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How often do we say, “I’m very well, thank 
you,” when we don’t feel well at all? We 
don’t like making ourselves vulnerable to 
others, and it takes quite a lot of courage 
to utter the truth.  So, we live with the stuff 
that makes us not very well.  And that can 
be a very heavy burden to bear.

The season of Lent offers us an opportunity to lay down the things that burden us.  Lent is 
a season of safety when we can admit that not all is well.  It gives us permission to review 
our lives and be honest about how we damage ourselves, other people, and the world we 
inhabit.

Jesus Christ says to us, “Come to me all you that are weary and carrying heavy burdens, 
and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).  And it is very often a visual image or sound that 
prompts us to explore this offer of rest and comfort.

The soul that is wearied by the effort of shutting out the hurts and fears within is unlikely 
to welcome more tasks, more tests, more words and instructions.  It is the beauty of God’s 
unconditional love that comforts and releases us from what we fear. 

The five sessions of this year’s Lent Course offer images, stories and prayers that speak of 
the God who knows us and loves us.  

The title of the Course comes from the Acts of the Apostles 9:31. It is a statement about 
the quality of life in Christ, and the attention to the work of God’s grace in us.  This is the 
source of our comfort: it is also what enables the Lord of the Church to direct, expand, and 
deepen the life of the Church.  

Our prayer is that this Course might assist you to find comfort, hope and joy in your Lenten 
preparation for Holy Week and the triumph of the resurrection.  

+Martin Cicestr      +Will Lewes

Introducing: 
In the comfort of the Holy Spirit



Lent, culminating in Easter, is the most 
special season in the Christian year. 
Recalling the forty days and nights 
during which Jesus fasted in the desert 
and rejected Satan’s temptations 
(Matthew 4.1-11), it is a time of 
preparation for celebrating Jesus’  
final victory at Easter in the glory  
of his cross and resurrection.  

Lent provides an opportunity to focus afresh on Jesus, to 
renew our discipleship and to struggle against all forms 
of sin, in ourselves, in society and in the Church. During 
the Lenten season, Christians prepare for baptism when 
they are plunged into new life in Christ - rising from the 
font to live at one with the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit, in the community of the Church. 

Part of the discipline of this season is growing in self-
control. The books of the Bible offer us three traditional 
means to help us in this: prayer, fasting and almsgiving. 

•	Prayer means listening more attentively to God’s 
word in Scripture and responding with thanksgiving, 
penitence, and praise

•	Fasting means giving up food and drink so that we can 
share with the needy but could also entail, e.g., fasting 
from the multitude of images bombarding us through 
advertising and the internet.

•	Almsgiving means giving of ourselves – our money if we 
can - but even more importantly giving time to anyone 
in need, especially the lonely and abandoned.

In Lent the Church invites us to deepen our discipleship 
and grow in relationship with God, to recover our first 
love of Christ (Revelation 2.4) and to surrender to the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit (John 16.13). 

It is a time for rediscovering God’s love as we prepare for 
the drama of Christ’s death and resurrection in the great 
three days of Maundy Thursday, Good Friday and Easter 
Sunday. The discipline of Lent pushes us forward into life: 
to Christ’s Easter joy.

The focus of this year’s Lent Course is on God’s 
consolation, as promised by the Prophet Isaiah, “Comfort 
ye, my people” (40.1). We sometimes associate this theme 
too narrowly with Advent, but it is very much the heart of 
our faith, especially at Easter. 

Before he suffered, Jesus promised to ask the Father that 
he would send us another comforter, the Holy Spirit of 
truth, to accompany, guide and console us (John 14.16). It 
is worth stressing that word ‘another’. 

Jesus himself – God for us - is already the great 
consoler, Emmanuel, ‘God with us’ (Matthew 1.23). 
Christ’s demonstration of God’s love (Romans 5.8) by 
laying down his life for his friends (John 15.13) and his 
glorious resurrection (Matthew 28.6) offer the greatest 
consolation we can have in this life. The Holy Spirit – God 
in us – (John 14.17) brings us that consolation and makes it 
real in our lives as individuals and as communities (1 John 
3.24). 

No matter what difficulties we face - personal problems, 
crises, tragedies, even a pandemic – ‘The Lord of hosts is 
with us, the God of Jacob is our stronghold’ (Psalm 46.11).  
The title of this Lent Course, from Acts (9:31), gives us a 
vision of God’s work in the Church, empowered by the 
Holy Spirit, and overcoming all human expectations.

The Course and how it could be used

All the material for each of the five sessions will be 
available from 1 February on the Ebbsfleet website 
https://ebbsfleet.org.uk

Each session offers the following elements:

 A picture from the Visual Commentary on Scripture 
Website to awaken vision thevcs.org

 A passage from the Bible that is illuminated by the 
picture

 Some simple facts about the picture and the Bible 
passage

 A reflection on the picture and the Bible passage

 Some questions to prompt your own reflections

 A suggestion of devotional responses in a group or 
individually

The material has been designed to be used by a group or 
individually. 

