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Suggestions for using Guidelines
Set aside a regular time and place, if possible, when and where you can read 
and pray undisturbed. Before you begin, take time to be still and, if you find 
it helpful, use the BRF Prayer on page 6.

In Guidelines, the introductory section provides context for the passages or 
themes to be studied, while the units of comment can be used daily, weekly or 
whatever best fits your timetable. You will need a Bible (more than one if you 
want to compare different translations) as Bible passages are not included. 
Please don’t be tempted to skip the Bible reading because you know the 
passage well. We will have utterly failed if we don’t bring our readers into 
engagement with the word of God. At the end of each week is a ‘Guidelines’ 
section, offering further thoughts about or practical application of what you 
have been studying.

Occasionally, you may read something in Guidelines that you find par-
ticularly challenging, even uncomfortable. This is inevitable in a series of 
notes which draws on a wide spectrum of contributors and doesn’t believe 
in ducking difficult issues. Indeed, we believe that Guidelines readers much 
prefer thought-provoking material to a bland diet that only confirms what 
they already think.

If you do disagree with a contributor, you may find it helpful to go through 
these three steps. First, think about why you feel uncomfortable. Perhaps this 
is an idea that is new to you, or you are not happy about the way something 
has been expressed. Or there may be something more substantial – you 
may feel that the writer is guilty of sweeping generalisation, factual error, or 
theological or ethical misjudgement. Second, pray that God would use this 
disagreement to teach you more about his word and about yourself. Third, 
have a deeper read about the issue. There are further reading suggestions 
at the end of each writer’s block of notes. And then, do feel free to write to 
the contributor or the editor of Guidelines. We welcome communication, 
by email, phone or letter, as it enables us to discover what has been useful, 
challenging or infuriating for our readers. We don’t always promise to change 
things, but we will always listen and think about your ideas, complaints or 
suggestions. Thank you!

To send feedback, please email enquiries@brf.org.uk, phone +44 (0)1865 
319700 or write to the address shown opposite.
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Helen Paynter writes…
For many of us, the ‘wild and wacky’ parts of scripture – especially some of 
the more ecstatic parts of the prophetic writings – are something of a mystery. 
So I’m delighted in this edition of  Guidelines to be able to introduce to you 
a new writer who will expertly guide us through one of those greatest mys-
teries – the book of Zechariah. 

Hazel Sherman did her doctoral work on the book of Zechariah. In her notes 
she takes us through the book, helping us to understand some of the details 
of the prophet’s words without losing sight of the big picture. As should be 
the case when we read the words of these passionate men of God, we will be 
deeply challenged by the message that the prophet brings us.

We are indeed fortunate to have real experts writing for us. I’m delighted 
that Steve Motyer has resumed his journey through Mark’s gospel with us. 
I have found his notes very challenging and hope that you will, too. David 
G. Firth takes us through 2 Samuel, showing us how God is at work in the 
mess and muddle of realpolitik, Bronze-Age style. I also commend to you 
Ian Paul’s helpful fortnight on 1 Timothy, and Alec Gilmore’s study on Job 
and his friends.

We also have readings for Lent and Easter, of course. Sally Nash reflects on 
21st-century approaches to discipleship and spirituality, and Lucy Peppiatt 
then picks up the baton and takes us through Holy Week and Easter week in 
a very lovely set of reflections that take us deeply into the contemplation of 
the person and work of Jesus Christ.

In response to the pandemic that hit us hard around the time that this edi-
tion was being prepared for press, I made the decision with BRF that we would 
switch out two weeks of notes for some reflections on the crisis and how we 
might respond to it. This is one of the greatest challenges that we are facing, 
as a world and as the church, in living memory, and it is important to reflect 
carefully on what God is saying to us in this time. There is a limit to what we 
can say in two weeks of reflections, but I hope that they will stimulate some 
prayerful contemplation.

So as another new year begins and we journey from the cradle to the cross, 
I pray that you will be blessed, challenged and inspired by these notes and 
the scriptures that they invite you into.
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The BRF Prayer
Almighty God, 

you have taught us that your word is a lamp for our feet 
and a light for our path. Help us, and all who prayerfully 

read your word, to deepen our fellowship with you 
and with each other through your love. 

