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Hello, and welcome to my meditation for this week, the 1st Sunday in the holy Season of 

Lent!  Lent is to Easter what Advent is to Christmas:  it’s a time of preparation in the first 

season in order that we can take full ownership of the gifts that the second season offers!  So, 

last week we jumped from where we’d last been in the early chapters of Mark all the way to 

the 9th chapter of Mark for its transfiguration story.  This week go back all the way to the 1st 

chapter where we pick up the story of Jesus’ forty days in the wilderness, and a number of 

key Lenten themes that will stay with us throughout the course of this season.   Let’s begin 

that journey now by opening ourselves to God in prayer:  Holy God, source of 

contemplation and growth: we thank you for giving us a share in your Spirit.  Help us 

now to open ourselves to you, that we may carry your light into dark places.  Bless us at 

the outset of this year’s Lenten journey, amen. 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU108 ‘Throughout These Lenten Days and Nights’ 

 

Today’s gospel lection comes from Mark 1:9-15, and reads like this: 

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the 

Jordan.  And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and 

the Spirit descending like a dove on him.  And a voice came from heaven, “You are my 

Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  But the Spirit immediately drove Jesus 

out into the wilderness where he was tempted by Satan for forty days.  He was with the 

wild beasts there, but the angels waited on him. Now after John was arrested, Jesus came 

to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the 

kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” 

 

 

Sermon: “The Lenten Road” 

God of our Lenten journey:  Jesus has said that we do not live by bread alone but by every 

word that comes from you!  So, make us hungry for heavenly nourishment in this time, and 

help us to feed upon your hopes now that we may do what you need us to do.  Amen. 

 

I guess everyone could have, should have seen it coming.  After all, Ted Smith had been 

warned about it so many times!  Yet, the sheer horror of what happened was still a huge 

shock.  It was a gorgeous afternoon in late September.  Seven-year-old Bobby Jones was out 

playing on the tree-swing behind the farmhouse that had been home for five generations of 

Jones when Ted’s vicious dog came along, and savagely mauled little Bobby before Bobby’s 

father could come out of the barn with a pitchfork and chase the dog away.  Now if truth be 

told, Ted had never been liked much, even though the Smiths had been farming the land for 

just as long as the Joneses had.  But, you see, Ted had been a bitter, mean-spirited man.  

When his wife had left with their children, everyone said that domestic violence was 

involved.  So, it was no surprize that, just as soon as Ted got that dog, it became the terror of 

the countryside.  This dog, and its owner, were much alike, just like those Fido ads!  The 

police eventually caught the dog, and it was euthanized.  Meanwhile Ted received forty days 

of prison time at the regional jail under the Dog Owner’s Liability Act.   
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What a tale to tell as we begin to walk this year’s Lenten Road – let me pause in its telling in 

order to tell you why I use it!  You see, just like the Bible readings for the start of Lent on 

Ash Wednesday, this story involves a very stark look at the pain and suffering that is all 

around us.  It’s a story that sets human wilfulness against needless, innocent suffering.  It’s a 

story that sets life’s hardship against the yearning that we all have for a hope that endures.  

And, just like our Lenten journey, this story involves forty days of time set aside – Ted was 

sent to jail for forty days, and we now have forty days of Lent to think about life and open 

ourselves to God’s new possibilities.  (As an aside, it might interest you to know that we 

don’t actually have forty days of Lent!  Start on Ash Wednesday, then count the days all the 

way to Holy Saturday, the day right before Easter Sunday – what number did you end up 

with?  If your calendar is like mine, the number is forty-six, not forty!  You see, the early 

Christians thought of every single Sunday as being a mini-Easter and they kept Sundays out 

of the count!  So, Lent is forty days AND six Sundays.)  The Bible holds that number ‘forty’ 

in a special way, doesn’t it?  You may recall that it rained for forty days and forty nights in 

the story of Noah and the Great Flood.  You may recall that the ancient Israelites wandered 

in the desert for 40 years before entering the Promised Land.  And, in our reading from Mark 

today, Jesus is tested for 40 days in the desert wilderness.  Throughout the Bible, that number 

‘forty’ is not just a number; it stands as a metaphor for the length of time that is needed to do 

something that needs to be done.  Lent is the time that we need to set aside in order to 

prepare for God’s gift of new life! 

 

Traditionally, this season of Lent has had a great number of difficult words associated with it 

– words such as penitence and repentance; words such as sorrow, contrition, and remorse.  

Now I, for one, haven’t always valued those words.  In fact, they used to really turn me off!  

I remember complaining to my minister-father, “Isn’t there enough doom and gloom in the 

world?  Why do we Christians really have to make things worse by focusing on that doom 

and gloom for forty whole days?”  Well, you don’t need me to tell you that life IS often hard 

and cruel!  But what’s the point in acting like spiritual ostriches and burying our heads in the 

sand?  “I can’t see you, Cruelty, and if I can’t see you, you can’t really be there!”  The 

spiritual truth of this day is that the only way – the ONLY way! – we can ever get to the 

miraculous new life of Easter is by first going through all the horrors of Good Friday!  And 

the only way we’ll ever get to a personal growth that endures is when we drop our self-

defences, and when we choose to be vulnerable, even though that is neither easy nor 

comfortable.  But that’s precisely what is at the very heartbeat of Lent:  this season is about 

recognizing our shortcomings; it’s about looking at our failures; it’s about stripping away the 

outer shell of our egos and making room for new life.  

