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THE FIRST SUNDAY IN LENT

Driven into the Wilderness: Why Lent?
Genesis 9:8-17; Mark 1:9-15

Each of the Gospels has its own uniqueness and purpose.  I like Mark’s
version of the Gospel because, as the earliest one written, his is concise and
to the point.  He writes like Sargent Joe Friday of Dragnet talks: “Just the fact,
Ma’am.  Just the facts.”  Facts are about all Mark offers to us.  Regarding
Jesus’ baptism and time in the wilderness, Matthew  and Luke paint a picture
of what happened at the Jordan River and offer us extensive dialogue about
Jesus’ temptation.  Mark tells us only that he came out of the water, heard the
voice of God, was pushed out into the wilderness among wild beasts,
tempted, and waited on by angels.  Just the facts!

Let’s imagine for a few moments what else might have happened that
day at the Jordan.  Jesus’ cousin, John the Baptist, is preaching at the river,
calling his fellow Jews to repent.  Jesus joins the crowd and is baptized along
with hundreds of other people, each one wading into the water, being
immersed, and wading out again.  When Jesus’ head breaks water, however,
and his eyes blink away the muddy droplets, he looks up to see the clouds
parting and a dove silently gliding toward him.  It perches on his shoulder as
if it were a pet and a voice seeming to come from the sky says, “You are my
Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  I imagine Jesus smiling to
himself as any of us do when a parent expresses pride in us.  He may have
turned his head slightly to look at the dove before wading to the shore and
finding a warm spot in the sun to sit as his robe dried.

I imagine that the dove may have left his shoulder but stayed nearby,
flitting from ground to rock to shrub and back again, cooing a reminder that
it was watching Jesus.  When the young man finally gathered his belongings
and began to walk up the path to the road leading to Jerusalem, the dove flew
into action.  It flapped its wings frantically and flew at Jesus again and again.

Jesus may have reacted as most of us would, ducking his head and
waving his arms to shoo the bird away.  The dove would not leave.  The
people in the crowd who saw what was happening may have laughed at the
sight, gasped in fear, or rushed to his aid.  The ordinarily docile dove was
persistent in its apparent attack on Jesus and seemed to want to push him off
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the path.  It continued to swoop at Jesus and occasionally bump his shoulder
or head.  By now Jesus had collected himself and seemed to play with the
bird.  He laughed and ducked, bobbing and weaving as he changed direction
and walked quickly away from the river toward the wilderness where John had
been living.  The bird continued to pursue him, pushing him further and further
away from the Jordan until he disappeared over a ridge and was gone from
sight.

Mark tells us that it was the Spirit of God who lighted on Jesus in the
river and then drove him into the wilderness.  Luke and Matthew are kinder
to the Spirit telling us that Jesus was “led” away, but Mark is not as gentle.
Jesus was driven from the site of his baptism into a wild place where
dangerous beasts and the Tempter himself prowled. 

For all intents and purposes, today we stand on the banks of the
Jordan, our hair still somewhat damp from our own baptism, looking into the
wilderness of Lent.  If we are honest, we will admit that we feel driven into this
journey as well.  Only a few weeks ago we were welcoming the baby Jesus
into our world once again.  All was calm and bright but now this infant holy
has suddenly grown up and is leading us off the straight and narrow into a
land we know not of.  Advent has a destination that is a manger.  The chaos
of an unplanned pregnancy, the taxation of a hostile government, and the
uncertainty of a safe place for the birth of Jesus ends in the quiet and security
of a borrowed stable.  Lent, however, pulls us out of our comfortable places
and pushes us into all kinds of uncertainty.  It takes us from a peaceful river
and through a wild place right to the cross and a tomb.  Why would we want
to go there?

It is true that the season of Lent is based upon Jesus’ forty day sojourn
in the wilderness.  The fact that he fasted and prayed during this time has led
to the practice of prayer and fasting for modern-day followers.  As a spiritual
discipline, some people choose to give up something–sometimes a vice or
indulgence–as an act of self-denial and self-control.  Some followers choose
to “take up” something–a form of spiritual enrichment or some charitable
activity–as a means of developing their faith.  For all of us, Lent is intended
as a time to do some self-reflection and housekeeping, to look within and
determine whether we have truly invited Christ to live in us and through us.

But why Lent?  Aren’t we supposed to do these kinds of things always?
Aren’t prayer and introspection, self-denial and self-giving part of the daily life
of all Christian believers?  They are, but how many of us regularly practice
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these disciplines?  Do we pray every day–not just a mumbled prayer over
each meal, but a focused prayer that examines our needs and sorts through
the best response from God we can imagine?  Do we, in this land of plenty,
really deny ourselves.  Is that fact that I forgo fries and crispy chicken
sandwiches a spiritual exercise or a healthy habit which ought to be followed
by more physical exercise?  Do we regularly take account of ourselves, trying
to examine our heart through God’s eyes?  Do we tend to our spiritual selves
apart from an hour on Sunday morning?

The first reason for Lent is that we need it.  It is more than six weeks of
doing without things we enjoy like chocolate, pedicures, and upbeat hymns
ending in alleluias.  It is an opportunity to do some self-inventory and
determine if we might not be able to live in a better way than we are used to
living.

The second reason for Lent is that we need it.  Lent is not a time to sit
still and stare at our navels.  While it is a time of self-examination, it is not a
sedentary experience.  Lent is characterized as a journey because we are on
the move somewhere.  We are moving from the Jordan of our baptism
through the wilderness of our lives to the garden of resurrection into a new
life.  Lent is on the move.