And in so doing may we come to know you more fully, 
love you more truly, and follow more faithfully 

in the steps of your Son Jesus Christ, who lives and reigns 
with you and the Holy Spirit, one God forevermore. 

Amen

Were you there? BRF celebrates its centenary in 2022 and we’d 
love you to share your BRF memories with us. We’ve already heard 
from supporters with wonderful stories. Beryl Fudge attended our 
25th anniversary service in Westminster Central Hall in 1947, in the 
presence of the Queen Mother and Princess Margaret. Catharine Heron 
was prepared for confirmation in 1945 by our founder, Canon Leslie 
Mannering, and still has his duplicated notes in their original brown 
cardboard folder.

Do you have a BRF story to tell, whether of events, people, books or 
Bible reading notes? Please email eley.mcainsh@brf.org.uk, call 01865 
319708 or write to Eley McAinsh at BRF, 15 The Chambers, Vineyard, 
Abingdon OX14 3FE, United Kingdom.
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Letters from lockdown
Helen Paynter

It’s a standard primary school exercise: write a letter to your future self. Chil-
dren are encouraged to imagine themselves when they are ‘grown up’, and 
offer some advice to that future person who is somehow them, yet somehow 
other. Of course, the results of such exercises can be quite amusing. Children 
tell their future selves that they hope they are famous footballers by now, or 
that they still love fairies.

In these notes I am attempting something similar, which could backfire 
badly. In May 2020 (now) I agreed with The Bible Reading Fellowship (BRF) that 
I would write two weeks of reflections on the Covid-19 crisis for Guidelines. 
The issue you are holding in your hand will have been sent to the printer at 
the beginning of June 2020. This makes it a risky endeavour. Who knows how 
much the world will have changed by the time you read this? But we have a 
sneaking suspicion that the issues will still be relevant.

So here are twelve reflections written at what I hope is the peak of the 
pandemic. To a certain extent, this is theology on the fly. We are being asked 
new questions that we haven’t considered before. Objective appraisal of the 
situation that we are living through (and therefore mature theological reflection 
upon it) will not be fully possible for months or years. 

But God’s word does not change. So here are my reflections on the situ-
ation, as best I can offer them today. Maybe tomorrow I will be wiser, but the 
printer beckons. I offer them with some tentativity to my future self – to my 
future readers. I hope that they will provide some means of reflecting on what 
has been and what still is; on what might be and what could have been. Maybe 
the crisis will have passed, and we will have all returned to ‘normal’ – whatever 
that ever meant. If so, all well and good – but I’m willing to bet that God’s word 
will still be relevant in 2021. I’ve staked more than this issue of Guidelines on it.

Unless otherwise stated, Bible quotations are taken from the ESV.
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1  Disorientation

Psalm 86
On the afternoon of 16 March 2020, my ministerial colleague and I had a 
lengthy phone call, discussing how we should best serve the church in the 
light of the developing coronavirus crisis. By 4.15 pm, we had a plan, and 
I felt an element of relief. At 5.00 pm I got into my car and drove home. On 
the way, I heard the live briefing from Downing Street, and the Prime Minister 
announcing that by the coming weekend, all those over 70 (which includes 
many of my congregation) and those with pre-existing health conditions 
(which included my husband and me) should go into strict self-isolation for 12 
weeks. Within 45 minutes of our phone call, our plans had become redundant. 
I felt genuinely disorientated.

Walter Brueggemann describes certain of the psalms as being psalms of 
disorientation. These are psalms we use when all is not right with our world; 
when the world is not as it should be; when we experience grief or pain or 
bewilderment. There is something raw and beautiful and fundamentally 
honest about such psalms. Today’s is one such example. 