If it is being used by a group, each session can be 
downloaded, or a copy printed for those who do not use 
online resources.  

No extra material is needed for the sessions, nor is a 
group leader necessary.   The material is produced with 
the possibility of being used informally by small groups 
that meet for coffee on a Sunday morning or during the 
week.

With our inner ear attentive to God’s call, we journey 
together on this 2022 Lenten road. Led by the Spirit we 
will be brought ever deeper into new life in Christ, who 
comes to meet us with his Easter greeting of peace 	
(John 20.19).

Introduction

https://ebbsfleet.org.uk
http://thevcs.org


Week 1:
Comfort in Music: The Song of Miriam

(Exodus 15.1, 20-21 )

LUCA GIORDANO

The Song of Miriam

Bible Reading

Exodus 15.1, 20-21 

The Israelites sang this song to the LORD:
“I will sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously;
    horse and rider he has thrown into the sea…”
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. And 
Miriam sang to them:
“Sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously;
horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.”
	

Artistic Commentary

Siobhán Dowling Long writes:  
After the crossing of the Red Sea, marking their 
deliverance from slavery in Egypt, Miriam the Prophetess 
leads the Israelite women in worship, singing to the 
accompaniment of her ‘timbrel’ (Exodus 15:20).

The Song of Miriam by Neapolitan baroque artist Luca 
Giordano (1634-1705), and based on Exodus 15:20, 
depicts the ‘prophetess’ clad in a heavenly blue cloak, 
with eyes raised in ecstatic praise of the Lord, as she 
directs the women’s choir with her drumstick.    

Reflection

We are starting Lent with a reminder of what lies 
ahead. This story of Miriam and her song of triumph will 
pierce the darkness in which the Old Testament stories 
are read at the Easter Vigil on Holy Saturday. 

In the Church’s imagination, we are following in the 
footsteps of the children of Israel, making our own their 
story of liberation from slavery.

Central to the musical drama of this picture is a very 
human detail.  Let’s remember that Moses is Miriam’s 
little brother.  

Like the story of many families, she can remember his 
birth and the fact that he nearly died.  But with ingenuity 
and determination, she rescued him and. though for 
years they lost touch, they were eventually reunited in 
adulthood.  

This is a powerful reminder that life is fragile and sacred.  
It is God’s gift to us.  And no matter how complex the 
circumstances of our life might be, a thread of love runs 
through all that happens to us.  

That thread is the love of God that will bring us moments, 
like this one, when we simply want to sing and celebrate.  



The mountainous landscape, brooding clouds and 
crashing waves of the Red Sea give this picture a sense of 
incredible drama.  And we might be struck by noting that 
it shows us a woman conducting a women’s orchestra.  

You might want to look closely to see how many 
different musical instruments are included, especially 
percussion instruments.

But this is very different from the professional orchestras 
we are familiar with today.  

Look again at the picture and see how many domestic 
details there are.  These include pots and pans, cases 
and possessions hastily covered, babies being breast 
fed, and sheep which represent food, clothing, and a 
reminder of the paschal lamb that takes away the sins of 
the world.

Look closely at the far-right hand side of the picture and 
see if you can find the detail of a man, amongst all the 
women folk, who is leading a woman on a donkey.  She is 
protecting her child, perhaps her first born.  They seem to 
be walking in the opposite direction from everyone else: 
could they be heading back to Egypt?  Who might they 
be or represent?

Miriam understands from her own experience that God 
has done great things for his people and done them 
mysteriously, against all the odds.  Perhaps the most 
important aspect of all this is that the praise of music 
breaks out in the surroundings of pots and pans and daily 
life. 

As Miriam sings a new song of praise and thanksgiving, 
she models an image of courage and faith that will be 
seen in the indispensable role that is taken by Mary in the 
work of salvation.

Overshadowed by the Holy Spirit, Mary is inspired to 
sing the Magnificat, which sums up the comfort of hope 
and liberation that will burst upon the world in the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ.  

One song fulfils the echo of another, and it is with this 
music ringing in our ears that we make our pilgrimage 
through Lent, as through life, in the comfort of the Holy 
Spirit.

Questions.

• Can you point to unexpected ways in which God has 
brought comfort to you, or through you to others in the 
ordinary affairs of daily life?

• Have you ever been on pilgrimage?   If so, what did you 
learn about Christian life in that experience?

• Miriam and Mary are key figures in the way God “does 
great things”.  Who are the woman that have helped 
shape your Christian life?  

