
Sermon for Sunday, February 18, 2018
The First Sunday in Lent

Sermon Texts:
Deuteronomy 6: 13-19; 8: 3-7
Mark 1: 12-15
I Peter 3: 18-22
Sermon Title:
“Living with the Spirit”
Sermon Topic:
Lent
Sermon Purpose: To teach that we all need a time for reflection, self-examination, and prayer in order to be truly led by God and not by our own desires.
......................................

Sermon Prayer: 
God, Whose love reigns supreme in the world; mediate Your message to us this hour; that we may know Your will and be able to love You with our whole heart, mind, and strength; through Christ, Who intercedes on our behalf and Who bestows upon us His marvelous grace.  Amen.
How many have ever become so involved in something that you have lost track of time? (Raise your hands.)  How many people have ever been so overwhelmed with a situation that you weren’t sure what your next move should be?  (Raise your hands.)

Mark is the only gospel writer who refers to Christ being driven into the desert by the Holy Spirit. The other gospel writers refer to the Spirit leading Jesus; as if He were a young child learning to walk, or as if Christ were fearful, reluctant, even a coward who needed to be taken by the hand and led away from his daily life, taken by the hand and led into something else.

In much the same way, we refer to the Spirit leading us.
But, sometimes the Christian faith and the Saints are best understood as those who are driven. Some of God's best servants have but one explanation: "We are driven" to this ministry because there is no other way.  We claim to be driven because we have experienced the other forms of religion and nothing compels us to serve, like our faith and thanksgiving in Jesus Christ.
The first thing the Holy Spirit does is to drive Jesus into the wilderness. The expression does not imply reluctance on Jesus’ part to go into such a wild and desolate place, but rather an intense preoccupation of mind.

Jesus is thrust out into the inhospitable desert by the force of thought.

The change was dramatic; just as dramatic as the word "driven." It was a profound, drastic, and yet necessary change of pace for Jesus. He’s been accustomed to the presence of people, buildings, the noises of children, animals, and work. Now, he was facing a vast "empty:" nothing but sun, heat, dirt, and Himself – alone with God; time – uninterrupted – for prayer, for soul-searching, for pulling his thoughts together (as we might say, "getting his act together"), time for knowing what God intended for Him. It was a time of enlightenment, perhaps frustration at the realization of God's purpose; but it was necessary in order for Jesus to know – unmistakably – His purpose, direction, and ministry.

For us, life is often described as a "rat race," because we seem to scurry endlessly, here and there, in activity that makes no sense. This is the age of the internet, and fast food, and the mad dash.

That's why we all feel the need for a change of pace. We need a break in the midst of our daily lives, a vacation. Somehow, we want to escape from the routine.

The desert is the place where God does his “thing,” prepares us to receive his grace, opens within us a passage. In the desert the crooked paths are made straight, the high places are brought low, and the rough, uneven spots are smoothed. The desert is the place where God alone gives us a new heart and a new spirit.

If the prophets did it, and if Jesus did it, we must go out into the desert from time to time, too. It's not a question of physically transporting ourselves, but for many of us that would be a luxury we could not afford. But, rather, it implies creating a desert space within our own lives. And, by creating a desert space, I mean to seek the solitude, to withdraw from people and things, to achieve one of the undisputed principles of mental health. To “create a desert” means to be self-sufficient, learning to remain undisturbed with one's own thoughts, one's own prayer, and one's own destiny.

That desert becomes increasingly more difficult to find. When I was first in the ministry, it was easy for me to have my “quiet time” – for prayer, for searching the Scriptures, to prepare for service and worship. Even after Suzan and I were married, it was still rather easy to have that “quiet time.”  Later, when the children came along, life became more hectic; not allowing for as much quiet time. But, it wasn't just because of the children. That hectic pace developed because the pace of the ministry of this congregation increased dramatically. There is more involvement in the community, more ministries being conducted, and more people needing my time and attention: on the boards, in the congregation, in the community, and – yes – in the denomination (particularly the Presbytery).
Now, even though the children are out of the house with families of their own, that “quiet time” is even more cherished, because it has become less and less a part of my daily routine. Over the years that precious time, every morning, became once a week, and now has become whenever I can manage to carve a few minutes out of my schedule.

I know that – even though I rise early to have it, there's so much preparation for the work of the day that it has become a rare time of rejuvenation. [At this point in my ministry, I have finally come to understand why the denomination demands pastors to take time for continuing education. It is not only a time to hone one's skills or to acquire new ministry tools; it is also time to slow down, “to let go, and to let God.” After that brief time away, it is so much easier to pick up the tools and “hit the deck running.”]
But it's not just me. It's all of us. Our daily lives become so involved with the world around us, that we forget – or just can't find the time for – that luxury of one hour of peace, quiet, and restful awareness.  Each of us knows that to be true, in varying degrees, in our own lives.

That is why, today, I propose to you that as we come to the Lord's Table, let's allow that desert to be created in us – even if it's only for that brief time. Let's permit God's purpose to be heard, while we shut out all the worldly noises – contemplating only what God (through Christ) calls us to do, what Jesus needs us to do, and what the Holy Spirit is driving us to do.

In that way, we grow in faith, in mission, and in understanding; as God's chosen – receiving the Sacrament – and letting the seeds of that ultimate, heavenly communion grow within us.

Let us pray:

Lord, we come as your children, called to your service through the baptism of faith. As we celebrate and serve, guide us with the wisdom and strength that we receive from your hand. Help us to understand your experience in the desert, as we travel the much-needed desert of our own lives. And, through faith and love of God, drive us to fulfill your ministry, by the power of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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