cloud, and went up on the mountain.
Moses was on the mountain for forty days and forty nights.
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The church is small.
The walls inside
White. On the altar

a cross, with behind it
its shadow and behind

that the shadow of its shadow.

The world outside

knows nothing of this

nor cares. The two shadows
are because of the shining
of two candles: as many
the lights, so many

the shadows. So we learn
something of the nature
of God, the endlessness
of whose recessions

are brought up short

by the contemporaneity of the Cross.

from: The Echoes Return Slow

The contemporaneity of the Cross.

by R.S. Thomas
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Thursday, March 23, 2023 Reading #25 — Exodus 25: The Tabernacle, the Ark, and
Lampstand / R.S. Thomas, “But the silence in the mind”

e The Lord instructs Moses on all that will be required for creating the tabernacle.
e An ark shall be made of acacia wood and the covenant that God shall provide will be placed in it.

e On top of the ark will be the mercy seat and two cherubim of gold shall be placed at both ends of the mercy
seat.

e The Lord said: “There | will meet with you, and from above the mercy seat, from between the two cherubim
that are on the ark of the covenant, | will deliver to you all my commands for the Israelites.”

e Atable for the bread of the Presence shall also be made of acacia wood.
e A lampstand with seven cups shall be made of gold and have seven lamps.
Exodus 25

Offerings for the Tabernacle

25 The Lord said to Moses: 2 Tell the Israelites to take for me an offering; from all whose hearts prompt them to
give you shall receive the offering for me. 3 This is the offering that you shall receive from them: gold, silver,
and bronze, 4blue, purple, and crimson yarns and fine linen, goats’ hair, 5tanned rams’ skins, fine leather,

lal acacia wood, 6 oil for the lamps, spices for the anointing oil and for the fragrant incense, 7 onyx stones and
gems to be set in the ephod and for the breastpiece. 8 And have them make me a sanctuary, so that | may
dwell among them. ?In accordance with all that | show you concerning the pattern of the tabernacle and of
all its furniture, so you shall make it.

The Ark of the Covenant

10They shall make an ark of acacia wood; it shall be two and a half cubits long, a cubit and a half wide, and a
cubit and a half high. 11 You shall overlay it with pure gold, inside and outside you shall overlay it, and you shall
make a molding of gold upon it all around. 12 You shall cast four rings of gold for it and put them on its four
feet, two rings on the one side of it, and two rings on the other side. 13 You shall make poles of acacia wood,
and overlay them with gold. 14 And you shall put the poles into the rings on the sides of the ark, by which to
carry the ark. 15 The poles shall remain in the rings of the ark; they shall not be taken from it. 16 You shall put
into the ark the covenant! that | shall give you.

17Then you shall make a mercy seat! of pure gold; two cubits and a half shall be its length, and a cubit and a
half its width. 18 You shall make two cherubim of gold; you shall make them of hammered work, at the two
ends of the mercy seat.ld] 19 Make one cherub at the one end, and one cherub at the other; of one piece with
the mercy seatlel you shall make the cherubim at its two ends. 20 The cherubim shall spread out their wings
above, overshadowing the mercy seatlfl with their wings. They shall face one to another; the faces of the
cherubim shall be turned toward the mercy seat.[g] 21 You shall put the mercy seatlh! on the top of the ark; and
in the ark you shall put the covenantlil that | shall give you. 22 There | will meet with you, and from above the
mercy seat,ll from between the two cherubim that are on the ark of the covenant,kl | will deliver to you all my
commands for the Israelites.
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The Table for the Bread of the Presence

23You shall make a table of acacia wood, two cubits long, one cubit wide, and a cubit and a half high. 24 You
shall overlay it with pure gold, and make a molding of gold around it. 25 You shall make around it a rim a
handbreadth wide, and a molding of gold around the rim. 26 You shall make for it four rings of gold, and fasten
the rings to the four corners at its four legs. 27 The rings that hold the poles used for carrying the table shall be
close to the rim. 28 You shall make the poles of acacia wood, and overlay them with gold, and the table shall be
carried with these. 29 You shall make its plates and dishes for incense, and its flagons and bowls with which to
pour drink offerings; you shall make them of pure gold. 30 And you shall set the bread of the Presence on the
table before me always.

The Lampstand

31You shall make a lampstand of pure gold. The base and the shaft of the lampstand shall be made of
hammered work; its cups, its calyxes, and its petals shall be of one piece with it; 32and there shall be six
branches going out of its sides, three branches of the lampstand out of one side of it and three branches of the
lampstand out of the other side of it; 33 three cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with calyx and petals,
on one branch, and three cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with calyx and petals, on the other branch
—so for the six branches going out of the lampstand. 34 On the lampstand itself there shall be four cups shaped
like almond blossoms, each with its calyxes and petals. 35 There shall be a calyx of one piece with it under the
first pair of branches, a calyx of one piece with it under the next pair of branches, and a calyx of one piece with
it under the last pair of branches—so for the six branches that go out of the lampstand. 36 Their calyxes and
their branches shall be of one piece with it, the whole of it one hammered piece of pure gold. 37 You shall
make the seven lamps for it; and the lamps shall be set up so as to give light on the space in front of it. 38 Its
snuffers and trays shall be of pure gold. 321t, and all these utensils, shall be made from a talent of pure

gold. 40 And see that you make them according to the pattern for them, which is being shown you on the
mountain.

But the silence in the mind

by R. S. Thomas

But the silence in the mind

is when we live best, within
listening distance of the silence
we call God. This is the deep
calling to deep of the psalm-
writer, the bottomless ocean
we launch the armada of

our thoughts on, never arriving.

It is a presence, then,

whose margins are our margins;
that calls us out over our

own fathoms. What to do

but draw a little nearer to

such ubiquity by remaining still?
(Counterpoint,p. 50)
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Friday, March 24, 2023 Reading #26 — Exodus 26: The Tabernacle / R.S. Thomas,
“Annunciation” [ Henry Ossawa Tanner, “The Annunciation”

This evening we’ll celebrate the Annunciation which falls on Saturday. In remembering the announcement
from the Archangel Gabriel to Mary that she’ll give birth to Jesus in the context of today’s reading from Exodus
we think of Mary as the true tabernacle, the dwelling-place of the Lord.

Here are just one liturgical proclamation from the Akathist to the Theotokos:

lkos 12

While praising your Offspring, we all praise you, O Theotokos, as a living temple; for the Lord, Who holds all
things in His hand, dwelt in your womb, and He sanctified and glorified you, and taught all to cry to you:

Rejoice, Tabernacle of God the Word.
Rejoice, Holy one, holier than the Holies.
Rejoice, Ark made golden by the Spirit.

Exodus 26

The Tabernacle

Moreover you shall make the tabernacle with ten curtains of fine twisted linen, and blue, purple, and crimson
yarns; you shall make them with cherubim skillfully worked into them. 2 The length of each curtain shall be
twenty-eight cubits, and the width of each curtain four cubits; all the curtains shall be of the same size. 3 Five
curtains shall be joined to one another; and the other five curtains shall be joined to one another. 4 You shall
make loops of blue on the edge of the outermost curtain in the first set; and likewise you shall make loops on
the edge of the outermost curtain in the second set. 5 You shall make fifty loops on the one curtain, and you
shall make fifty loops on the edge of the curtain that is in the second set; the loops shall be opposite one
another. 6 You shall make fifty clasps of gold, and join the curtains to one another with the clasps, so that the
tabernacle may be one whole.

7 You shall also make curtains of goats’ hair for a tent over the tabernacle; you shall make eleven

curtains. 8 The length of each curtain shall be thirty cubits, and the width of each curtain four cubits; the
eleven curtains shall be of the same size. 9 You shall join five curtains by themselves, and six curtains by
themselves, and the sixth curtain you shall double over at the front of the tent. 10 You shall make fifty loops on
the edge of the curtain that is outermost in one set, and fifty loops on the edge of the curtain that is outermost
in the second set.

11 You shall make fifty clasps of bronze, and put the clasps into the loops, and join the tent together, so that it
may be one whole. 12 The part that remains of the curtains of the tent, the half curtain that remains, shall
hang over the back of the tabernacle. 13 The cubit on the one side, and the cubit on the other side, of what
remains in the length of the curtains of the tent, shall hang over the sides of the tabernacle, on this side and
that side, to cover it. 14 You shall make for the tent a covering of tanned rams’ skins and an outer covering of
fine leather.[a]
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The Framework

15 You shall make upright frames of acacia wood for the tabernacle. 16 Ten cubits shall be the length of a
frame, and a cubit and a half the width of each frame. 17 There shall be two pegs in each frame to fit the
frames together; you shall make these for all the frames of the tabernacle. 18 You shall make the frames for
the tabernacle: twenty frames for the south side; 19 and you shall make forty bases of silver under the twenty
frames, two bases under the first frame for its two pegs, and two bases under the next frame for its two

pegs; 20 and for the second side of the tabernacle, on the north side twenty frames, 21 and their forty bases
of silver, two bases under the first frame, and two bases under the next frame; 22 and for the rear of the
tabernacle westward you shall make six frames. 23 You shall make two frames for corners of the tabernacle in
the rear; 24 they shall be separate beneath, but joined at the top, at the first ring; it shall be the same with
both of them; they shall form the two corners. 25 And so there shall be eight frames, with their bases of silver,
sixteen bases; two bases under the first frame, and two bases under the next frame.

26 You shall make bars of acacia wood, five for the frames of the one side of the tabernacle, 27 and five bars
for the frames of the other side of the tabernacle, and five bars for the frames of the side of the tabernacle at
the rear westward. 28 The middle bar, halfway up the frames, shall pass through from end to end. 29 You shall
overlay the frames with gold, and shall make their rings of gold to hold the bars; and you shall overlay the bars
with gold. 30 Then you shall erect the tabernacle according to the plan for it that you were shown on the
mountain.

The Curtain

31 You shall make a curtain of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen; it shall be made with
cherubim skillfully worked into it. 32 You shall hang it on four pillars of acacia overlaid with gold, which have
hooks of gold and rest on four bases of silver. 33 You shall hang the curtain under the clasps, and bring the ark
of the covenant[b] in there, within the curtain; and the curtain shall separate for you the holy place from the
most holy. 34 You shall put the mercy seat[c] on the ark of the covenant[d] in the most holy place. 35 You shall
set the table outside the curtain, and the lampstand on the south side of the tabernacle opposite the table;
and you shall put the table on the north side.

36 You shall make a screen for the entrance of the tent, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted
linen, embroidered with needlework. 37 You shall make for the screen five pillars of acacia, and overlay them
with gold; their hooks shall be of gold, and you shall cast five bases of bronze for them.
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Annunciation

by R.S. Thomas

Henry Ossawa Tanner, “The Annunciation”
[Philadelphia Museum of Art]

She came like a saint
to her bride-bed, hands
clasped, mind clenched
on a promise. ‘Some

fell by the wayside,

she whispered. ‘Come, birds,
winnow the seed lest
standing beside a chaste

cradle with a star

over it, | see flesh

as snow fallen and think
myself mother of God!