The sense of disorientation seems to pervade this psalm. ‘Incline your ear, 
O Lord, and answer me,’ cries the psalmist (v. 1), then declares, ‘You, O Lord, 
are good and forgiving’ (v. 5). But soon the rawness has crept in again – ‘Show 
me a sign of your favour’ – but then once again becomes ‘You, Lord, have 
helped me and comforted me’ (both in v. 17). This giddying cycle of emotions 
perhaps replicates our own sense of disorientation that we experience from 
time to time. It beautifully captures our whirling thoughts and the feelings 
that can flip so uncontrollably at times of shock and crisis. 

In his analysis of psalms in this way, Brueggemann has helped us to under-
stand that lament, plea and even challenge are all valid ways of approaching 
God. It is all prayer. It is all heard.
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2  Known unto God 

Nehemiah 3:1–14
In Ezra and Nehemiah we have several lists of names. In Ezra 2 we find a 
numbered list of the first wave of returnees from exile. Chapter 8 has the 
names of the heads of houses who came with Ezra in a later wave. These 
are lists of those whose courage and faith would not allow them to remain 
comfortably in Babylonia, when there was work to be done rebuilding the 
walls of Jerusalem and re-establishing the temple there. The journey was long 
and arduous, and life when they arrived was like the Wild West – precarious, 
unsettled and uncomfortable. Here in Nehemiah 3, we have a different sort of 
list: a list of builders. These are the returnees who braved threat and physical 
hardship to cooperate in the reconstruction of the walls of Jerusalem. Each 
family’s contribution is recorded and honoured. Boring as these lists of names 
might seem to be, I love the fact that they are recorded here. A roll of honour, 
a textual memorial – albeit an incomplete one. (Where are the women?)

We are all growing accustomed to seeing large numbers with reference to 
unnamed people. How many have died of Covid-19? How many have been 
infected? At the time of writing, we have just topped an estimated 60,000 in 
the UK who have lost their lives so far. It’s an unimaginable number. How do 
we grieve 60,000 dead? How will our grief change when there are 80,000? 
And yet, if it doesn’t, what does that say about the ‘extra’ 20,000? And so on.

But there are other lists, too. Or lists that don’t exist, but should. The 
front-line workers who have willingly jeopardised their own safety in order 
to do essential work: to collect our rubbish, police our streets, care for our 
sick and elderly. Some of these have paid the ultimate price for their courage; 
they have all risked doing so.

It is unlikely that anyone will compile these lists in the years to come. But 
each name matters. Each life lost is grieved and grievable. Each life risked 
in the service of others is honourable. These textual memorials in Ezra and 
Nehemiah remind me that each name is known to the God who sees even 
the sparrows that fall from the sky (Matthew 10:29).
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3  Terrors in the night

Psalm 59
Our middle daughter used to experience night terrors when she was a small 
child. Every night, about half an hour after falling asleep, she would start 
screaming inconsolably. She wasn’t awake – though she looked it. And that 
meant that I couldn’t ‘reach’ her. I could put my arms around her, but she 
would either struggle out of them or just not respond to my attempts at 
comfort. She would look ‘through’ us, as if at something terrifying behind 
us. We just had to hold her and wait for the episode to pass.

It was at this time that I ‘discovered’ this psalm, though I must have read 
it dozens of times before. I was very struck by the recurring theme of dogs – 
probably a pack of jackals – returning and snarling by night (vv. 6, 14). It 
seemed an apt metaphor for what our daughter was experiencing, and the 
psalm became for me an immensely helpful prayer, until the terrors passed 
into history. My practice is to depersonalise the ‘enemy’ language of the 
psalms, and so I could pray against ‘bloodthirsty men’ (v.2 ) as a metaphor 
for the assaults we were currently experiencing.

For many of us, these last months have been a time of intense anxiety 
and strain. For many who struggle with pre-existent mental health issues, 
the problem has been even more intense. The metaphor of anxiety being like 
a dog that returns by night seems quite fitting. Other things come at night, 
too, especially if we are alone: regrets, recriminations and temptations – or 
physical symptoms such as breathlessness, pain and restlessness. 