Devotional response:  

• If you have not said the Angelus (in the morning, 
midday or early evening), you might wish to do that 
now.  If you are meeting at church go and do that in a 
place where Mary is represented and honoured.

 Alternatively, you might wish to consider the anthem of 
Our Lady traditionally used in Lent.  Its Latin title is Ave 
Regina Caelorum:

 Hail, Queen of heaven, beyond compare,	
To whom the angels homage pay.	
Hail, Root of Jesse, Gate of Light,	
That opened for the world’s new Day.	
Rejoice, O Virgin, unsurpassed,	
In whom our ransom was begun.	
For all your loving children pray	
To Christ our Saviour, and your Son.

 What do you make of the images being used to 
describe Mary and the event of salvation?  You might 
wish to say this anthem together (if you are with a 
group) and perhaps to learn and use it in Lent.

• You might wish to say a decade of the Rosary, choosing 
one of the mysteries that links most closely in your mind 
with this story about praise, journeying, liberation from 
death, the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in music and 
proclamation.

• Borrow a hymnbook and choose a hymn that you 
associate with God doing great things, and God’s 
comfort in the daily routine of life.   Don’t be afraid to 
sing or hum the tune as you read the words!  (There is a 
suggestion below.)



Hymn

Come, you faithful, raise the strain	
of triumphant gladness!	
God has brought his Israel	
into joy from sadness,	
loosed from Pharaoh’s bitter yoke	
Jacob’s sons and daughters,	
led them with unmoistened foot	
through the Red Sea waters.

Neither might the gates of death,	
Nor the tomb’s dark portal,	
Nor the watchers, nor the seal	
Hold Thee as a mortal;	
But today amidst the twelve	
Thou didst stand, bestowing	
That Thy peace which evermore	
Passeth human knowing.

New English Hymnal 106, vv 1 & 4

Prayer

God of comfort and love, we give you thanks for your 
promises and your ever-abiding presence with us,	
especially during difficult and fearful times of this 
pandemic. 

May your Holy Spirit, the Comforter, remain among 
individuals, families, communities and nations. 

May our trust in you be affirmed as we worship you in 
Spirit and in truth.

We ask this through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord,	
who is alive and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy 
Spirit, one God now and forever. 

Amen.



Bible Reading 

Luke 2.34-35

Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, 
“This child is destined for the falling and the rising of 
many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so 
that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed—and a 
sword will pierce your own soul too.”

John 19.25-27

Meanwhile, standing near the cross of Jesus were his 
mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, 
and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus saw his mother and 
the disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he said 
to his mother, “Woman, here is your son.” Then he said 
to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” And from that hour 
the disciple took her into his own home. 

Artistic Commentary

Matthew Ott writes:

Mary’s posture – perhaps especially her compressed 
lips – reveal how difficult the situation must be for her, 
physically and emotionally.  This sculptural group in the 
Thomas Morus Church in Laufach (near Aschaffenburg) 
creates a sense of oppressive silence and anxiety.  It 
is the moment at which the ‘sword’ prophesied by 
Simeon has just ‘pierced [Mary’s] soul’ (Luke 2:35).  A 
corresponding speechlessness may overwhelm the 
observer too.

It is not known whether this work was carved by Tilman 
Riemenschneider himself or by one of his students.  
Either way, the artist does not only suggest sadness, but 
pain, which in the absence of any spoken utterance is 
physically registered in Mary’s body, frozen in grief.  

Riemenschneider uses the traditional iconography of 
what in German is called the Vesperbild (Pietà in Italian).

Week 2:
Comfort in Mothering: 

Mary, Grief and Sadness 
(Luke 2.34-35; John 19.25-27) 

TILMAN RIEMENSCHNEIDER 

The Laufacher Pieta



Reflection

A film on the processes of grief, made recently in 
Lebanon focuses on the ritual undertaken by women.   

After an accidental drowning, as friends gather round 
the body and are numb with shock, a woman comes up 
and says to them: “What are you waiting for: take him to 
his mother.”  

They do so, and she tears at her hair, strikes her 
chest repeatedly and sings, “Oh, and oh, and oh: the 
separation of the young ones.”  

Matthew Ott speaks of this 16th century depiction of 
Mary with the dead body of her son as part of a lament 
group.  Just as the painted portrayal of the crucifixion 
often includes other figures, so the carved representation 
of this heart-rending moment often depicts a ritualised 
lament that is still evident in the Middle East and other 
communities today.  

Wrenched from its original setting, this figure stands 
before us in a bleak and silent timelessness.  Mary is 
absorbed into the grief of every mother who received the 
lifeless body of the child to whom she gave life.  

These images haunt us still, as we see the lifeless bodies 
asylum seeker children retrieved from a chilly sea.  
Terrorist atrocities, the work of people dehumanised by 
deadly influences, reinforce these images of loss.  And 
they have been brought very close to us at home by the 
Covid pandemic.  

