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Letters to Liam, No. 1: Introduction 
Introduction to the Lenten Sunday Series, “Letters to Liam” 

by Rev. Lance Armstrong O’Donnell, Senior Pastor 
St. Paul’s Lutheran Church 

Oconomowoc, Wisconsin 

 
 
“Liam” is a literary creation, a conflation of many young people I know. The name means 

“warrior,” “of strong will.” He is a college student, 21, intelligent, hard-working, charismatic, 

experimenting in many ways. He was raised in Christ, but there was a lot of trouble and 

some dysfunction in his family. He is challenged by the Word of Christ and by the influence 

of his peers and the world. Most of the names and events described in these pastoral 

letter/sermons for the Sundays in Lent are either fictionalized, a conflation, or have been 

significantly revised to protect the identities of those involved. —Rev. Lance A. O’Donnell 

 
________________________________________ 

 
Dear Liam, 

 
I spend very little time on social media any more. I was an early adopter of 

Facebook, but in the wake of the 2016 election it was clear to me that I—
and millions of others—were being manipulated. I did a “Facebook fast” for 

months after November 2016, and when I’m on now it’s a quick in-and-out 
with the primary purpose of seeing what family and close friends are up to. 

That, to me, is the only real value of social media: updating family and close 

friends. 
 

I got on Instagram because my son is there and not on Facebook. I wanted 
the chance to catch an occasional glimpse of what he’s up to and to give him 

a peak at what I’m doing. I know that I could have a bit more contact if I did 
the Snapchat thing, but we have enough addiction in our family already, and 

the Snapchat algorithms are so deliberately addictive that I thought it best 
to just stay away... 

 
So, why are you receiving this old-school typed letter from your 50-plus 

year-old cousin? For one, after cousin James’ wedding a few years ago I 
received a short, hand-written note from cousin Augie. I was struck by the 

emotional power of a hand-written note. The extra effort that it took imbued 
every word with meaning.  

 

Secondly, but most importantly, I have been on the sidelines of your family 
struggles the last few years. I haven’t been a very good cousin. I have been 

quietly praying for you and your family for years, but our brief visit many 
months ago renewed my connection to your side of the family. I am very 

fortunate. Our family is intact. We have had considerable challenges along 
the way, but I am living out my major life goal: a happy marriage and family 

life. I don’t take this for granted. To see your laughter when we visited, to 
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see you relax and enjoy family life, filled me with thankfulness... and gave 
me such compassion for you, whose life experience has often been so 

challenging and even traumatic. 
 

So, I’ve resolved to go “old school” and write you a few letters as a Lenten 
discipline. Since you come from a church tradition that doesn’t really 

observe Lent, permit me a few words of explanation. The “Church Year” has 
two major seasons: the festival season, and the Trinity or Pentecost season. 

The festival season is marked by the two major festivals of the Christian 
calendar: the remembrance of the birth of Christ (“Christmas”) and the 

celebration of Jesus’ resurrection (“Easter”). There is a short penitential 
season (time of repentance) before the Christmas season called “Advent” 

and a longer penitential season before Easter called “Lent.” Lent comes from 
an old English word related to “long,” the lengthening of days, and thus 

spring. Historically, the Church’s preparation for Easter is marked by fasting 

and prayer and an intense period of “catechesis.” Catechesis is an ancient 
method of oral back-and-forth teaching designed to enable the catechumen 

(the learner) to speak and articulate what he has learned. Lenten catechesis 
often culminated with Baptisms and admission to The Lord’s Supper (The 

meal of Jesus’ body and blood that fulfilled the Old Testament “Passover” 
and other celebrations.).  

 
I have resolved, this Lent, to fast and pray and write some letters to you. I 

will do this devotionally, catechetically, and personally. That is, I’ll be 
reflecting upon the series of Bible readings that millions of Christians use for 

this season, considering what they teach, and attempting—through the lens 
of my vocations as a pastor and cousin—to prayerfully (and, I pray, humbly) 

offer some wisdom. 
 

When we visited you experienced with us a happy family, but as we talked it 

was clear to me that you were old enough for me to peel back the curtain a 
bit. Generally speaking, as a parent I don’t think it’s necessary or helpful for 

a child—even an adult child—to know all the details of the challenges that 
their parents or aunts or uncles or cousins face. That can be too much to 

bear and often a violation of confidence and propriety. But I also think that 
it’s a serious mistake to utterly insulate children from trouble, for as St. Paul 

says, “it is through tribulation that we enter the Kingdom of God.” (Acts 
14.22). It might be an even more serious mistake for “elders” not to involve 

those we are mentoring in the truly difficult work of life, especially as a 
disciple of Jesus Christ.  

 
Dear Liam, when we visited we were able to have more adult conversations. 

I was able to give you some context for a number of things. It is a great joy 
to me to talk and write to you as an adult. I pray that you will receive these 
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letters as an invitation to further conversation. Thank you for receiving them 
typed. I’m afraid you’d need a linguistics degree to decipher my handwriting. 

:)  
 

 
Your Cousin, 

 
Rev. Lance Armstrong O’Donnell 

Ash Wednesday 
2 March, A.D. 2022 


