The First Sunday in Lent

February 10, 2008

Lessons: Psalm 32; Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7; Romans 5:12-19; Wdtthd 1
IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER, THE SON AND THE HOLY SRIT

For several years we have referred to this seasbanfas “a time for accelerated
spiritual growth”. We have looked at it as a time &rtenew skills and a time to get rid
of things that might be slowing us down as we continuewrspiritual journeys...things
that might be keeping us from becoming all that God hlsctus to be. Our goal is to
arrive at Easter morning more able to serve God and oginlvesi.

This morning, on this First Sunday in Lent, | think it mitpethelpful to pause and take a
look at this year’s Lenten adventure...to consider the gédeection that we think we
will be traveling and to consider some of the tools wawill be using on our journey.

We began this year’s Lenten adventure together justdays ago, on Ash Wednesday,
here at the church. As we entered the church we gieea a sheet of paper that Fr. Bob
had prepared that contained some thoughts and prayeramha¢ tielpful during Lent.

One of the items was entitled “A Guiding Thought for t.and Lenten Disciplines” from
Forward Day by Day in 1986. It is a good reminder and reads:

“There is something wrong with our religion, if it is all taken uphveur Lents of
respectable self-improvement. Our faith must be outgoing, to theatwhout and to
the up and out. We should seek self-improvement only in order talsei@burch’s
mission better. Lent is a time of self-deraadl opportunity.”

So, if our season of Lent is a time of self-examimgtfor correction and change, and if it
is a time for self-improvement, for spiritual growthgepare us to serve others, what is
our plan for this Lent? What tools are we planning toamsewhat positive benefits for
others and ourselves might we anticipate from lookirthese two important areas
during this year’s Lenten season?

First, let’s look at self examination, and potentiedmdpes that we could or should make
in our lives. And as we look at self-examination and wig/ important, listen again to
the words of the Psalmist that we just read. Tre# Wwhat the Psalmist is expressing.

“Happy are they whose transgressions are forgiven, and whose sinasvayt Happy
are they to whom the Lord imputes no guilt, and in whose spirit there guile! While |
held my tongue, my bones withered away, because of my groaning all dajdorygur
hand was heavy upon me day and night; my moisture was dried up as in the heat of
summer. Then | acknowledged my sin to you, and did not conceal my gaitt, ‘I will
confess my transgressions to the Lord.” Then you forgave me the gayltsih.”



Clearly there is great value in becoming aware of ang [pd our lives that would benefit
from change. But how do we discover these areas? Two $ieggesome to mind. One
suggestion is to continue to do something very valuablenhdtave been doing for
several years. And that is our daily quiet time, ouetof being still and listening to
God. Simply ask God to show you any area of your lifewmatld benefit from change
and then be still and allow the Holy Spirit to bribgoi your attention or to change it.

A second suggestion that | believe will be very hdlgftio allow the process of this
year’s Lenten study to unfold and to develop in your lifesTeek in “Bridges to
Contemplative Living with Thomas Merton” we read:

“By exploring our beliefs, illusions, attitudes and assumptions, weolindrue self and
discover how we relate to the larger community...”

As we continue to explore this concept of Contempdativing, and as we develop our
skills of awareness and attention over the next séwareks, we should be more and
more able to detect areas in our lives that will betfiefin change.

The second area for our focus this Lent, our self-dewedmt, is really the purpose of
selecting our Lenten study for this year. The varioadirgs and questions are designed
to help our development by moving us through:

“... Awakening to an ever-deepening awareness of ‘true-seligntemplation’ of a life
experienced from a God-centered perspecti@erripassion’ in relationships with others,
and’ Unity' realized in our undeniable and essential inter-connectedness with all of
creation.”

Although | am not certain that | would ascribe the ootef our Lenten study as “self-
development”, | will say that our goal is to developCésistians and to become the
people that God calls us to be.

Self-examination.... and development. Both leading us te reffective service to our
neighbors.

In fact, let’s think about service to our neighborsd@econd. For quite some time we
have prayed daily, and asked: “Lord, make us instrumentsufBeace.” And we have
tried to take love, pardon, union, faith, hope, light, ponsolation and understanding to
the world in which we live. The challenge each day ig#&dly and truly be present to
what is right in front of us, to recognize what is neealed then to act. And it really is a
challenge. But did you notice that this week in “Bridges’also read:

“Contemplative living is a way of responding to our everyday experidncesnsciously
attending to our relationships. It deepens the awareness of our connestaddes
communion with others, becomes a positive force of change in our livgs,oaakes
meaningful direction to our journey.”



Certainly other areas of need or of service may cono@it@ttention, and we should
respond to these. But over these upcoming weeks of Lewt asek to grow in
contemplative living, as we seek to expand our awareresattention, let’s continue to
serve others by noticing more opportunities to be “Instnisnef Peace”.

Self-examination..and development. Both leading to service to othersseraee our
goals for this year’s Lenten spiritual journey. Andiihk that we are focusing on them
and are addressing them. And at the end of this seas@ambie should be more able to
serve God as he desires. But, will these next few weelksasy? Probably not. Will
there be temptations? Will there be testing? ProkshlyAnd that is probably good.
Because that may be just what we need if we are to grow.

| say that, because we need to remember, that bethed¢ime of Jesus’ Baptism and the
time that he began to perform the ministry to which he ealed, he experienced the
time of temptation, the time of testing, that wedrabout this morning in Matthew’s
Gospel. Remember that immediately following his Baptid@sus had been led by the
Holy Spirit into the wilderness where he fasted fotyfalays...the same length of time as
we are about to experience in our Lenten journey. éetid of forty days he was

hungry and he would have been weak. And it was therhéhatas tempted. Would he
follow through and do those things that he had been calldd2 Or would he give in?
Very significant questions!

And those are the same questions that each of us eallefswe proceed through these
forty days of Lent. Will we continue to do our readingsdings that are sometimes very
hard to understand? Will we continue to pray and to saii#t?ve allow the Holy Spirit

to work with us, to develop us, to help us to become theithdils that we were created
to be? Will weallow the Holy Spirit to help us and will watlow the process to unfold?

Just keep in mind, that as we continue through Lent, weJdikas, will be tested. We
will face temptations. We will each face the temptatio strive, to work too hard to
make this a successful Lent. It is a very serious temptbecause that is somehow who
we are. And it is a temptation that will surely cofBat when temptations comes, first
the temptation to strive and to work too hard, and tadittle later, the temptation to
give up, to quit, remember these words that we read tlak fwem Pema Chodron:

“We try so hard to hang on to the teachings and ‘get it,’ but actuallyrthle sinks in

like rain into very hard earth. The rain is very gentle, and wiesafp slowly at our

own speed. But when that happens, something has fundamentally changed in us. That
hard earth has softened. It doesn’t happen by trying to get it or captliréappens by
letting go; it happens by the aspiration and the longing...Each of us finds ouwwaywh

Lent is a wonderful time for our spiritual growth, avderful time to allow the Holy
Spirit to work with us and help us to become the peopteGbd created us to be.
Together, let us offer this Lent to God, let us allowselves to be led and guided by the



Holy Spirit and let us allow the “gentle rain” of Gedbve to fall on us and shape us as
we move steadily forward toward Easter and the Restioreof Jesus Christ.

AMEN



