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ADDRESS   14 February 2016       1st Sunday in Lent 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Deuteronomy  26.1-11 Celebration of the land   

Psalm 91, 1-2, 9-16  God’s protection 

Romans 10.4-13  Righteousness from faith 

Luke 4.1-15   Jesus’ temptation                                                                                                                             
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Lord, as we look ahead to Easter, help us to understand the meaning of your Son’s death and 

resurrection, and to reflect them in our lives.  AMEN 

Christians have always been a bit confused about how to observe Lent, or even whether they 

need to observe it.  Since the time of the apostles, the church has presented the 40 days before 

Easter as a special time of prayer and penance and sacrifice and good works in preparation for 

the celebration of the death and resurrection of Jesus.  But which 40 days?   What kind of 

sacrifice?  What kind of good works?  

You can sense the confusion by looking at the Bible passages in the lectionary for Lent this year.  

On Wednesday, we read the familiar passage from Matthew’s gospel in which Jesus urges us to 

offer our prayers and do our good works in secret, not looking for public recognition or applause.  

Today we have heard Moses urging his people, that, when they come to the Promised Land, they 

should give thanks to God and offer God the first fruits of their first harvest.  And we have heard 

Paul remind the believers in Rome of the core teaching of our faith, that if you confess with your 

lips and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.  Thanksgiving 

and salvation are both messages we need to hear, often, but there is no direct link between these 

passages and the extra prayer and penance and sacrifice and good works we have often been 

called on to make during Lent. These are church practices, not the core of our faith. 

Today’s Gospel comes closer, again it is a familiar story -- Luke’s version of the tradition that, after 

his baptism, Jesus prepared for his ministry by spending 40 days in the desert, fasting and 

overcoming the temptations which come to so many of us – the temptation to get things the easy 

way, the temptation of power, and the temptation to worship something or someone other than 

God or more than God. 

In some way, the 40 days of Lent have been seen as sharing this time of preparation with Jesus, 

but denying ourselves meat and dining instead on grilled salmon and asparagus in the comfort of 

our own home or in a restaurant is hardly following in Jesus’ steps.  It is not even truly symbolic of 

Jesus’ endurings – he was alone, in the desert; he ate nothing and he was famished.   
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Some years ago, when I was working for the National Council of Churches, my wife and I were 

invited to share Easter with the secretary to the Greek Archbishop.  We arrived at midnight on 

Saturday at the cathedral in Bourke St, and stood for four hours for the Easter service.  Then we 

went to his home, where a whole lamb was roasting on a spit.  I have never seen a lamb 

disappear so quickly, torn into pieces with knives and with bare hands, and washed down with 

flagons of red.  These people were famished, because they had eaten almost nothing for six 

weeks, just a small snack during the afternoon each day, and no wine.  No food at all on Good 

Friday.  They were famished, they had in a sense, died with Christ and were being brought back 

to life.  They were reliving the Easter story. 

Until three or four years ago, the supermarkets’ brochures included specials of ‘fish for Lent’, but 

they have stopped doing that – I guess because their marketing people told them that very few 

people were observing Lent these days.                                                                                                                                                                     

So let’s consider some ways we could keep Lent: 

L  Some people lash their bodies, literally or metaphorically.  They go beyond penance to 

punishment --  they fast for days without a break;  they follow what they believe to be the rules to 

the letter – no meat, no chocolate, no alcohol, no treats of any kind . . .  and they unite their 

sufferings with the sufferings of Jesus in the desert and later on the Cross.  As they feel their need 

for food, they feel the hunger God feels for human souls, and they grasp their dependence on God 

for their very existence.   That’s what a Catholic Lenten manual says should happen. 

This Lenten discipline is intended to inspire people to pray more and to meditate on God’s 

goodness, and to excel in good works, but in practice, these devotees often find they can think of 

nothing else but food, unless they have practiced fasting regularly, not just for these 40 days.  This 

is a practical issue, but there is an important theological issue as well – by dwelling on their guilt, 

they are denying a core message of the faith -- that Jesus died in our place upon the Cross, so 

that we might be set free to live life more abundantly. We can stand upright before God without the 

burden of sin and guilt weighing us down.  

E   Other people have an easy Lent – they simply give up something they can easily do without, 

or something which could be bad for them anyway:   chocolate, or coffee, or the second beer, or 

the weekly visit to the cinema, any of their favourite things, like Viv’s chocolate cake.  Or they give 

up eating meat on Fridays or perhaps on Wednesdays and Fridays.  They eat fish or pulses 

instead.  Some of these people put aside the money they might have spent on these indulgences, 

and make an extra gift to the church or to missions or to their favourite charity. 
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Again, these may be good things to do, but as acts of self-denial they are purely symbolic – there 

is no direct connection between them and the sufferings of Jesus in the desert. How does giving 

up chocolate  or coffee or whatever preparing us for the Easter celebrations?  Easy-Lenters may 

feel good about themselves, and believe they are making a good Lent, but their easy Lent can be 

more of a physical practice than a spiritual one. 

