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         Lent 1: The Wilderness

Theme Introduction: Lent – a time to find more

Well, we are just about to sing our first Lenten hymn of the season: Forty Days and Forty Nights.


If you do the maths, those forty days started last week on Ash Wednesday and finish at Easter, only if you take out the Sundays. 

Lent wasn’t really observed for the first three hundred years of the Christian era, and even today its significance varies among the churches.

The idea of 40 days is a Biblical one and is probably just short hand, meaning a relatively long time. 

Before you even get to Jesus spending ’40 days’ in The Wilderness the Bible speaks of the Israelites wandering for 40 years, Jonah giving Nineveh 40 days to repent, Moses spending 40 days on Mount Sinai with God and it raining for 40 days in the story of Noah.

The number 40 is important in the bible!


One of the most talked about, but possibly least practiced, ideas about Lent is that of giving something up.

As Lent used to be based on fasting, that obviously meant eating less and praying more.

And in the story of Jesus in The Wilderness, and that was thought of  as a special place in Jesus’s day, a place to think, pray and reflect, well, in that special place Jesus gives up his domestic routines and context.


And there in the Wilderness Jesus seems to be working through two important questions.  And they are surely the best of questions to ask at the beginning of his three years of public ministry:  Who am I? What am I here for?


And how he answers them will determine everything about the next three years.  Everything hinges on those forty days and nights in The Wilderness.  What he discovers there about God, himself and the world will colour all he does from now until his untimely death.


One of my friends, a local colleague in ministry has just come back from his Sabbatical walking the Camino in North West Spain: The Camino is a Pilgrimage Route, sometimes called The Way of St James, it starts in the French Pyrenees and concludes at Santiago de Compostella.  It took him and his wife 45 days, they left in late summer and finished in mid-autumn.  This has become such a popular pilgrimage.  In 1985 650 walked the Way of St James, in the year before Covid it was 347,000.  

If you’ve watched the film The Way with Martin Sheen, you’ll have travelled with four fictional characters who make that journey and in a sense they are all asking those two questions:  Who am I?  What am I here for?


It's a wonderful film because by the time they get to Compostella I think it’s clear that they have all discovered things about themselves that were totally unexpected and wonderfully liberating and transformative.  It is an enormously hope-filled film about finding our better selves.


So, in a very real sense Lent can be a time of finding more, more about God, ourselves and the world.  Not so much a giving up, but a taking on, the taking on of a new perspective and embracing our journey with renewed vision and purpose.


So, may we all have a Blessed Lent!

Sermon: A Compassion based understanding of Scripture

Just down the road from here, at Chalfont St Giles, there stands a cottage lived in, for barely a year, by John Milton.  He moved there to escape the Great Plague of London in 1665, and it was whilst at Chalfont St Giles that he completed his most famous work, a long poem about Adam and Eve being banished from the Garden of Eden, entitled Paradise Lost.

And that’s how we often interpret our first reading today, as a story to explain our downfall and the existence of a broken creation: Paradise Lost.

Well, although I think a great deal is indeed lost in this part of the Creation Poem of Genesis, I suspect to interpret it in such a clear cut fashion is unhelpful, and even leads us into some pretty negative theology.

To think of this story in terms of being a Fall implies that everything was perfect before this incident; not that the early chapters of Genesis ever claim to be an actual historic account, but rather a book of wonderful Jewish poetry.


To call something ‘perfect’ is to imply it is finished, yet everything about the world in which we live speaks to us of ongoing creation.  It’s the thing we look forward to in the rolling seasons; change, even death, leading to growth and new life.  And, somehow, says the poem, you and I, us human beings are called to be involved in this process of tending, enabling and stewarding.  

The poem says when God saw creation he called it good, and that when he created man and woman he called them very good.

Which blows away another bit of bad theology.  The idea that the story of Eve somehow implies that women are second to men because they were created later than Adam and out of his rib.

Well, if God, in the poem, looks over creation, now complete with the arrival of humans and calls it very good, maybe that’s because men and women are not in competition with each other, but are celebrated because we live in meaningful relationship with one another.  A relationship that is so close that, poetically, it’s described as being as if one was taken out of the other.

As I read this part of the Creation Poem on this the first Sunday of Lent, I think I become aware of two themes which might well be worth exploring over the next forty days.

