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THE VIEW FROM THE WILDERNESS

Ash Wednesday, February 12, 198 6

TEXT: Matthew 4:1 "Then Jesus was led up by the spirit into the
wilderness to be tempted by the devil."

I don't suppose anyone here needs to be reminded that this is Ash
Wednesday. Why else would we be here on a Wednesday evening? A century
ago, Congregationalists in Wauwatosa might have had regular mid-week
worship services. But, if they did, the practice has long been abandoned.

As a matter of fact, it's really very interesting to see how we've
done almost a complete "about face" over the years. Our ancestors probably
had Wednesday evening prayer services, which we no longer have. But we
celebrate Ash Wednesday and Lent, which they would have considered
"popish."

It seems appropriate then, on this first day of Lent, to ask
ourselves, "Why?" "Why do we, and so many other non-liturgical churches,
celebrate Lent, especially when we have no long tradition of doing so?
There may be many answers to that question, but I think the best one is
that many people have found a new and more meaningful purpose for Lent. By
that, I don't mean to criticize those who value giving up something for
Lent in symbolic penance or self-denial. But the fact is that, for many
people, the traditional observance of Lent long ago became something of a
joke.

I remember, for instance, my own college days when a brash young
student came into the student union during Lent and asked for a whale
sandwich. When he was told they didn't have whale sandwiches, he gave an
exaggerated shrug and said, "Well, God knows I tried. Then give me a
hamburger." Now, if that sort of attitude existed thirty-five years ago,
imagine what it must be today in our age of almost total self-indulgence.

Those who find meaning in the idea of Lenten penance and self-denial
will have no problem celebrating Lent for the traditional reasons. But,
for many others, if Lent is to have any real significance, it has to have a
more compelling purpose.

I think that purpose can be found in this evening's scripture reading.
As you may recall, the events described in that fourth chapter of Matthew
take place immediately following Jesus' baptism. We don't know exactly how
much Jesus already understood about himself and about his mission, but
apparently, at his baptism, that realization struck him with a new kind of
clarity and urgency. And the first three gospels record that he
immediately went out into the wilderness to think things through.

I chose Matthew's Gospel for this evening's scripture because it gives
a little fuller account of those days in the wilderness, but I think Mark
probably presents a more accurate picture when he writes, "The Spirit
immediately drove him out into the wilderness." That wording provides a
better feeling for the intensity of Jesus' emotions. What else could we
expect in one who realized, perhaps for the very first time, that he was
the long awaited Messiah of Israel? If the doctrine of the incarnation has
any validity, and Jesus was in any way human, the implications of that
discovery must have been totally overwhelming.