—R. S. Thomas, ‘Annunciation’, in Collected Later Poems, 1988-2000 (Highgreen: Bloodaxe, 2004), 194.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Saturday, March 25, 2023 Reading #27 — Exodus 27: The Altar / R.S. Thomas,
“Kneeling”

Exodus 27

The Altar

1-8 “Make an Altar of acacia wood. Make it seven and a half feet square and four and a half feet high. Make
horns at each of the four corners. The horns are to be of one piece with the Altar and covered with a veneer
of bronze. Make buckets for removing the ashes, along with shovels, basins, forks, and fire pans. Make all
these utensils from bronze. Make a grate of bronze mesh and attach bronze rings at each of the four corners.
Put the grate under the ledge of the Altar at the halfway point of the Altar. Make acacia wood poles for the
Altar and cover them with a veneer of bronze. Insert the poles through the rings on the two sides of the Altar
for carrying. Use boards to make the Altar, keeping the interior hollow.

The Courtyard

9-11 “Make a Courtyard for The Dwelling. The south side is to be 150 feet long. The hangings for the
Courtyard are to be woven from fine twisted linen, with their twenty posts, twenty bronze bases, and fastening
hooks and bands of silver. The north side is to be exactly the same.

12-19 “For the west end of the Courtyard you will need seventy-five feet of hangings with their ten posts and
bases. Across the seventy-five feet at the front, or east end, you will need twenty-two and a half feet of
hangings, with their three posts and bases on one side and the same for the other side. At the door of the
Courtyard make a screen thirty feet long woven from blue, purple, and scarlet stuff, with fine twisted linen,
embroidered by a craftsman, and hung on its four posts and bases. All the posts around the Courtyard are to
be banded with silver, with hooks of silver and bases of bronze. The Courtyard is to be 150 feet long and
seventy-five feet wide. The hangings of fine twisted linen set on their bronze bases are to be seven and a half
feet high. All the tools used for setting up The Holy Dwelling, including all the pegs in it and the Courtyard, are
to be made of bronze.

20-21 “Now, order the Israelites to bring you pure, clear olive oil for light so that the lamps can be kept
burning. In the Tent of Meeting, the area outside the curtain that veils The Testimony, Aaron and his sons will
keep this light burning from evening until morning before God. This is to be a permanent practice down
through the generations for Israelites.”

Kneeling

by R.S Thomas
Moments of great calm,
Kneeling before an altar
Of wood in a stone church
In summer, waiting for the God
To speak; the air a staircase
For silence; the sun’s light
Ringing me, as though | acted
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A great role. And the audiences
Still; all that close throng
Of spirits waiting, as |,
For the message.

Prompt me, God;
But not yet. When | speak,
Though it be you who speak
Through me, something is lost.
The meaning is in the waiting.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Sunday, March 26, 2023 Reading #28 — Exodus 28: Vestments / R.S. Thomas, “The
Lesson”

Exodus 28

Vestments for the Priesthood

28 Then bring near to you your brother Aaron, and his sons with him, from among the Israelites, to serve me
as priests—Aaron and Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar. 2 You shall make sacred vestments
for the glorious adornment of your brother Aaron. 3 And you shall speak to all who have ability, whom | have
endowed with skill, that they make Aaron’s vestments to consecrate him for my priesthood. 4 These are the
vestments that they shall make: a breastpiece, an ephod, a robe, a checkered tunic, a turban, and a sash.
When they make these sacred vestments for your brother Aaron and his sons to serve me as priests, 5 they
shall use gold, blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and fine linen.

The Ephod

6 They shall make the ephod of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen, skillfully
worked. 7 It shall have two shoulder-pieces attached to its two edges, so that it may be joined together. 8 The
decorated band on it shall be of the same workmanship and materials, of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson
yarns, and of fine twisted linen. 9 You shall take two onyx stones, and engrave on them the names of the sons
of Israel, 10 six of their names on the one stone, and the names of the remaining six on the other stone, in the
order of their birth. 11 As a gem-cutter engraves signets, so you shall engrave the two stones with the names
of the sons of Israel; you shall mount them in settings of gold filigree. 12 You shall set the two stones on the
shoulder-pieces of the ephod, as stones of remembrance for the sons of Israel; and Aaron shall bear their
names before the Lord on his two shoulders for remembrance. 13 You shall make settings of gold

filigree, 14 and two chains of pure gold, twisted like cords; and you shall attach the corded chains to the
settings.

The Breastplate

15 You shall make a breastpiece of judgment, in skilled work; you shall make it in the style of the ephod; of
gold, of blue and purple and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen you shall make it. 16 It shall be square
and doubled, a span in length and a span in width. 17 You shall set in it four rows of stones. A row of carnelian,
[a] chrysolite, and emerald shall be the first row; 18 and the second row a turquoise, a sapphire,[b] and a
moonstone; 19 and the third row a jacinth, an agate, and an amethyst; 20 and the fourth row a beryl, an onyx,
and a jasper; they shall be set in gold filigree. 21 There shall be twelve stones with names corresponding to the
names of the sons of Israel; they shall be like signets, each engraved with its name, for the twelve

tribes. 22 You shall make for the breastpiece chains of pure gold, twisted like cords; 23 and you shall make for
the breastpiece two rings of gold, and put the two rings on the two edges of the breastpiece. 24 You shall put
the two cords of gold in the two rings at the edges of the breastpiece; 25 the two ends of the two cords you
shall attach to the two settings, and so attach it in front to the shoulder-pieces of the ephod. 26 You shall make
two rings of gold, and put them at the two ends of the breastpiece, on its inside edge next to the

ephod. 27 You shall make two rings of gold, and attach them in front to the lower part of the two shoulder-
pieces of the ephod, at its joining above the decorated band of the ephod. 28 The breastpiece shall be bound
by its rings to the rings of the ephod with a blue cord, so that it may lie on the decorated band of the ephod,
and so that the breastpiece shall not come loose from the ephod. 29 So Aaron shall bear the names of the sons
of Israel in the breastpiece of judgment on his heart when he goes into the holy place, for a continual
remembrance before the Lord. 30 In the breastpiece of judgment you shall put the Urim and the Thummim,
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and they shall be on Aaron’s heart when he goes in before the Lord; thus Aaron shall bear the judgment of the
Israelites on his heart before the Lord continually.

Other Priestly Vestments

31 You shall make the robe of the ephod all of blue. 32 It shall have an opening for the head in the middle of it,
with a woven binding around the opening, like the opening in a coat of mail,[c] so that it may not be

torn. 33 On its lower hem you shall make pomegranates of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, all around the
lower hem, with bells of gold between them all around— 34 a golden bell and a pomegranate alternating all
around the lower hem of the robe. 35 Aaron shall wear it when he ministers, and its sound shall be heard
when he goes into the holy place before the Lord, and when he comes out, so that he may not die.

36 You shall make a rosette of pure gold, and engrave on it, like the engraving of a signet, “Holy to

the Lord.” 37 You shall fasten it on the turban with a blue cord; it shall be on the front of the turban. 38 It shall
be on Aaron’s forehead, and Aaron shall take on himself any guilt incurred in the holy offering that the
Israelites consecrate as their sacred donations; it shall always be on his forehead, in order that they may find
favor before the Lord.

39 You shall make the checkered tunic of fine linen, and you shall make a turban of fine linen, and you shall
make a sash embroidered with needlework.

40 For Aaron’s sons you shall make tunics and sashes and headdresses; you shall make them for their glorious
adornment. 41 You shall put them on your brother Aaron, and on his sons with him, and shall anoint them and
ordain them and consecrate them, so that they may serve me as priests. 42 You shall make for them linen
undergarments to cover their naked flesh; they shall reach from the hips to the thighs; 43 Aaron and his sons
shall wear them when they go into the tent of meeting, or when they come near the altar to minister in the
holy place; or they will bring guilt on themselves and die. This shall be a perpetual ordinance for him and for
his descendants after him.

*

[Note: R.S. Thomas loved to watch birds. In today’s poem, | - at least - am thinking of their often beautiful
feathers as a kind of vestment.]

The Lesson

by R.S. Thomas

The bird man explains

how the male bird has to establish
territory, advertise, by singing,

his presence.(Have you heard God
sing?) He demonstrates

how where you had thought

there was nothing a bird

crouches. (Protective camouflage?)
There is not one bird but thousands
and thousands of species, each
separable by its feathers.
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The comparison fails

Here, life, it is true, has its feathers

but they are not all part of the plumage
of the one God. (Perhaps history

has its nights, when that God

roosts with his head hidden.)

No matter, they are alike, these two,

in migratory behaviour.

One day the hedges are alive

with hurrying bodies as a mind

is with thoughts. On the morrow

they are deserted, another country
becomes jubilant with bird notes.
Where has God gone? The mind’s branches
are empty and without

song. Their leaves are encrusted

with town dust. Return, migrant,

so your listeners arising

on some May morning of the spirit
may hear you whistling again

softly but more musically than any of their inventions.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Monday, March 27, 2023 Reading #29 — Exodus 29: The Ordination of Priests / R.S.
Thomas, “A Blackbird Singing”

e We hear in Psalm 99:6 — “Moses and Aaron are among his priests” and in the Liturgy Prayer of St. Basil —
“Look down on us, O God, and behold this our service. Receive it as You received...the priestly offices of
Moses and Aaron,” but in this chapter we hear about the ordination or consecration of Aaron and his sons
and that priesthood “shall be theirs by a perpetual ordinance”

¢ In being anointed with oil, the priest will become “the Lord’s anointed” — as eventually will the king who will
be known as “the Lord’s anointed” (1 Samuel 24:6; Psalm 2:2).

e “the Messiah” means “the anointed one” and Christians are “anointed” as part of their entrance into the
Church

o After the consecration of the bread and wine and just before the Lord’s Prayer, we hear: “That our God, who
loves mankind, receiving them upon His holy, heavenly, and ideal altar as a sweet spiritual fragrance, will
send down upon us in return His divine grace and the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

e We hear about the daily — morning and evening sacrifices — “Now this is what you shall offer on the altar:
two lambs a year old regularly each day. 39 One lamb you shall offer in the morning, and the other lamb
you shall offer in the evening”

The Ordination of the Priests

29 Now this is what you shall do to them to consecrate them, so that they may serve me as priests. Take one
young bull and two rams without blemish, 2 and unleavened bread, unleavened cakes mixed with oil, and
unleavened wafers spread with oil. You shall make them of choice wheat flour. 3 You shall put them in one
basket and bring them in the basket, and bring the bull and the two rams. 4 You shall bring Aaron and his sons
to the entrance of the tent of meeting, and wash them with water. 5 Then you shall take the vestments, and
put on Aaron the tunic and the robe of the ephod, and the ephod, and the breastpiece, and gird him with the
decorated band of the ephod; 6 and you shall set the turban on his head, and put the holy diadem on the
turban. 7 You shall take the anointing oil, and pour it on his head and anoint him. 8 Then you shall bring his
sons, and put tunics on them, 9 and you shall gird them with sashes and tie headdresses on them; and the
priesthood shall be theirs by a perpetual ordinance. You shall then ordain Aaron and his sons.

10 You shall bring the bull in front of the tent of meeting. Aaron and his sons shall lay their hands on the head
of the bull, 11 and you shall slaughter the bull before the Lord, at the entrance of the tent of meeting, 12 and
shall take some of the blood of the bull and put it on the horns of the altar with your finger, and all the rest of
the blood you shall pour out at the base of the altar. 13 You shall take all the fat that covers the entrails, and
the appendage of the liver, and the two kidneys with the fat that is on them, and turn them into smoke on the
altar. 14 But the flesh of the bull, and its skin, and its dung, you shall burn with fire outside the camp; it is a sin
offering.