N   Then, of course, there are those who do nothing.  For most people, if today is special, it’s 

because it is Valentine’s Day, not because it is the first Sunday of Lent.  Yet the Divine love we 

celebrate is far deeper and far wider than any human love.  Many of those who know about Lent 

cannot see the value of self-denial, or they reject Lenten discipline as just a Catholic thing.  In 

many churches, even in many of our Anglican churches, there is little or no mention of Lent in the 

weeks before Easter, and life goes on as normal.  They might have a special series, Preparing for 

Easter, but this may have nothing about going without or punishing the flesh for the sins of the 

flesh in the historic Lenten tradition. 

When you are used to eating well, it is hard to give up your favourite things; as many people find 

when they discover they are a celiac or a diabetic or simply overweight and have to go on a diet.    

It is hard for anyone to give up something they have enjoyed, whether it is money or privilege or 

power -- this is why the job of treasurer is probably the hardest job in government:   treasurers 

often have to say ‘no’ to people wanting funding for their particular good cause;  even worse, they 

sometimes have to take money away from one good program to support another.   And, of course, 

the loser complains.   It is easier to do nothing. 

So, L and E and N may not help us to have a good Lent, but more and more church leaders are 

now urging Christians to give God something special during Lent, to give God something we 

always say we don’t have enough of . . . and that is ?   .  .  .   

T    Time!   There needs to be more to our faith commitment than coming here for an hour or so 

each week. When we say, at the end of every service, Father, we offer ourselves to you as a living 

sacrifice . .  what does that mean, unless it includes limiting some activity we value,  and giving 

that time to God, choosing worship and service over the claims of work or sport or hobbies or 

family or friends?  Not just in Lent, but all the time? 

So, now, more than ever, we are invited to make the hard choices and prepare ourselves 

spiritually for Easter by taking more time out from our normal routine and giving that extra time to 

God – we could get up a little earlier and use the extra time for prayer and meditation and reading 

the Bible; we could boost the congregation at the midweek service here on Wednesday mornings;  
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there are Lenten studies on Mondays and Wednesdays and Fridays;  and Christian meditation on 

Thursday nights, offering  a unique experience of the presence of God. There is always work to be 

done in the parish, and there are local service clubs and charities which would value extra help, 

like the Red Cross and Meals on Wheels and residents’ associations and environmental groups.  

We serve God by serving others. 

As I thought about these issues, I came across a modern hymn by the Scottish church minister 

John Bell which puts the challenge of Lent and Easter simply and clearly.  It is set to a traditional 

Scottish tune which you’ll find in our hymnbook, set to other words. 

As we are seated, let us sing it now, slowly and meaningfully, taking in the meaning of the words. 

Lois will improvise between the verses to help us reflect on what we have just sung.  Bell calls this 

hymn The Summons.  The words are in Connections.  The first four verses are Jesus calling us . . 

. the last verse is the response he asks of us, to change our lives --

Will you come and follow me 

If I but call your name? 

Will you go where you don’t know 

And never be the same? 

Will you let my love be shown, 

Will you let my name be known, 

Will you let my life be grown 

In you and you in me? 

 

2. Will you leave yourself behind 

If I but call your name? 

Will you care for cruel and kind 

And never be the same? 

Will you risk the hostile stare 

Should your life attract or scare? 

Will you let me answer pray’r 

In you and you in me? 

 

3. Will you let the blinded see 

If I but call your name? 

Will you set the pris’ners free 

And never be the same? 

Will you kiss the leper clean, 

And do such as this unseen, 

And admit to what I mean 

In you and you in me? 

 

4. Will you love the ‘you’ you hide 

If I but call your name? 

Will you quell the fear inside 

And never be the same? 

Will you use the faith you’ve found 

To reshape the world around, 

Through my sight and touch and sound 

In you and you in me? 

 

5. Lord, your summons echoes true 

When you but call my name. 

Let me turn and follow you 

And never be the same. 

In your company I’ll go 

Where your love and footsteps show. 

Thus I’ll move and live and grow 

In you and you in me. 

 

If we can move and live and grow in Jesus this Lent, and give him the time to move and live and 

grow in us, we will not only prepare ourselves for this Easter, but for a new and more abundant 

Christian life, now, and into eternity.            # 


