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This Lenten Study Guide is divided into four sections 1) On and Off the 

Path, 2) The Life of Obstacles, 3) Suffering and Loving the World, and 4) The 

Invitation to Grow.  

Each section is comprised of selected short stories from Mark Nepo’s As 

Far As The Heart Can See, and a Biblical story further exploring the theme of 

the section. Following each short story, you will find a heading titled Journal 

Questions. These questions are meant to help you reflect upon the story and 

the theme of the section. You do not need to journal, but you are welcome to if 

you so desire. Likewise, following each Biblical story, you will find similar 

reflection questions. Again, these are meant to help you put the story in the 

context of the theme of the section. Further, the facilitators of each group will 

be using, in part, the “table questions” referenced in section one.  

Stories are at the heart of the Gospel. Stories are what connect us. Let us 

journey together this Lent through story. 
 













































Matthew 15:10-28 

10Then he called the crowd to him and said to them, “Listen and understand: 11it 
is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but it is what comes out 
of the mouth that defiles.” 12Then the disciples approached and said to him, “Do 
you know that the Pharisees took offense when they heard what you said?” 13He 
answered, “Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be 
uprooted. 14Let them alone; they are blind guides of the blind. And if one blind 
person guides another, both will fall into a pit.” 15But Peter said to him, “Explain 
this parable to us.” 16Then he said, “Are you also still without 
understanding?17Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth enters the 
stomach, and goes out into the sewer? 18But what comes out of the mouth 
proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles. 19For out of the heart come 
evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, 
slander. 20These are what defile a person, but to eat with unwashed hands does 
not defile.” 

21Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon.22Just then 
a Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting, “Have 
mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” 23But 
he did not answer her at all. And his disciples came and urged him, saying, “Send 
her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” 24He answered, “I was sent only to 
the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 25But she came and knelt before him, 
saying, “Lord, help me.” 26He answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food 
and throw it to the dogs.” 27She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the 
crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” 28Then Jesus answered her, 
“Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.” And her 
daughter was healed instantly. 
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*Notes:  

Matthew’s story of a Canaanite woman follows a controversy with some 
Pharisees and scribes (Matt. 15:1-9), inviting comparison between the two 
incidents. Care should be taken not to stereotype these Pharisees and scribes. 
They should be treated as raising their own questions and not as representing 
Judaism or even all Pharisees or scribes.  

Nevertheless, two points of comparison are significant. In the first incident, 
people who are socially accepted emphasize external differences and miss 
matters of the heart, whereas in the second, a woman who is socially 
marginalized breaks through external differences to claim God’s mercy. The 
comparison produces a startling surprise. In the first incident, Jesus has the 
punch lines that enlighten his questioners, whereas in the second, the woman 
has the punch line that alters the way Jesus responds to her.  

- Jaw Won Lee, “Exegetical Perspective,” Feasting on the Word, p. 357-361. 

Questions for Reflection: 

Inside this story and inside our own stories, Jesus does not always conform to 
what we hope for. How do we respond honestly and reengage our faith when 
Jesus does not come through for us as we expect?  

 

 



































Jonah 

1Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai, saying, 2“Go at once to 
Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up 
before me.” 3But Jonah set out to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord. He 
went down to Joppa and found a ship going to Tarshish; so he paid his fare and went 
on board, to go with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the Lord. 

4But the Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea, and such a mighty storm came upon 
the sea that the ship threatened to break up. 5Then the mariners were afraid, and each 
cried to his god. They threw the cargo that was in the ship into the sea, to lighten it 
for them. Jonah, meanwhile, had gone down into the hold of the ship and had lain 
down, and was fast asleep. 6The captain came and said to him, “What are you doing 
sound asleep? Get up, call on your god! Perhaps the god will spare us a thought so that 
we do not perish.” 7The sailors said to one another, “Come, let us cast lots, so that we 
may know on whose account this calamity has come upon us.” So they cast lots, and 
the lot fell on Jonah.8Then they said to him, “Tell us why this calamity has come upon 
us. What is your occupation? Where do you come from? What is your country? And of 
what people are you?” 9“I am a Hebrew,” he replied. “I worship the Lord, the God of 
heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” 10Then the men were even more afraid, 
and said to him, “What is this that you have done!” For the men knew that he was 
fleeing from the presence of the Lord, because he had told them so. 