15 Then you shall take one of the rams, and Aaron and his sons shall lay their hands on the head of the
ram, 16 and you shall slaughter the ram, and shall take its blood and dash it against all sides of the

77



altar. 17 Then you shall cut the ram into its parts, and wash its entrails and its legs, and put them with its parts
and its head, 18 and turn the whole ram into smoke on the altar; it is a burnt offering to the Lord; it is a
pleasing odor, an offering by fire to the Lord.

19 You shall take the other ram; and Aaron and his sons shall lay their hands on the head of the ram, 20 and
you shall slaughter the ram, and take some of its blood and put it on the lobe of Aaron’s right ear and on the
lobes of the right ears of his sons, and on the thumbs of their right hands, and on the big toes of their right
feet, and dash the rest of the blood against all sides of the altar. 21 Then you shall take some of the blood that
is on the altar, and some of the anointing oil, and sprinkle it on Aaron and his vestments and on his sons and
his sons’ vestments with him; then he and his vestments shall be holy, as well as his sons and his sons’
vestments.

22 You shall also take the fat of the ram, the fat tail, the fat that covers the entrails, the appendage of the liver,
the two kidneys with the fat that is on them, and the right thigh (for it is a ram of ordination), 23 and one loaf
of bread, one cake of bread made with oil, and one wafer, out of the basket of unleavened bread that is before
the Lord; 24 and you shall place all these on the palms of Aaron and on the palms of his sons, and raise them
as an elevation offering before the Lord. 25 Then you shall take them from their hands, and turn them into
smoke on the altar on top of the burnt offering of pleasing odor before the Lord; it is an offering by fire to

the Lord.

26 You shall take the breast of the ram of Aaron’s ordination and raise it as an elevation offering before

the Lord; and it shall be your portion. 27 You shall consecrate the breast that was raised as an elevation
offering and the thigh that was raised as an elevation offering from the ram of ordination, from that which
belonged to Aaron and his sons. 28 These things shall be a perpetual ordinance for Aaron and his sons from
the Israelites, for this is an offering; and it shall be an offering by the Israelites from their sacrifice of offerings
of well-being, their offering to the Lord.

29 The sacred vestments of Aaron shall be passed on to his sons after him; they shall be anointed in them and
ordained in them. 30 The son who is priest in his place shall wear them seven days, when he comes into the
tent of meeting to minister in the holy place.

31 You shall take the ram of ordination, and boil its flesh in a holy place; 32 and Aaron and his sons shall eat
the flesh of the ram and the bread that is in the basket, at the entrance of the tent of meeting. 33 They
themselves shall eat the food by which atonement is made, to ordain and consecrate them, but no one else
shall eat of them, because they are holy. 34 If any of the flesh for the ordination, or of the bread, remains until
the morning, then you shall burn the remainder with fire; it shall not be eaten, because it is holy.

35 Thus you shall do to Aaron and to his sons, just as | have commanded you; through seven days you shall
ordain them. 36 Also every day you shall offer a bull as a sin offering for atonement. Also you shall offer a sin
offering for the altar, when you make atonement for it, and shall anoint it, to consecrate it. 37 Seven days you
shall make atonement for the altar, and consecrate it, and the altar shall be most holy; whatever touches the
altar shall become holy.
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The Daily Offerings

38 Now this is what you shall offer on the altar: two lambs a year old regularly each day. 39 One lamb you
shall offer in the morning, and the other lamb you shall offer in the evening; 40 and with the first lamb one-
tenth of a measure of choice flour mixed with one-fourth of a hin of beaten oil, and one-fourth of a hin of wine
for a drink offering. 41 And the other lamb you shall offer in the evening, and shall offer with it a grain offering
and its drink offering, as in the morning, for a pleasing odor, an offering by fire to the Lord. 42 It shall be a
regular burnt offering throughout your generations at the entrance of the tent of meeting before the Lord,
where | will meet with you, to speak to you there. 43 | will meet with the Israelites there, and it shall be
sanctified by my glory; 44 | will consecrate the tent of meeting and the altar; Aaron also and his sons | will
consecrate, to serve me as priests. 45 | will dwell among the Israelites, and | will be their God. 46 And they
shall know that | am the Lord their God, who brought them out of the land of Egypt that | might dwell among
them; | am the Lord their God.

*

R.S. Thomas loved the land, the sea, and the sky. We’ll continue this week to hear his poems about birds.
A Blackbird Singing
by R.S. Thomas

It seems wrong that out of this bird,
Black, bold, a suggestion of dark
Places about it, there yet should come
Such rich music, as though the notes'
Ore were changed to a rare metal

At one touch of that bright bill.

You have heard it often, alone at your desk
In a green April, your mind drawn

Away from its work by sweet disturbance
Of the mild evening outside your room.

A slow singer, but loading each phrase
With history's overtones, love, joy
And grief learned by his dark tribe

In other orchards and passed on
Instinctively as they are now,

But fresh always with new tears.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Tuesday, March 28, 2023 Reading #30 — Exodus 30: The Altar of Incense & the
Anointing Oil / R.S. Thomas, “Arrival”

e Moses is instructed in some of the basics of Jewish worship: the cultural practice of burning incense — which
Aaron will offer in the morning and evening when the lamps are lit.

e He is reminded that the Lord will “meet” him “in front of the mercy seat that is over the covenant.”

e Once year Aaron shall perform the rite of atonement (see Leviticus 16 for more features about the “day of
atonement”)

e The description of the “anointing oil” sounds something like the process by which the Holy Chrism is
consecrated by our bishops during Holy Week (Here is an article about this process:

https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/metropolitan-tikhon-presides-at-opening-rite-of-preparation-of-
holy-chrism)

Exodus 30
The Altar of Incense

You shall make an altar on which to offer incense; you shall make it of acacia wood. 2 It shall be one cubit
long, and one cubit wide; it shall be square, and shall be two cubits high; its horns shall be of one piece with

it. 3 You shall overlay it with pure gold, its top, and its sides all around and its horns; and you shall make for it a
molding of gold all around. 4 And you shall make two golden rings for it; under its molding on two opposite
sides of it you shall make them, and they shall hold the poles with which to carry it. 5 You shall make the poles
of acacia wood, and overlay them with gold. 6 You shall place it in front of the curtain that is above the ark of
the covenant, in front of the mercy seat that is over the covenant, where | will meet with you. 7 Aaron shall
offer fragrant incense on it; every morning when he dresses the lamps he shall offer it, 8 and when Aaron
sets up the lamps in the evening, he shall offer it, a regular incense offering before the Lord throughout your
generations. 9 You shall not offer unholy incense on it, or a burnt offering, or a grain offering; and you shall not
pour a drink offering on it. 10 Once a year Aaron shall perform the rite of atonement on its horns.
Throughout your generations he shall perform the atonement for it once a year with the blood of the
atoning sin offering. It is most holy to the Lord.

The Half Shekel for the Sanctuary

11 The Lord spoke to Moses: 12 When you take a census of the Israelites to register them, at registration all of
them shall give a ransom for their lives to the Lord, so that no plague may come upon them for being
registered. 13 This is what each one who is registered shall give: half a shekel according to the shekel of the
sanctuary (the shekel is twenty gerahs), half a shekel as an offering to the Lord. 14 Each one who is registered,
from twenty years old and upward, shall give the Lord’s offering. 15 The rich shall not give more, and the poor
shall not give less, than the half shekel, when you bring this offering to the Lord to make atonement for your
lives. 16 You shall take the atonement money from the Israelites and shall designate it for the service of the
tent of meeting; before the Lord it will be a reminder to the Israelites of the ransom given for your lives.

The Bronze Basin
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17 The Lord spoke to Moses: 18 You shall make a bronze basin with a bronze stand for washing. You shall put it
between the tent of meeting and the altar, and you shall put water in it; 19 with the water Aaron and his sons
shall wash their hands and their feet. 20 When they go into the tent of meeting, or when they come near the
altar to minister, to make an offering by fire to the Lord, they shall wash with water, so that they may not

die. 21 They shall wash their hands and their feet, so that they may not die: it shall be a perpetual ordinance
for them, for him and for his descendants throughout their generations.

The Anointing Oil and Incense

22 The Lord spoke to Moses: 23 Take the finest spices: of liquid myrrh five hundred shekels, and of sweet-
smelling cinnamon half as much, that is, two hundred fifty, and two hundred fifty of aromatic cane, 24 and
five hundred of cassia—measured by the sanctuary shekel—and a hin of olive oil; 25 and you shall make of
these a sacred anointing oil blended as by the perfumer; it shall be a holy anointing oil. 26 With it you shall
anoint the tent of meeting and the ark of the covenant, 27 and the table and all its utensils, and the lampstand
and its utensils, and the altar of incense, 28 and the altar of burnt offering with all its utensils, and the basin
with its stand; 29 you shall consecrate them, so that they may be most holy; whatever touches them will
become holy. 30 You shall anoint Aaron and his sons, and consecrate them, in order that they may serve me as
priests. 31 You shall say to the Israelites, “This shall be my holy anointing oil throughout your

generations. 32 It shall not be used in any ordinary anointing of the body, and you shall make no other like it
in composition; it is holy, and it shall be holy to you. 33 Whoever compounds any like it or whoever puts any
of it on an unqualified person shall be cut off from the people.”

34 The Lord said to Moses: Take sweet spices, stacte, and onycha, and galbanum, sweet spices with pure
frankincense (an equal part of each), 35 and make an incense blended as by the perfumer, seasoned with salt,
pure and holy; 36 and you shall beat some of it into powder, and put part of it before the covenant in the tent
of meeting where | shall meet with you; it shall be for you most holy. 37 When you make incense according to
this composition, you shall not make it for yourselves; it shall be regarded by you as holy to

the Lord. 38 Whoever makes any like it to use as perfume shall be cut off from the people.

[Today’s chapter from Exodus speaks of a daily pattern of worship whereby incense is used in morning and
evening worship. But it also speaks of the “holy anointing oil” which is only meant for special purpose and is
not to be used “in any ordinary anointing of the body.”

I’'m intrigued in this poem by R.S. Thomas about how within the routine one can “come upon” what you did
not know you were seeking; that the bird chimes “the hour that is no hour you know”; that you can arrive
“after long journeying where [you] began” and finally, that one can “catch this one truth by surprise that there
is everything to look forward to.” The special is made possible by the ordinary and unexpected.)

81



Arrival

by R.S. Thomas

Not conscious

that you have been seeking
suddenly

you come upon it

the village in the Welsh hills
dust free

with no road out

but the one you came in by.

A bird chimes

from a green tree

the hour that is no hour

you know. The river dawdles
to hold a mirror for you

where you may see yourself

as you are, a traveler

with the moon’s halo

above him, whom has arrived
after long journeying where he
began, catching this

one truth by surprise

that there is everything to look forward to.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Wednesday, March 29, 2023 Reading #31 — Exodus 31: Bezalel and Oholiab and All
Craftsmen and Artists “Called by name” / Keeping the Sabbath and Holy Saturday / R.S. Thomas,
“Adjustments”

e The Lord says to Moses that he has “called by name” Bezalel and Oholiab to be the craftsmen who will work
on the tent of meeting and ark.

