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 Today is the first Sunday of Lent, the first of six Sundays in a church season that seeks to 

prepare us to better understand the significance of Jesus’ actions on Good Friday and God’s response 

on Easter.   Lent is a season that is more and more out of step with the world around us: a world that 

focuses on self-promotion rather than self-denial; a society that encourages the over-accumulation of 

things, the conspicuous consumption of goods, rather than penitence and self-restraint. 

 And yet on Ash Wednesday, I read to our congregations the Prayerbook’s invitation to a “Holy 

Lent,” with its call for personal preparation through a season of self-examination and fasting. Does 

anyone seriously think that many people today would take up the practice of fasting?  Probably not.  

But perhaps we can explore that notion just a bit, and see if it might have something to offer us. 
  

 In many places around the world, this Christian season of Lent is preceded by a time of 

celebration known as Carnival.  Literally, Carnival (carne vale) translates as the farewell to meat.  

Carnival, whether it be beads and parades in New Orleans, or pancakes at church suppers, is the 

transition to a season of the giving up of certain behaviors, fasting a for time, in order to be prepared 

for what is coming. 

 This whole idea of fasting comes to us from the description of Jesus’ time in the wilderness 

immediately following his baptism.  At his baptism, as we all know, Jesus is confronted with the 

reality of who he is, God’s chosen one, the one destined to be the suffering servant.   And the gospels 

tell us that immediately he was driven by the Spirit into the wilderness, for a time of self-examination 

and testing. 

 Matthew says that Jesus “fasted” forty days and forty nights.  Luke simply says that “he ate 

nothing at all during those days,” and at that time “he was tempted by the devil.”  Does that mean a 

strange, red-colored creature, with horns and a long pointed tail, engaged Jesus is a prolonged 

dialogue and a series of challenges?  I think we can resist that kind of literal, Sunday School 

interpretation.  But it’s not difficult to imagine that Jesus must have struggled with daunting reality 

of where his life was headed and the unpleasant options that were available to him. 

 From everything we read of him, Jesus obviously was a compassionate man, and someone so 

famished might well have imagined satisfying his own hunger along with that of the world’s hungry 

and malnourished.  But bread alone only meets people’s need for a short duration.  Likewise, Jesus 

could imagine the potential for political or religious leadership available to him, the possibility of 

making a one-time grasp for public affirmation.  But again he refuses a material solution to a spiritual 

challenge.  Finally, Luke says that Jesus is offered success through some sort of magic and 

manipulation, a miraculous gesture at the Jerusalem temple, the center of their faith.  But again Jesus 

is able to resist the low road, recognizing that a faith that depends on proof is no faith at all. 
 

 What are these almost fanciful stories of his temptations all about?  They visualize a very real 

period of Jesus’ wresting with being authentically himself.  They describe a time in his life that was 

akin to the Exodus wilderness experience.   

No one wants to spend time, literally or figuratively, in the wilderness, in a place of 

deprivation.  But as the Jesus discovered, and the people who followed Moses experienced, fasting in 

the wilderness can prove to be a time of revelation, of self-discovery and transformation.  Am I 
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suggesting that it might be good for us to take up a form of fasting, a carne-vale, or farewell to meat?   

No.  But fasting could have other meanings for us. 

 In our world today, the term ‘fast’ has a much different meaning.  We are a people in a hurry.  

We go fast.  Few, if any of us, drive any less than 5 miles over the speed limit and often more.  We 

always are in a rush, finding ourselves drumming fingers on a desk when the computer doesn’t act 

instantaneously.  But that kind of fast-ing, always going fast through hectic schedules that inflate our 

egos and tell us how important we are, is not simply counterproductive.  It often leads to being less 

present to others, less authentically who we are called to be, less attentive to the people right around 

us.  So perhaps in this Lent, we can practice fasting on our fast paced living so that we might become 

more authentic followers of our servant Lord.      

 I am grateful that for many people the season of Lent is no longer about some childish notion 

of needing to give up something, like going without chocolates for six weeks.  No, for many active 

church members today, Lent is about taking on something, about doing something intentionally to 

remind us who we are and whose we are. 

