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To Lance, 

who has shared my extraordinary days, ordinary days,
and everything in between. I’m so grateful we’ve grown up together,
and I look forward to spending the rest of our lives growing
into the good God has for us.
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The Fullness of Time

      Series Preface


    ESAU MCCAULLEY, SERIES EDITOR

    
      Christians of all traditions are finding a renewed appreciation for the church year. This is evident in the increased number of churches that mark the seasons in their preaching and teaching. It’s evident in the families and small groups looking for ways to recover ancient practices of the Christian faith. This is all very good. To assist in this renewal, we thought Christians might find it beneficial to have an accessible guide to the church year, one that’s more than a devotional but less than an academic tome.

      The Fullness of Time project aims to do just that. We have put together a series of short books on the seasons and key events of the church year, including Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, and Pentecost. These books are reflections on the moods, themes, rituals, prayers, and Scriptures that mark each season.

      These are not, strictly speaking, devotionals. They are theological and spiritual reflections that seek to provide spiritual formation by helping the reader live fully into the practices of each season. We want readers to understand how the church is forming them in the likeness of Christ through the church calendar.

      These books are written from the perspective of those who have lived through the seasons many times, and we’ll use personal stories and experiences to explain different aspects of the season that are meaningful to us. In what follows, do not look for comments from historians pointing out minutiae. Instead, look for fellow believers and evangelists using the tool of the church year to preach the gospel and point Christians toward discipleship and spiritual formation. We pray that these books will be useful to individuals, families, and churches seeking a deeper walk with Jesus.
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Introduction
The Ordinary Season



When I traveled to the Holy Land for the first time, right before beginning this book, I was struck by how long it took to travel from one place to another. If that was true in a vehicle, how much more so would that have been true for Jesus on foot? Although I had recognized this intellectually for most of my life,1 there in Israel I suddenly realized it in an embodied way. Jesus’ life would have included many ordinary days, days in which he was simply walking from one place to another. His human experience was no less redemptive on those days than on the ones that he did or said something the inspired evangelists chose to record. In fact, for his work on those memorable days to be fully redemptive, it had to be interspersed with these ordinary days, because such is the experience of being truly and fully human. If Mary asked him at the end of many days of his life, as I might ask my own children, “What did you do today?” Jesus’ answer, true for all intents and purposes, would be the same as theirs: “Nothing.”

This is so often how the Lord works. God does a radical thing and then grants us time to reflect on it. If every day were radical, we could not take it in. Conversely, if there were no radical events that disrupted the world as we know it, it would be difficult to remember that God is always at work. Hence, the Lord gives us just the right balance between the extraordinary and the ordinary. The liturgical year aids believers’ perception of this grace. It is during the ordinary times that we are given space for reflection, and through it, space to grow. We probably do most of our growing not in the midst of the radical but in reflection on it.

The many weeks of this season of the year are named as “ordinary” simply because they are arranged in an ordinal way—the weeks are counted one after another. When looking at a chart of the church year, you would notice that two different sections of Ordinary Time occur in the church calendar. The first takes place between Epiphany and Ash Wednesday, the second between Pentecost and Advent. The second and much longer season of Ordinary Time (as many as twenty-nine weeks) begins just as Eastertide ends. This second period of Ordinary Time continues until the liturgical year begins again with Advent, the “New Year” for the church.

It is also true that “ordinary” evokes the sense of “normal,” and this is an apt description of these many weeks as well. Ιt is neither a feast nor a fast season (although it includes many individual feasts). In other words, it is neither wholly celebrative nor dominantly mournful, but a largely repetitive season of ordinary weeks, one after another for dozens of them. Strikingly, that means that in the church, over half of the year is “ordinary.”