¢ | like the sense that these craftsmen and all artists have been called by name by God and that He has “given
skill to the skillful, so that they may make all that | have commanded.”

* The Lord gives instruction to Moses on keeping the Sabbath: “It is a sign forever between me and the
people of Israel that in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested, and
was refreshed.”

e We will come back to this theme of Moses, the Sabbath, and the Seventh Day in the hymns of Holy Saturday

e At the end of this chapter, which describes all of God’s rules and instructions for worship, it says that, “When
God finished speaking with Moses on Mount Sinai, he gave him the two tablets of the covenant, tablets of

stone, written with the finger of God.”

e This is felt by scholars to resume the narrative that began in Exodus 24:18: “Moses entered the cloud, and
went up on the mountain. Moses was on the mountain for forty days and forty nights.”

e We will come back to this theme of Moses, the Sabbath, and the Seventh Day in the hymn of Holy
Saturday:
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The great Moses mystically foreshadowed this day when he said:
God blessed the seventh day.
This is the day of rest, on which the only-begotten Son of God rested from all His works.

Exodus 31

Bezalel and Oholiab

31 The Lord spoke to Moses: 2 See, | have called by name Bezalel son of Uri son of Hur, of the tribe of

Judah: 3 and | have filled him with divine spirit, with ability, intelligence, and knowledge in every kind of
craft, 4 to devise artistic designs, to work in gold, silver, and bronze, 5 in cutting stones for setting, and in
carving wood, in every kind of craft. 6 Moreover, | have appointed with him Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of the
tribe of Dan; and | have given skill to all the skillful, so that they may make all that | have commanded

you: 7 the tent of meeting, and the ark of the covenant, and the mercy seat|c] that is on it, and all the
furnishings of the tent, 8 the table and its utensils, and the pure lampstand with all its utensils, and the altar of
incense, 9 and the altar of burnt offering with all its utensils, and the basin with its stand, 10 and the finely
worked vestments, the holy vestments for the priest Aaron and the vestments of his sons, for their service as
priests, 11 and the anointing oil and the fragrant incense for the holy place. They shall do just as | have
commanded you.

The Sabbath Law

12 The Lord said to Moses: 13 You yourself are to speak to the Israelites: “You shall keep my sabbaths, for this
is a sign between me and you throughout your generations, given in order that you may know that |,

the Lord, sanctify you. 14 You shall keep the sabbath, because it is holy for you; everyone who profanes it shall
be put to death; whoever does any work on it shall be cut off from among the people. 15 Six days shall work be
done, but the seventh day is a sabbath of solemn rest, holy to the Lord; whoever does any work on the
sabbath day shall be put to death. 16 Therefore the Israelites shall keep the sabbath, observing the sabbath
throughout their generations, as a perpetual covenant. 17 It is a sign forever between me and the people of
Israel that in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested, and was
refreshed.”

The Two Tablets of the Covenant

18 When God finished speaking with Moses on Mount Sinai, he gave him the two tablets of the
covenant, tablets of stone, written with the finger of God.

In today’s chapter from Exodus we heard how God “calls” craftsmen and fills them with skill, and how He
worked - creating the world in six days and then resting on the seventh.

In this poem, R.S. Thomas explores how God “works” -

We never catch

him at work, but can only say,

coming suddenly upon an amendment,
that here he has been...
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Patiently with invisible structures

he builds, and as patiently

we must pray, surrendering the ordering
of the ingredients to a wisdom that

is beyond our own.

Adjustments
by R. S. Thomas

Never known as anything

but an absence, | dare not name him
as God. Yet the adjustments

are made. There is an unseen

power, whose sphere is the cell

and the electron. We never catch

him at work, but can only say,

coming suddenly upon an amendment,
that here he has been. To demolish

a mountain you move it stone by stone
like the Japanese. To make a new coat
of an old, you add to it gradually
thread by thread, so such change

as occurs is more difficult to detect.

Patiently with invisible structures

he builds, and as patiently

we must pray, surrendering the ordering

of the ingredients to a wisdom that

is beyond our own. We must change the mood
to the passive. Let the deaf men

be helped; in the silence that has come
upon them, let some influence

work so that those closed porches

be opened once more. Let the bomb
swerve. Let the raised knife of the murderer
be somehow deflected. There are no

laws there other than the limits of

our understanding. Remembering rock
penetrated by glass-blade, corrected

by water, we must ask rather

for the transformation of the will

to evil, for more loving

mutations, for the better ventilating

of the atmosphere of the closed mind.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Thursday, March 30, 2023 Reading #32 — Exodus 32: The Golden Calf / R.S. Thomas,
“Making”

e The people, not knowing what had happened to Moses on the mountain, began to get restless and asked,
Aaron, to “make gods for us, who shall go before us.”

e Aaron asked and received golden rings from the people and made them into an image of a calf and they said:
"These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!”

e Aaron built an altar before it and the people offered sacrifices and “rose up to revel.”

e God was angry when He saw this and said to Moses: “ have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are. Now
let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and | may consume them.”

* Moses begged God to change His mind about destroying the people and He did.

* Moses came down from the mountain, carrying the two tablets of the covenant in his hands. As he drew
near to the camp and so the dancing around the golden calf, he threw the tablets down and broke them at
the foot of the mountain.

* When Moses asked Aaron why this had happened, Aaron replied that the people “were bent on evil.”

e Moses asked, “Who is on the Lord’s side? Come to me.” The sons of Levi responded and Moses directed
them to kill those who made the calf. The Lord sent a plague upon them also.

Exodus 32
The Golden Calf

32 When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people gathered around
Aaron, and said to him, “Come, make gods for us, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who
brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.” 2 Aaron said to them, “Take
off the gold rings that are on the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to

me.” 3 So all the people took off the gold rings from their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4 He took the gold
from them, formed it in a mold, and cast an image of a calf; and they said, “These are your gods, O Israel,
who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!” 5 When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron
made proclamation and said, “Tomorrow shall be a festival to the Lord.” 6 They rose early the next day, and
offered burnt offerings and brought sacrifices of well-being; and the people sat down to eat and drink, and
rose up to revel.

7 The Lord said to Moses, “Go down at once! Your people, whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt, have
acted perversely; 8 they have been quick to turn aside from the way that | commanded them; they have cast
for themselves an image of a calf, and have worshiped it and sacrificed to it, and said, ‘These are your gods, O
Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!’” 9 The Lord said to Moses, “I have seen this people, how
stiff-necked they are. 10 Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and | may consume
them; and of you | will make a great nation.”

11 But Moses implored the Lord his God, and said, “O Lord, why does your wrath burn hot against your people,
whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? 12 Why should the
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Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought them out to kill them in the mountains, and to consume
them from the face of the earth’? Turn from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not bring disaster on
your people. 13 Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how you swore to them by your own
self, saying to them, ‘I will multiply your descendants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that | have
promised | will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.”” 14 And the Lord changed his mind
about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people.

15 Then Moses turned and went down from the mountain, carrying the two tablets of the covenant in his
hands, tablets that were written on both sides, written on the front and on the back. 16 The tablets were the
work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, engraved upon the tablets. 17 When Joshua heard the
noise of the people as they shouted, he said to Moses, “There is a noise of war in the camp.” 18 But he said,

“It is not the sound made by victors,
or the sound made by losers;
it is the sound of revelers that | hear.”

19 As soon as he came near the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, Moses’ anger burned hot, and he
threw the tablets from his hands and broke them at the foot of the mountain. 20 He took the calf that they
had made, burned it with fire, ground it to powder, scattered it on the water, and made the Israelites drink it.

21 Moses said to Aaron, “What did this people do to you that you have brought so great a sin upon

them?” 22 And Aaron said, “Do not let the anger of my lord burn hot; you know the people, that they are bent
on evil. 23 They said to me, ‘Make us gods, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us
up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.” 24 So | said to them, ‘Whoever has
gold, take it off’; so they gave it to me, and | threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!”

25 When Moses saw that the people were running wild (for Aaron had let them run wild, to the derision of
their enemies), 26 then Moses stood in the gate of the camp, and said, “Who is on the Lord’s side? Come to
me!” And all the sons of Levi gathered around him. 27 He said to them, “Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel,
‘Put your sword on your side, each of you! Go back and forth from gate to gate throughout the camp, and
each of you kill your brother, your friend, and your neighbor.”” 28 The sons of Levi did as Moses
commanded, and about three thousand of the people fell on that day. 29 Moses said, “Today you have
ordained yourselves for the service of the Lord, each one at the cost of a son or a brother, and so have brought
a blessing on yourselves this day.”

30 On the next day Moses said to the people, “You have sinned a great sin. But now | will go up to the Lord;
perhaps | can make atonement for your sin.” 31 So Moses returned to the Lord and said, “Alas, this people has
sinned a great sin; they have made for themselves gods of gold. 32 But now, if you will only forgive their sin—
but if not, blot me out of the book that you have written.” 33 But the Lord said to Moses, “Whoever has sinned
against me | will blot out of my book. 34 But now go, lead the people to the place about which | have spoken
to you; see, my angel shall go in front of you. Nevertheless, when the day comes for punishment, | will punish
them for their sin.”

35 Then the Lord sent a plague on the people, because they made the calf—the one that Aaron made.
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Today’s chapter is terribly brutal, containing as it does God’s angry response to the people’s impatience while
Moses was away and their demands for Aaron to create them gods that “will go before them.” The Lord said
that “I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are.” Aaron used the excuse that they were “bent on

evil.”

How quickly they forgot what had happened to them? Or perhaps, rather, how quickly they decided that they

wanted something else?

In the poem, “Making,” | am intrigued by the last lines that the maker gave His creation the “freedom to love

me: risking the disappointment.”

And having built it

| set about furnishing it

To my taste: first moss, then grass
Annually renewed, and animals

To divert me: faces stared in

From the wild. | thought up the flowers
Then birds. | found the bacteria
Sheltering in primordial

Darkness and called them forth

To the light. Quickly the earth
Teemed. Yet still an absence
Disturbed me. | slept and dreamed
Of a likeness, fashioned it.

When | woke, to a slow

Music; in love with it

For itself, giving it freedom

To love me: risking the disappointment.

Making

by R.S. Thomas
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Thursday, March 31, 2023 Reading #33 — Exodus 33: God’s Face and Holy Friday: /
R.S. Thomas, “Waiting”

e The Lord instructs Moses to “leave this place” and “go to the land of which | swore to Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob...a land flowing with milk and honey.”

e God will not up with them, or as He said, “l would consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked
people.”

® The people mourned when they heard these words.

e Moses pitched the “tent of meeting” outside of the camp. When he entered the tent, “the pillar of cloud
would descend and stand at the entrance of the tent, and the Lord would speak with Moses.”

e “Thus the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend.”
e Moses would return to the camp, but Joshua, son of Nun, would not leave the tent.

e Exodus 33:11-23 is the first Old Testament reading during the Vespers of Holy Friday. God’s presence and
power are emphasized in two ways:

First is the affirmation that God knows Moses by name and that His “presence will go with you and give you
rest.” God, in Christ, enters into the reality of human life especially on this day, knowing each person by
name, and accompanying us.

Second, though Moses and none of the Israelites can see the fullness of God’s presence, His “face,” and live —
yet this is revealed in Christ.

