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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 Lent is upon us. I don’t know if you’re ready for it or not, but ready or not, here we are. 
I’ve had people tell me that they don’t like Lent because it’s just too somber. Church is supposed 
to be uplifting, they say, an antidote to all the sadness and pain in the world. The last thing they 
want from church is to focus on sin and sadness. If they’re right – that church should be an 
escape from the world – then we probably shouldn’t observe Lent. We should move straight 
from Transfiguration Sunday to Easter, and then to Ascension and Pentecost, skipping from one 
mountaintop to the next, one uplifting triumph after another. But of course there is a problem 
with that line of reasoning, and that is the assumption that the cause of the world’s problems, the 
sources of sin and sadness, are “out there.” Seeking refuge in the church from the problems of 
the world is something like trying to run away from an infectious disease that you have already 
contracted. You can’t do it. You’re carrying it with you as you run. 
 One of the big advantages of following the traditional church calendar is that it 
encourages us to confront the totality of our relationship with God, rather than just focusing on 
the parts of the relationship we’re comfortable with. If we had our druthers, we would probably 
choose to concentrate, week in and week out, on the God who created us, the who loves us, the 
God who calms storms and heals the sick, who searches for lost sheep and embraces children. If 
we got to vote in the God primaries, in other words, we’d pick a kind, generous, and not very 
demanding deity, the sort of God who fulfills our needs without really challenging us or reaching 
too deep below our carefully curated surfaces.  
 The problem is, that’s not the real God – our the real us. A calendar with Lent left in 
place, though, gives us a more complete picture. It shows us another side of God and another 
side of ourselves, sides that no amount of ignoring or pretending will make go away. Here we 
meet a God who exposes our hypocrisy and self-centeredness, a God who is angered by injustice 
and cruelty, who is irritated that we would presume to ask for God’s blessings while at the same 
time refusing to care about how our actions and lifestyles harm others or the world around us. 
Here we meet a God with whom we are not at peace, a God with whom we need to be reconciled, 
as Paul notes in our second reading tonight. 
 There is a long history in the church of fasting and prayer playing a role in that 
reconciliation. They have been used to help focus attention on the totality of our relationship 
with God. In some times and places Lenten disciplines have been rather strict. I think, for 
instance, of the Russian Orthodox seminary students I encountered in St. Petersburg who gave up 
all animal products for the duration of Lent. They were temporary vegans before veganism was 
cool, and they didn’t have all the tasty vegan options available these days. They got seriously 
hungry. They lost weight. Some of them got sick. But many Christians – most Christians in this 
country, to be sure – are not that strict. If we give up anything at all, its really only a token fast: 
giving up chocolate, maybe, or alcohol.  
 Lutherans have tended to say that such outward acts are a matter of choice and that what 
really matters is one’s internal reflection and repentance before God. This has the practical effect 
that most people in our churches don’t do anything outward like fasting, or even giving up 
chocolate. The thing is, though, that when nothing outward is going on, not much is happening 
internally either. At least that’s how it works for me. I find that my internal and external selves 
are hard to separate. 



 On the other hand, the danger of becoming preoccupied with external practices like 
fasting is that we can convince ourselves that the practices in and of themselves do something for 
God. “Look God, I’m fasting! I’m reading the Bible every day. I’m doing this for you! Aren’t 
you impressed?” And then being the logical creatures we are, we take the next step and think that 
God surely has to be more pleased with those us who are fasting than with those who don’t. As 
inevitably happens in groups larger than one, some will be more zealous than others, and might, 
if only secretly, feel superior to those who seemed to be taking Lent less seriously. If we can lift 
ourselves up at the expense of someone else, even if we do so only in our thoughts, we can take a 
little of the pressure off ourselves. But in doing so we risk spoiling the relationship with those 
other people, and by extension, with God as well. 
 Now I don’t intend to discourage you from pursuing a Lenten discipline by warning of 
the dangers involved. Jesus didn’t either. Jesus said to his disciples, “when you fast,” not “if you 
fast.” He took it for granted that they would fast, that they would abstain from certain foods for a 
certain period of time in order to focus upon their relationship with God. “When you fast,” says 
Jesus, “don’t make a big show of it.” In other words, don’t seek the approval and admiration of 
others for your piety. But do be pious. Take seriously your relationship with God this Lent. Take 
seriously your sinfulness, your sinfulness of which you are not merely a hapless victim but with 
which you are a willing and often enthusiastic collaborator. Make one of your Lenten disciplines 
our midweek services. Come for the soup too. And sign up to bring some one week. Resolve to 
do private or family devotions as part of your evening meal or morning routine. Use the Lenten 
devotional material available in the narthex. Use the readings and reflections on my Lenten blog, 
if I manage to get it up and running. I’ll let you know for sure on Sunday. Decide to give extra 
time and resources to a worthy cause, especially one that helps those in need. Engage yourself in 
a Lenten discipline this year not because it will make God like you better – it won’t. But make it 
a priority because it focuses you on your relationship with  God, and because God makes that a 
priority. Because God has come to love us to death and back in Jesus Christ, let us respond 
joyfully with thanksgiving to God and acts of love on behalf of others. And because God has 
claimed us in Holy Baptism, marking us with the cross of Christ that we will trace out on our 
foreheads tonight, our acts of love and devotion are acceptable in God’s sight. May God be with 
us as we enter this Lenten season, and may the peace of God which passes all understanding, 
keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 
 


