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“Lent: An Inward Journey”

In this month’s newsletter Pastor Mira confesses she’s not particularly fond of Lent.  I’m sure there are those here who share her sentiment.  As she says, it’s a dark and dreary season that begins with the imposition of ashes reminding us of our mortality, and continues for 40 days with some expectation of self sacrifice.  
Needless to say, it doesn’t take much imagination to understand why Lent lacks the same popularity as Christmas or Easter.  There’s a reason Mardi Gras is more widely recognized than Ash Wednesday.  Most don’t even know there’s a connection, let alone understand what the connection is. 
But Pastor Mira also acknowledges that while Lent is one of her least favorite seasons, she realizes she needs Lent – as do we all.  We all need a season to sit and listen, a season for reflection, even if we squirm because we may not like what we hear.  We need a season to focus on the transforming power of God’s Holy Spirit in our lives, a season to remember that there are times we need to turn the controls of our lives over to God. 

Which brings us to this mornings text.  The Gospel of Mark records that immediately following Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan River, “at once the Spirit drove Jesus into the desert where He stayed forty days….”  

Now I find the phrase, “drove Jesus into the desert” to be intriguing.  The implication is that Jesus would have preferred not to go into the desert.  In fact, it sounds like He needed a push by the Holy Spirit to get Him there.  And who can blame Him.  The desert isn’t a welcoming environment.  There are reasons few things grow in the desert, or animals that can survive the barren landscape.  So we can’t blame Jesus for wanting to avoid it.
Which is similar to why Mira says she doesn’t like Lent.  She would rather avoid the season all together and just celebrate Easter.  But she recognizes the importance of Lent.  
The fact is some of the most important things we do in life aren’t all that enjoyable.  Often they’re difficult, unpleasant, and require sacrifice, which is why they take extra effort to accomplish.  Our preference is to avoid them, but we know they’re good for us.
For example, I’d rather eat something chocolate for desert than fresh fruit, even though fresh fruit is healthier.  I’d rather eat pasta steeped in a creamy Alfrada sauce than eat vegetables.  And despite what the Bible says, I think I could live on bread alone if it were served fresh and hot from the oven.  It’s virtually impossible for me to leave fresh rolls on the table when eating out.
Here’s another example: the need to exercise.  Even though most people are convinced about the value of exercise, they find it difficult to exercise on a regular basis.  They’d rather spend their time doing something more enjoyable.  So they avoid exercising, which is what I did about two years ago.
Needless to say, it wasn’t long before I began to feel my age catching up with me.  Within a matter of a few months my muscles began to tighten and stiffen.  I also began to tire more quickly.

So I made a resolution to resume an exercise routine, which I’ve kept faithfully now for over a year.  Every Monday through Friday following my half-hour of devotions, I exercise 45 minutes beginning at 5:30 AM.  My routine consists of a combination of yoga stretches and aerobics using a gym ball.  
But the truth be told, I don’t enjoy exercising.  My preference is to skip the routine and still feel healthy.  But of course it doesn’t work that way.

So it’s no surprise that every morning I battle with myself, fighting off the temptation to skip my exercises.  It’s amazing all the excuses I have to defend myself against, including wanting to sleep in and telling myself skipping one day won’t matter. 
The bottom line is, if I want to remain healthy and limber 
I need to exercise no matter how I much I’d rather avoid it.  So I have to push myself.  It’s not something I look forward to doing.
I imagine Jesus felt the same way about going into the desert.  And for good reason.  He knew His time in the desert was not going to be pleasant.  

One reason was the length of time He spent there: 40 days.  Days of intense heat and nights of intense cold.  Moreover, these were days of fasting, with nothing to eat and only water to drink.  Doesn’t that sound appealing?  

Next, the scriptures record that during this time Jesus was tempted by the Devil.  As we know from experience, resisting temptation requires strength, fortitude and stamina.  Lastly, we’re told Jesus had to worry about being attacked by wild animals. 

Is it any wonder Jesus wanted to avoid the desert?  Is it any wonder He needed a shove by the Holy Spirit?

As you’re hopefully aware, this past Wednesday was Ash Wednesday - the beginning of Lent.  Corresponding with the number of days Jesus spent in the desert, Lent is a season of 40 days that leads up to Easter - not counting Sundays.  It’s a season when Christians are expected to make an inward journey, spiritually assessing their relationship with Christ.  Such an assessment involves confession, contrition, repentance, introspection, and sacrifice.  

Sounds inviting, doesn’t it?  It has about as much appeal as investing in the stock market.  
But the reality is, as Christians we need Lent. It’s a necessity for our spiritual health, just as exercise is a necessity for our physical health.  
Without Lent we become spiritually lax, undisciplined and diseased.  Without Lent we become full of ourselves, drifting further from Christ.  Without Lent we forget that He is Lord, elevating ourselves to that position.  Without Lent we discover we grow callas to temptation, indulging ourselves more and serving Christ less.  Without Lent we grow more dependent on ourselves and less on God.  
Just as Jesus preferred to avoid the desert, so we prefer to avoid Lent. But just as Jesus was strengthened by His entering the desert, so Lent has a way of strengthening our faith.  Granted, it’s not appealing or pleasurable, but it’s necessary.  
So in what way will you observe Lent this year?  Have you given it any thought?  Will the remaining 36 days of Lent be any different for you than any other day of the year?  Are you willing to take an inward journey and assess your faith and relationship with Christ?  
Maybe you don’t know where to begin.  If that’s the case I’d like to challenge you to think about it now.  I’d like for you to consider a plan that will benefit you spiritually, resulting in a renewed faith and a more meaningful relationship with Christ.  
I’d like for you to turn to the insert in your bulletin entitled, “Optional Lenten Practices.”  Go ahead, do it now.  

As you glance over the listed options, you’ll see a variety of ways you can observe Lent this year without having to beat yourself up.  No fasting or putting God to the test by jumping from Allison’s steeple.  They’re all quite safe and painless.    

Well, at least physically painless.  You may discover that there is some discomfort as you make some sacrifice to adjust to the new practice.  But that’s okay.  As we’ve seen, some of the things that are best for us are things we’d rather avoid.

So muster up some courage.  Select an option you think you can handle for the next 36 days and place a check-mark in front of it.  If none of the first five options appeal to you, select the last one and then describe you’re own customized Lenten practice.  
The point is that by checking any one of these options, you’re demonstrating your willingness to take an inward journey and assess your relationship with Christ.  You’re agreeing that these days of Lent will be different from all the other days of the year.

Don’t worry, I won’t be collecting them.  Besides, there’s no place to enter your name so your responses remain anonymous.  It’s my hope, however, that you take the document with you and place it somewhere conspicuous so as to remind you daily of how you have chosen to observe Lent this year.
Consider your selection as the Holy Spirit’s way of nudging you into the desert.  You may discover that by the end of Lent your relationship with Christ has been enriched, and your faith renewed.   Amen.
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