Whether in the Northern or Southern Hemisphere, significant portions of these two ordinary seasons overlap with the long days of both winter and summer, the months in which schedules are often less hectic and, therefore, a period in which time seems to move a bit slower. But then a transition happens within the ordinary season, for it also includes the pivot to the new schedules of the school year, which, after a week or so of freshness, quickly settle into a routine. In different ways, the various time periods of this season include large swaths of repetitiveness. Only at the end of this liturgical season is something on the horizon that is truly not ordinary, the anticipation of Advent. Before then, and for a very long time, things are “normal.” The seasons of the church year that are deemed “ordinary time” provide the appropriate setting to contemplate God’s momentous and mundane works.

Prior to this project, I must admit that I dreaded Ordinary Time. Fed by excitement and change, this season seemed to offer little of either. It was simply something to get through until I could start preparing for Christmas. Writing this volume invited me to think differently about this season. The process of the project has opened my eyes not only to the necessity of the normal, but also to its distinct beauty. I have now been trained to see the blessed opportunities for growth in the gift of every normal day. I have learned that this season is not without the excitement of change, but that it is of a different kind, a slow but enduring kind of transformation. That kind of transformation is deeply, if not dramatically, exciting.

Other saints have helped me along the way. I have learned a great deal about these ordinary days from the powerful book by Tish Harrison Warren, Liturgy of the Ordinary, which traces the presence of God from waking to sleeping and all the mundane moments in between.2 In addition, To Light Their Way by Kayla Craig has served as a prayer guide for my family before I took up the writing of this book.3 Craig trained me not to worry or gloat but to pray for all events in our lives, including the mundane ones. Finally, in the acclaimed Every Moment Holy series, long one of my favorites, I gained a foundational insight from Andrew Peterson, who riffs on Wendell Berry to remind readers that “there are only sacred moments and moments we have forgotten are sacred.”4 Even ordinary days and ordinary seasons cannot be boring when we have the eyes to notice God’s presence and blessing with us in all things, patiently working with and in us to transform us more fully into the mature believers God intended us to be.

Ordinary Time among the people of God holds these two truths together, sacredness and simplicity. By virtue of creation, revelation, incarnation, and spiration God has elected to be present within the ordinary day-to-day of created life. We will not always be able to understand precisely how, but we can acknowledge that God is there in all things: the highs, the lows, and the in between; the radical as well as the common. As we are trained by the rhythms of the church year, we can more clearly know that God is with us and desires to grow us, even on the days when we are simply walking from one place to another.


ORDINARY PRAYERS

A creative colleague and fellow church member has used her skills of artistry in graphic design to create a series of prayer cards. Printed on stately and solid paper with clean lines and elegant font, they display the prayers for each Sunday and major feast days of the church year. The colors of the liturgical year frame the prayer as well as fill in the Jerusalem cross at the top of each card.5 She gifted our family with a set, and we’ve kept them in our dining room, where our family sits for dinner. It has been a joy week by week to have a visual reminder of the prayer we all prayed together each Sunday. These prayers provide an excellent window into the dynamic of the season.

As a convert to liturgical worship, I have not ceased to be amazed by the beauty and wisdom of theses prayers, woven from the language of Scripture and formed into poetry for liturgical worship. The collects for this Ordinary Time are gems, bequeathing worshipers such phrases as “Make us have perpetual love and reverence for your holy Name” (Proper 7), “Almighty God . . . you know our necessities before we ask and our ignorance in asking” (Proper 11), “God, you are always more ready to hear than we to pray, and to give more than we either desire or deserve” (Proper 22), and “You never forsake those who make their boast of your mercy” (Proper 18). These eloquent turns of phrase help us to grow to be more artful communicators of God’s goodness.

