February 21, 2010
The Lenten Journey to Life

Luke 4:1-13

Lent always begins with this story. Jesus, fresh from the waters of Baptism, is driven out to the wilderness by the Spirit of God. There he encounters three temptations: the temptation of self-sufficiency; the temptation of glory and power; and the temptation to test God’s goodness and power. For forty days and forty nights he faces the Tempter’s power. Call it Satan, call it the devil, call it evil, call it what you will ~ its power is incontrovertible and unavoidable. It is part of the human condition. So much so that even the beloved Son of God had to face it down. 

Lent always begins with this tale, as if to warn us of the Tempter’s power. We are asked to walk the way of Jesus, and face it down. Face it down, this constant presence that warps the truth and takes us down paths that only lead to pain. Face it down, this power that masquerades as truth, as kindness, as opportunity and encouragement. Face it down, this power of evil in our lives and in this world. 
Lent is a time of reflection and introspection, a time for self-examination. That’s what the spiritual disciplines of Lent are meant to help us do. This work both nourishes the soul and makes us stronger to face our challenges. If we walk this path in Lent, we will learn things about ourselves, sometimes difficult things we wish we did not know. If we take this journey with Jesus, we will also discover the power of the Spirit with us, leading us, guiding us, holding us up at the very moment we think our lives will fall apart, as if on the very wings of angels. 

But these spiritual disciplines have temptations of their own. More often than not, when people think of spiritual disciplines for Lent, they think of ‘giving something up.’ They might give up chocolate, or alcohol, or sweets. And there’s nothing wrong with that… unless it trivializes Lent by thinking our ‘sacrifice’ is in any way similar to the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. “See, I’ve done something spiritual!” Or our decision to give up some pleasure or habit becomes simply another way to show ourselves that we are really in charge of our lives. “See, that wasn’t so hard,” we tell ourselves. “I can give it up any time.” But there’s nothing gained in this exercise of deprivation if all we learn is that we can control ourselves and sacrifice a little. In fact, it might be dangerous – if all it does is reinforce the view that we are in charge that everything’s under control, and that, in fact, we do not really need God at all. 
As I was working on this sermon I came across a dramatization of Jesus’ encounter with Satan in the wilderness. It ended with the devil going on his way to find others lives to try to warp. 

The Devil went elsewhere

to walk the earth

as a very compassionate,

 knowledgeable 

and reasonable man.

And still,

 the Prince of Hell 

and Master of Disguises, 

appears, incognito, 

as an angel of light.
 

The purpose of Lent is to find life. It’s not deprivation or punishment, but a journey to the life God wants us to have. Not a life that masquerades as life, but the full, loving, tender, strong life God longs for us to have. The life Jesus knew – not free from pain, or suffering or sorrow, but free from sin. 
The story Chocolat is perhaps the best parable I know for this transformation. Set in a small village in France, the story begins on Ash Wednesday, when a strange woman and her daughter blow into town. They rent a storefront across from the town’s Cathedral, and then begin to make it ready. They scrub and paint and order supplies; the woman, Vianne, begins to cook. The townspeople assume she is opening a patisserie since that is what the store was before. The Mayor, a somber and serious man, disapproves of this frivolity during the holy season of Lent. But it’s worse; what she is opening is a chocolate shop. 
At first we see the townspeople as a group of serious, disapproving souls marching into church to receive their ashes; leery of this stranger come to town; set in their determination not to sample her wares. But as the story unfolds, we learn some truth about their lives: we see the woman struggle with the pain inflicted by her abusive husband; we see the sadness in the woman long-widowed who has been wearing the label ‘widow’ so long that’s how everyone thinks of her – even the man who has secretly fallen in love with her. We see the young boy who wants to obey his over-protective mother, but also longs to have some freedom, and, well, fun; and the young priest who is so worried about disappointing that he allows the Mayor to even write his sermons. We learn even about the Mayor, whose Lenten fast is so severe he eats almost nothing; and whose wife has left him, but he is so sad and so ashamed he pretends that she is merely on a long vacation. 
We see their lives, their temptations, their longings, their needs. Which is exactly what Vianne sees. And she, in her mystical ways, knows each one’s favorite; that is, what taste will open their hearts to allow their longing to come out. 
And eventually, over the days of Lent, gradually they find life. It begins with the couple whose love had long died finding passion and romance once more. One by one they find life: the woman who is abused is beaten so badly that she runs to Vianne for protection, and her eyes begin to clear and her body becomes strong and her soul begins to taste freedom. The young boy comes to the Chocolate shop to meet his grandmother, whom he has been forbidden to see, and they both discover joy and laughter. 
In the end, their eyes are open, and they taste life, the goodness of it, the richness of it, the wonder of it. They set aside the lies they have come to believe: I must deserve this pain; she will come back; I don’t deserve happiness; just do what you’re told and you will be fine. They begin to let go of the protection they have built up around themselves: I am in control; I am a good person; no one must know. 
In the end, even the Mayor realizes the truth. On a campaign to rid the town of this evil menace, he sneaks into the chocolate shop the night before Easter to destroy the confections in the shop window; only to get a taste of the sweets, find them melting on his tongue, and giving in to the desperate desire he has for them. And then he dissolves in tears, finally able to face the truth of his own life.

That Sunday, the priest finally preaches his own sermon (since the Mayor wasn’t able to finish it for him, being rather undisposed, curled up in a fetal position in the shop window.) The young man comes into the pulpit and says to his people: 
Listen, here’s what I think: I think we can’t go around measuring our goodness by what we don’t do, by what we deny ourselves, what we resist, and who we exclude. I think we have to measure goodness by what we embrace, what we create, and who we include. 

The journey of Lent has begun. If we are willing to travel this path, it will lead us to self-discovery. We will learn things about ourselves, the truth we would rather not see, but which we must see if we are to have life. It’s not about self-control, but letting go so God can do the work of healing of our souls. 
Perhaps you have given up something for Lent. Use it to discover not your own strength but your weakness. When you are hungry for that chocolate, what else are you hungry for? When you want that drink at night, what else is going on? When you deny yourself something you usually have, do not fight for self-control, but pay attention: What needs, what pain, what longings are revealed that have been masked before? That is the real work of Lent.
Let yourself live in the wilderness for awhile. Not as punishment but as a place of promise. Discover the temptations in your own life; the desire to be self-sufficient; the craving for power; and the temptation to try to control God. Look at your life for awhile. Learn to recognize the voice of the Devil inside you, the voice that masks as compassion, knowledge, and reason; the voice that even appears as an angel of light. 
Then, with the help of God, face it down. Face it down. Not so you can pretend you are in control, but so you might have life, the healing of your soul. 
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