 

But this isn’t just an endless cycle of pain:  we’re one with God; we meet pain; we turn back 

to God, only to meet pain again.  Over and over again!  But this is not mere repetition; this is 

an upward spiral where, as we’re strengthened, we move higher, and higher into greater 

spiritual awareness and greater spiritual strength.  In today’s gospel reading, Mark even gives 

us a pattern for doing that, a blueprint that we can use every day.  Today, Mark tells us that, 
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no sooner was Jesus touched by God in baptism, than he was driven out (by God’s Spirit, no 

less!) into the wilderness for 40 days of testing.  However, no sooner did Jesus go through 

that than God’s kingdom drew near!  Look, I can tell you that God loves you.  Yet, you know 

that the same old world of pain and suffering that has been there all of our lives awaits us as 

soon as we’re finished this meditation.  Except for this:  when we return to life with a deeper 

appreciation of God, then we’ll be able to experience God more deeply, despite all that pain 

and suffering that will still come our way.  

 

By the time Ted had served his forty days in jail, it was well into December.  Already, there 

was snow on the ground and a chill in Ted’s heart.  Of course, he’d just spent forty days in 

the wilderness of guilt and regret, and that could be enough to chill anyone’s heart!  What’s 

more, although he’d been allowed to sell his beef herd before he went to jail, the fact is that 

Ted had gone to jail with many, many acres of crops un-harvested in the fields – crops, he 

was sure, that would have largely come to ruin by now.  Now then, Ted hadn’t bought crop 

insurance either, so it looked like he was going to end the year with the horror of bankruptcy 

to go along with the horror of his criminal record.  Oh, the shame:  to lose a farmstead that 

had given life to his ancestors for over 150 years!  But Ted arrived home to find that his 

crops had all been harvested and placed in silage.  You see, Ted’s neighbour, Bob Sr., the 

very father of the little Bobby who’d been so viciously mauled by Ted’s dog at the beginning 

of this Lenten tale, had already done the work.  “Now, why on earth would Bob have done 

that?” you might well ask!  Well, if you did, here’s how Bob would answer.  He’d say, “You 

know, I’ve been sick enough as it is these last months over what happened to little Bobbie, 

over what happened to Ted and his dog, and I just know that I’m not strong enough to carry 

that with me as a grudge.  No, it’s been better to try and turn all the negative stuff that I had 

on the inside into something good on the outside.  So, working in Ted’s fields has been what 

I felt God wanted me to do, and it’s been the best way for me to work through my own bad 

feelings!” 

 

God can, and God will, help us to work our way through whatever needs to be worked 

through this Lent, so that we can find real growth, so that we can let go of all that needs to be 

let go, and so that we can pick up all that needs to be picked up.  God can, and God will, help 

us to work our way through whatever needs to be worked through this Lent, so that we can 

ascend into a hope that never lets us go!  Amen?  Oh, yes; amen!   

 

Come, let us turn back to God now in prayer; come, let us pray:   

 

God of all, in your pattern for life there is a time for keeping and a time for losing, there is a 

time for building up and a time for pulling down.  In this holy season of Lent, as we journey 

to the cross, help us to discern what in our lives we need to lay down and what we need to 

take up; what we need to end and what we need to begin.  And, God, grant us the strength to 

live a disciplined life through these forty days and six!  Grant that we may live with the sense 

of purpose that only comes from you; grant that we may develop and nurture a conviction 
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that we live within your sacred covenant for, Holy God, we would know those things that we 

might learn how to better love you, and our neighbour, even as Jesus taught.   

 

God of mercy, we confess that we often choose our own ways, and turn from yours, for we 

have misused the gifts with which you shower us each day!  Forgive us, we pray, and bring 

us back into right relationship – with you, with our neighbours, with creation.  And, so, we 

ask that this Lent may become a time when truth, justice and peace may spring to new life: 

new life where households around the world may come to know strengthened bonds of love; 

new life where individuals who suffer or grieve or languish may find the power of your love; 

new life where the nations of the world come to see their interconnected responsibilities. 

 

On this Sunday, O God, we pray for all the places of trouble in this world; we pray for all the 

people who are facing difficulty; we pray for our family and friends who are struggling; we 

pray for those in our community who have needs.  And we continue to pray, O God, for 

humankind’s struggle with our global pandemic – may vaccines, fairly distributed, turn the 

page on this horrible chapter of existence!  In the silence of the next moments, O God, 

receive the deep burdens with which our spirits, and our communities, struggle this day – 

moment of silence.  All that has been touched upon by the words that I’ve used, all that lies 

yet too deep for words to reach, we offer to you now in Jesus’ name, even as we take those 

words that he once taught us and pray the traditional version of Christ’s Prayer: 

 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be 

done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our 

trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  And lead us not into temptation 

but deliver us from evil for thine is the Kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever 

and ever, amen (VU921). 

 

 

 Hymn suggestion:  VU266 ‘Amazing Grace’  

 

 

May the Lenten movement of God’s Spirit drive away all that distracts you from God, 

bringing fresh worlds of possibility; may the fears of this global pandemic begin to abate; 

may a glimpse of Easter’s new life come your way and enable you to better serve God’s love 

through these forty days and six!  Amen. 

 