The former rector of my parish, a church that often welcomes those, like me, who did not grow up with liturgy, explained that these prayers are called “collects” because they do just that—collect together all our thoughts into a unified prayer that expresses the focal theme of the day. Unsurprisingly, the collects come in communal language. They give voice to desires for the whole people of God. The prayers that collect our individual voices ask that the Lord might “cleanse and defend your Church” (Proper 13).6 They ask that the gathered people, who are “built upon the foundation of the apostles and the prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief cornerstone” (Proper 8), may all “joyfully serve you in confidence and serenity” (Proper 3) and “proclaim your truth with boldness, and minister your justice with compassion” (Proper 6), as they “persevere with steadfast faith in the confession of your Name” (Proper 24). The collects are a great reminder that the Lord has good plans for us as individuals, but those cannot come to fruition if we remain on our own. God desires for us to grow as a group.

In the medieval calendar, the weeks of the second and much longer Ordinary Time were organized into four sub-periods. The first focused on invitation to Christian living, including the necessity of suffering. The second reflected on the righteous life that marks those who have received the grace of God. It begins with affirmations of who we are in Christ, through no merit of our own. We are invited to take hold of what is already true of us because of the grace of being grafted into Christ. This assurance drives believers into a healthy demonstration of faithfulness. Hence, the third section highlights the appropriate reaction to that grace, including works, very often manifest as acts of service to others. The final weeks begin moving the church to the contemplation of Advent as they focus on the rewards of righteous living. While some reshuffling has diffused this tightly organized system, these themes are still apparent throughout.7 Suffering, grace, faithfulness, and the reward of God’s abundance surface with most clarity in the prayers of the season.

As the church recognized that normal Christian living involves suffering, it is striking how often these collects ask for God’s protection. Proper 13 is a prayer for God’s defense of the church that states, “because [the church] cannot continue in safety without your help, protect and govern it always by your goodness” (Proper 13). If the church is following after Jesus, and he was hated and persecuted (John 15:18), the church should not be surprised that the powers and principalities will rise against them as well. God is therefore fittingly addressed as “the protector of all who trust in you” (Proper 12). For example, in one of the earliest prayers of the season, congregants ask God to “keep us . . . from all things that may hurt us” (Proper 2). Again, just two weeks later the church entreats God to “put away from us . . . all hurtful things (Proper 4). The reality is that injuries come not only from the outside but also from the inside, when Christian siblings intentionally or unintentionally hurt one another. Given this painful and all-too-common reality, the prayers are meant not only for protection but also for awareness. They are a preview of the part of the service in which we all join in the act of confession, inviting an investigation of the heart to see if there are places of unnamed hurt, received or given, even within the church.

Prayers that name the reality of suffering allow movement away from fear. Apprehension can keep one frozen, but by asking God for protection from any and all dangers and hurt, the church is freed to move into action. Growing things need to move, so it makes sense that in the season of growth, the church is praying for God’s aid in its activity. The prayer for Proper 2 asks that the church, now reminded of God’s protection, “may accomplish with free hearts those things which belong to your purpose.”

A vocalization of the desire that faith be expressed in action is one of the most frequent themes in the collects of this season. Believers first need the inspiration of the Holy Spirit to think correctly so that then we can act correctly. This acknowledgment of the interdependent nature of our internal and external lives (Proper 5, 10, 14) appears, for example, in Proper 9, where the members of the church pray, “O God, you have taught us to keep all your commandments by loving you and our neighbor.” The words the church says together articulate the basic and perpetually necessary call to be wholly devoted to God in heart and action, echoing Israel’s Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4) and Jesus’ instruction to love God and love neighbor (Mark 12:30-31).

The weekly prayers of the season cause us to reflect together on the hardship of Christian life and God’s provision in the midst of that hardship. When we say them together in worship, we hear our own voices join with the chorus of the voices around us, soft and loud, halting and confident, young and old. As a member of that group we are inspired to carry the chorus beyond the walls of the church, continuing to participate in the joy of fellowship and service. When the words of the prayers resonate in our minds and our lives throughout the week, we experience the ongoing growth of the abundant kingdom that is surely on its way.