Exodus 33

The Command to Leave Sinai

33 The Lord said to Moses, “Go, leave this place, you and the people whom you have brought up out of the
land of Egypt, and go to the land of which | swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, saying, ‘To your descendants
| will give it/ 2 | will send an angel before you, and | will drive out the Canaanites, the Amorites, the Hittites,
the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 3 Go up to a land flowing with milk and honey; but I will not go
up among you, or | would consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked people.”

4 When the people heard these harsh words, they mourned, and no one put on ornaments. 5 For
the Lord had said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites, ‘You are a stiff-necked people; if for a single moment | should
go up among you, | would consume you. So now take off your ornaments, and | will decide what to do to

you.”” 6 Therefore the Israelites stripped themselves of their ornaments, from Mount Horeb onward.

T
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The Tent outside the Camp

7 Now Moses used to take the tent and pitch it outside the camp, far off from the camp; he called it the tent of
meeting. And everyone who sought the Lord would go out to the tent of meeting, which was outside the
camp. 8 Whenever Moses went out to the tent, all the people would rise and stand, each of them, at the
entrance of their tents and watch Moses until he had gone into the tent. 9 When Moses entered the tent, the
pillar of cloud would descend and stand at the entrance of the tent, and the Lord would speak with

Moses. 10 When all the people saw the pillar of cloud standing at the entrance of the tent, all the people
would rise and bow down, all of them, at the entrance of their tent. 11 Thus the Lord used to speak to Moses
face to face, as one speaks to a friend. Then he would return to the camp; but his young assistant, Joshua son
of Nun, would not leave the tent.

Moses’ Intercession

12 Moses said to the Lord, “See, you have said to me, ‘Bring up this people’; but you have not let me know
whom you will send with me. Yet you have said, ‘l know you by name, and you have also found favor in my
sight.” 13 Now if | have found favor in your sight, show me your ways, so that | may know you and find favor
in your sight. Consider too that this nation is your people.” 14 He said, “My presence will go with you, and |
will give you rest.” 15 And he said to him, “If your presence will not go, do not carry us up from here. 16 For
how shall it be known that | have found favor in your sight, | and your people, unless you go with us? In this
way, we shall be distinct, | and your people, from every people on the face of the earth.”

17 The Lord said to Moses, “l will do the very thing that you have asked; for you have found favor in my sight,
and | know you by name.” 18 Moses said, “Show me your glory, | pray.” 19 And he said, “l will make all my
goodness pass before you, and will proclaim before you the name, ‘The Lord’; and | will be gracious to whom |
will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom | will show mercy. 20 But,” he said, “you cannot see my face;
for no one shall see me and live.” 21 And the Lord continued, “See, there is a place by me where you shall
stand on the rock; 22 and while my glory passes by | will put you in a cleft of the rock, and | will cover you
with my hand until | have passed by; 23 then | will take away my hand, and you shall see my back; but my face
shall not be seen.”
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In today’s poem, R.S. Thomas, the doubting-believer, describes the experience of Moses at the end of this
chapter. He struggles “between faith and doubt” and lets God’s name go out into the wind — “waiting for the
echoes of its arrival.”

Waiting
by R.S. Thomas

Face to face? Ah, no

God: such language falsifies
the relation. Nor side by side,
nor near you, nor anywhere
in time and space.

Say you were,
when | came, your name
vouching for you, ubiquitous
in its explanations. The
earth bore and they reaped:
God, they said, looking
in your direction. The wind
changed: over the drowned
body it was you
they spat at.

Young
| pronounced you. Older
| still do, but seldom
now, leaning far out
over an immense depth, letting
your name go and waiting,
somewhere between faith and doubt,
for the echoes of its arrival.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Saturday, April 1, 2023: Reading #34 — Exodus 34: The New Tablets, The Covenant
Renewed, and the Shining Face of Moses, the Veil, the Transfiguration, and St. Paul /
R.S. Thomas, “The White Tiger”

. This is another chapter that is worth remembering for several reasons:

. The first section reviews how God instructed Moses, who in his anger over the people’s creation of the
image of the golden calf, had broken the tablets of stone that contained God’s commandments, to
prepare two new stone tablets.

. God affirmed that: “Behold, | make a covenant. Before all your people | will do marvels, such as have
not been wrought in all the earth or in any nation; and all the people among whom you are shall see
the work of the Lord; for it is a terrible thing that | will do with you.”

. The Lord presents again some of the commandments and then says to Moses: “Write these words; in
accordance with these words | have made a covenant with you and with Israel.” 28 And he was there
with the Lord forty days and forty nights; he neither ate bread nor drank water. And he wrote upon the
tables the words of the covenant, the ten commandments.

. At the end of this chapter we hear how: “When Moses came down from Mount Sinai, with the two
tables of the testimony in his hand as he came down from the mountain, Moses did not know that the
skin of his face shone because he had been talking with God.” After this Moses spoke to the people of
the things God had told him. And when Moses had finished speaking with them, he put a veil on his
face; 34 but whenever Moses went in before the Lord to speak with him, he took the veil off, until he
came out; and when he came out, and told the people of Israel what he was commanded, 35 the
people of Israel saw the face of Moses, that the skin of Moses’ face shone; and Moses would put the
veil upon his face again, until he went in to speak with him.”

. We'll be reminded in the Gospel account of the Transfiguration of the encounter between Jesus,
Moses, and Elijah on Mt. Tabor and how the face of Jesus “shone like the sun":

Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by
themselves. 2 And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became
dazzling white. 3 Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. 4 Then Peter said to
Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I[a] will make three dwellings[b] here, one for you, one for
Moses, and one for Elijah.” 5 While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and
from the cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him | am well pleased; listen to him!” 6 When
the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. 7 But Jesus came and touched
them, saying, “Get up and do not be afraid.” (Mt 17:1-7).

. St. Paul will remind us again of this story of Moses’ shining face, the veil, and how through Christ “the
veil is lifted away:

7 Now if the dispensation of death, carved in letters on stone, came with such splendor that the Israelites
could not look at Moses’ face because of its brightness, fading as this was, 8 will not the dispensation of the
Spirit be attended with greater splendor? 9 For if there was splendor in the dispensation of condemnation, the
dispensation of righteousness must far exceed it in splendor. 10 Indeed, in this case, what once had splendor
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has come to have no splendor at all, because of the splendor that surpasses it. 11 For if what faded away came
with splendor, what is permanent must have much more splendor.

12 Since we have such a hope, we are very bold, 13 not like Moses, who put a veil over his face so that the
Israelites might not see the end of the fading splendor. 14 But their minds were hardened; for to this day,
when they read the old covenant, that same veil remains unlifted, because only through Christ is it taken

away. 15 Yes, to this day whenever Moses is read a veil lies over their minds; 16 but when a man turns to the
Lord the veil is removed. 17 Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is

freedom. 18 And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness
from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit (2 Corinthians 3:7-18).

Exodus 34

Moses Makes New Tablets

34 The Lord said to Moses, “Cut two tables of stone like the first; and | will write upon the tables the words
that were on the first tables, which you broke. 2 Be ready in the morning, and come up in the morning to
Mount Sinai, and present yourself there to me on the top of the mountain. 3 No man shall come up with you,
and let no man be seen throughout all the mountain; let no flocks or herds feed before that mountain.” 4 So
Moses cut two tables of stone like the first; and he rose early in the morning and went up on Mount Sinai, as
the Lord had commanded him, and took in his hand two tables of stone. 5 And the Lord descended in the
cloud and stood with him there, and proclaimed the name of the Lord. 6 The Lord passed before him, and
proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love
and faithfulness, 7 keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who
will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the children’s
children, to the third and the fourth generation.” 8 And Moses made haste to bow his head toward the earth,
and worshiped. 9 And he said, “If now | have found favor in thy sight, O Lord, let the Lord, | pray thee, go in the
midst of us, although it is a stiff-necked people; and pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for Your
inheritance.”

The Covenant Renewed

10 And he said, “Behold, | make a covenant. Before all your people | will do marvels, such as have not been
wrought in all the earth or in any nation; and all the people among whom you are shall see the work of
the Lord; for it is a terrible thing that | will do with you.

11 “Observe what | command you this day. Behold, | will drive out before you the Amorites, the Canaanites,
the Hittites, the Per’izzites, the Hivites, and the Jeb'usites. 12 Take heed to yourself, lest you make a covenant
with the inhabitants of the land whither you go, lest it become a snare in the midst of you. 13 You shall tear
down their altars, and break their pillars, and cut down their Ashe’rim 14 (for you shall worship no other god,
for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God), 15 lest you make a covenant with the inhabitants of the
land, and when they play the harlot after their gods and sacrifice to their gods and one invites you, you eat of
his sacrifice, 16 and you take of their daughters for your sons, and their daughters play the harlot after their
gods and make your sons play the harlot after their gods.

17 “Your shall make for yourself no molten gods.

93



18 “The feast of unleavened bread you shall keep. Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread, as | commanded
you, at the time appointed in the month Abib; for in the month Abib you came out from Egypt. 19 All that
opens the womb is mine, all your male[a] cattle, the firstlings of cow and sheep. 20 The firstling of an ass you
shall redeem with a lamb, or if you will not redeem it you shall break its neck. All the first-born of your sons
you shall redeem. And none shall appear before me empty.

21 “Six days you shall work, but on the seventh day you shall rest; in plowing time and in harvest you shall
rest. 22 And you shall observe the feast of weeks, the first fruits of wheat harvest, and the feast of ingathering
at the year’s end. 23 Three times in the year shall all your males appear before the Lord God, the God of
Israel. 24 For | will cast out nations before you, and enlarge your borders; neither shall any man desire your
land, when you go up to appear before the Lord your God three times in the year.

25 “You shall not offer the blood of my sacrifice with leaven; neither shall the sacrifice of the feast of the
passover be left until the morning. 26 The first of the first fruits of your ground you shall bring to the house of
the Lord your God. You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk.”

27 And the Lord said to Moses, “Write these words; in accordance with these words | have made a covenant
with you and with Israel.” 28 And he was there with the Lord forty days and forty nights; he neither ate bread
nor drank water. And he wrote upon the tables the words of the covenant, the ten commandments.

The Shining Face of Moses

29 When Moses came down from Mount Sinai, with the two tables of the testimony in his hand as he came
down from the mountain, Moses did not know that the skin of his face shone because he had been talking
with God. 30 And when Aaron and all the people of Israel saw Moses, behold, the skin of his face shone, and
they were afraid to come near him. 31 But Moses called to them; and Aaron and all the leaders of the
congregation returned to him, and Moses talked with them. 32 And afterward all the people of Israel came
near, and he gave them in commandment all that the Lord had spoken with him in Mount Sinai. 33 And when
Moses had finished speaking with them, he put a veil on his face; 34 but whenever Moses went in before
the Lord to speak with him, he took the veil off, until he came out; and when he came out, and told the
people of Israel what he was commanded, 35 the people of Israel saw the face of Moses, that the skin of
Moses’ face shone; and Moses would put the veil upon his face again, until he went in to speak with him.