I do not think it was an arbitrary choice of a dove to represent the Spirit
of God at Jesus’ baptism.  I see a clear connection to that other water story
found in the book of Genesis.  For forty days and nights (sound familiar?)
Noah and his family and all the animals sailed in the Ark to a place of safety
and new life.  Once the waters receded, a dove brought an olive branch as a
sign that life was returning to the earth and it was safe for all living creatures
to inhabit it again.  That forty day journey was essential to keep them safe and
to find a place where new life could begin.  The story of the Great Flood is a
story of re-creation.

We are on a journey to discover new life for ourselves, to re-create who
we are.  We have noticed before that the ceiling of this sanctuary resembles
the upturned hull of a ship.  The church has long been described as an ark
carrying God’s people through the sometimes turbulent waters of life to a new
destination.  Faith is not a static experience.  It is dynamic and on the go.
Like Jesus, we are driven into this wilderness of Lent because we have
somewhere to go and we will discover it only on the other side of the
wilderness of our lives.
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The third reason for Lent is because we need it.  Many people mistake
the season of Lent as a somber, depressing period of time.  In reality, the true
purpose of Lent is to move us through those wilderness times when our
hearts do not sing happy songs to a place where we are filled with joy.  The
destination of Lent is not the wilderness.  That is a place of sojourn, a
temporary residence, but not a place to put down roots.  The purpose of Lent
is to carry us through our spiritual struggles, past the crosses we bear, to the
empty tomb, a verdant garden, and life that is full and complete.  After all,
Mark does tell us that once Jesus left the wilderness he immediately began
telling the Good News that the Kingdom of God was at hand.  God was
already bringing about the resurrection of life through Jesus!

I enjoy reading the Old Testament because, in contrast to writings like
the Gospel of Mark, it is rich in images and details.  Once the Ark had found
dry land and all the creatures on board–including the humans–had stretched
their limbs and breathed deeply of fresh air, they set out to begin a new life.
And with one of the most creative and memorable images in all of scripture,
God painted a rainbow in the sky, a sign of grace and love for all people to
see.  God had taken his bow of vengeance and punishment and turned it
upside down so that it does not point to earth as a symbol of anger.  Instead
it represents kindness and generosity for generations that follow.

In the same way, when our Lenten journey concludes we will find
another object, a symbol of hope and resurrection: the empty tomb.  Just as
Noah and his family needed the Ark to transport them to a new life in a freshly
renovated world, so we need Lent to take us through the wild places of our
lives to a place where life can flourish as God intends.  We need Lent.

I wonder if Jesus would have gone into the wilderness on his own if the
Spirit had not driven him there.  I wonder if he would have sensed his need
to spend some time praying and fasting and preparing for his ministry.  I
wonder if he would have volunteered for the opportunity to spar with the
Tempter and fend off a few wild beasts who came prowling around in the
dark.  I wonder if Jesus would have chosen to spend time in the wilderness
if he had not been compelled–perhaps pushed–into that deserted land.

We may never know the answers to those questions.  What we do
know, however, is that Jesus was driven into the wilderness, he was tempted
by Satan, and had to contend with wild beasts.  He was also waited on by
angels, we are told.  God never abandoned him during his sojourn in the
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wilderness nor will God ever abandon us as we journey through Lent.  There
is too much at stake.  There is too much to lose and so much to gain.

Throughout this season of Lent we will explore our life of faith, learn
something about God, learn a great deal about ourselves, and see where this
journey might take us.  We will be serious about our faith, but we will keep our
eye on the joy of Easter morning.

Here we stand on the banks of the Jordan.  We feel a nudge, maybe a
strong push, toward a wild place we do not know.  Should we plunge ahead
or hold back?  Should we choose a safer route or head into the wilderness
trusting God to help us find our way?  Will we follow Jesus from the banks of
the Jordan to a land in which we are promised life eternal?  Why Lent?
Because we need it.



February 26, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O Lord our God, who brought light out of darkness, creation out of
confusion, and life out of death, we praise you because you alone are God.
In the midst of all that calls for our attention, you alone call us by name.  In the
midst of everything and everyone who demand that we earn our worth and
pull our weight, you offer grace for our journey and acceptance as your
children.  In the midst of a world that fosters chaos and discontent,  you give
us a safe place to rest from our labors and a peace which passes
understanding.  We come this day offering our thanks and praise for every gift
which comes from your gracious hand.

And we come, O God, to meet you here, knowing not only that we are
loved by you, but also that we have much love to give because you first loved
us.  Help us to decide well what to do with this precious gift.  We can hold it
tightly, clutching it to ourselves, instead of loving others, or we can open our
hands and our hearts to see where your love will lead us.  Give us courage,
O God, for the times when your love guides us to places we do not want to
go; when it calls for confidence and strength that we do not think we have;
when it causes us to care, to extend ourselves to meet the needs of others,
to honor the dignity in another.  Help us to live lives of obedience as we live
and love after the example of Christ who gave himself for the sake of the
world that you love so much.  

In this season of Lent, we seek your renewal, O God.  In our
brokenness we turn to you, praying that you will resurrect the shattered and
lifeless pieces of our lives.  Take the fragments of our faith, and in your
mercy, O Lord, redeem them and make us whole.  In the name of the One
who gave his life that we might have abundant and eternal life, we pray.
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


