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Let me ask you a question I asked the Bible study group last Wednesday.  How do you feel about the church season known as Lent?  On a scale from one to ten, where one is horrible and ten is great, how do you feel about the forty days which precede Easter, these forty days known as Lent?

A couple of weeks ago Kenny and I were chatting in the church office, and I told him how I feel about Lent, the struggle I’ve had with it over the years, although I guess my struggle isn’t with Lent so much as it is with some folks’ notion of Lent, their notion of what I should do during Lent, namely, that I’m to be picking at the sores of all my sins, confessing constantly ad nauseam, talking to God and to myself about just how bad I really am.

Well, Lord knows I do have plenty to confess and not just at Lent.  Not a day passes without something for me to feel contrite and penitent about.  My faults and weaknesses, my daily failures as a Christian, indeed as a Christian minister:  I know my sins, can name them one by one, and I can be really hard on myself because of what I know about myself; when it comes to beating myself up for my sinfulness, believe me, I can be right in there with the best of the self-bashers.  And I imagine it’s like that for most of you.

You know, there are some people who manage to take themselves right off the feel-bad-about-yourself hook; they never see themselves at fault; they always blame everything and everybody except themselves.  But most of us aren’t like that.  To the contrary, we’re extraordinarily quick to blame ourselves when something goes wrong, and we wind up carrying an extraordinary load of shame, often including shame that really belongs on somebody else’s shoulders.  And so it seems to me that most people, surely most Presbyterians, don’t need any further encouragement to do more self-blaming, more self-bashing.  It seems to me that what most of us do need is to lighten up on ourselves, get better tuned into forgiveness and healing and liberation, with a whole lot more focus on God’s gift of new mornings, new hopes, new life.

But here comes the Lent squad, marching in their hair shirts and prodding us to march in line with them, to really get into self-flagellation, into more self-blame, even to blame ourselves horrifically for what happened to Jesus.  Just listen to a stanza from one of the Lenten hymns in our own Presbyterian hymnbook.  It goes like this:  “Who was the guilty?  Who brought this upon You?  It is my treason, Lord, that has undone you.  ‘Twas I, Lord Jesus, I denied you; I crucified you.”

It seems to me that during Lent, maybe not only during Lent but especially during Lent, what God does not do to us – namely, beat us up for being sinners – it seems to me that what God doesn’t do to us, somebody decided we ought to do to ourselves.  It’s as if somebody decided that God is just too easy on us, way too quick to forgive us prodigal sons and daughters, that somehow Almighty God just doesn’t get it, that we human beings need punishment to straighten us up.  So, as if we creatures could know better than the Creator what we really need, somebody decided we ought to see to our own punishment, forty days of self-indictment and spiritual self-abuse.

I don’t like that notion about Lent.  And there’s something else I don’t like.  It’s this tradition that during Lent we aren’t supposed to sing any “Alleluias”.  One church I know of dramatizes the prohibition of “Alleluias,” the demand that “Alleluias” be omitted during Lent.  In their Sunday School classes the children make little banners, colorful little flags with “Alleluia” written on them, which, on the last Sunday before Lent begins, the children hand out to the congregation, to be waved during that day’s worship service.  Then church members are to take the banners home and hide them away, not to be taken out of hiding until Easter, as a reminder to silence “Alleluias” all during Lent’s solemn, sad, dark focus on human sinfulness and shame.

But, see, that seems to me exactly and outrageously backward, the exactly wrong thing to do when you are honestly pondering your own sin.  It seems to me that, when we are feeling the most shame, that’s right when we ought to be most grateful for God’s forgiveness and sing “Alleluia” with the greatest fervor.  When we are most aware of our perversity, that’s when we ought to sing loud “Alleluias,” in thanksgiving for God’s unconditional love, praising God for the healing, liberating work of Jesus Christ.  During Lent to sing no “Alleluias” to the God who loves us so lavishly while yet we are sinners – that seems to me not right, wrong theologically and wrong spiritually.

Lent, to be a time of self-flagellation, Lent to be forty days cloaked beneath a shroud of gloom, bereft of “Alleluias” – a couple of weeks ago I told Kenny that I really struggle with that stuff.  And I loved what he said in response; he may be a young pastor, but he’s certainly got an old soul, wise and so kind - he didn’t make fun of my struggle, just said that he has a different take on Lent.  He likes it.  He doesn’t see it as a time for self-flagellation, but simply as a quiet time, midst all the busy hurly burly of ordinary days, Lent a quiet time for spiritual reflection.  I like his take on Lent, which is similar, by the way, to the way many of the Bible study group members see it, too.

So it is that I, too, can feel good about Lent, Lent as a quiet time, not to be used for self-bashing, but as a quiet time in which to sort of take spiritual stock of your life – where you’ve been, where you are, where you’re headed – and to take spiritual stock of who you are – who you’ve been, who you are today, who you’d like to be as the very best child of God you could be.  I like that notion of Lent, and I think it’s true to the example provided by Jesus himself, what he did with his own forty-day experience.

See, the forty days Jesus spent in the wilderness, apparently it was for him a time to take stock of his life, a quiet time for spiritual self-reflection, for identity-development, a quiet time to think about who he was and who he would be.  He’d just been baptized, now he needed that time to think about what his baptism meant, to sort of feel his way into new clothes, as it were, new spirit for the next leg of his journey.  And the temptation he faced, somehow it contributed to the self-clarifying process.  Mark doesn’t give us any details, but according to the other gospel writers, Jesus was tempted to be who he was not, and somehow that helped him to see more clearly who he was, to see more clearly his sacred calling.

Forty days for spiritual self-reflection:  maybe Lent can be that for us, a quiet time to think about our own baptism and what it means, toward a better understanding of who we are as God’s beloved sons and daughters, toward a better understanding of our own sacred calling, in preparation for the next leg of our journey.  Instead of using Lent for bashing ourselves because we’re not yet fully developed inside our own skin, instead of beating ourselves up for still being spiritual two year olds or spiritual adolescents, who make lots of messes, how much better we could use our time in the quiet of Lent to see ourselves in the process of becoming, to see God working with us, helping us to grow up spiritually, helping us to address and push aside the sins that get in the way of our becoming.  How much better to spend the quiet time of Lent feeling the truth, that all the while of the becoming process, we are in God’s grace, not just near it once in a while, but really and truly living inside God’s love.

So then, let us be quiet along the way of Lent, quietly somber when being somberly honest with ourselves and with God is what we need to be, but not miserable, not self-abasing, not self-punishing.  Let us just be quiet, gladly quiet, with glad “Alleluias” singing in our hearts as we anticipate the jubilant song of Easter.
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