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Drawing Close in the Wilderness 

Many of you may know that my full-time job is as the campus minister of the Christian Association 
at Penn.  Each year, I have students, many of who grew up within a Christian tradition, who don’t know 
what Ash Wednesday is all about, or why they see people with crosses on their foreheads, or what the 
season of Lent is.  Those of us gathered here this morning also represent a diversity of backgrounds – 
some of us grew up acknowledging Lent every year, and others of us may not have, and may wonder 
what this season is all about.  Growing up, I’m not sure I really got it, I knew it lead up to Easter and that 
people gave stuff up, but didn’t really get how giving up chocolate was really doing much for anyone’s 
faith.  I say all of this because today’s sermon is going to, at least for the first half, be a little less spiritual 
in feel and a little more like Sunday School, but with the hope that this season of Lent that we are just 
entering will have greater meaning for you, whether it is something long familiar to you or something 
you are wondering what it’s all about. 

While in seminary, I had the realization that I really like the liturgical calendar.  Yes, that is a terribly 
nerdy sentence, and thing to like.  The liturgical calendar is the calendar of the church year, and why the 
colors of what are called the paraments, the fabric draped on the lectern and pulpit, change colors.  The 
church years begins in late November or early December with the first Sunday in Advent.  For the four 
Sundays before Christmas, as we prepare for the arrival of God incarnate, the color is blue.  Then we 
have Christmas, and the color changes to white, and remains white through Epiphany Sunday, the 
Sunday closest to January 6.  After Epiphany, the color switches to green, the color for what we call 
“ordinary time.”  As we begin Lent, the color becomes purple, and will remain so until Easter.  From 
Easter through the season known as Eastertide, it will be white, ending 7 weeks later when we use red 
for Pentecost.  The color then returns to green for lots and lots of ordinary time, switching to white on 
the last Sunday of the church year, Christ the King Sunday.  In some ways, this may seem like just a lot 
of show or pomp and circumstance, but what I came to appreciate was the rhythms it represents, the 
way in which there is a flow to our church year, and there are seasons to represents various elements of 
our journey of faith.  

So what is this purple season all about, these 40-ish days we call Lent.  Now a few of you might have 
already done the math, and realized that 40 days does not, in fact, take us through Easter.  In fact, if you 
were to count out 40 days on the calendar, you would end up at Palm Sunday, the Sunday before Easter.  
The short explanation of this is that Sundays are traditionally not included in that count, because every 
Sunday is a celebration of the resurrection, meaning that from Ash Wednesday through the Saturday 
that is Easter Eve, there are 46 days.  This isn’t really a big deal, it’s just one of those curious things that 
the mind can get hung up on, and you can decide how you want to regard Sundays on your own Lenten 
journey.  Nor does it matter that Lent is actually a Middle English word meaning “spring season,” that 
later came to take on this religious meaning, while in a number of languages the word actually derived 
from something having to do with “forty.”  

So back to the 40-days thing.  Our gospel reading this morning tells us of the 40 days that Jesus spent 
in the wilderness, being tempted by devil, who we can also call the adversary.  40 is an important number 
in the Bible - the flood lasted 40 days and nights, the Israelites wandered in the desert for 40 years, Moses 
spent 40 days on Mount Sinai talking to God, Jonah gave the Ninevites 40 days to repent.  While 40 was 
probably was just used to refer to a “long period of time,” the 40-day season of Lent reflects these 
significant Biblical events, and especially refers to the passage we read today, the season that Jesus spent 
in the wilderness facing temptations.  

We all have our wilderness seasons.  Sometimes our wilderness seasons are times of grief, despair, 
or depressions, seasons when it feels like God is far away, and we wonder why.  Sometimes our 
wilderness is more like the one Jesus faces, full of temptations that may seem somewhat benign, but lead 
us away from God.  These temptations can be power, wealth, achievement, and a whole range of other 



things.  They are like the temptation we see Adam and Eve face, and give into, in our reading from 
Genesis.  Tempted by something that looked appetizing, that they were told wouldn’t do them any 
physical harm, and that was vouched by for this chatty little serpent, it seems like they almost thought, 
“Well, why not?” only to realize in hindsight the consequences of their actions.  It is not always the object 
of temptation itself that is the problem, but the ways in which it leads you away from God. 

Both of these types of wilderness seasons can arrive in expected or unexpected ways.  Sometimes, we 
can see temptation for what it is.  In these times, we are able to be self-aware, acknowledging how we 
might feel tempted in a situation, and able to assess whether or not we are making a decision for right or 
wrong reasons.  Other times, we lose this self-awareness though, for whatever reason, being too busy, 
too exhausted, too unwilling to see something for what it truly is.  Then we find ourselves in the 
wilderness, tempted by our own personal adversary, who seems to aim for our weakest spots. 

Lent is a time when we can focus on drawing closer to God, both to develop richer lives of faith and 
to prepare us for those times we will find ourselves in the wilderness.  It is a more solemn, reflective 
season, one during which we are able to do some internal work.  And I’ve come to realize, that there are 
no “supposed to’s” in how we each choose to practice Lent.  Traditionally there have been three areas of 
focus during Lent, prayer, fasting, and almsgiving, or charity.  Described a different way, these three 
areas are our relationship with God, our relationship with our self, and our relationship with our 
neighbors.  What bothered me as I got older with the idea of people giving up chocolate or something 
like that was that it seemed more like a New Year’s Resolution or a plan to lose weight, which is not what 
Lent is about.  Now, if chocolate gets in the way of your relationship with God, or even your relationship 
with yourself, and is something more than a treat you give yourself, that might be a different story.  A 
practice some will adopt during Lent is to give up one of their vices, often used to refer to some kind of 
guilty pleasure like Starbucks, especially something that costs money, and to then give that money away.  
For some, there is likely no vice-like thing getting in the way of your relationship with God, and so 
another practice that people will use is to take something on to bring them into a closer relationship with 
God, such as setting aside some amount of time each day, maybe even just 10 minutes, for prayer or 
reading Scripture, or beginning to read a daily devotional.  Lent can almost be a test-time for something 
too, a way to develop a new habit or way of being – commit to doing it for 40 days, and if it is a 
meaningful practice, don’t stop after Easter. 

Lent just began, and it isn’t too late, in fact as long as we are alive it is never too late, to choose new 
practices that will help us grow in our relationship with God, our self, and others, and that will help us 
prepare for the challenging seasons of life that lie ahead.  As one commentator on this passage said, the 
point of this passage is not that we are supposed to try to avoid temptation, because we can’t avoid it, 
but to prepare ourselves for when we face temptations.  When Jesus is tempted, he relies on what he has 
learned through his faith, words recorded in the book of Deuteronomy, that point to his relationship 
with God.  He doesn’t try to do it on his own, he knows that that isn’t possible, but he relies on God.  
Lent asks us to work on ourselves, so we are ready for those times. 

I want to end with a poem by Ann Weems, entitled “We All Have our Courtyards:”  
We all have our courtyards, 
those times and places we face 
like Peter 
when we must decide 
to stand up and say 
whether we know him or not. 
Those crossroads in our lives, 
when we go along with things as they are, 
or we say, as Luther did, 
Here I stand. I can do no other. 
We all have our courtyards… 
Lent is the time to prepare 

for our courtyards, 
the time to listen to who he says he is. 
And he did, you know, 
He did tell us who he is. 
He is that one who brings good news to the 
poor, 
freedom to the oppressed, 
sight to the blind… 
that Holy One who said, 
Follow me. 
Feed my sheep. 

How will you use this season of Lent?  Amen. 


