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I have Bad news for you today. I don’t know what you are intending to give up for this Lent, but it’s not going to be enough.  If you are trying to give up something that is going to get God’s attention, then some of these words from Isaiah are for you.  The Lord looks right through our fasting to our heart. 


This Sunday is the First Sunday of Lent and on that day we begin to examine the experience that Jesus had: the Holy Spirit driving him in the wilderness, facing temptation and question from the deceiver. But for today the church provides less of a story line and more of a primer about how we should fast.


Most of us have some confusion that originates straight from the biblical text.  As soon as we hear about sackcloth and ashes, our minds go to the story of God sending Jonah to Nineveh and the people becoming unexpectedly repentant.  Everyone from the king to the slaves stopped their business and put on sackcloth and ashes.  The bible says that even the cattle in the fields put on the sackcloth and ashes, so great was the city’s repentance.  And when God saw how they reacted to the prophet’s warning, God changed his mind about bringing destruction upon them. 

That was a specific warning and a specific response.  The people of Nineveh did well to change their ways, but God is not threatening us, and nothing within our grasp can change God’s mind toward us or God’s love for us.


On top of that, the Gospel today says that we must be careful about practicing our piety before others.  Jesus says that our fasts are to be clean and internal. “Wash your face, comb your hair, hide your fasting from your peers, or you will have already received your reward by gaining their respect.” 

Two Monks lived in a monastery that was known as a place of spiritual health. One was a novice so young that he was just growing in the corners of his beard, the other was one of the elders of the inner circle.  The youth had had a stormy winter, getting used to the rigors of life in community, hauling water across the yard in freezing weather, taking the same simple meals in  drafty commons day after day, a mattress made of straw in a cell almost too small to call a room.  He was having a difficult year, and then came a message from the Abbot, “For your Lenten assignment, see Father Martin in the library.”  The youth did not look forward to the meeting.  The old monk was a member of the abbot’s generation. He had been among the monks here for as long as anyone could remember. His nickname was “Father Mouse,” maybe because he stayed holed up at the end of a long tunnel of books in the bowels of the library.  There, sitting in a little straight chair, surrounded by ancient texts and pushing spectacles up his skinny nose, the young monk found Father Martin. It seemed that his whole body bent in two with each breath.  “Father Mouse, er, Martin, Abbot told me to come and speak with you about my Lenten discipline.”  “Sha! Sha!”  said the old relic, calling for quiet while he finished reading an illuminated page.  “Father Martin…”  “Sha, boy! Your first Lenten discipline is to wait.”  And wait he did., until the ancient man folded his tiny glasses and looked up at the young man.  “Oh, it’s you.”

“Yes, Abbot sent me saying . . . ”


“I know, do you think he is punishing me or you by this assignment?”

“I don’t know sir.”


“Hmmm.”

“So what are you going to do about Lent?  What is in Lent for you this year?”  


“Well, I know that it is important to fast, so I thought I would give up milk for Lent.” 

“Ah, milk. If you give up  milk, you will only get weaker bones.  What good are weak bones to God’s kingdom?”

“Butter, then.”


“That will just make your head itch.”

“Meat?”


“You’ll have a weak heart.”

“Bread?”


“You’ll never make it forty days.”

“Fish?”



“For Lent God gave us fish.”

“Oh, this is too hard.”


“Perhaps you should take something on?”

“Take on something? Yes, that’s good. I’ll bow my head in prayer every morning for hours.”


“You will miss the sunrise and the birds who visit the courtyard.”

“I’ll read the commentaries on the gospels.”


“With tired eyes, how will you see the poor who gather at the gate?”

“I will sing all the chants for morning prayers.”


“You will only drown out the sounds of those who are called to die today.”

“So, Father, what should I give up?”


“What you should give up is the sense that your sacrifice will make any difference to God, and take on something that will break your heart. Pray every morning for the poor, and then go to the gate with something in your hand. Read the commentaries on the Gospels, and then tell someone on the street about being in love with Jesus. Chant morning prayer, and then visit those in hospital who are called to die today, and sing a bit for them. Bow your head in prayer, but always make time to feed the birds in the courtyard. Your sacrifice to God is not how much of the world you can keep out of your life, but how much of God’s kingdom you can put into it.”

(Do not store up for yourselves treasures of earth that moth and rust consume and thieves break in and steal, but store up for yourselves treasures of heaven, which are never consumed and can never be stolen. For as your treasure, so your heart.)


When we get beyond the sense that we can somehow change God or our peers by our behavior, even by our good behavior, then we begin to see that Lent is about changing us.  Lent becomes a gift to us, and not a chore. These forty days are for our growth, not our denial.  Fasting is a part of growth, but so is eating.  Silence is growth but so is witness.

What I must give up is any sense that my sacrifice will make any difference to God.  What I must take on is something of this season that will break my heart.   “A broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.”


So maybe when we really hear God’s call to us, when we give up keeping Lent for our own glory and begin to understand it as a gift from God; when we begin to treat each other differently because of the God who calls us, then we will be about the keeping of a Holy Lent.  
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