March 13, 2011		The Simplicity and Complexity of Lent

Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
Romans 5:12-19
Matthew 4:1-11


Many modern Christians yearn for a simple faith in Christ.  It is a core message of many independent churches today:  Believe in Jesus, love your neighbor, and wonderful things will come to your life—not only eternal life but also contemporary blessings for this life.

In this tradition, Jesus teaches with simple stories—uncomplicated parables—that are easily comprehended.  All that other theology stuff is unnecessary.  The story of Jesus, and the stories he tells, are all we really need.  The faith just gets complicated when the church and theologians take over--complicated and harder to comprehend.  People yearn for that simple faith, yearn to say “I believe in God and follow the golden rule.  Isn’t that enough?”  And the churches that affirm that message are growing.  

But the story of Jesus cannot be reduced to the golden rule.  It is deeper and it is richer.  In this morning’s gospel, Jesus encounters temptations that would have simplified faith; made the Son of God more easily understood and recognized.  People are hungry—turn the stones into bread.  But Jesus said that he was about much more than just meeting physical needs.  People want certainties—jump off the roof and remain unscathed just to prove you are divine.  But Jesus said that proof of miracles is different from a relationship with God.  People wanted to be free from oppressors and control their own destinies; they expected a messiah to come and be like King David—take control of the nations and kingdoms.  But Jesus refuses.  People who place their trust in government for their ultimate security will miss the kingdom of God.

Do you see where I am going with this example?  Faith is complex and difficult to understand not because we preachers know how to take a simple story and turn it into something incomprehensible, but because the Jesus we meet in scripture disrupts and complicates are simple views of God.  We want a God who meets our needs, who demonstrates power over the elements in our lives that bring pain, and who brings order to this world and sets things right.  But that is not the God revealed in Christ.  Jesus, whom we believe is our fullest revelation of God, reveals God as God is, not God as we desire.

Jesus was crucified as a Jewish messiah because the Romans felt their way of life challenged.  He was handed over to the Romans because the Jews felt that he didn’t look or act like the messiah they expected.

Today is the first Sunday in Lent, a yearly season that confronts us with the reality that we tend to simplify God to our design so that we feel blessed and in control.  Lent challenges us with a simple fact—it is a human flaw that we see ourselves as God-like, that is the premise of our reading from Genesis.  And anything that we do to damage our relationship with God is sinful.  That is Paul’s teaching in Romans.  But while such sin is unavoidably human, it is something we can intentionally confront.

So Lent confronts us.  Remember you are dust and to dust you shall return.  Each of us is created, not the creator.  That is the simple premise of faith at the root of Lent.  But Genesis also tells us we were created to be in relationship with our creator and we can intentionally confront sin and improve that relationship.  That is the complexity of Lent.  There are many ways in which we make decisions in our lives that damage our relationship with God because we want to define God as we would see God.  How do we take the story of Jesus, our revelation of God, and apply it to our lives today?  

It was not simple then, and it was not simple now.  

(ping pong ball example)

So pick one issue and ponder it during Lent.  Remember, it took Jesus forty days in the wilderness to prepare for three questions.  It is arrogant and it is wrong to think that we can reduce our question to a simplistic notion that does not require as much time and as much effort.

Observe a holy Lent.