In the tender detail of John’s Gospel account, we are told 
that the beloved disciples takes Mary home.  Presumably 
he does so when this is all over.  The ritual lament has 
been hurriedly concluded (the Festival was taking place, 
time was limited) and a provisional burial place found. 

Where did they go?  Bethany, perhaps, where Lazarus 
and his sisters were close friends.  Or did they go to the 
hills on the edge of Jerusalem, where Mary had family, 
the place she had gone to celebrate her pregnancy, and 
to rejoice with Elizabeth? 

In grief, we need to feel we are safe, to cry 
uncontrollably, or to talk through the pain we feel.  

There is something satisfying about the thought of Mary 
going to the hill country on the edge of Jerusalem.  The 
site of the Visitation, Ein Karem, is still a tranquil place of 
almond trees and green hills, a place where the mystery 
of new life and shocking death can be confronted.  

The Covid pandemic has forced us to confront the 
inevitability of death; it has also enabled us to recover 
the public dignity of grief.  Hitherto, those who have 
been bereaved have sensed that their grief drove people 
away.  They often spoke of neighbours crossing the road 
to avoid having contact, because they were afraid of not 
knowing what to say.  

When the beloved disciple takes Mary home, we see the 
beginnings of the Church.  Mary makes this home a place 
where grief has dignity, where it is understood and the 
sorrowing are not alone.  

As the grieving mother holds her son, she invites us to ask 
where he has gone.  And the answer is that he has gone 
to find each of us when death takes away our life in this 
time and place.  

He has gone, armed with the cross, the sign of his victory 
over death, to release us from its clutches, and to set 
us free.  So, we shall rest secure with him in the sleep of 
death until he awakens us into eternal life in the comfort 
of the Holy Spirit.

Questions

•  In the creed we say that Jesus “descended into hell”. 
What do you think that means?  (You might want to 
explore what we mean by ‘the harrowing of hell’.)

•  What are the arrangements in your church for making 
a place for the bereaved so that they are not alone?

•  If someone asked you, what would you say about the 
Christian understanding of death, and judgement and 
the reality of the life beyond the grave?    

Devotional response

• If you are meeting at church, you might wish to go and 
light votive candles together for a person or people 
who have died.  At home you could simply make a 
list of your departed loved ones and pray for them 
especially on Good Friday. 

• If you are at church, you might wish to look at what 
depictions of the crucifixion there are, especially in 
stained glass windows, and work out who is there, 
what they are doing, and how they speak about the 
impact of the death of Jesus. 

• The rites of Christian death expression the dignity of 
faith by which we lived: have you made provision for 
ensuring you are given this dignity and what you would 
want it to include (like hymns, readings, etc)?



Hymn

Jerusalem the golden,
With milk and honey blest,
Beneath thy contemplation
Sink heart and voice opprest.
I know not, O I know not,
What social joys are there,
What radiancy of glory,
What light beyond compare.

O sweet and blessèd country,
Shall I ever see thy face?
O sweet and blessed country,
Shall I ever win thy grace?
Exult, O dust and ashes!
The Lord shall be thy part:
His only, his for ever,
Thou shalt be, and thou art!

New English Hymnal Verses 1 and 4

Prayer

Almighty God, when your Son was lifted high on the 
Cross, his mother stood close by and shared his suffering. 

Grant that we too, gazing on him with love and following 
him to the cross, may come to know the power of his 
resurrection, for he is alive and reigns with you, in the 
unity of the Holy Spirit, God, for ever and ever. 

Amen.



Bible Reading

John 11.38-44

Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. 
It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it. Jesus 
said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the 
dead man, said to him, “Lord, already there is a stench 
because he has been dead four days.” Jesus said to her, 
“Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the 
glory of God?” So they took away the stone. And Jesus 
looked upward and said, “Father, I thank you for having 
heard me. I knew that you always hear me, but I have 
said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that 
they may believe that you sent me.” When he had said 
this, he cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” 
The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with 
strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said 
to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”

Artistic Commentary

Piers Baker-Bates writes:

This vast altarpiece was commissioned from Sebastiano 
del Piombo in 1517 and intended for the southern French 
cathedral of Narbonne (supposed to hold relics of Saint 
Lazarus).  

It was to be partnered with a Transfiguration by Raphael, 
thus illustrating Christ’s final two miracles on earth, a 
common juxtaposition.  The Christ who shines with divine 
light in the transfiguration demonstrates here that he 
shares the divine power of the Creator.

Sebastiano includes a further detail from the Gospel, 
as in the left background a group of Jews and Pharisees 
discuss the miracle that has just occurred.  The 
background itself, however, is not Judaea but Rome and 
several recognizable classical monuments are visible.  

