February 22, 2015 – Lent-1
The Rev. Kurt J Henle, All Saints Anglican Church, Traverse City, MI

Morning Prayer:  Psalm 62; Lesson 1 - Micah 7:1-9, Lesson 2:  Matthew 6:1-18
During Lent, we follow Jesus into J’lem, metaphorically speaking.  It is a time of self-examination, when we partake of Christ’s conflict, temptation, & Passion.  The Lenten Collect from Ash W is repeated throughout Lent, as we pray for “new & contrite hearts”.  We lament the sins in our lives & pray for “perfect remission & forgiveness through JC our Lord”.  We also celebrate the “glory of these 40d” (Opening H), so that – v3 – “our spirits strengthen with thy grace, & give us joy to see thy face.”
The appointed Gospel for Lent-1 is Mt’s account of Christ’s temptation in the wilderness.  3 times, He withstood the devil’s temptations by the power of God’s Word, the “sword of the Spirit” (Ep6:17).  This Word also leads us into Lent – with Micah’s affirmation of faith in the God of Israel, & Jesus’ teaching about our Lenten walk from the S on the Mnt.  Actually, the 2nd lesson from the Daily Lectionary for Lent-1 (MP) partially overlaps with the 2nd lesson that we heard on Ash Wed.  Both are from Mt6.  The overlap speaks of fasting, that is mentioned in our hymns & prayers as part of the Lenten tradition.

Looking at the 1st lesson, we hear the lament of the prophet Micah.  He identifies with Israel, & is grieved over the sins of his people, yet interceding for them before God at the looming judgment.  A contemporary of Isaiah, Micah shares his prophetic task.  He begins with a Woe – he bewails the loss of faithful & upright men in Judah.  In their absence, violence & murder have increased & afflicted the land.  Micah compared the corruption of Judah with fruit orchards & vineyards after the harvest, when most of the good fruit is gone.  The gleaners who pick over the empty branches, find nothing left worth salvaging.  With the last of the godly & upright gone, Judah has become a land of predation.  Rulers & judges openly demand bribes.  The people victimize, defraud, & harm each other.  Even friends & neighbors betray one another.  Family members fight amongst themselves.  Even the best of the people are like briars – worse than thornbushes.

In many parts of the world today, life is just like that –barbarity & cruelty increasing by the day.  Under these horrendous conditions, Micah declares – v7 “but as for me, I will look unto Jehovah; I will wait for the God of my salvation & my God will hear me.”  Patiently waiting for God, even in direst circumstances, is the call of the Psalmist as well.   “My soul truly waiteth still upon God; for of Him cometh my salvation.”  
v5 repeats the Psalmist resolve to wait on God “Nevertheless,” even as he deplores the deceit, evil, robbery & vanity of the enemy – Why wait ?

Because– v6 & 7 – “God is my health & my glory, my strength & my salvation”, & He has the perfect timing.  In the last para, Micah willingly accepts hardships that God has brought upon him – v9 – because his own sins have contributed to the sad state of affairs in Judah.

This is true for us as well today.  Our sins have contributed to the world’s trouble.  AS, Jesus calls us to repentance & prayer, particularly in Lent.  It is interesting that Jesus did not call us to sign the cross on our foreheads with ashes, as we did this past Wed.  Why then did we do so? 
The practice is a tradition from the Medieval church & its Lenten Penitential Liturgy, that dates back possibly to the 4th century.  16th cent Reformers actually discouraged this practice for fear of promoting religious superstition & spiritual pride.  But they retained the name Ash Wed for the 1st day of the Quadragesima (40d & 40n) – leave door open for ashes?
Then in the 19th cent, the growth of the Oxford movement, & the spread of High Church Anglo-Catholicism, re-instituted the practice of imposition of ashes with fasting to mark the beginning of Lent.  Our own local newspaper on Th featured a picture of Advent Lutheran’s pastor dispensing "Ashes to Go" at a local pub.  I suspect that Martin Luther would not have approved of this shortcut to Lenten spirituality.  Rather, Jesus cautioned against the public display of outward religiosity in lesson2, v1.