In the face of these ‘dogs’, God laughs (v. 8). Not at our suffering, of course. 
Never, for one minute. But at those things that seek to harm or disequilibrate 
his people – God laughs in the face of them (compare Psalm 2:4). They do 
not rattle him or perplex him; all things are in his hand. So with the psalm-
ist, may we learn to say by night, ‘O my Strength, I will watch for you’ (v. 9), 
and when dawn finally breaks, ‘I will sing aloud of your steadfast love in the 
morning’ (v. 16).
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4  ‘Gang aft agley’

James 4:13—5:9
Today’s title is taken from one of the most famous lines of the Scottish poet 
Robbie Burns. In a fuller form, it is often (mis)quoted as, ‘The best-laid plans 
of mice and men go oft awry.’

And yet, in functional terms, many of us have forgotten this. We have 
begun to imagine that we can order our own existence. We insulate ourselves 
from the climate in which we live, through air-conditioning and central heat-
ing – even in our cars. We are not at the mercies of the agricultural cycle 
because we stockpile food in our cupboards and our freezers. We protect 
our health through screening and good medical treatments. And as a result, 
we may have come to believe that we are impermeable. We expect that life 
will turn out well. And when it doesn’t, we protest shrilly and cast about for 
who we can blame (hence, perhaps, the rise in medical negligence suits).

Of course, for many, both worldwide and in the UK – the poor, the chroni-
cally ill, those who live with political instability – this is far outside their 
experience or expectation. For them, these words of James ring true: ‘You do 
not know what tomorrow will bring. What is your life? For you are a mist that 
appears for a little time and then vanishes’ (4:14). But for perhaps the majority 
of Christians living in the west and global north in the last few decades, this 
verse has been more theoretical than matching our lived experience. And 
then, Covid-19 happened. Suddenly, our plans were disrupted. Holidays were 
cancelled. Working conditions altered. We incurred monetary loss or faced 
financial uncertainty. We experienced sickness, or knew we might. We faced 
the possibility of our own premature death. We lost those we love. We are 
not masters of our own fate. Our plans gang aft agley.

Though none of us would have chosen this crisis, it does present us with an 
opportunity to re-evaluate the way we live and the way that we think. As we 
emerge from it, we need to keep hold of the things we have learned in these 
days. The philosopher Judith Butler urges us to appreciate the precariousness 
of life, that condition of vulnerability that should lead us into interdependency 
in community. The apostle James got there first, though. As we struggle to 
re-equilibrate our lives, he warns us to do so with attention to those whose 
lives are even more precarious than our own (5:1–6).
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5  The virus

Genesis 1:26–31; 3:16–19
One of the unanticipated blessings of lockdown has been the environmental 
benefits: the quality of the air, the clarity of the sky, the return of birdsong to 
our inner cities. We have even seen unexpected incursions of wild animals 
into usually busy public spaces. For a planet on the brink of climate crisis, 
this has offered a glimpse of hope. Could we return to a different ‘normal’? 
Might our consumerist dependence on international travel and air-freight 
(for example) be exposed for the idolatry that it is?

These are complex issues with social, geopolitical, economic and scien-
tific implications. The consequences for the planet might not be as wholly 
positive as the idealists among us would imagine. The economic cost of the 
pandemic might lead governments to pull back on commitments to climate 
change measures. The critical mass that the climate change rallies were 
gaining might dissipate.

In the light of the current crisis, various themes concerning the environ-
ment are emerging in popular discourse. One is that, finally, mother earth 
is ‘taking back control’. In this narrative, humans are the virus, the blight on 
the earth. It is only a short stretch from here to the assertion that the ‘cull’ 
effected by the virus is a good thing; a disturbing idea, with the global death 
toll already in the hundreds of thousands.

On the other hand there are those who view the push-back of nature as a 
threat. Our hard-won dominance is losing ground. Such voices suggest that 
only the privileged romaticise nature because they are sheltered from its more 
dangerous excesses. Rather, nature is something to be controlled, harnessed 
and managed. Those who live with a more ‘raw’ experience of the climate and 
predators understand better than we do how much of a threat nature can be. 