Transposition of the miracle to the banks of the Tiber 
creates what was perhaps intended as a parallel 
between Christ’s own power and that of the Pope [given 
by Christ to Peter and those who exercise the apostolic 
ministry]: the power to bind and loose (Matthew 18:18).

Week 3:
Comfort in the Resurrection   

(John 11.38-44)

SEBASTIANO DEL PIOMBO 

INCORPORATING DESIGNS 

BY MICHELANGELO BUONARROTI

The Raising of Lazarus



Reflection

Elsewhere in his commentary on this paining, Piers 
Baker-Bates notes the Michelangelo contributed to the 
composition of this painting, in sketching out the figure 
of Lazarus. 

But in this painting, there is another detail that we 
associate with Michelangelo: it is the index finger.  

We are all familiar with Michelangelo’s painting in the 
Sistine Chapel of the creation of Adam.  As God the 
Father seems to lean out of heaven, he stretches out his 
hand and we see the divine finger virtually touch the 
finger of the lifeless Adam.

When we look closely at Sebastiano’s painting, we see 
that once again it is the index finger that is extended 
as the signal of giving live to a lifeless body.  Extending 
his left-hand Jesus points his index finger down towards 
Lazarus, while raising his right hand to heaven as an 
indication of the source of his identity and power. 

This convention draws its authority from the scriptures, in 
which the finger is a significant symbol.  

The book of Exodus speaks of the finger of God writing 
the ten commandments on the tablets of stone. And this 
is echoed in the Gospel of St Luke when Jesus confronts 
his detractors by asserting that he casts out demons by 
the finger of God (Luke 11.20).  

And the power of the finger of God is seen in giving life 
and dispelling the power of death.  The enigmatic story 
of the woman taken in adultery, that St John includes in 
his gospel, notes that in response to the allegation of 
adultery brought by the Pharisees, Jesus bent down and 
wrote with his finger on the ground (John 8:6).

It’s an interesting image.  The Pharisees refer to the 
law (written by the finger of God on tablets of stone: 
Jesus, who fulfils the law his own person and teaching, 
writes on the earth, a prelude to his pronunciation of 
forgiveness of the woman and direction to her to lead a 
new life.  

When we look again at Sebastiano’s depiction of the 
raising of Lazarus, we seem to see him being released 
from a binding cloth that imprisoned him in death.  As 
Jesus points the finger of divine authority, the bonds of 
death that have ensnared Lazarus come undone.  This is 
the comfort of the resurrection.

This is indeed a very graphic expression of death as the 
wages of sin.  Jesus, who forgives sin, also releases from 
the effect of sin, which is death.  

In Lent we seek to hear Jesus call us out of the bonds that 
ensnare us and are deathly.  In many respects they might 
be routine and apparently superficial.  Language that 
degrades us or other people; impatience with people 
and things; greed that leads to indulgence and waste; 
false witness that distorts a story for good effect – the list 
is as varied as we are.  

The finger of truth is not accusatory.  It is the sign of 
invitation, the promise of life, the symbol of love, the 
emblem of God’s choice and election: “You did not 
choose me, but I have chosen you” (John 15:16), says 
Jesus, to live joyfully and freely in the comfort of the Holy 
Spirit.

 Questions

•  What do you make of the Ten Commandments and 
their application to the life and culture of our own 
time?  (Can you list them all without looking them up?)

•  Christianity is often associated with negative 
commands (“Thou shalt not….”): what are the positive 
instructions it gives us for living life to the full?

•  What are the aspects of contemporary culture to which 
you feel the Church has a particular contribution to 
make?

Devotional response

•  “I will consider thy heavens, even the work of thy 
fingers; the moon as the stars which thou hast 
ordained.  What is man that thou art mindful of 
him….” (Ps 8:3,4) As an act of thanksgiving, share your 
observations the things that amaze you most in the 
human race and all other parts of creation, the work of 
God’s fingers.

•  What patterns of damage to yourself and creation do 
you feel you share in, and identify how can you pledge 
in the coming week to undo at least one of those 
patterns?  

•  Lent came into existence as a season in which to make 
your confession as preparation for renewing your 
baptismal commitment.  If you have never made your 
confession, but think you should, this year is the time to 
seek advice from your parish priest on how to prepare 
for doing that.   If you are familiar with making your 
confession, ensure that you find the opportunity to do 
so before Easter.



Hymn

Lord Jesus, think on me,	
And purge away my sin;	
From earthborn passions set me free,	
And make me pure within.

Lord Jesus, think on me,	
Amid the battle’s strife;	
In all my pain and misery	
Be thou my health and life.

Lord Jesus, think on me,	
Nor let me go astray;	
Through darkness and perplexity	
Point thou the heavenly way.

Lord Jesus, think on me,	
When flows the tempest high:	
When on doth rush the enemy	
O Saviour, be thou nigh.

