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 So, finally. This is the first Sunday in Lent.  Lent is a time for many things.  For 

spiritual renewal.  For spiritual practices.  For commitments.  For new life.  It is also a 

time when the church in it’s great acumen engages in coruscant conviviality and 

proficuous ebullience to push into sesquipedalian perspicacity in order to achieve 

superabundant cicumlocution.  Or - in other words - this is the time of year when the 

church brings our our biggest and most expensive words.  This is the time of year that we 

ask - as we ask each year - wait, what's Ash Wednesday?  Tell me again, what is Lent  

What day of the week is Maundy Thursday this year?  And once you have embraced 

those words, we will offer even more expensive words.  What is redemption?  What is 

covenant?  What is temptation - really?  What is sacrifice?  What is forgiveness - really? 

 Lent - more than any other time of the year - is a time when history, tradition, 

theology, ritual, and other factors get wrapped together in fascinating and unpredictable 

ways.  It’s a good thing that Lent lasts for 40 days so we have time to connect and re-

connect, engage and re-engage in what is an important part of our journey of faith.  Lent 

is a good time to ask questions and to be open to new answers. 

 Lent is worth discussing, because we are from different traditions here, and we 

probably have different ideas of what Lent is all about - or what Lent could be about.  I 

remember as a child asking what “Lent” was, and being told just that Lent is the 40 day 

period when we wait for Easter.  And what’s Easter?  That’s the celebration of the 

resurrection of Jesus.  Well, that all sounds simple enough.  But I can still remember as a 

child wondering why we are waiting for something if we already know what it is.  I 

mean, we have the entire Bible.  Why wait?  Why not just flip ahead a few pages and 

celebrate Easter right now? 

 What is the point of waiting for Easter?  Are we just slaves to the calendar?  Do 

you like to wait?  Do you remember waiting for Christmas as a child?  Do you remember 
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waiting so that you could open your gifts?  I can still remember that it somehow made 

sense to me to wait for gifts if I really had no idea what they were.  And yet, every now 

and then there would be a gift under the tree that was not a surprise - that for some reason 

I already knew what it was.   And somehow it just did not make sense to wait to open a 

gift that was already known. 

 So - should we really make ourselves wait for Easter?  Perhaps it depends on 

whether we think we know what Easter is - completely - or whether we are open to the 

possibility of finding new and somewhat unexpected gifts at Easter - this Easter 2016.  

How open are we to the journey of Lent.  And how open are we to discovering ourselves 

on that journey? 

 Aboriginal people in Australia have a practice called a “Walkabout”, where a 

young person would walk around - alone - for up to 6 months, exploring their natural 

environment and exploring themselves at the same time.  It is a ritualistic separation from 

the tribe in which the child had grown up.  Essentially, a child leaves the tribe or village, 

alone - on walkabout, and return as an adult. 

 Many North American indigenous groups have a similar idea - people participate 

in something called a “vision quest”, and venture alone away from their tribe.  Those 

journeys may only last a few days, but they are an intense time of embracing the spiritual 

world and seeking visions.  They are also a time of deprivation: deprivation of sleep, 

food, and sensory input.  Often, youth return to their tribes and then begin to live out the 

spiritual vision that they discovered - to live it out in everyday life, in the community 

where they grew up.  And of course, a new vision about how to engage with life is critical 

to one's understanding of one's own identity. 

 So we should not be surprised that after Jesus was baptized, he went on a spiritual 

retreat into the wilderness himself.  He went alone.  He suffered the mixed-blessing of not 

eating.  He experienced sensory deprivation.  He reflected.  And when Jesus returned, he 

returned with a clearer vision of who he was and how he should live his life.  Clearly, the 

idea of isolating oneself from society in order to gain spiritual clarity is a very old, and a 

very common, idea. Perhaps it’s a very powerful idea too. 
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 In the summer of 2006 I had a similar experience.  Of course it wasn't quite as 

neat and tidy as the story in the gospel.  But at the start of the summer of 2006, I was a 

scientist who was considering a call to professional ministry.  At the end of the summer I 

was committed to that journey. 

 A number of things happened over that time to encourage that transition, but one 

particular event was - in fact - a trip into the wilderness. 

 I have a small sailboat.  And when I say small, I mean that it is currently inside 

my single-car garage.  I pull the boat with my Toyota Corolla – that's how small it is.  It's 

really a glorified rowboat with sails.  By it does have a small cabin, and because of that, 

overnight trips are possible - even if they are not what you might call comfortable. 

 In any case, in the summer of 2006 I took the boat - or at least the boat took me – 

alone - on a 9 day trip into the wilderness North and West of  Killarney.   

 The trip was a lot of what you might expect on a 17 foot boat on the waters of 

Georgian Bay and the North Channel.  With such a small boat, I could easily find places 

to put ashore.  I would usually set an anchor out the bow and tie stern-to-shore, allowing 

easy access to both the boat and to the delights on land. 

 And when I was onshore, I did what I came to do.  I explored.  I swam.  I cooked 

and ate.  I played harmonica.  And I painted landscapes in acrylic. 

 But in 9 days, you can imagine that I had a fair bit of "alone" time.  I didn't have a 

cell phone, and my only outside contact was through my marine radio.  And so, in spite of 

the daily activities of studying the weather, studying navigational charts, sailing, 

exploring, it was a time for much reflection.  It was time in the wilderness.  And it was a 

time for me to reflect on my own identity. 

 When I started my trip, I arrived in Killarney, had my last "shore" meal of fish 

and chips at the town dock, rigged my boat, and launched it at the boat ramp.  Then I 

stepped off the town dock into my boat and sailed away.  When I stepped down, I was 

searching, and uncertain.  9 days later, when I returned to Killarney, I tied up at the same 

dock.  But when I stepped up onto the dock, I stepped up as a person committed to the 

journey of professional ministry in the United Church of Canada.  The time in the 
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wilderness was a critical time for my own understanding of my own identity. 

 Some people might brush that off as a mid-life crisis, but I believe that reflecting 

on one's own identity can be critical.  At least it was for me.  And it was for Jesus. 

[invite stories of journey and identity and transformation] 

 The journey of Lent is about identity and transformation.  As with most journeys, 

you get out of it what you put into it.  What do we want to put into Lent this year?  What 

do we want to get out of Lent this year?  Many people give up something for Lent as a 

way to help their journey be more meaningful.  That’s a great idea of course.  But instead 

of just giving up chocolate, or coffee, or smoking, I would invite each of us to consider 

giving up something more consequential.  Something more important.  Something more 

life-changing. 

[discuss bulletin insert] 

 And so, as we begin that journey we call Lent - again - we are all invited to make 

a choice.  We can choose to look for familiar and well-worn paths.  Or we can embrace 

the mystery and the uncertainty - as Jesus did in the desert - and open our minds, our 

hearts, and our lives to new and unknown experiences. 

 Lent is a spiritual journey, are there is no reason we should expect to have all the 

answers before the journey begins.  On a good spiritual journey we probably won’t even 

have all the answers when the journey ends.  And that’s OK.  The important thing is the 

journey itself.  And remember, we are on this journey together. 

 Journey well. 

Amen.
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