11Then they said to him, “What shall we do to you, that the sea may quiet down for 
us?” For the sea was growing more and more tempestuous. 12He said to them, “Pick 
me up and throw me into the sea; then the sea will quiet down for you; for I know it 
is because of me that this great storm has come upon you.” 13Nevertheless the men 
rowed hard to bring the ship back to land, but they could not, for the sea grew more 
and more stormy against them. 14Then they cried out to the Lord, “Please, O Lord, we 
pray, do not let us perish on account of this man’s life. Do not make us guilty of 
innocent blood; for you, O Lord, have done as it pleased you.” 15So they picked Jonah 
up and threw him into the sea; and the sea ceased from its raging. 16Then the men 
feared the Lord even more, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made 
vows. 17But the Lord provided a large fish to swallow up Jonah; and Jonah was in the 
belly of the fish three days and three nights. 

Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from the belly of the fish,2saying, “I called to 
the Lord out of my distress, and he answered me; out of the belly of Sheol I cried, and 
you heard my voice. 3You cast me into the deep, into the heart of the seas, and the 
flood surrounded me; all your waves and your billows passed over me. 4Then I said, 
‘I am driven away from your sight; how shall I look again upon your holy temple?’5The 
waters closed in over me; the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped around my 



head 6at the roots of the mountains. I went down to the land whose bars closed upon 
me forever; yet you brought up my life from the Pit, O Lord my God. 7As my life was 
ebbing away, I remembered the Lord; and my prayer came to you, into your holy 
temple. 8Those who worship vain idols forsake their true loyalty. 9But I with the voice 
of thanksgiving will sacrifice to you; what I have vowed I will pay. Deliverance belongs 
to the Lord!” 

10Then the Lord spoke to the fish, and it spewed Jonah out upon the dry land. 

3The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, saying, 2“Get up, go to Nineveh, 
that great city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you.” 3So Jonah set out and 
went to Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly 
large city, a three days’ walk across. 4Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s 
walk. And he cried out, “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 

5And the people of Nineveh believed God; they proclaimed a fast, and everyone, great 
and small, put on sackcloth. 6When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose 
from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in 
ashes. 7Then he had a proclamation made in Nineveh: “By the decree of the king and 
his nobles: No human being or animal, no herd or flock, shall taste anything. They 
shall not feed, nor shall they drink water. 8Human beings and animals shall be covered 
with sackcloth, and they shall cry mightily to God. All shall turn from their evil ways 
and from the violence that is in their hands. 9Who knows? God may relent and change 
his mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do not perish.” 10When God 
saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his mind about 
the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it. 

4But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. 2He prayed to 
the Lord and said, “O Lord! Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? 
That is why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious God 
and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from 
punishing. 3And now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die 
than to live.” 4And the Lord said, “Is it right for you to be angry?” 

5Then Jonah went out of the city and sat down east of the city, and made a booth for 
himself there. He sat under it in the shade, waiting to see what would become of the 
city. 6The Lord God appointed a bush, and made it come up over Jonah, to give shade 
over his head, to save him from his discomfort; so Jonah was very happy about the 
bush. 7But when dawn came up the next day, God appointed a worm that attacked the 
bush, so that it withered. 8When the sun rose, God prepared a sultry east wind, and 
the sun beat down on the head of Jonah so that he was faint and asked that he might 
die. He said, “It is better for me to die than to live.” 9But God said to Jonah, “Is it right 



for you to be angry about the bush?” And he said, “Yes, angry enough to die.” 10Then 
the Lord said, “You are concerned about the bush, for which you did not labor and 
which you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a night.11And 
should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than 
a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their 
left, and also many animals?” 
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Question for reflection: 
 
Can we lift up our eyes from our own concerns, just for a moment, to see God acting 
right in front of us? 
 
