ENTERING THE WILDERNESS: A PLACE OF TEMPTING, TRAINING, TESTING AND ATTEMPTING

First Sunday in Lent
Readings: Genesis 9.8-17; 1 Peter 3.18-22; Mark 1.9-15
At the end of the ecumenical Ash Wednesday service at the Caravita Centre here in Rome when we were all saying goodbye to each other someone said to me “Have a joyous Lent!”. He was obviously not a Methodist! If you must know, he was a Roman Catholic and he was being perfectly sincere. So how was I to reply? I decided that in a spirit of ecumenical honesty, I could only speak the truth. So I said “Surely you mean ‘have a miserable Lent’?” After all, it’s well known that we Methodists are not happy unless we are miserable, and we have got to live up to our stereotype! 

I assume therefore that as good Methodists we are all going to enjoy giving up all the good things of life for the next few weeks. Well, if not all of them, perhaps some of the most important ones. But I am afraid that I have to tell you that Lent is something much more important than simply giving up chocolate! I hope that that does not shatter your illusions. Although there might be good reasons in terms of your health for giving up eating chocolate, or drinking alcohol or whatever, to reduce Lent to a matter of merely giving up some luxury or personal indulgence is to trivialise it. Lent is more important than that! 

Lent is about recognising that everything we posses or have use of in this world is not ours but God’s. It is God who creates and sustains the whole universe. We only have things by God’s grace. And we only have them on trust. But as the Garden of Eden story in the Bible shows, the great temptation is always to start treating what God has loaned or entrusted to us as if it were our own possession. That in turn is a sign that we are putting ourselves in the place of God, making ourselves into gods in the centre of our own universe. But that way lies disaster for ourselves, for other people, and for the rest of the universe. If you want to see evidence of that just look around you at a world ravaged by global warming, starvation and so on. 

The amazing thing, though, is that even when we human beings start to put ourselves in the place of God and start to abuse or misuse the things of God and God’s creation, God does not abandon us or the rest of the universe. That is what the part of the story of Noah that we heard read is all about. When God creates things, order starts to come out of chaos. Human beings are created to help God in caring for things and ordering them further. When human beings put themselves in the place of God and treat the rest of the world as their own rather than God’s, creation goes into reverse. Everything starts to return to chaos. In the picture language of the book of Genesis, the waters of chaos fall back on the world. There is a mighty Flood. But after the Flood, God promises that he will never allow human beings or the rest of the universe to feel the full consequences of their own or each other’s stupidity and sinfulness. Some consequences, yes; the full consequences, no. 

So we have another chance, and Lent is the time to start taking it. Rather than treating things as our own possessions that are ours by right and putting ourselves in the place of God, we need to get back to recognising that everything we have is not ours but God’s, and we have it by grace and on trust. The way we do that is through thanksgiving. We take what we have from God, and in thanking God for it we are acknowledging that it is God’s and not ours. We offer it and ourselves to God for God to bless, and transform and make use of as God will. 

What we need therefore is a basic attitude of thanksgiving in all things. Lent is an opportunity to develop that attitude, or refresh it, or recover it if we have lost it. Lent is about cleaning out the clutter of our lives, sweeping up the rubbish in our souls and making room for God. 
That is precisely what Jesus does in today’s reading from Mark’s gospel. At his baptism, he makes his commitment to God. He recognises that he is God’s special agent (the Messiah) and God’s Son, and has an experience that confirms it for him. Then he faces temptation. He is tempted to take the gift from God and make it his own possession. He is tempted to take the status and authority and power of being God’s anointed agent and God’s Son and to use it in his own way rather than God’s way, and for his own ends rather than God’s ends. He is tempted to be God’s son in the wrong way. Mark does not tell us what the actual details of the temptations were. We have to look in the gospels of Matthew and Luke for that. But there can be no doubt about what Mark thought the general theme of the temptations was. And when in chapter 8 of Mark Jesus talks about how being God’s anointed agent (Messiah) means that he will be handed over to suffering and death, and Peter rebukes him because Peter cannot understand how being God’s Messiah can mean that, Jesus turns and calls Peter “Satan”. Jesus rebukes Peter because Peter has suggested that he be God’s Messiah and Son for his own benefit and in his own way, not in God’s way.

So in the temptation Jesus wrestles with what it means for him to be God’s Messiah and God’s Son. It is a time of temptation and testing for him. Is he willing to pay the cost of being God’s agent and God’s Son in God’s way? Is he willing to love people as God loves them even at the cost of being handed over to be tortured and barbarically executed? And if he is indeed willing, is he also ready to do it? For his time in the wilderness is also a time of training, before he explodes with the energy of God’s love and comes sweeping into Galilee to preach and show by what he does that everything belongs to God and that God is in charge.

So the time in the wilderness is a bit like athletes preparing for this year’s Olympics going away to a training camp knowing that come the day, when it really matters, they will have to be prepared not just physically, but also in their minds, their spirits and their attitudes. If you read the gospels carefully you will see that on several occasions Jesus took his disciples off into the wilderness or another quiet place to train and prepare them. In this season of Lent he will take us if we let him. He will train us to share in his work and mission and in his experience to some extent.

Now, don’t get the wrong idea! You are not Jesus! He was tempted in all things as we are, and so knows what it is like to be us, but there are some ways in which he was tempted that we shall never experience. But there are ways in which you can share in some of it. You are not going to go to the Cross like him: but you are called to take up a cross and accompany him. You are not the Son of God like him, but in him you are children of God and called to follow him. 
That is what it means to be a disciple. It is about walking the way of Jesus. It is about seeing the world through the eyes of Jesus, and responding as much as we can as he would respond. It is about becoming, as St Paul put it, the body of Christ, the physical means by which he continues to share God’s love in this world. Again and again Mark’s Gospel links the themes of Messiahship and discipleship: what is true for Jesus as God’s Messiah and Son is going to be true in some sense for those who follow him. 

To walk that way, the way of Jesus, we are going to have to put God at the centre of things. What better time to do that is there than now, the season of Lent? Lent is not so much a time for giving things up as a time of concentrating on God in everything we experience and do. It is a time of making space for God, of trying to become a little more like Jesus. It is about allowing ourselves to be tested and trained. It is about attempting to live as if God is in charge. It is about letting ourselves be made a little more holy. 
So Lent is a time of temptation; of testing; of training; and of attempting to live as better disciples of Jesus. Remember, though, that you are not on your own. We have each other in the body of Christ. And even at the worst points of wrestling with God’s will and how to live out God’s love in our daily lives and in a world that sometimes seems to be going to wrack and ruin around us, we have the grace of God. When Jesus wrestled with his temptations in the wilderness, he was nurtured and supported by angels. God will support us as well.  

So perhaps the best greeting we can give is: Have a Holy Lent!
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