 I once read from another congregation’s newsletter, a list of some of the ten reasons why a 

person loved his church. Let me share five of those reasons, as some things the people of St. Mark’s 

and Holy Spirit might want to claim to take on for ourselves this Lent. 

1. In an era when communities so often define themselves by whom they exclude, this 

community joyfully claims an identity as those who welcome the excluded, even as Christ has 

welcomed us. 

2. In an age of growing fundamentalism, this community joyfully seeks to be a “people of the 

book,” who, at the same time feel no need to protect the Bible from the modern world. 

3. Instead of focusing only on personal blessedness in another world beyond this life, this 

community joyfully focuses on the power of God to make this world (a better place now) for 

all of God’s children. 

4. By resisting the extremes of hierarchical power and do-your-own-thing individualism, this 

community attempts to live by covenant of mutual accountability, grounded in God’s 

covenant with us.  And finally 

5. At its best, this community is marked by bold humility, precisely because it joyfully confesses 

that God is God and we aren’t. 
 

 The churches of St. Mark’s and Holy Spirit are part of the Episcopal Church in state of New 

Hampshire, which is, incidentally, the second least religious state in the nation. Yesterday, Joan 

Bowers, Wavell Fogleman and I were at a meeting of small diocesan congregations struggling for 

survival.  In every case, we heard from each church, that the older generation is dying off.  Young 

families find themselves overwhelmed with demands on their time, especially Sunday mornings.  

Sports practices and dance recitals, and a host of other obligations compete for precious little family 

time, and churches often lose out. 

 In response, we see some small congregations appearing to bend over backwards, trying to be 

something they are not, in order to attract new members from the millennial generation.   Some of 

our churches, large and small, are so focused on maintenance that they have completely given up on 

mission.  They are so focused on their aging buildings, that they have forgotten why it is that they 

even gather there. 
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 And the question for them, as it is for us, is who are you?  Are you just about self-preservation, 

or are you called to get outside of your doors and proclaim by word and action that each and every 

person is God’s beloved, especially those whom our world marginalizes.  Who are you and whose are 

you?  Those are our Lenten questions.  Who are you? And whose are you?   
  

 Not long ago I read an article about Senegal, the little West African country right next to Mali.  

In Senegal, every conversation begins with the Muslim greeting:  Asalaamale-kum, (or “God’s peace be 

with you.”) And the response is Malekumsalaam (“And also with you”). Immediately after that 

exchange of peace, the next common line is Nanga def (the equivalent of our expression, “How are 

you?”).   And the response Maang fi or “I am fine.” But the literal translation of that second exchange 

is actually different. Nanga def literally asks, “Where are you?”   And the response is “I am here.” 

Where are you?  I am here. 

 If you want to take on a Lenten discipline – if you dare to attempt on a Lenten discipline in 

response to the questions “who are you?” and “whose are you?” then I would suggest consciously 

saying (to yourself) at the beginning of each encounter, “I am here.”  I am going to be intentionally 

present to the person I am with, not thinking ‘what I am going to say next?’ or ‘where would I rather 

be?’  If you wish to take on a Lenten discipline, then I would challenge you to practice being present, 

saying to the other, “I am here.”  I am here for you. 

 For as you are fully present to others, that will say a lot about who you are and whose you are. 
    

Dear Christian people, let me again call you to the observance of a holy Lent, by prayer, by self-

denial, and with a season of fasting: 

 a season of fasting on going fast and neglecting to be fully present to others; 

 a season of self-denial that refuses to worry about budgets and survival and instead 

concentrates on being open and welcoming to all whom we meet; 

 a season that forgoes the usual do-your-own-thing individualism, and joyfully attempts to live 

in community through a covenant of mutual accountability. 

 And finally I call you to the observance of a holy Lent by prayer and worship together     in 

bold humility, confessing our failures and shortcomings, while rejoicing in the forgiving love     

that is there for one and all in our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

     Amen 