When was a time that God worked in and through your life despite your attitude?  
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Acts 6:8-15; 7:1-2a; 7:51-8:1; 9:1-22 

8Stephen, full of grace and power, did great wonders and signs among the 
people. 9Then some of those who belonged to the synagogue of the Freedmen (as it 
was called), Cyrenians, Alexandrians, and others of those from Cilicia and Asia, stood 
up and argued with Stephen. 10But they could not withstand the wisdom and the 
Spirit with which he spoke. 11Then they secretly instigated some men to say, “We 
have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses and God.” 12They stirred 
up the people as well as the elders and the scribes; then they suddenly confronted 
him, seized him, and brought him before the council. 13They set up false witnesses 
who said, “This man never stops saying things against this holy place and the 
law; 14for we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place 
and will change the customs that Moses handed on to us.” 15And all who sat in the 
council looked intently at him, and they saw that his face was like the face of an 
angel. 

7Then the high priest asked him, “Are these things so?” 2And Stephen replied: 
“Brothers and fathers, listen to me. 

51”You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you are forever 
opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do. 52Which of the prophets 
did your ancestors not persecute? They killed those who foretold the coming of the 
Righteous One, and now you have become his betrayers and murderers. 53You are 
the ones that received the law as ordained by angels, and yet you have not kept it.” 

54When they heard these things, they became enraged and ground their teeth at 
Stephen. 55But filled with the Holy Spirit, he gazed into heaven and saw the glory of 
God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. 56“Look,” he said, “I see the heavens 
opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!” 57But they covered 
their ears, and with a loud shout all rushed together against him. 58Then they 
dragged him out of the city and began to stone him; and the witnesses laid their 
coats at the feet of a young man named Saul. 59While they were stoning Stephen, he 
prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 60Then he knelt down and cried out in a loud 
voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he died. 

8And Saul approved of their killing him. That day a severe persecution began 
against the church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered 
throughout the countryside of Judea and Samaria. 



9Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the 
Lord, went to the high priest 2and asked him for letters to the synagogues at 
Damascus, so that if he found any who belonged to the Way, men or women, he 
might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 3Now as he was going along and approaching 
Damascus, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. 4He fell to the ground 
and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 5He asked, 
“Who are you, Lord?” The reply came, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. 6But 
get up and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.” 7The men who 
were traveling with him stood speechless because they heard the voice but saw no 
one. 8Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes were open, he could see 
nothing; so they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. 9For three 
days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank. 

10Now there was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias. The Lord said to him in a 
vision, “Ananias.” He answered, “Here I am, Lord.” 11The Lord said to him, “Get up 
and go to the street called Straight, and at the house of Judas look for a man of 
Tarsus named Saul. At this moment he is praying, 12and he has seen in a vision a 
man named Ananias come in and lay his hands on him so that he might regain his 
sight.” 13But Ananias answered, “Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how 
much evil he has done to your saints in Jerusalem; 14and here he has authority from 
the chief priests to bind all who invoke your name.” 15But the Lord said to him, “Go, 
for he is an instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before Gentiles and 
kings and before the people of Israel; 16I myself will show him how much he must 
suffer for the sake of my name.” 17So Ananias went and entered the house. He laid 
his hands on Saul and said, “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on 
your way here, has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the 
Holy Spirit.” 18And immediately something like scales fell from his eyes, and his sight 
was restored. Then he got up and was baptized, 19and after taking some food, he 
regained his strength. For several days he was with the disciples in Damascus, 20and 
immediately he began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is the Son of 
God.” 21All who heard him were amazed and said, “Is not this the man who made 
havoc in Jerusalem among those who invoked this name? And has he not come here 
for the purpose of bringing them bound before the chief priests?” 22Saul became 
increasingly more powerful and confounded the Jews who lived in Damascus by 
proving that Jesus was the Messiah. 
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For Reflection: 

For every experience of conversion, there are preliminary experiences which lead to 
the conversion. Some call these experiences “gifts” and others call them “grace.” 
Nonetheless, these preliminary experiences, or pre-conversion experiences, create a 
path to conversion – the path being an awakening of our awareness of these “gifts” 
or “grace.”  

Another way to say this is that our path to conversion is simply becoming aware of 
the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives. The “gift” is that the Holy Spirit is given to us 
by God without our knowledge. Theologians call this gift “prevenient grace,” but we 
could just simply call it “grace.”  

