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Deuteronomy 26:4-10; Romans 10:8-13; Luke 4:1-13; Psalm 91, Be with me, O God, when I am in trouble. 

Just this past Wednesday, when we came for ashes we heard some words about how to pray during this season of Lent. And the message Jesus gave us in Matthew’s gospel was pretty simple.
1. Be generous to those in need – but don’t make a big production out of your charity. 
2. Fast from whatever it is that no longer feeds you – but do it so that no one even knows you’re fasting. 
3. Be present to God in prayer – but when you do, make sure it’s in the silence of your heart. 
There’s no room for pride or for showing off  this holy season of Lent. We’re told that if our desire is truly to rend our hearts and not our garments, just do it. Be simple. Be quiet. Be direct with God. During Lent, we’re invited to empty ourselves of all that doesn’t bring us closer to God, and to believe that God will fill that emptiness.     

Today we begin the first full week of Lent, and the readings seem to continue with the message that simplicity should be at the core of our spiritual journey through Lent. 


In Deuteronomy, Moses tells the Israelites that YHWH wants them to give the first fruits of their labors to God. The Israelites are newly arrived in the Promised Land when Moses tells them how to offer their sacrifices. They are not to do it with any big flourishes; as they give their gifts, .they are simply to tell their story. In our reading today, Moses says Bring your gifts, your first fruits to the altar … as you place them there, say out loud what you remember – declare how God has been with you in the worst and in the best of times … then leave your gifts at the altar.

Paul preaches a similar message of simplicity to the Romans, when he says Faith in your heart and confession on your lips is what will save you. Sounding a lot like Moses, Paul tells the Romans, When you pray, remember in your heart what you know …  then declare  it with your lips –  God has been faithful to you in the worst and in the best of times. 
And in Luke’s  Gospel, we see Jesus acting in utter simplicity. Over the past few Sundays, we’ve seen and heard Jesus teaching and preaching in the synagogue; so we know that he knows his scripture pretty well. We know that he knows how to preach. But today, in the stark simplicity of the desert where he’s been for 40 days, Jesus is a man of few words. When Jesus is tempted by Satan to give in to the classic triad of sinful desires – riches, honor and pride – you can almost imagine him remembering   what Moses told the Israelites about their gifts at the altar, or anticipating what Paul would tell the Romans about having simple faith in their hearts, and simple confessions on their lips. 
In response to Satan’s three great temptations, Jesus utters exactly 32 words (go ahead, count them!) And they are profoundly simple – there are more important things in life than food; only God is God; God is good and trustworthy. Period. Jesus remembers his own story – how God has been with him in the worst and the best of times throughout his life – and he declares with his lips what is in his heart. Essentially, God is faithful and good. 

So on this first Sunday in Lent – when Moses and Paul and Jesus are all pointing us in the direction of simplicity -- we might want to ask ourselves – when all is said and done – if Lent is really just a time when we’re invited to come to be a little more conscious of the faithful, ongoing, loving and trustworthy presence of God in our lives.  In slowing down, in going inward, in caring more about we appear to God and less about how we appear to others, we may remember our own story more clearly and in more detail. In silence and simplicity, like the Israelites, we may remember in our hearts those times that God  was with us on our journey through the labyrinth of our 
lives. In all those turns that took us from sorrow to joy, from pain to healing, and back to sorrow and joy again – we made it through them all, because our faithful God was with us.   

And what we remember in our hearts, we may then be able to declare with our lips. We enter that secret room of our hearts that we heard about on Ash Wednesday …  we close and lock the door behind us …  and we pray to the God who dwells deep within us. We find ourselves speaking in words of utter simplicity – no formulas, no creeds, no theological reflections.  In the  prayer that happens in our hearts, we speak from a place of honesty and authenticity,  sharing with our Abba God our desire to love … and our difficulties in loving … … our courage in following the way of Jesus … and our fears that make us wander from the his Way … our gratitude for God’s faithfulness … and our sorrow for those times we have been unfaithful. Lent is a time when we might learn to be present to God in all of our faith and our disbelief, our surrender and our clinging, our trust and our doubt. In other words, Lent is a time to learn that it’s OK to be exactly who we are, in all we are, in the presence of our Loving God, who has loved us before, loves us now, and will continue to love us.

So maybe the take-away from our readings today and from this homily is this. Let’s accept Lent’s invitation to be simple this year. Let’s feel free to engage in all the prayer, fasting and almsgiving we want. All those practices and disciplines can be good and holy. But if we really want to spend the next six weeks deepening the path we walk toward Easter joy, perhaps today we begin by simply remembering how God has been present to us in our lives, and speaking with God about our journeys in absolutely honest words of prayer. The Israelites did it. The Romans did it. Jesus did it. And we can do it too. AMEN!      
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