The first is that sin, and sinning, doesn’t also seem to us, at first, like we are making a bad or wrong choice.

The fruit taken by Eve was, in essence, part of God’s good creation. And the idea of having greater knowledge is usually something we’d applaud, because by and large we celebrate enquiring minds.


Yet, to take the fruit is described as going against God’s will.  Perhaps like Eve we too are not convince it’s such a bad idea.  We can all end up making bad choices for what we might convince ourselves are good reasons. Yet, in the poem, Adam and Eve seem to step over a line, and at times I guess we all know what that feels like.  We’ve pushed the boundary too far and ended up where we didn’t want to be with our relationship with God, creation and others strained and temporarily broken.

So, today’s story from the Jewish scriptures becomes a lament about wanting more, yet in the process ending up losing and giving up so much. 

If only they had valued the beauty which was all around them and the privilege of being in daily contact with the Creator, then Paradise might not have been lost and they would have stayed in the garden.

For what they had was truly worthwhile.  A life blended with a sense of connection to God, creation and each other.

Yet, there are times when we can all lose sight of that which is really so important and precious.  Lent is a good time to look around and value again all that’s in the garden of our lives, with a prayer that we stay there.

So, that Lenten theme of ‘giving something up’ follows us into our second reading this morning from Matthew.

We encounter Jesus, now alone and living in Wilderness, striped of his routine.  Yet, what could become the bleakest of experiences ends up as one of the most positive.

The Judean desert was considered by many in Jesus’ day to be a place of spiritual encounter.  It’s the reason John the Baptiser choose it to be his preaching theatre.  The sort of place where life’s big questions came to the fore: Who am I and what am I here for?  A place with a vocational focus.

Here in the first gospel of our New Testament Matthew seems to portray Jesus in a Moses’ tradition.  They both went through water, for Moses it was the Red Sea, for Jesus it was his baptism in the Jordan, and they both discover God in Wilderness: Moses accompanying the Israelites on their 40 years of wanderings and Jesus experiencing 40 days of temptations.

And in all of this, choices are available.  In Mark’s gospel they aren’t really listed, he just says Jesus was with the wild beasts and tempted.  But Matthew embellishes Mark and talks of turning stones to bread, maybe not a bad choice for a Messiah to be the provider of a constant food supply.

 Or how about receiving the adulation of thousands, surely something expected of a leader in waiting.  And then there is the Spirituality of the Sensational and throwing oneself off the temple, because something like that would bring in the crowds and set the momentum running.

Yet, again and again, Jesus makes a different choice with a Compassion based understanding of Scripture.


What he does, he will do for others, how he lives, he will live for others.  

And with this choice, Jesus seems to be defining who he is and what he is about.

It's often said that the idea of spending time apart before the start of some crusade or mission was common practice for many so-called heroes in the ancient world.

Yet that process isn’t restricted to the famous, because these are questions asked of us all.

Back to that film I mentioned earlier: The Way.

The screenwriter, actually Martin Sheen’s son, only learnt 48 hours before their arrival that they were actually to have permission to film in the cathedral at Compostella, even then it would just be for one hour only.  It was the first time the cathedral had ever granted such permission. So, he took a fascinating risk, he asked the four actors to consider what might have been their character’s response to coming to the end of the pilgrimage and entering the cathedral.  He didn’t suggest the response, he let each actor, who had lived with their character now for months, come up with the response.  And the result is truly moving.

The Canadian women, whose pilgrimage goal was to give up smoking, stands in front of a sculpture of the crucifixion and feels loved, perhaps for the first time in years.

The bumbling Irish journalist, so scarred from his past that he had now refused for decades to enter a church, sits in the nave sobbing because he feels he has come home.

The loveable Dutchman who had bluffed the whole journey saying he was only walking the Camino to lose weight, drops to his knees in humility and worship.

And the American father who had come to Europe to find his son, ends up finding himself.

They had all discovered an answer to their ongoing questions.


So, what about us?  How shall we use the 40 days of Lent?  How shall we answer the questions of Who am I and what am I here for?


May God bless you with fresh discoveries in your pilgrimage this Lent, in the name of Jesus, who in the Wilderness found the presence of God. Amen.

Ian Green, Amersham, 24th February 2023