As we become aware of the Holy Spirit in our lives, we can see these preliminary 
experiences through clearer lenses. Our perception of these pre-conversion 
experiences can be both positive and negative. On the positive side, these 
experiences can make us aware and appreciative of love, nature, and things greater 
than ourselves.   

On the negative side, we may notice our own shortcomings and can even develop 
self-hatred over our actions, our sins. These negative experiences are also grace. 
While hard to imagine, experiencing something as sin is also a grace. When things 
are so bad you cannot see them as bad, to suddenly see how bad things really are is 
the first step to transformation – the first step to repairing the brokenness. This is 
grace. This is a gift.  

*The concept of prevenient grace has a long history in the tradition. If you are 
interested in learning more about conversion and early grace, please see Robert Davis 
Hughes, III, Beloved Dust.  

Questions: 

Do you think that Saul/Paul’s participation in the death of Stephen was a pre-
conversion experience on the path to Paul’s awareness of the grace of the Holy Spirit 
at work in his life?  

Can you trace the pre-conversion experiences of your own life?  

 

 









































Ecclesiastes 8:14 – 9:9 

14There is a vanity that takes place on earth, that there are righteous people who are 
treated according to the conduct of the wicked, and there are wicked people who are 
treated according to the conduct of the righteous. I said that this also is vanity. 15So I 
commend enjoyment, for there is nothing better for people under the sun than to 
eat, and drink, and enjoy themselves, for this will go with them in their toil through 
the days of life that God gives them under the sun. 16When I applied my mind to 
know wisdom, and to see the business that is done on earth, how one’s eyes see 
sleep neither day nor night, 17then I saw all the work of God, that no one can find out 
what is happening under the sun. However much they may toil in seeking, they will 
not find it out; even though those who are wise claim to know, they cannot find it 
out. 

9All this I laid to heart, examining it all, how the righteous and the wise and their 
deeds are in the hand of God; whether it is love or hate one does not know. 
Everything that confronts them 2is vanity, since the same fate comes to all, to the 
righteous and the wicked, to the good and the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to 
those who sacrifice and those who do not sacrifice. As are the good, so are the 
sinners; those who swear are like those who shun an oath. 3This is an evil in all that 
happens under the sun, that the same fate comes to everyone. Moreover, the hearts 
of all are full of evil; madness is in their hearts while they live, and after that they go 
to the dead. 

4But whoever is joined with all the living has hope, for a living dog is better than a 
dead lion. 5The living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; they have 
no more reward, and even the memory of them is lost. 6Their love and their hate and 
their envy have already perished; never again will they have any share in all that 
happens under the sun. 7Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine 
with a merry heart; for God has long ago approved what you do. 8Let your garments 
always be white; do not let oil be lacking on your head. 9Enjoy life with the wife 
whom you love, all the days of your vain life that are given you under the sun, 
because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the sun. 
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For Reflection: 

The title Ecclesiastes is a Latin translation of the Greek translation of the Hebrew 
word Qoheleth, and Qoheleth is the pseudonym used by the author of the book. It 
has been suggested that the fierce faith of Qoheleth has been summed up in the 
following statement:  

You cannot know what is next, only that whatever it is – good or bad – it is the 
reality you must confront. People complicate things in order to avoid having 
to face the reality of life. Wisdom brings the advantage of not suffering one 
moment longer than necessary. Wisdom is realizing that if you wait for the 
ideal conditions before taking action, you may never take action. For, you may 
not know which moment is the perfect moment. In reality, all you know is the 
moment at hand. Just as there is no perfect moment, there is no perfect 
knowing, there is no certainty. The one thing you can be sure of is that if you 
plant nothing you will have no harvest. So, act without knowing. Life is an 
experiment, live into the curiosity. The best we can do then is strive for the 
good life, and the good life is simple – eat and drink in moderation, engage in 
meaningful work, and avoid loneliness by cultivating good friends.  

 
*See William P. Brown, Interpretation: Ecclesiastes; and Rabbi Rami Shapiro, 
Ecclesiastes, Annotated & Explained 
 
Question: 

• If we cannot know what to expect in the next moment, how do we meet what 
comes to us each day?  

• How do you strive to live the good life?  
• It has been said that we die little deaths in the life. How does hope in the 

resurrected life shape the way we meet these little deaths?  
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