Sermon for the Third Sunday of Lent, March 7, 2010. Yr. C.

Genesis 15:1-12,17-18, Psalm 27, Philippians 3:17-4:1, Luke 13:31-35

The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.
Repent or Perish. 

Unless you repent, you will perish. Ministers and Sunday school teachers have used this line to scare youth, young adults and adults into what those in authority considered “appropriate behavior,” such as not drinking, smoking, dancing, etc. etc.

             Many of us have heard or heard of sermons that were designed to frighten the listeners. It is said that Jonathan Edwards in the second Great Awakening could describe hell to the point that individuals might faint.

         Let’s put the phrase in context. The mindset of Jews, and many others, at the time of Jesus was that people who died - like those murdered by Pilate or those on whom the tower of Siloam fell - must have been ‘bad” sinners otherwise they would not have died the way they did.

         Jesus leveled the playing field by making it clear that we are all sinners, no one is worse than the other. To sin is to turn one’s life deliberately from God; it is to say, “I don’t care I’m going to do what I want to do.” 

           As we read the Hebrew Scriptures, the Old Testament, we discover that, at the beginning, there was a mindset which taught that if they did not keep the covenant, worshipped other Gods, sacrificed at places other than the Temple, they would lose their land. When they did lose their land and were taken to Persia and to Babylon, the Prophets made it clear that this happened because the people had sinned, that they were not living according to the Mosaic covenant with God.

              Then the prophets changed the message from covenant to the issues of Justice and how to treat people with justice especially the widows and children, treat the foreigner in one’s midst with justice.

                To repent is more than saying, “I’m sorry,” or asking, “Will you forgive me?” John the Baptist called his followers to repent, be baptized. What he and Jesus were calling their respective followers was to a “change in direction.” They wanted their followers to turn from their destructive behavior and begin to live in a healthier 
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environment of justice and compassion. We cannot say we love God and then hate our neighbor. This is a contradiction. We cannot say we are against abortion and then say we are in favor of the Death penalty. This too is a contradiction. We cannot say we are in favor of people being rehabilitated but then say, “We don’t hire felons.”                          

                  God called us through Moses in the desert to Choose life, that you and your descendents may live.” This is a choice, a free choice. To choose life is to choose a path that will open our hearts and minds to God in people, places and things in the world around us.  As we become more consciously aware of the presence of that which we call God we will discover that God is closer that we ever thought.

             What if we discovered God, as Moses did, in a burning bush? What if we discovered God deep within us, calling us to be more than we ever thought we could be; calling us to become greater than we ever imagined. In the last prayer of Morning Prayer we pray: Glory to God, whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine, glory to him from generation to generation in the Church, and in Christ Jesus for ever and ever. Amen.

                   Moses’ reply was, Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelite’s out of Egypt?  Unless we are totally egotistical, this would be a normal human response or reaction. Egotistical individuals tend to hear a voice and charge off without waiting for instructions. They are convinced they know what to do and seldom do they need anyone else to join them.

             People like Moses want to verify what they heard, what is the game plan, who is in charge etc. They respond with humility knowing that they are not worthy to be called. Many an individual who went into a particular profession with high hopes for what they could do, discovered that the call was much deeper than they had expected and began to question if they were in the right profession. They doubted their abilities, doubted their health to do what they were called to do; doubted their commitment. These were the ones whose commitment and passion brought them closer to God and they were tested by doubts and many physical problems. 
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Who am I that I should be called? Each and every one of us is called to a particular profession with gifts and talents specific to that calling. There are days when individuals wonder if they are in the right profession. There are those who have avoided a particular calling for a variety of reasons and yet discover that they are in a profession similar to the one they were trying to avoid. E.g. a person who is called to be a teacher and opts to become a nurse may find him or herself teaching in some aspect of nursing, or teaching as a volunteer. The vocation is there even if it has become secondary.

                There is no arguing with a power greater than ourselves. We may fight it, deny it, attempt to run away from it, but the call will catch us with us sooner or later and we will find peace as we settle into what we are called to do. 

                 Moses asked, “What is your name? What am I to tell people about you?” Few of us are going to go out into the street and say, “God told me to ______.” But as we progress in our spiritual journey we question God, question God’s existence, question God’s name. We begin our spiritual journey life by believing in God as told to us by our parents, Sunday school teacher, etc. Many individuals lost contact with God in their college years as they became disenchanted with organized religion and its inability to answer their questions. As we continue to journey through life we are constantly confronted with a power greater than ourselves that keeps nagging at us to be more, become more, challenging us mentally, emotionally, spiritually until we admit we are powerless, we are not God, we cannot run our own life, we make too many mistakes, we are not perfect and never will be.

                    At this point angels appear in our lives nudging us in one way or another to consider some options in our life. Some tell us to quit our jobs, others tell us to become more involved in our job; some suggest we return to college or relocate. It is now we seek guidance from someone we trust as we search for meaning in our lives and begin to turn our lives around.

                     In the end we acknowledge that the only thing that will make sense is to turn our will and our lives over to this power whom we call God and begin to live our lives in a way that brings us peace of mind.      
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In this season of lent we are offered an opportunity to look deep into ourselves and ask ourselves some deeper questions about our relationship with God, how do we relate to God

          God comes to us, as to the fig tree. She comes to see if we are being good stewards of the earth; of the covenant we made at baptism; and, obviously, we are not. She gives us another chance, as God always does, to recommit, to renew ourselves, to rediscover what we were called to be and to become.

              Like the psalmist we too can pray:  O God, you are my God, eagerly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my flesh faints for you, as in a barren and dry land, where there is no water. It is in repentance, in turning back, in admitting our powerlessness, we will find God whose loving –kindness is better than life itself; my lips shall give you praise.

        In this season of Lent we are offered another Liturgical process through which we can renew our spiritual lives and our relationship with God. In the Litany of Penance on Ash Wednesday we pray, “we confess we have been deaf to God’s call to serve, as Christ served us…, We have not loved God with our whole heart and mind, and strength, nor have we loved our neighbors as ourselves…., our past unfaithfulness; the pride, hypocrisy, and impatience of our lives; …our self indulgent appetites and ways, and our exploitation of other people…our intemperate love of worldly goods and comforts, and our dishonesty in daily life and work…our anger at our own frustration, and our envy of those more fortunate than ourselves…our negligence in prayer and worship, and our failure to commend the faith that is in us.” Then we ask God to “accept our repentance for the wrongs we have done;….for our blindness to human need and suffering, and our indifference to injustice and cruelty;… for all false judgments, for uncharitable thoughts toward our neighbor and for our prejudice and contempt toward those who differ from us;…for our waste and pollution of God’s creation and our lack of concern for those who come after us.”

                Each and all of these statements are worth a period of time in reflection and confession with God to help us experience metanoia, a change of heart and an 
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opportunity to turn our lives around. This is not to discourage us but as St Paul tells us in his first letter to the Corinthians: “God is faithful, and will not let you be tested beyond your strength, but with the testing God will also provide the way out so that you may be able to endure it.” Amen. 