In this chapter of Exodus we see what happens to Moses after he has been in the presence and "glory" of God,
how something has changed about him that was so profound it needed to be “veiled.” Perhaps if Moses were a
poet and tried to put that experience into words it would sound something like this:

The White Tiger

by R. S. Thomas
It was beautiful as God
must be beautiful: glacial
eyes that had looked on
violence and come to terms

with it; a body too huge
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and majestic for the cage in which
it had been put; up
and down in the shadow

of its own bulk it went

lifting, as it turned,

the crumpled flower of its face
to look into my own

face without seeing me. It

was the colour of the moonlight
on snow and as quiet

as moonlight, but breathing

as you can imagine that
God breaths within the confines
of our definition of him, agonizing

over immensities that will not return.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Saturday, April 2, 2023: Reading #35 — Exodus 35: The Making of the Tabernacle
Described Again / The People’s response from generous hearts / R.S. Thomas, “The Film of God”

. This chapter provides a retelling of God’s instructions for preparing the tabernacle from the perspective
of what Biblical scholars consider the “priestly” source of material.

. We hear again about Bezalel and Oholiab, the craftsmen, who God called has “called by name” and
“filled with divine spirit, with skill, intelligence, and knowledge in every kind of craft, 32 to devise
artistic designs, to work in gold, silver, and bronze, 33 in cutting stones for setting, and in carving wood,
in every kind of craft. 34 And he has inspired him to teach, both him and Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of
the tribe of Dan. 35 He has filled them with skill to do every kind of work done by an artisan or by a
designer or by an embroiderer in blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and in fine linen, or by a weaver—by
any sort of artisan or skilled designer.”

. Thinking of Stewardship: | especially liked the response of the Israelites to God’s command for the
donation of materials for the making of the tabernacle: “And they came, everyone whose heart was
stirred (and generous), and everyone whose spirit was willing, and brought the Lord’s offering to be
used for the tent of meeting, and for all its service.”

Exodus 35

Sabbath Regulations

35 Moses assembled all the congregation of the Israelites and said to them: These are the things that
the Lord has commanded you to do:

2 For six days shall work be done, but on the seventh day you shall have a holy sabbath of solemn rest to
the Lord; whoever does any work on it shall be put to death. 3 You shall kindle no fire in all your dwellings on
the sabbath day.

Preparations for Making the Tabernacle

4 Moses said to all the congregation of the Israelites: This is the thing that the Lord has commanded: 5 Take
from among you an offering to the Lord; let whoever is of a generous heart bring the Lord’s offering: gold,
silver, and bronze; 6 blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and fine linen; goats’ hair, 7 tanned rams’ skins, and fine
leather; acacia wood, 8 oil for the light, spices for the anointing-oil and for the fragrant incense, 9 and onyx
stones and gems to be set in the ephod and the breastpiece.

10 All who are skilful among you shall come and make all that the Lord has commanded: the tabernacle, 11 its
tent and its covering, its clasps and its frames, its bars, its pillars, and its bases; 12 the ark with its poles, the
mercy-seat, and the curtain for the screen; 13 the table with its poles and all its utensils, and the bread of the
Presence; 14 the lampstand also for the light, with its utensils and its lamps, and the oil for the light; 15 and
the altar of incense, with its poles, and the anointing-oil and the fragrant incense, and the screen for the
entrance, the entrance of the tabernacle; 16 the altar of burnt-offering, with its grating of bronze, its poles,
and all its utensils, the basin with its stand; 17 the hangings of the court, its pillars and its bases, and the
screen for the gate of the court; 18 the pegs of the tabernacle and the pegs of the court, and their

cords; 19 the finely worked vestments for ministering in the holy place, the holy vestments for the priest
Aaron, and the vestments of his sons, for their service as priests.
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Offerings for the Tabernacle

20 Then all the congregation of the Israelites withdrew from the presence of Moses. 21 And they came,
everyone whose heart was stirred, and everyone whose spirit was willing, and brought the Lord’s offering to be
used for the tent of meeting, and for all its service, and for the sacred vestments. 22 So they came, both men
and women; all who were of a willing heart brought brooches and earings and signet rings and pendants, all
sorts of gold objects, everyone bringing an offering of gold to the Lord. 23 And everyone who possessed blue
or purple or crimson yarn or fine linen or goats’ hair or tanned rams’ skins or fine leather, brought

them. 24 Everyone who could make an offering of silver or bronze brought it as the Lord’s offering; and
everyone who possessed acacia wood of any use in the work, brought it. 25 All the skilful women spun with
their hands, and brought what they had spun in blue and purple and crimson yarns and fine linen; 26 all the
women whose hearts moved them to use their skill spun the goats’ hair. 27 And the leaders brought onyx
stones and gems to be set in the ephod and the breastpiece, 28 and spices and oil for the light, and for the
anointing-oil, and for the fragrant incense. 29 All the Israelite men and women whose hearts made them
willing to bring anything for the work that the Lord had commanded by Moses to be done, brought it as a
freewill-offering to the Lord.

Bezalel and Oholiab

30 Then Moses said to the Israelites: See, the Lord has called by name Bezalel son of Uri son of Hur, of the tribe
of Judah; 31 he has filled him with divine spirit, with skill, intelligence, and knowledge in every kind of

craft, 32 to devise artistic designs, to work in gold, silver, and bronze, 33 in cutting stones for setting, and in
carving wood, in every kind of craft. 34 And he has inspired him to teach, both him and Oholiab son of
Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan. 35 He has filled them with skill to do every kind of work done by an artisan or
by a designer or by an embroiderer in blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and in fine linen, or by a weaver—by
any sort of artisan or skilled designer.

Many people continue to enjoy watching the 1956 film, “The Ten Commandments,” which was directed by
Cecil B. DeMille and starred: Charlton Heston, Yul Brynner, Anne Baxter, and Edward G. Robinson.

In today’s poem, R.S. Thomas imagines what a film starring God would be like.

The Film of God

by R.S. Thomas

Sound, too? The recorder
that picks up everything picked
up nothing but the natural
background. What language
does the god speak? And the camera's
lens, as sensitive to
an absence as to a presence,
saw what? What is the colour
of his thought?
It was blank, then,
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the screen, as far as he

was concerned? It was a bare
landscape and harsh, and geological
its time. But the rock was

bright, the illuminated manuscript
of the lichen. And a shadow,

as we watched, fell, as though

of an unseen writer bending over
his work.

It was not cloud
because it was not cold,
and dark only from the candlepower
behind it. And we waited
for it to move, silently
as the spool turned, waited
for the figure that cast it
to come into view for us to
identify it, and it
didn't and we are still waiting.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Monday, April 3, 2023: Reading #36 — Exodus 36: The Work on the Tabernacle
Continues / R.S. Thomas, “Emerging”

e This chapter continues the work of Bezalel and Oholiab and “every skillful one to whom the Lord has given
skill and understanding to know how to do any work in the construction of the sanctuary.”

e One remarkable detail is that the people were so generous in their freewill offerings of material that Moses
had to say to them: “No man or woman is to make anything else as an offering for the sanctuary.” So the
people were restrained from bringing; for what they had already brought was more than enough to do all
the work.

Exodus 36

36 Bezalel and Oholiab and every skillful one to whom the Lord has given skill and understanding to know
how to do any work in the construction of the sanctuary shall work in accordance with all that the Lord has
commanded.

2 Moses then called Bezalel and Oholiab and every skillful one to whom the Lord had given skill, everyone
whose heart was stirred to come to do the work; 3 and they received from Moses all the freewill offerings
that the Israelites had brought for doing the work on the sanctuary. They still kept bringing him freewill
offerings every morning, 4 so that all the artisans who were doing every sort of task on the sanctuary came,
each from the task being performed, 5 and said to Moses, “The people are bringing much more than enough
for doing the work that the Lord has commanded us to do.” 6 So Moses gave command, and word was
proclaimed throughout the camp: “No man or woman is to make anything else as an offering for the
sanctuary.” So the people were restrained from bringing; 7 for what they had already brought was more
than enough to do all the work.

Construction of the Tabernacle

8 All those with skill among the workers made the tabernacle with ten curtains; they were made of fine
twisted linen, and blue, purple, and crimson yarns, with cherubim skillfully worked into them. 9 The length of
each curtain was twenty-eight cubits, and the width of each curtain four cubits; all the curtains were of the
same size.

10 He joined five curtains to one another, and the other five curtains he joined to one another. 11 He made
loops of blue on the edge of the outermost curtain of the first set; likewise he made them on the edge of the
outermost curtain of the second set; 12 he made fifty loops on the one curtain, and he made fifty loops on the
edge of the curtain that was in the second set; the loops were opposite one another. 13 And he made fifty
clasps of gold, and joined the curtains one to the other with clasps; so the tabernacle was one whole.

14 He also made curtains of goats’ hair for a tent over the tabernacle; he made eleven curtains. 15 The length
of each curtain was thirty cubits, and the width of each curtain four cubits; the eleven curtains were of the
same size. 16 He joined five curtains by themselves, and six curtains by themselves. 17 He made fifty loops on
the edge of the outermost curtain of the one set, and fifty loops on the edge of the other connecting

curtain. 18 He made fifty clasps of bronze to join the tent together so that it might be one whole. 19 And he
made for the tent a covering of tanned rams’ skins and an outer covering of fine leather.
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20 Then he made the upright frames for the tabernacle of acacia wood. 21 Ten cubits was the length of a
frame, and a cubit and a half the width of each frame. 22 Each frame had two pegs for fitting together; he did
this for all the frames of the tabernacle. 23 The frames for the tabernacle he made in this way: twenty frames
for the south side; 24 and he made forty bases of silver under the twenty frames, two bases under the first
frame for its two pegs, and two bases under the next frame for its two pegs. 25 For the second side of the
tabernacle, on the north side, he made twenty frames 26 and their forty bases of silver, two bases under the
first frame and two bases under the next frame. 27 For the rear of the tabernacle westward he made six
frames. 28 He made two frames for corners of the tabernacle in the rear. 29 They were separate beneath, but
joined at the top, at the first ring; he made two of them in this way, for the two corners. 30 There were eight
frames with their bases of silver: sixteen bases, under every frame two bases.

31 He made bars of acacia wood, five for the frames of the one side of the tabernacle, 32 and five bars for the
frames of the other side of the tabernacle, and five bars for the frames of the tabernacle at the rear
westward. 33 He made the middle bar to pass through from end to end halfway up the frames. 34 And he
overlaid the frames with gold, and made rings of gold for them to hold the bars, and overlaid the bars with
gold.

35 He made the curtain of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and fine twisted linen, with cherubim skillfully
worked into it. 36 For it he made four pillars of acacia, and overlaid them with gold; their hooks were of gold,
and he cast for them four bases of silver. 37 He also made a screen for the entrance to the tent, of blue, purple,
and crimson yarns, and fine twisted linen, embroidered with needlework; 38 and its five pillars with their
hooks. He overlaid their capitals and their bases with gold, but their five bases were of bronze.

