First Sunday in Lent
In Nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen.

t

Building a Lenten Rule

Today is the first Sunday (weekend) in Lent; there are six weeks between now and the Feast of the Resurrection.   And just as Easter day is the most joyous day of the year for us Christians, the forty days leading up to it should be our most penitent, as we starve our sin from us and grow closer to our God.  We cannot improve the gift which we will receive at Easter, but what we can do is to improve our reception of it by purging the evil inclinations from our souls and restoring ourselves as a proper vessel to honor Jesus and express our faith;
For us to get on the right path this Lententide, we need to build something together.  Just as - together - we continue to improve this structure into a beautiful house of God, so must we also build a Lenten Rule. …Something that each of us can do to improve our relationship with God during these days leading up to Easter.
In the words of the epistle for Easter, we will hear a challenge which is quite appropriate for today as we begin the Lenten season:


“If ye then were raised together with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, 


seated at the right hand of God.  Set your mind on things that are above, not on things that 


are upon the earth.  Col 3.  

This seems to be very wise instruction. Working backwards, everyone here should want (and certainly needs) to be raised together with our Savior.  So St. Paul offers us the solution to our personal dilemma: to achieve this we need to look in the right place, seeking the things that are above, not here on earth, for our answers.  

The problem that we face here is that we are still human, failed individuals. While we have every good intention to draw on the pool of good things which are offered from above, the most unspeakable forms of sin are still part of us; we cannot be totally free from them. There are tendencies in each of our hearts which, if we did not repress them, would bring back a whole train of shameful vices. But, being members of Christ who has died for us, we can claim possession of his death by our baptism, and so those tendencies to evil which we all harbor must die too.

So let’s all do this, let’s build something together to improve our relationship with our Savior. 
In the Old Testament, the Prophet Joel (2:12) gives us a very earnest exhortation to repentance, which fits very appropriately for the beginning of Lent. He says:


“Sayeth the Lord, turn ye even to me with all your heart, and with fasting, and with weeping, and 

with mourning: And rend your heart, and not your
 garments, and turn unto the Lord your God: for 

he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness, and repenteth him of the evil.”

Joel instructs us to look to God for guidance, that God is our spiritual lumber store that has the materials to build our Lenten rule.  He informs us that Lent is the time to more intently focus our attention on God, and to acknowledge that we have turned to Him by gathering together the materials of increased fasting and prayer into the foundation of our lives. We must be reflective about how we are living our lives, and, in doing so, if we are honest with ourselves, we also must acknowledge our sins. 

But for things to truly be better, we need to have a plan. A building contractor doesn’t create something by tossing a bunch of sticks into the air and seeing how they land, and neither can we.  He, and we, must methodically follow the blueprints, the guidelines of how to build a Lenten Rule so that at Easter we will have created something which will not collapse, but be standing for years to come.  Our blueprint begins with three things:
1) First off, we need to be truly humbled by the sins which we commit.

Acknowledging that we have sinned is very important, and a very good start. This is a foundational decision in our structure, the building of a solid base for our Rule. But it’s only the first step. Next we must be so affected by the acknowledgement of our sin that to not change would be impossible for us.

2) Secondly, we need to be sorry that we have sinned offending God.

What we have done so far is to realize that we have sinned in our lives.  Now we must have the desire to wash that sin off our souls. When we sin, we aren’t making a mistake which effects only us.  By our failure to repent our sins, we offend God as well. By being made in His image, we have a certain responsibility to attempt to live up to His standards. 

3) Thirdly, we need to be aware that- by our sin- we have also wronged ourselves. 

In our building now, we are aware that we have sinned, and in doing so we have turned away from God. Now we must realize that we have also done a serious disservice to ourselves as well, because we have created a separation between us and God.

These three things I’ve just listed are internal expressions. Just like the process of building anything has two actions, the creative internal process of designing the project and the external process of physically building the structure, we also need an outward expression of sorrow and shame for our sin.   So just how do we do that? 

Well, the proper use of fasting and abstinence are good external signs. You will remember that fasting means decreasing the portions of food we have at meals, and abstinence is avoiding meat and meat by products in the meal.  In the book of our old friend, Isaiah (58:3-11) we are taught the difference between a good fast, one acceptable to the Lord, and an unacceptable fast.  To better illustrate what Isaiah is saying I will put it in today’s language, and you can look up the verse later.  Isaiah is relating a conversation he overheard while standing in line at the grocery store between some men who thought that they are doing a fine job in their fast, and wanted some credit for it, and the Lord, who has a very different idea about their actions. These men get right in God’s face, and they say:


“Hey, God!  Look, we’ve fasted and done our penance right in front of you, why aren’t you impressed with our efforts? We’ve sacrificed, and you obviously haven’t even noticed, because you haven’t answered even one of our prayers, or granted us any special favors.”

Well, our God is a loving God, but, as we are created in His image, He also holds us to higher standards than the level at which we typically perform.  So, as a good Father, He needs to set us straight occasionally.  In the language of the King James Bible, He reprimands these men, telling them:


“Ye shall not fast as you do this day, to make your voice to be heard on high” (Isa 58:4b).

Let me translate again just what is being said here. He is saying:

“You call what you’re doing right now a fast? What good is fasting when you aren’t changing any of your bad behaviors?  You continue to live in this world, to fight and cheat your friends and neighbors, and then you put on sackcloth and sprinkle some ashes on yourself, and try to put on a show to those people up at the temple with your false piety, trying to look the part of someone truly fasting.  Is this really what you consider fasting?  Well, I don’t!  The kind of fast I expect is one you take out of this temple with you. Where you stop oppressing your friends and family, and begin treating them fairly.  And not only that, I want you to share the things that you have accumulated in your life (which, by the way, [He tells us] I have provided to you). I want you to help the poor and homeless, feed and care for them.  I want you to give all those extra clothes that you have in that back closet to those who are cold, and quit hiding from your relatives when they need your help.  And, when you do these things, then I’ll hear your words and I’ll guide you, and satisfy all of your needs.  Now that’s what I call a fast”.

As we begin our journey into Lent, let’s keep in mind the words of the Prophet Joel, and take them into our heart, because we must prepare, and we don’t know what hour the master of the house commeth.  Joel says:


“Blow ye the trumpet in Zion, and sound an alarm in my holy mountain: let all the

 inhabitants of the land tremble: for the day of the Lord cometh, for it is nigh at hand.”  (Joel 2:1)

Shall we pray?
Lord and gracious Father, we thank you for your grace in our lives. We ask that you open our hearts and mind this Lententide, so that we can truly repent our sins, and be an open vessel to your use, using both inward and outward signs of our dedication to you.  Let these days of Lent be for us a time of prayer, reflection and insight, and let us live this Lent as if it were our last Lent, so that we can truly be prepared for the celebration of your resurrection. In Christ’s most Holy Name we pray.    Amen.
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