Lent is a time for reflection on sin, mortality, & our need for a Savior.  A public display of piety is always a temptation for religious people.  But Charitable deeds, Prayer, & Fasting are to be seen by God alone, not to show others how good we are.
TS Elliott in the play “Murder in the Cathedral” quoted St Thomas of Canterbury saying “the last temptation is the greatest treason: to do the right deed for the wrong reason” – good works & suffering for personal recognition & fame.  Fund raisers know how to exploit this “Greatest Treason” with the prominent display of names & credits to raise money (plaques in TBE).  But Jesus said those who give for egotistic reasons have received their reward already.  Christ’s followers will do their good works w/o display – v3 – “let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth: 4  .. & thy Father who seeth in secret shall recompense thee”.

Of course, many good deeds cannot be done in secret – we see the good work of our lay ministries - but no more than necessary.  For example, individual members’ contributions are known by our treasurer alone, who is an expert in secrecy.  In v5 of L2, Jesus applied this secrecy principle to prayer.  Again, He did NOT forbid praying in public, as we do in our worship service here.  But prayer must not be used for show & filled with vain repetitions & long-winded eloquence.  
Instead, prayer seeks to connect with God, who can see the motives of our hearts.  He has provided for our use the Bk of Common Prayer as a channel for praise, adoration, & petition w/o running into “vain repetitions”.  V8 comforts us with Jesus’ assurance that God knows our needs even before we ask.  If we forget to include all our needs & our loved one, He will complete our prayers.  

In v9, Jesus offered His model prayer – we call it the “Lord’s prayer” when it really is the “Disciples’ Prayer”.  This prayer is specifically for those who trust & believe in Him – otherwise, He is not the Father in heaven.

The center of the prayer is the petition for God’s will to be done – not ours.  God’s will may not happen on our time table.  But we wait upon God, for our hope is in Him (Ps62:5).  Jesus’ model prayer ends with the doxology “for Thine is the Kdm, & the Power, & the Glory, forever”.  It is not included in the ASV, nor in other recent translations.  The Gk majority text (KJV & older translations) fully include this final acclamation.  I trust older translations for details as in this case (technical reasons).

Fortunately none of the major Christian doctrines are affected by specific Bible translations (exceptions).  Jn Calvin’s wrote that the final doxology in v13 should “not only warm our hearts toward the glory of God, but also affirm that our prayers have no foundation other than on God alone.”  v14 & 15 is like a footnote to v12.  It reads like a conditional clause, but it isn’t. 
The context of the whole Mt5 shows the real meaning - our total dependence on Christ, who calls us to perfect rtnss in all of life.  Such perfection is possible only through Him - never through our own effort or merit.  
The remaining v16-18, speak of Fasting.  The Medieval Church ruled this to mean: No food on Ash Wed & Gd Fri, together with abstention from meat every Friday.  The 16th cent Reformers rejected this fasting requirement as lacking Biblical support.  In fact, during Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness, He ate nothing not to practice fasting per se, but to be filled with God’s Spirit who led Him into the wilderness to prepare for the tempter.  Jesus felt no hunger until the end of the 40d & 40n.  Mk’s Gospel didn’t even mention Jesus fasting.  The NT neither commanded fasting, nor forbade it. 
In the OT, fasting was practiced mostly as a voluntary spiritual discipline for personal, or national reasons.  Jesus’ teaching on fasting - v16-18- says nothing about When it should be practiced – only that If it is done, it should occur in secret - & God will reward it.  Fasting can be a beneficial God-centered exercise to put away worldly preoccupations & make room for God to fill the empty spaces, but it is a personal spiritual exercise.  
Lent doesn’t have to include fasting or ashes.  Instead, it is the time to draw close to God.  It is a time for downsizing our Egos – a time for reflection, confession, repentance, mutual edification & fellowship, & always Prayer. In Lent, we affirm in the words of our Sermon Hymn, v4: Savior, wherever thy steps I see, 
Dauntless, untired, I follow thee.O let thy hand support me still, 
And lead me to thy holy Hill!  AMEN.  (1,521 w)
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