*

Emerging
by R.S. Thomas

Exodus 36 repeats the story of how the tabernacle was put together — piece by piece. R.S. Thomas was
published in 1978 - the last year of R.S. Thomas’s active ministry in the town Aberdaron, Wales - located at the
western tip of the LIyn Peninsula.
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* Cardiff

He takes the image but transforms it to “some peninsula of the spirit.” Thinking, however, of the creative
process described in our chapter from Exodus Thomas goes on to say that God “must be put together like a
poem or a composition in music, that what he conforms to is art.”
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Well, as | said, better to wait

for him on some peninsula

of the spirit. Surely for one

with patience he will happen by

once in a while. It was the heart
spoke. The mind, sceptical as always
of the anthropomorphisms

of the fancy, knew he must be put together
like a poem or a composition

in music, that what he conforms to

is art. A promontory is a bare

place; no God leans down

out of the air to take the hand
extended to him. The generations have
watched there

in vain. We are beginning to see

now it is matter is the scaffolding

of spirit; that the poem emerges

from morphemes and phonemes; that
as form in sculpture is the prisoner

of the hard rock, so in everyday life

it is the plain facts and natural happenings
that conceal God and reveal him to us
little by little under the mind’s tooling.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Tuesday, April 4, 2023: Reading #37 — Exodus 37: The Making of the Ark, the Table
for the Bread of the Presence, the Lampstand / and the Altar of Incense / R.S. Thomas, “The Flower /
Flowers”

e \We hear again of the craftsman, Bezalel, called by the Lord and “given skill and understanding to know how
to do any work.”

e It’s interesting to hear how many times the expression - “he made” is used.
Exodus 37

Making the Ark of the Covenant

Bezalel made the ark of acacia wood; it was two and a half cubits long, a cubit and a half wide, and a cubit and
a half high. 2 He overlaid it with pure gold inside and outside, and made a molding of gold around it. 3 He cast
for it four rings of gold for its four feet, two rings on its one side and two rings on its other side. 4 He made
poles of acacia wood, and overlaid them with gold, 5 and put the poles into the rings on the sides of the ark, to
carry the ark. 6 He made a mercy seat of pure gold; two cubits and a half was its length, and a cubit and a half
its width. 7 He made two cherubim of hammered gold; at the two ends of the mercy seat he made

them, 8 one cherub at the one end, and one cherub at the other end; of one piece with the mercy seat he
made the cherubim at its two ends. 9 The cherubim spread out their wings above, overshadowing the mercy
seat with their wings. They faced one another; the faces of the cherubim were turned toward the mercy seat.

Making the Table for the Bread of the Presence

10 He also made the table of acacia wood, two cubits long, one cubit wide, and a cubit and a half high. 11 He
overlaid it with pure gold, and made a molding of gold around it. 12 He made around it a rim a handbreadth
wide, and made a molding of gold around the rim. 13 He cast for it four rings of gold, and fastened the rings to
the four corners at its four legs. 14 The rings that held the poles used for carrying the table were close to the
rim. 15 He made the poles of acacia wood to carry the table, and overlaid them with gold. 16 And he made the
vessels of pure gold that were to be on the table, its plates and dishes for incense, and its bowls and flagons
with which to pour drink offerings.

Making the Lampstand

17 He also made the lampstand of pure gold. The base and the shaft of the lampstand were made of
hammered work; its cups, its calyxes, and its petals were of one piece with it. 18 There were six branches going
out of its sides, three branches of the lampstand out of one side of it and three branches of the lampstand out
of the other side of it; 19 three cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with calyx and petals, on one branch,
and three cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with calyx and petals, on the other branch—so for the six
branches going out of the lampstand. 20 On the lampstand itself there were four cups shaped like almond
blossoms, each with its calyxes and petals. 21 There was a calyx of one piece with it under the first pair of
branches, a calyx of one piece with it under the next pair of branches, and a calyx of one piece with it under
the last pair of branches. 22 Their calyxes and their branches were of one piece with it, the whole of it one
hammered piece of pure gold. 23 He made its seven lamps and its snuffers and its trays of pure gold. 24 He
made it and all its utensils of a talent of pure gold.

Making the Altar of Incense
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25 He made the altar of incense of acacia wood, one cubit long, and one cubit wide; it was square, and was
two cubits high; its horns were of one piece with it. 26 He overlaid it with pure gold, its top, and its sides all
around, and its horns; and he made for it a molding of gold all around, 27 and made two golden rings for it
under its molding, on two opposite sides of it, to hold the poles with which to carry it. 28 And he made the
poles of acacia wood, and overlaid them with gold.

Making the Anointing Oil and the Incense

29 He made the holy anointing oil also, and the pure fragrant incense, blended as by the perfumer.

Exodus 37 reminds us of all the things made by the craftsman, Bezalel. R.S. Thomas has been called a priest
and poet of creation — of the earth, sea, and sky. Today we’ll hear two poems about flowers as Thomas asks:
“Was it / a part of the plan / for humanity to have flowers about it?” And, “If flowers had minds, / would they
not think they were the color / eternity is...?”

The Flower

by R.S. Thomas

| asked for riches.
You gave me the earth, the sea,
the immensity
of the broad sky. | looked at them
and learned | must withdraw
to possess them. | gave my eyes
and my ears, and dwelt
in a soundless darkness
in the shadow
of your regard
The soul
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grew in me, filling me
with its fragrance.
Men came
to me from the four
winds to hear me speak
of the unseen flower by which
| sat, whose roots were not
in the soil, nor its petals the colour
of the wild sea; that was
its own species with its own
sky over it, shot
with the rainbow of your coming and going.

Flowers

by R.S. Thomas

But behind the flower
to that other flower
which is ageless, the idea
of the flower, the one
we smell when we imagine
it, that as often
as it is picked picked blossoms
again, that has the perfection
of all flowers, the purity
without the fragility.
Was it

a part of the plan
for humanity to have flowers about it? They are many
and beautiful, with faces
that are a reminder of those
of our own children, though they come painlessly
from the bulb’s womb. We trouble
them as we go by, so they hand
their heads at our unreal
progress.

If flowers had minds,
would they not think they were the color
eternity is, a window that gives
on a still view the hurrying
people must come to and stare at and pass by?
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Wednesday, April 5, 2023: Reading #38 — Exodus 38: Bezalel, the craftsman, with
Oholiab continue to make “all that the Lord commanded...” / R.S. Thomas, “The Presence”

e Throughout this chapter, Bezalel, the craftsman, with Oholiab continue to make “all that the Lord
commanded Moses” — the altar, the court of the Tabernacle — utilizing all of the necessary materials: All that
will make it possible to prepare the place for the Lord to be “present.”

Exodus 38

Making the Altar of Burnt-Offering

38 He made the altar of burnt-offering also of acacia wood; it was five cubits long, and five cubits wide; it was
square, and three cubits high. 2 He made horns for it on its four corners; its horns were of one piece with it,
and he overlaid it with bronze. 3 He made all the utensils of the altar, the pots, the shovels, the basins, the
forks, and the firepans: all its utensils he made of bronze. 4 He made for the altar a grating, a network of
bronze, under its ledge, extending half-way down. 5 He cast four rings on the four corners of the bronze grating
to hold the poles; 6 he made the poles of acacia wood, and overlaid them with bronze. 7 And he put the poles
through the rings on the sides of the altar, to carry it with them; he made it hollow, with boards.

8 He made the basin of bronze, with its stand of bronze, from the mirrors of the women who served at the
entrance to the tent of meeting.

Making the Court of the Tabernacle

9 He made the court; for the south side the hangings of the court were of fine twisted linen, one hundred
cubits long; 10 its twenty pillars and their twenty bases were of bronze, but the hooks of the pillars and their
bands were of silver. 11 For the north side there were hangings one hundred cubits long; its twenty pillars and
their twenty bases were of bronze, but the hooks of the pillars and their bands were of silver. 12 For the west
side there were hangings fifty cubits long, with ten pillars and ten bases; the hooks of the pillars and their
bands were of silver. 13 And for the front to the east, fifty cubits. 14 The hangings for one side of the gate were
fifteen cubits, with three pillars and three bases. 15 And so for the other side; on each side of the gate of the
court were hangings of fifteen cubits, with three pillars and three bases. 16 All the hangings around the court
were of fine twisted linen. 17 The bases for the pillars were of bronze, but the hooks of the pillars and their
bands were of silver; the overlaying of their capitals was also of silver, and all the pillars of the court were
banded with silver. 18 The screen for the entrance to the court was embroidered with needlework in blue,
purple, and crimson yarns and fine twisted linen. It was twenty cubits long and, along the width of it, five
cubits high, corresponding to the hangings of the court. 19 There were four pillars; their four bases were of
bronze, their hooks of silver, and the overlaying of their capitals and their bands of silver. 20 All the pegs for
the tabernacle and for the court all around were of bronze.

Materials of the Tabernacle

21 These are the records of the tabernacle, the tabernacle of the covenant, which were drawn up at the
commandment of Moses, the work of the Levites being under the direction of Ithamar son of the priest
Aaron. 22 Bezalel son of Uri son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, made all that the Lord commanded

105



Moses; 23 and with him was Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan, engraver, designer, and
embroiderer in blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and in fine linen.

24 All the gold that was used for the work, in all the construction of the sanctuary, the gold from the offering,
was twenty-nine talents and seven hundred and thirty shekels, measured by the sanctuary shekel. 25 The silver
from those of the congregation who were counted was one hundred talents and one thousand seven hundred
and seventy-five shekels, measured by the sanctuary shekel; 26 a beka a head (that is, half a shekel, measured
by the sanctuary shekel), for everyone who was counted in the census, from twenty years old and upwards, for
six hundred and three thousand, five hundred and fifty men. 27 The hundred talents of silver were for casting
the bases of the sanctuary and the bases of the curtain: one hundred bases for the hundred talents, a talent
for a base. 28 Of the one thousand seven hundred and seventy-five shekels he made hooks for the pillars, and
overlaid their capitals and made bands for them. 29 The bronze that was contributed was seventy talents and
two thousand four hundred shekels; 30 with it he made the bases for the entrance of the tent of meeting, the
bronze altar and the bronze grating for it and all the utensils of the altar, 31 the bases all around the court, and
the bases of the gate of the court, all the pegs of the tabernacle, and all the pegs around the court.

Once Pharaoh finally let the people go, “God led [them] around by the way of the wilderness toward the Red
Sea (Exodus 13:18). After they travelled through the Sea and settled at Mt. Sinai, the Lord gave instructions to
Moses so that the people “make me a sanctuary, that | may dwell in their midst”(Exodus 25:8). It will be there
within the ark of the Tabernacle, that God said: “I will meet with you..on the ark of the testimony, | will speak
with you (Ex 25:22).

In today’s poem, R.S. Thomas, considers again how to discern God'’s Presence in the midst of silence. | like the
following image:

“I feel the power / that, invisible, catches me / by the sleeve, nudging / toward the long shelf / that has the
book on it | will take down / and read and find the antidote to an ailment.”

The Presence

by R.S. Thomas

| pray and incur
silence. Some take that silence
for refusal.
| feel the power,
that, invisible, catches me
by the sleeve, nudging
towards the long shelf
that has the book on it | will take down
and read and find the antidote
to an ailment
| know its ways with me;
how it enters my life,
is present rather
before | perceive it, sunlight quivering
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on a bare wall.
Is it consciousness trying
to get through?
Am | under
regard?
It takes me seconds
to focus, by which time
It has shifted its gaze,
looking a little to one
side, as though | were not here.

It has the universe
to be abroad in.
There is nothing | can do
but fill myself with my own
silence, hoping, it will approach
like a wild creature to drink
there, or perhaps like Narcissus

to linger a moment over its transparent face.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Thursday, April 6, 2023: Reading #39 — Exodus 39: All the Work is Finished and it is
“Holy to the Lord” / R.S. Thomas, The End is the Beginning - “The Bush”

e In this chapter we hear about the completion of the final items — the vestments for Aaron and the priests.