New English Hymnal 74, vv 1, 3. 5

Prayer

O Lord, we beseech thee favourably to hear the prayers 
of thy people: that we, who are justly punished for our 
offences, may be mercifully delivered by thy goodness, 
for the glory of thy Name: through Jesus Christ our 
Saviour, who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy 
Ghost, for ever one God, world without end.  

Amen.



Week 4:
Comfort from the Holy Spirit    

(Acts 2.1-13)

UNKNOWN ARTIST

Ascension and Pentecost, 

Late 11th century,  

Stone relief sculpture, 

Cloister of the  

Monastery of Santo 

Domingo de Silos, Spain, 

Bible Reading

Acts 2.1-6

When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all 
together in one place. And suddenly from heaven there 
came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it 
filled the entire house where they were sitting. Divided 
tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue 
rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the 
Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as 
the Spirit gave them ability.  Now there were devout Jews 
from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And 
at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, 
because each one heard them speaking in the native 
language of each. 

Artistic Commentary

Eunice Dauterman Maguire writes:

A relief panel in the Spanish monastery cloister of Santo 
Domingo de Silos: the Pentecost clouds on a stone pier 
visually connect heaven with earth.  A corner column 
separates the reliefs of the Ascension and Pentecost.  

Passing the Pentecost relief one might notice the 
attentive Apostles standing with their books and scrolls, 
Peter holding his keys, and Mary receptive as the Church 
itself.

In both scenes the figures are in two closely packed rows 
as they experience the divine presence under curtains 
of rippling cloud.  The cloud-veil pulled heavenward by 
angels at the Ascension carries Jesus up, concealing his 
body, while in the Pentecost scene descending layers of 
cloud part to reveal the earthward-pointing hand of God 
above the Apostles’ heads, honoured by angels.  

		



Reflection

You don’t have to do very much research into the 
art and architecture of early medieval churches 
and cathedrals to realise that a thousand years ago 
Christians had a lively awareness of the reality of the 
Holy Spirit.   

In our own context we do often see images of the dove 
as the symbol of the Holy Spirit.  But it is a symbol 
disconnected from any narrative.  It is just the dove.  No 
cloud, no reference to the Eternal Father the incarnate 
Word from whom the Spirit proceeds and to whom the 
Spirit is witness.  

The dove with no evident relation to the other persons 
of the Divine Trinity is not a good expression of Catholic 
Christianity.  

We should be aware of the power of images and symbols 
to shape our doctrinal outlook.  So, the recovery of a 
more balanced environment is here in the capital of this 
pilar in a Spanish cloister.  

And let’s be quite literal about this.  The pillar is integral 
to the structure of the edifice. A meditation on the Holy 
Spirit in this location is saying this is an obvious place for 
depicting what is integral to the structure of the Church 
and our lives as Christians.  

Pentecost is not a disembodied story about the Holy 
Spirit: it is a story about the Father and the Son that is 
made evident in the Spirit’s work.  This is the reason why 
Mary is so important in the reliefs on that Spanish pilar.  

The overshadowing of Mary by the Holy Spirit is the work 
of the God the Father by which the Word takes flesh.  It is 
a substantial work.  

The reference in the Spanish pilar to the Ascension is an 
affirmation that after the resurrection this substantial 
work, the Word made flesh, ascends to heaven as our 
intercessor with the Father.  From heaven the Spirit is 
then sent to give life to the substance of the continuing 
work of the Father and the Son, which is the Church.  

As the work of the Holy Spirit, the Church is a substantial 
expression of the life of the Father and the Son.   The 
Church is made up of persons, in whom the image of 
God has been restored, who begin to bear the likeness 
of Word made flesh, and who use the creation in sacred 
and sacramental ways, that reveal the purposed of God 
the Father in creation.  By doing this we can participate, 
even now, in the order of the new creation, yet to be seen 
in all its completion.  

The sculpted pilar in San Domingo de Silos should be a 
great source of comfort to us because it is an affirmation 
of the work of grace that gives substance to the Church’s 
life.  This is God’s work.  It is the triumph of love, against 
which the destructive powers of time and space have no 
force.  

A disembodied dove and tempt us to imagine that we 
are the ones who undertake this work, aided by the 
Spirit.  Whereas the reality is that the Spirit brings this 
about as the work of the Father and the Son in an act of 
astonishing consolation, purely out of love for us in the 
smallness and finitude of our nature.  

Seen from this perspective the grace of Mary comes 
more clearly into perspective.  She models the wisdom 
of simplicity and wonder as qualities of a life lived in the 
comfort of the Holy Spirit. 

Questions

• Since the work of the Holy Spirit relates us to the 
redeeming of time and space, tangible things, how 
do you configure time for the work of the Holy Spirit in 
daily prayer, worship, and thanksgiving to God?  

