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“I just hate Lent.”  That was the response I received last week as I commented to someone how soon after the Christmas cycle Lent was coming this year.  “I really hate Lent,” she repeated.  “I know, me too,” I replied.  In Joe’s Ash Wednesday sermon, he told the story of a parishioner who commented that we Episcopalians hate Lent—but oh, how we love to hate it.

Why do we hate Lent so much?  Why do I dread the thought of the colors changing to purple and things seeming a bit barer, stripped down?  I had another conversation, this time with a friend of mine who is not, shall we say, a regular church attendee.  He asked me what the point of Lent was, and I did my best to explain it.  In my explanation, though, I found myself hesitating to say anything that would make it sound unappealing to this potential seeker.  Leaving out all the “downer stuff”, though, didn’t leave me with much to say.   Still, he responded, “Sounds a little depressing.  And perhaps a bit redundant.  Isn’t life hard enough already, without putting a special focus on just how depressing it can be?”

I think he was on to something here.  It made me rethink how I really felt about Lent and why, if I hated it so much, I would want to go through it year after year, forty days—a month and a half of the liturgical year—spent in Lent’s observation?  There had to be more to it.  It turns out there is.  There is so much more.  And, believe it or not, it is very good news.

Lent, like all the seasons of the church year, is meant to be a time of practice, not the event in and of itself.  And, just like the other seasons of the church year, Lent doesn’t always line up neatly with where we happen to be on a given day.  There may be some of you today who are not feeling particularly Lenten.  Some of you may have felt deep within the spirit of Lent last week, or last month, or during Christmas.  

But, much like physicians, who must practice doing medicine in order to have a medical practice, and lawyers, who must practice at law before opening a law practice, Christians are called to practice in community what it means to live Christianity as a practice.  And so Lent is a time for us to observe a particular part of our lives as Christians, so that when our own experience of Lent comes at other times, we may be able to understand it within the context of Jesus’ experience and life; and within the rhythm and flow of what it means to follow Jesus in our lives today.

So what of this Gospel story?  What is there about Jesus’ time in the desert for us to practice?  

Following Jesus’ baptism, and the assurance from God that he is God’s beloved son, Jesus is driven to the wilderness by the Spirit, where he fasts and prays for forty days.  At the end of these forty days, he is tired, he is thirsty, and he is so very hungry.  Satan then appears to tempt him.   Satan opens two of his temptations, saying “If you are the Son of God.”  A popular mistake is to hear this as a questioning of Jesus’ identity as the Son of God.  Actually, “If” should be read with the same meaning as “Since”: “Since you are the Son of God”.    The temptations begin not with a question of who Jesus is, of his identity, but of what it means that he is the Son of God.  “You are the Son of God—so what?”  Satan gnaws at Jesus’ trust in his relationship with God, before challenging him to alleviate his isolation, his desperation, his hunger and thirst in one miraculous moment after another, because, since he is the son of God, he could—and he should.  But he doesn’t.

If we understand this part of the Gospel story to be about our need to copy Jesus in resisting temptation, honestly I’m not sure how much good that does me.  I believe that Jesus was tempted in every way as we are and did not sin, but I don’t believe his time in the wilderness with Satan was one such time.  For us, there is no possibility to be tempted as Jesus was in the desert.  I cannot turn stones to bread; I know very well what would happen if I threw myself off a pinnacle, and control over all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor is, I am quite sure, not in my future.  So it’s an easy promise, then, not to be tempted in those ways.  It’s like the year I gave up liver for Lent.  And I didn’t slip once.

But what if Jesus’ time in the desert accomplished something else?  What if the point of Jesus’ refusal to use his powers as God incarnate was not a show of his resistance of sin, but an attempt to show his disciples—and us—that we are called to follow God just as we are?  As mere mortals, without the ability to change stones to bread.  Jesus doesn’t hesitate to work miracles later in his ministry, even to walk on water, but here he makes a different choice.  A choice to set his ministry within his humanity—to help us set our ministry within the context of our humanity.  We are not called in our lives as Christians to perform miracles the likes of which Jesus was taunted to do, though that’s often exactly our temptation.  We are called to live this life we’re given just as we are, and with all that we are.  Nothing more, though nothing less.

