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SPG# 158, Lent 1A

February 10, 2008 – Fr. Charles Pope

Genesis 2:15-17                                     Romans 5:12-19                 Matthew 4:1-11

Last Advent we began a season of waiting and anticipation of the coming of Jesus Christ.

As we worshipped our way through that season the birth came upon us.  Through the stories of others who heard of the birth we were invited to behold and to celebrate.  

Through angels singing, shepherds coming, and the Magi coming toward a star we were invited into an awareness that something wonderful and incredible had occurred. 

After Christmas in Epiphany we continued to hear of how Jesus was shown to his first followers through changing water into wine, through his Baptism, and through the Transfiguration.  Through a succession of events in Epiphany we were again invited to appreciate and encounter the wonder of the life of Jesus Christ.  

But now in Lent the tone changes.  And the words in the readings are about dealing with temptation and about the tendency to turn away from what we were celebrating in Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany.  Perhaps the most graphic portrayal of this warning is the story of how Jesus was tempted by Satan in today’s gospel.  

In Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany we have discerned the implicit messages that faith is about wonders and signs, about invitation and celebration, about being inspired.

But now, as Karl Rahner says in his book Belief Today, we see that faith is in danger.

But, Rahner says, we should not be overly surprised about this.  For he says that faith in danger is as much a reality as faith that is celebrated.  And he says that to realize this is only healthy.  

And so, following his line of thinking, Lent, compared to Christmas and Epiphany, is not just a tragedy.  But it is part and parcel of the way things are.  

Perhaps a pitfall of Lent is to see it as some kind of tragic accident after Christmas and Epiphany.  And the truth of the matter is that as much as we are invited toward faith, toward love and service, toward signs, wonders, and remarkable coincidences there is also, to some degree, the possibility of turning our backs on that life.  It is about consideration.  It is about struggle. 

Throughout the gospels Jesus calls for those who would to follow him.  But at the same time he calls them to consider the cost of following him.  At one point, when he told them that my followers will eat my flesh and drink my blood, the scripture records that many 

left him and did not follow him.

And yet, again, Lent is not a tragedy.  For one of the most wonderful parts of being human is our ability to think, to assess, to make a decision.  And we are always called upon in the Christian life to employ our thinking.

And so in Lent, for our consideration, through some queries we are able to take the vital signs of our faith.  And even if we did not make the assessment in Lent, the liturgy calls us to do it every time we say the Baptismal Covenant together.  Whereas the Nicene Creed begins, “I believe” the Baptismal Covenant begins, “Do you believe?”

If we consider all that brings us together here in this community of faith, where do you stand today with God?  

Is God an encompassing and pervasive force of super intelligence?  Or is God a loving presence like a great friend, parent, or even lover?  Or some other representation?

If Jesus was here in human flesh today, and he turned to you and said, “Follow me.”

Would you follow him?   If not, why?  If someone said, “I think it was the work of the Holy Spirit in my life,” how would that strike you?  

Why are you a Christian?  And/or why are you a part of a Christian community?  

Looking at your religious life, what is the nature of faith in your life?  Is it a life of love and service?  Is it a life of integrity?  Do you for the most part enjoy it?

Now, granted, the more we get into questions of faith, the more numerous the answers become.  Witness the many denominations of the Christian faith.  

For some faith is monolithic.  Every answer to every question of faith is perfectly clear.

From that standpoint any confusion is because we did not see the perfectly clear answer.

And many. many people cling to such a faith.

For others faith is more fluid and filled with easy answers and hard ones.  By the same token, for some, doubt or skepticism is monolithic and cannot be critiqued  

There probably are a number of church members who get a little nauseous at these questions.

Some might say, “Of course if am a Christian.  I always have been.  End of discussion.”

Still others just tolerate these specific questions and wait for them to blow over.  And the Baptismal Covenant will blow over every time the Bishop comes for Confirmation, or every time we have a Baptism.  

In my sojourn as a priest I have encountered many variations and shades of faith among clergy and laypeople.  In my own life I think I have been A to Z and one to one million.

But through it all until today, I think I have a spiritual home that I keep coming back to.

I have that home, not because I have a seminary education.  I have that home because somehow in my life by the grace of God, I have learned to talk about it.  Questions of faith beg to be discussed.

I think there are many people in our pews across the land who life with uncomfortable questions.   And they suffer in silence because they perceive the questions they have as unacceptable.  

If I ran into a Buddhist friend who was eager to tell me about how she felt enlightened as Buddhist on her way to perfection, on her way to Nirvanna, I would listen closely.  

For hopefully she would be sharing from her spiritual home.  And then, if it seemed the thing to do, I would share from my spiritual home.  And hopefully in that exchange both of us would take a spiritual step forward.  For my part, I want to approach anyone who is steeped in the faith, or someone who is minimally connected to the faith with the same openness and respect.  Because all of us has a unique journey.  There are many things about faith that I do not know.  There are many things about not having faith that I do not know.  And so I anticipate conversations where I will learn.

The questions of Lent may seem hard and uncomfortable.  But they are asked in love.

May we have what we need to ask those questions and look for the answers together.

Amen.