• Since the work of the Holy Spirit relates us to the 
redeeming of time and space, how do you bring your 
material affairs, especially the use of money and 
material assets, to God in the work of the Holy Spirit 
and the substance of comfort that it brings?  

• Since the work of the Holy Spirit relates us to the 
redeeming of time and space, what contacts do you 
have with the work of social action which is the activity 
of the Holy Spirit in schools, foodbanks, support for 
international aid, debt relief and any such work with 
which you feel an affinity?

Devotional response: 

• If you are meeting in church, it would be good to 
conclude this discussion with some quiet time in front of 
the Blessed Sacrament. 

• Mary is placed at the centre of the Church on the day of 
Pentecost in which the Spirit is given as witness to her 
divine Son and his saving work.  In a group you might 
each choose a moment of her life that brings to light 
the comfort of his presence and like those moments 
with saying the decade of the rosary that mediates on 
the glorious mystery of Pentecost. 

• Charity is our participation in the work of the Holy Spirit 
as a particular quality of love that transcends emotions 
and is an exercise of the will, out of love for God.  
Could you identify a work of charity that will enable the 
life and work of the Spirit to expand within you?



Hymn

Come down, O Love divine,
Seek thou this soul of mine,
And visit it with thine own ardour glowing;
O Comforter, draw near,
Within my heart appear,
And kindle it, thy holy flame bestowing.

O let it freely burn,
Till earthly passions turn
To dust and ashes in its heat consuming;
And let thy glorious light
Shine ever on my sight,
And clothe me round, the while my path illuming.

Let holy charity
Mine outward vesture be,
And lowliness become mine inner clothing;
True lowliness of heart,
Which takes the humbler part,
And o’er its own shortcomings weeps with loathing.

And so the yearning strong,
With which the soul will long,
Shall far outpass the power of human telling;
For none can guess its grace,
Till it become the place
Wherein the Holy Spirit makes his dwelling.
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Prayer

O Lord, who hast taught us that all our doings without 
charity are nothing worth: Send thy Holy Ghost, and 
pour into our hearts that most excellent gift of charity, 
the very bond of peace and of all virtues, without which 
whosoever liveth is counted dead before thee:

Grant this for thine only Son Jesus Christ’s sake.  

Amen



Bible Reading

Genesis 8:20-21, 9:8-10, 14-17

Then Noah built an altar to the Lord and took of every 
clean animal and of every clean bird and offered burnt-
offerings on the altar. And when the Lord smelt the 
pleasing odour, the Lord said in his heart, ‘I will never 
again curse the ground because of humankind, for the 
inclination of the human heart is evil from youth; nor will I 
ever again destroy every living creature as I have done.

Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, ‘As for 
me, I am establishing my covenant with you and your 
descendants after you, and with every living creature 
that is with you, the birds, the domestic animals, and 
every animal of the earth with you, as many as came out 
of the ark. 

When I bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in 
the clouds, I will remember my covenant that is between 
me and you and every living creature of all flesh; and 
the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy 
all flesh. When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and 
remember the everlasting covenant between God and 
every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.’ 
God said to Noah, ‘This is the sign of the covenant that I 
have established between me and all flesh that is on the 
earth.’

Artistic Commentary

Stefania Gerevini writes

The Cappella Portinari was erected in the mid-fifteenth 
century at the north-east of the Dominican church of 
Sant’Eustorgio in Milan.  Commissioned by the wealthy 
banker Pigello Portiniari, it became the patron’s funerary 
chapel at his death in 1468.  Upon entering the chapel, 
the viewer is enraptured by the expanse of its dome, 
richly ornamented with four bands of colour, arranged 
concentrically around the lantern at the summit. 

This painterly decoration invites discussion in relation 
to contemporaneous understandings of the rainbow 
in natural philosophy and theology.  By the fourteenth 
century experts on meteorology tended to agree that 
the rainbow comprised four colours: red, yellow, green, 
and purple or blue, arranged in this order.  The dome 
of the Portinari Chapel features these colours, disposed 
precisely in this sequence, indicating that its decorative 
programme was indeed intended to be understood as a 
rainbow. 

		

Week 5:
Comfort from God’s Covenant - Love   

(Genesis 8.20-9.17)

VINCENZO FOPPA

Dome, c.1462–68,  

Fresco, Portinari Chapel, 

Basilica of Sant’Eustorgio, 

Milan



Reflection 

As we consider the comfort we draw from the God’s 
covenant with us on behalf of all creation, the question 
of what a church building is, what it should be like and 
how we ‘read’ and experience it is an important matter 
for us to consider.    