But, oh, the temptation.  How many times in the course of a day do I think to myself, “If only I could . . . If only I were . . . If only?”

This may come as a surprise to you—it certainly did to me—but the two weeks following my ordination in January were the most difficult two weeks of my spiritual life.  I think I can say that without any exaggeration.  Having been lifted up so high, so filled with the Spirit, so anxious to start my life as a priest, I found myself afterwards feeling incredibly alone, unbelievably unsuited to the task in front of me, so sure that I had made, that the church had made, that you all had made a terrible, terrible mistake.  

While I had previously claimed that I had experienced “the desert” in my spiritual life, nothing had come close to the desolation I felt right after the glorious celebration of my ordination.  

I remember one particular morning, riding the train to church in the morning and seeing the front page of the Metro.  Not one hopeful story in the lot.  Only more pain, more suffering, and more loss.  I thought to myself, “What difference does it make?”  All this preparation, and study, and pomp, and beautiful, joyous liturgy—what difference does it make?  I felt no more able to fix the headlines in front of me as a priest than I had a week previously. 

And that’s when the devil came and sat next to me.  Not incarnate, but very real.  The voice said to me, “If you are a priest, then feed these hungry people”, “If you are a Christian, stop the violence in Kenya”, “If you are a father, protect your son from the dangers and pain in the world.”  

I wonder if you have heard that voice, the one that tells you that you are not good enough, or competent enough, or successful enough.  And I wonder if you believed it like I did.

That’s the temptation which leads to the desert.  The power of evil comes and drives a wedge between who we think we’re supposed to be and who we think we are.  We are not as successful as we think we should be; in whatever endeavor we embark on, someone could always do it better—I should do it better, if only . . . 

This gap between who and where in our life we think we should be, and who and where we are leaves us so thirsty, so hungry, so very desperate for . . . something.  And so we grab onto things we think will give us the power to get to where we belong: more money, higher position, more hours at work and more time spent at home, more, more, more.  

So many people in the world starving every day, and I feel completely helpless in the face of it.   I would love nothing more than to be able to change stones into bread, or sand into water, but I can’t. 

So many people who have left the church, or won’t come in because they can’t seem to see God at work in the world.  How I would love to call a press conference and leap from the pinnacle of the John Hancock building, only to have God send legions of angels to my aid.  How they might believe then.  But I can’t.

Such a scary world we live in right now, and how unsure I am of how it will all go.  How I would love to be able to stop it all with a simple dictate.  But I can’t.

I can’t do any of these things.  But it doesn’t stop me from thinking I should.


So what’s a mere mortal to do?

The last thing that happens in today’s Gospel is that angels come and minister to Jesus.  We don’t like talking much about angels these days.  They have been appropriated by popular culture and grace the covers of precious little books small enough to fit in your pocket.  

But angels play a critical role for Jesus in the desert.  And as I read the Gospel I wondered whether the wilderness and temptation ended and then the angels arrived, or if the angel’s arrival ended the wilderness.  

My recent experience after ordination was the latter.  Finally able to let go of my desire for power over things that aren’t changing fast enough for me, to let go the delusion that I am called to be anything other than who God calls me to be right now, I felt the wilderness around me vanish, and discovered I was in the company of a great many angels, all sent by God to minister to me in the wilderness.  Family, friends, colleagues, many of you, though you may not have known it.  Sometimes we don’t see the angels around us.  Sometimes we don’t know we’re being an angel—but that’s exactly who we are called to be.

We are called simply, and profoundly, to minister to one another.  Not to perform miracles alone, except the everyday miracle of living our lives to the fullest.  Not to be individual Saviors and Redeemers of the world—that’s been taken care of.  But we are called to be just who we are, where we are, and to minister to one another, in our humanity, and to bring each other out of the desolation of the wilderness into the community of Christ.  And it is in this ministering that we can then begin to feed the hungry, to witness to others the miraculous presence of God in the world, and bring about the Kingdom of God here and now.

So, this Lent, let’s practice.  Let’s practice tuning out the voices that tell us we are not good enough, smart enough, successful enough, or miraculous enough.  Let’s practice letting go of the temptation to grab hold of something—anything—we think will make us who we are supposed to be, and live together as the wonderful, yet mortal humans God created us to be, ministering to one another in the name of Christ.
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