THE SEASON OF LIFE AND DEATH

I received the Every Moment Holy series as the last birthday gift my mother-in-law purchased for me before her death. I had heard friends rave about these books and therefore dropped a hint to her that this would be a lovely gift not only for me but also for our whole family. That she honored that desire by gifting me with a book of prayers we can use on a regular basis has left a powerful witness of her own strong intercession on our behalf. Now absent from the body and present with the Lord (2 Corinthians 5:8), I see no reason why her prayers do not continue for us who are still tethered to the daily patterns of time.

That pertinent juxtaposition of ongoing life in the shadow of death exposes one of the most ordinary of human realities. From the moment we are conceived, we are moving toward our own end. Between these two shoals of the ultimate, birth and death, we live out our days. And yet, as believers in Jesus, we do not do so as those without hope (1 Thessalonians 4:13). The bookends of our lives are encompassed into a grander story. Christians are blessed to know that human existence is not an endless repetitive cycle of days in the midst of a meaningless beginning and inevitable end; rather, human life has a purpose. God chose to create, and God chose to redeem, so that each human can know that all their days have the stamp of divine blessing.

As Douglas Kaine McKelvey notes in Death, Grief, and Hope, the second volume of the Every Moment Holy series, navigating between the shoals of birth and death is also true of our spirit’s revived life with God. We are invited to actively participate in what God has accomplished for us in Jesus Christ. “From the moment of our baptism into the death of Jesus, we begin the practice of dying by degrees—dying to self and to our self-centered pursuits of anything that wars against our vocation as disciples.”8 It is a grief that our bodies disintegrate toward death (faster for some than others, though it is inevitable for all). Conversely, it is a joy that our spirits can mature throughout our time on earth. They are also, by degrees, dying to the disease of sin that impacts us. Ordinary Time affords us the space to contemplate the normality, by nature, of our bodies’ groaning for redemption and also the new normality, by grace, of our spirit’s becoming more like Christ. In the state of the world in which we live, physical growth and strength last but a season, but spiritual growth, which begins at our rebirth in Christ, will continue.9 As we learn to allow growth in the here and now, we will perpetually practice those skills of growing as we continue to mature into God’s inexhaustible glory forever. What we learn and practice during Ordinary Time, this season of growth, is preparation for eternity.

Our entire lives have now been sacralized by the growing eternal life we have because of the life, death, and resurrection of the Son of God, Jesus the Messiah. The readings of this season reflect our connection to Christ. The Gospel readings during the first period of Ordinary Time (as many as nine weeks) focus on early events in the life and teaching of Jesus, including his mission to the Gentiles, a natural outflow of the visit of the Magi. The readings begin with recalling his baptism and culminate in his transfiguration, celebrated right before Lent begins. The second period of Ordinary Time (twenty-nine weeks) begins with the remembrance of Jesus’ departure (Easter/Ascension/Pentecost) and concludes before we anticipate his arrival (Advent). The readings remind us that it is his life that now counts our days. Now that Jesus has come, “ordinary” is what it has never been before. Hemmed in by our own birth and death, by virtue of our confession in Christ, our days now unfold within the reality of his birth, death, and resurrection.

I trace the unfolding of our lives in his life through the seven chapters of this book. The first four focus on key motifs that pervade the entire season, the season’s color of green that signifies growth, the season’s remembrance of bold faith, the season’s initial celebration and then continual praise of our triune God, then finally, the season’s (and really, every season’s!) foundational participation in the Lord’s Supper. The next three chapters explore some of the biblical readings from this time of the church year, those texts that tell the stories of the family with whom God makes covenant. This family, through both normal life and extraordinary events, teaches us to have faith in God. They see God and trust God. Contemplating their stories moves us to show gratitude to God for the redemptive work previewed in the life of this family and then fully realized in Christ. My hope is that reflection on these themes and texts may open your eyes, as mine have been, to the mighty wonder of this normal, common, mundane-but-never-boring, Christ-shaped ordinary season.
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