There are relatively few churches with a dome in the UK.  
In the Church of England we were given the opportunity 
to make our own statement about the sacred geometry 
of a dome after the great fire of London in 1666, when it 
was decided that St Paul’s had to be rebuilt.  

With an unusual degree of international learning 
and considerable catholic sympathy, Sir Christopher 
Wren created the first cathedral in England since the 
reformation.  For many, its dome looked dangerously 
foreign, and that meant ‘Papist’.  But for Wren, it was a 
laboratory of theology, in a way that echoes the design 
of the Portinary Chapel, 200 years earlier. 

It is thought that Wren used the southwest tower of the 
new St Paul’s as the basis for the temporary installation of 
a gigantic telescope.  Astronomy was a science that laid 
the foundations for today’s explorations in Astrophysics.  

But Wren was also a committed Christian.  For him the 
dome of St Paul’s was an icon of the vault of heaven.  The 
daily worship of almighty God within that vault brought 
earth and heaven together in a remarkable harmony.  

As we look at Wren’s remarkable achievement from 
the ecclesiastical perspective of our own day, we see 
that there is indeed a significant degree of continental 
influence in its reference to classical architecture.  But 
this is not a pagan classicism.  His architectural language 
is thoroughly infused with a conviction in God as the 
omniscient Creator to whom the sacrifice of praise and 
thanksgiving is owed as our bounded duty.  

Noah’s sacrifice speaks powerfully of this.  The 
description of his sacrifice as the sealing by God of an 
“everlasting covenant” is a significant statement that 
enters into the understanding of the Eucharist in the 
Western Church.  This is where we hear the wine of the 
chalice identified as the “new and eternal sacrifice” that 
fulfils what Noah had foreshadowed.   

An enlivening perspective of worship embraces all time 
and relates it to eternity.  But this is often overlooked in 
the wordiness and fashion-orientated concerns that often 
guide worship of any tradition in England today.  

The science that informed the wealthy patron and the 
scholarly Dominicans of the Portinari Chapel demands 
a confident conviction in the efficacy of sacramental 
worship and the importance of theological engagement 
with science that is a rarity today.  

And building the case for why modern technological 
21st century people should believe in God is seriously 
weakened as a result of our loss of confidence in the 
intersection between the eternal and the here and now.  

We do not all have to be Astro-physicists to do this.  But 
we can all believe that sacred space and the liturgy it 
makes possible constitutes an intersection between time 
and eternity which holds the meaning of everything we 
are capable of and have been made to be.  

Wren understood this.  He and his contemporaries were 
astronomers, physicists and engineers who made sense 
of their science because their faith in God prompted 
them to dare to explore further.  And in so doing they 
found that science was the sphere in which they found 
the comfort of the Holy Spirit.

Questions

• How would you define the sacred spaces in your church 
and what its most important features are?  What do 
they mean to you?

• How would you describe what is happening during the 
liturgical worship that happens in your church?  

• What would you say about your church that would 
make you eager and please to invite them to come with 
you on a Sunday morning or midweek?

Devotional response

• If you are meeting in church, go as a small group and 
tell each other what matters most to you about your 
church building and say a prayer in each of those 
places.  (If you are doing this course individually, you 
could do the same from home.)

• What is there in your church that you do not understand 
and would like to know more about (agree to find out); 
what is there that is unworthy of the best we can offer 
to God on behalf of all creation (find out how to fund 
and renew or replace it).

• When you enter church you stand on sacred ground.  
What prayers to do you say to register your awareness 
of this, when you enter, while you are present, and 
when you leave?  And how does your behaviour 
(kneeling down, making the sign of the cross, 
genuflecting or bowing low in front of the Blessed 
Sacrament, lighting a candle, saying your prayers, etc) 
register this in ways that encourage others to do the 
same?    



Hymn  

Let all mortal flesh keep silence	
And with fear and trembling stand;	
Ponder nothing earthly-minded,	
For with blessing in his hand	
Christ our God to earth descendeth,	
Our full homage to demand.

King of kings, yet born of Mary,	
As of old on earth he stood,	
Lord of lords, in human vesture,	
In the body and the blood:	
He will give to all the faithful	
His own self for heavenly food.

Rank on rank the host of heaven	
Spreads its vanguard on the way,	
As the Light of light descendeth	
From the realms of endless day,	
That the powers of hell may vanish	
As the darkness clears away.

At his feet the six-winged seraph;	
Cherubim with sleepless eye,	
Veil their faces to the Presence,	
As with ceaseless voice they cry,	
Alleluya, Alleluya,	
Alleluya, Lord most high!
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Prayer

O God, who would fold both heaven and earth in a 
single peace: let the design of your great love lighten 
upon the waste of our wraths and sorrows; and give 
peace to your Church, peace among nations, peace in 
our dwellings, and peace in our hearts; through your Son 
our Saviour, Jesus Christ.  

Amen.