The biblical view of the relationship between humanity and nature begins 
in Genesis 1—3. Humanity is set above the rest of creation. We are not ‘the 
virus’; we are its governors. But with the fall, the relationship is damaged. 
And, just as the male-female relationship becomes characterised by a mutual 
struggle for power (3:16), so too the relationship between humanity and cre-
ation has become one of mutual threat. Maybe a lesson that could emerge 
from these times is how to live more in the pattern of good governance that 
Genesis 1 sets out.
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6  Hitting the wall

Acts 13:1–13
John Mark was a young, wealthy Jerusalemite (his mother owned a house 
large enough to accommodate prayer meetings; see Acts 12:12), who set out 
with Paul and Barnabas on Paul’s first missionary journey (12:25). Although 
initially quite helpful to Paul (13:5), at Perga he abandoned them and returned 
home. Paul clearly viewed this as evidence of unreliability, since he resisted 
John Mark’s involvement with a later missionary project (15:37–40). 

So what exactly was the reason for John Mark’s sudden departure? We 
know that the next leg of the journey would have taken them across the 
Taurus mountains, a rugged and bandit-ridden journey, which may lie behind 
Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 11:26. It has been suggested that malaria, or the 
fear of it, drove John Mark back. Whatever the exact circumstances, it is rea-
sonable to conclude that he may have hit what is known, in terms of culture 
shock, as ‘the wall’. Hitting the wall comes when the glamour has worn off the 
travel experience, language learning is proving hard and the sheer ‘otherness’ 
of the unfamiliar culture threatens to overwhelm. In mission work, it can lead 
to discouragement, doubt and sometimes the abandonment of the mission. 
Unexpected emotions arise, and normally concealed personality traits can 
emerge. There are a number of walls in the normal process of enculturation.

One of the most common expressions that I’m hearing at present is ‘these 
strange times’, closely followed by ‘unprecedented’. Many of us feel as if we 
are in a different country. The rules and customs are different, our patterns 
of living have changed and even familiar places have suddenly been repur-
posed and now feel alien. And it is gradually dawning on us that this is not 
a twelve-week wonder. In one form or another, we are probably in this for 
the long-haul. For many of us, lockdown has been a long process of hitting a 
series of walls that could be compared with culture shock.

Advice to missionaries in such times is to push through the discomfort and 
to receive good pastoral care. Maybe John Mark failed to push hard enough. 
Maybe Paul was struggling with his own wall and failed to support his protégé. 
But the story has a happy ending, as Paul later commends him to the church 
in Colossae (Colossians 4:10), describes John Mark as a co-worker (Philemon 
24) and considers him ‘very useful’ (2 Timothy 4:11). Thanks be to the God of 
forgiveness, who brought reconciliation and restitution and used both men, 
despite their struggles with the wall.
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Scholars speculate about which city Paul was detained in when he wrote the 
letter to the church in Philippi. While we aren’t sure what his circumstances 
were like,  Peter’s imprisonment in Jerusalem (Acts 12) describes him being in 
chains. In Rome, Paul was probably under something more like house arrest.  
But whatever his exact situation, it is striking how Paul refuses to allow his 
vision to be constrained by the four walls within which he is confined. His 
mind reaches beyond the four walls in which he is trapped, both physically 
as he prays for his friends (Philippians 1:9–10), and metaphorically as he fixes 
his mind on eschatological hope (v. 11).

It is tempting during times of crisis to allow our worldview to shrink to our 
own personal issues and those of our nearest and dearest. But we have noth-
ing like Paul’s excuse for such myopia. Flawed as technology is, it has opened 
up extraordinary opportunities for engagement with loved ones, colleagues 
and even total strangers. And while it is not within reach of everyone in our 
society, I’d guess that most readers of Guidelines have internet capability.

Be that as it may, we would do well to heed Paul’s example as he reaches 
out in love and prayer towards his absent friends in Philippi. As he says in his 
letter to the church in Corinth, ‘Besides everything else, I face daily the pres-
sure of my concern for all the churches. Who is weak, and I do not feel weak? 
Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn?’ (2 Corinthians 11:28–29, 
NIV). One lesson I am hoping to learn in this time is to have a broader vision, 
despite my current physical restrictions of movement.
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