* The last thing was a rosette of pure gold with the inscription, “Holy to the Lord” - this was tied to a blue cord
and fastened on the priest’s turban.

¢ The Israelites had done all of the work just as the Lord had commanded Moses. 43 When Moses saw that
they had done all the work just as the Lord had commanded, he blessed them.

*

Exodus 39

Making the Vestments for the Priesthood

39 Of the blue, purple, and crimson yarns they made finely worked vestments, for ministering in the holy
place; they made the sacred vestments for Aaron; as the Lord had commanded Moses.

2 He made the ephod of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen. 3 Gold leaf was
hammered out and cut into threads to work into the blue, purple, and crimson yarns and into the fine twisted
linen, in skilled design. 4 They made for the ephod shoulder-pieces, joined to it at its two edges. 5 The
decorated band on it was of the same materials and workmanship, of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns,
and of fine twisted linen; as the Lord had commanded Moses.

6 The onyx stones were prepared, enclosed in settings of gold filigree and engraved like the engravings of a
signet, according to the names of the sons of Israel. 7 He set them on the shoulder-pieces of the ephod, to be
stones of remembrance for the sons of Israel; as the Lord had commanded Moses.

8 He made the breastpiece, in skilled work, like the work of the ephod, of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson
yarns, and of fine twisted linen. 9 It was square; the breastpiece was made double, a span in length and a span
in width when doubled. 10 They set in it four rows of stones. A row of carnelian,[a] chrysolite, and emerald
was the first row; 11 and the second row, a turquoise, a sapphire,[b] and a moonstone; 12 and the third row, a
jacinth, an agate, and an amethyst; 13 and the fourth row, a beryl, an onyx, and a jasper; they were enclosed in
settings of gold filigree. 14 There were twelve stones with names corresponding to the names of the sons of
Israel; they were like signets, each engraved with its name, for the twelve tribes. 15 They made on the
breastpiece chains of pure gold, twisted like cords; 16 and they made two settings of gold filigree and two gold
rings, and put the two rings on the two edges of the breastpiece; 17 and they put the two cords of gold in the
two rings at the edges of the breastpiece. 18 Two ends of the two cords they had attached to the two settings
of filigree; in this way they attached it in front to the shoulder-pieces of the ephod. 19 Then they made two
rings of gold, and put them at the two ends of the breastpiece, on its inside edge next to the ephod. 20 They
made two rings of gold, and attached them in front to the lower part of the two shoulder-pieces of the ephod,
at its joining above the decorated band of the ephod. 21 They bound the breastpiece by its rings to the rings of
the ephod with a blue cord, so that it should lie on the decorated band of the ephod, and that the breastpiece
should not come loose from the ephod; as the Lord had commanded Moses.

22 He also made the robe of the ephod woven all of blue yarn; 23 and the opening of the robe in the middle of
it was like the opening in a coat of mail, with a binding around the opening, so that it might not be torn. 24 On
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the lower hem of the robe they made pomegranates of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted
linen. 25 They also made bells of pure gold, and put the bells between the pomegranates on the lower hem of
the robe all around, between the pomegranates; 26 a bell and a pomegranate, a bell and a pomegranate all
around on the lower hem of the robe for ministering; as the Lord had commanded Moses.

27 They also made the tunics, woven of fine linen, for Aaron and his sons, 28 and the turban of fine linen, and
the headdresses of fine linen, and the linen undergarments of fine twisted linen, 29 and the sash of fine
twisted linen, and of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, embroidered with needlework; as the Lord had
commanded Moses.

30 They made the rosette of the holy diadem of pure gold, and wrote on it an inscription, like the engraving
of a signet, “Holy to the Lord.” 31 They tied to it a blue cord, to fasten it on the turban above; as
the Lord had commanded Moses.

The Work Completed

32 In this way all the work of the tabernacle of the tent of meeting was finished; the Israelites had done
everything just as the Lord had commanded Moses. 33 Then they brought the tabernacle to Moses, the tent
and all its utensils, its hooks, its frames, its bars, its pillars, and its bases; 34 the covering of tanned rams’ skins
and the covering of fine leather, and the curtain for the screen; 35 the ark of the covenant[e] with its poles and
the mercy seat; 36 the table with all its utensils, and the bread of the Presence; 37 the pure lampstand with its
lamps set on it and all its utensils, and the oil for the light; 38 the golden altar, the anointing oil and the
fragrant incense, and the screen for the entrance of the tent; 39 the bronze altar, and its grating of bronze, its
poles, and all its utensils; the basin with its stand; 40 the hangings of the court, its pillars, and its bases, and
the screen for the gate of the court, its cords, and its pegs; and all the utensils for the service of the tabernacle,
for the tent of meeting; 41 the finely worked vestments for ministering in the holy place, the sacred vestments
for the priest Aaron, and the vestments of his sons to serve as priests.

42 The Israelites had done all of the work just as the Lord had commanded Moses. 43 When Moses saw that
they had done all the work just as the Lord had commanded, he blessed them.
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As we come to the end of Exodus and the completion of all that the Lord required for the place of worship
where He would “dwell in their midst” (Exodus 25:8), let’s return to the beginning of Exodus , to the moment
where Moses first encounters God’s presence - again at Mt Sinai (Horeb) — at the burning bush (Exodus 3).

The Bush

by R.S. Thomas

| know that bush,

Moses; there are many of them
in Wales in the autumn, braziers
where the imagination

warms itself. | have put off
pride and, knowing the ground
holy, lingered to wonder

how it is that | do not burn

and yet am consumed.

And in this country

of failure, the rain

falling out of a black

cloud in gold pieces

there are none to gather,

| have thought often

of the fountain of my people
that played beautifully here
once in the sun’s light

like a tree undressing.
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Our Daily Lenten Reader, Friday April 7, 2023: Reading #40 — Exodus 40: The Cloud, the Fire, and Each
Coming Stage of the Journey / R.S. Thomas, ”I think that maybe...”

e The Lord explains to Moses how all of the pieces of the Tabernacle will need to be put together: the ark of
the covenant will be put inside the tabernacle, behind a screen and curtain.

e The golden altar will be anointed and consecrated.
® The priests will be anointed and consecrated.

e In the final verses of this chapter we hear how the house of Israel will move forward from here “at each
stage of their journey” -

e Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.

e Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled upon it, and the glory of
the Lord filled the tabernacle.

e Whenever the cloud was taken up from the tabernacle, the Israelites would set out on each stage of their
journey; but if the cloud was not taken up, then they did not set out until the day that it was taken up.

e For the cloud of the Lord was on the tabernacle by day, and fire was in the cloud by night, before the eyes
of all the house of Israel at each stage of their journey.

o We’ll hear more about this movement in the Book of Numbers 10:35-36:

35 Whenever the ark set out, Moses would say,

“Let God arise, and, let your enemies be scattered,
your foes flee before you ”

36 And whenever it came to rest, he would say,
“Return, O Lord of the ten thousand thousands of Israel.”

e |t is worth considering on this the 40th day of Great Lent, how God desires to accompany each person —in
various ways — at “each stage of our journey.”
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*

Exodus 40

The Tabernacle Erected and Its Equipment Installed

40 The Lord spoke to Moses: 2 On the first day of the first month you shall set up the tabernacle of the tent of
meeting. 3 You shall put in it the ark of the covenant, and you shall screen the ark with the curtain. 4 You
shall bring in the table, and arrange its setting; and you shall bring in the lampstand, and set up its lamps. 5 You
shall put the golden altar for incense before the ark of the covenant, and set up the screen for the entrance of
the tabernacle. 6 You shall set the altar of burnt offering before the entrance of the tabernacle of the tent of
meeting, 7 and place the basin between the tent of meeting and the altar, and put water in it. 8 You shall set
up the court all around, and hang up the screen for the gate of the court. 9 Then you shall take the anointing
oil, and anoint the tabernacle and all that is in it, and consecrate it and all its furniture, so that it shall become
holy. 10 You shall also anoint the altar of burnt offering and all its utensils, and consecrate the altar, so that the
altar shall be most holy. 11 You shall also anoint the basin with its stand, and consecrate it. 12 Then you shall
bring Aaron and his sons to the entrance of the tent of meeting, and shall wash them with water, 13 and put
on Aaron the sacred vestments, and you shall anoint him and consecrate him, so that he may serve me as
priest. 14 You shall bring his sons also and put tunics on them, 15 and anoint them, as you anointed their
father, that they may serve me as priests: and their anointing shall admit them to a perpetual priesthood
throughout all generations to come.

16 Moses did everything just as the Lord had commanded him. 17 In the first month in the second year, on the
first day of the month, the tabernacle was set up. 18 Moses set up the tabernacle; he laid its bases, and set up
its frames, and put in its poles, and raised up its pillars; 19 and he spread the tent over the tabernacle, and put
the covering of the tent over it; as the Lord had commanded Moses. 20 He took the covenant[c] and put it into
the ark, and put the poles on the ark, and set the mercy seat[d] above the ark; 21 and he brought the ark into
the tabernacle, and set up the curtain for screening, and screened the ark of the covenant; as the Lord had
commanded Moses. 22 He put the table in the tent of meeting, on the north side of the tabernacle, outside
the curtain, 23 and set the bread in order on it before the Lord; as the Lord had commanded Moses. 24 He put
the lampstand in the tent of meeting, opposite the table on the south side of the tabernacle, 25 and set up the
lamps before the Lord; as the Lord had commanded Moses. 26 He put the golden altar in the tent of meeting
before the curtain, 27 and offered fragrant incense on it; as the Lord had commanded Moses. 28 He also put in
place the screen for the entrance of the tabernacle. 29 He set the altar of burnt offering at the entrance of the
tabernacle of the tent of meeting, and offered on it the burnt offering and the grain offering as the Lord had
commanded Moses. 30 He set the basin between the tent of meeting and the altar, and put water in it for
washing, 31 with which Moses and Aaron and his sons washed their hands and their feet. 32 When they went
into the tent of meeting, and when they approached the altar, they washed; as the Lord had commanded
Moses. 33 He set up the court around the tabernacle and the altar, and put up the screen at the gate of the
court. So Moses finished the work.

The Cloud and the Glory

34 Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. 35 Moses was
not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled upon it, and the glory of the Lord filled the
tabernacle. 36 Whenever the cloud was taken up from the tabernacle, the Israelites would set out on each
stage of their journey; 37 but if the cloud was not taken up, then they did not set out until the day that it
was taken up. 38 For the cloud of the Lord was on the tabernacle by day, and fire was in the cloud by night,
before the eyes of all the house of Israel at each stage of their journey.
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During the Service that marks the 40th Day of Great Lent — the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts on the eve of
Lazarus Saturday — we hear that “we have completed the 40th days which profit our souls.”

In today’s final poem from R.S. Thomas we can only hope at whatever “stage” of the journey that we find
ourselves at this point of the 40 days that we are a “little surer of being a little nearer” - and that “little” can
hopefully be “more than enough.”

from: Counterpoint

by R.S. Thomas

| think that maybe

| will be a little surer

of being a little nearer.

That’s all. Eternity

is in the understanding

that that little is more than enough.
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