TheFirst Sunday in Lent
Genesis9: 8-17
1 Peter 3: 18-22
Mark 1: 9-15

Today is the first Sunday in Lent. The season oftleegan on
Ash Wednesday last week — and so we begin a 4@pelayd of

preparation for Easter — the most important fektioh he

church’s year. If you look around, you might notgmme subtle
changes in our Liturgy and our furnishings:

* no flowers

» change in tone of the music

» colour purple - the colour of preparation and jaying

Why do we make these changes? Partly to give theogea
special flavour — partly to simplify things in ordéhat we
sharpen our focus on God. Ash Wednesday set thee s@dat
was a solemn day; a day of corporate repentanday & which

the scriptures call us to focus on prayer, fastind almsgiving.

Lent is one of the oldest seasons of the year. Wetace its
origins right back to the earliest centuries beeathss is the
time when new Christians were prepared for baptBaptisms
were usually celebrated at Easter because Baptsnthe
sacrament in which we are joined to Jesus’ dyind &sing
again, so the best time to baptise is when thecthisrentering
into Jesus’ death and resurrection through itsqerand liturgy.
All the connections come together with amazing mesaes.
Lent is a time to meet God again, as if for thetftrme. Make
this a time for a fresh start, for renewing yourjeey of faith
with Christ. Come with us on a journey to the crass to the
empty tomb. Diary in the Holy Week Liturgies! Makare you
can make it to the Great Vigil of Easter where fihal passing
over from death to life is dramatised in a movemé&om
darkness to light and we hear the great sweep dfsGzaving

work rehearsed in scripture.

God longs to be in relationship with us. As we hta Old

Testament stories of our faith again, we notice ynaw starts.



Today we hear Noah'’s story after the great fload,there will
be more: the Exodus, the return of the exiles fRabylon. All
these take place because God takes the initidthis.is another
aspect to this covenant relationship God has wahis holy
people. In the covenant relationshipist God who takes the
initiative. We often think our relationship with @as all about
us: my decision for Christ angy choice to be disciples. When |
was at Sunday School we even used to sing it,Véltecided to
follow Jesus,” and it was sometimes led by an Afievith a
row of very shiny white teeth. In way the notionatha
relationship with God is about “my choice” is aléaly. How
many stories are there in the bible of people figdGod? Not
many! | am struggling to think of one. All througjine bible it is
God who finds us, who calls us, who first takes ithigative.
God tells Noah to build the ark. God calls Abrahana Sarah
and gives them a child. God sends Moses and Midamwn to
Egypt. God calls Jeremiah and Ezekiel and Isai@heborah.
God sends Jesus: God comes to us and God calts utually
all about God. All we have to do is say “Yes” bbat “Yes”

should come with a danger warning. All of thosedkra ended

up doing things they never imagined themselves liapaf
doing and they went on adventures most people wididtoo

dangerous.

In the first reading from Genesis, we have theysafrNoah at
the end of a catastrophic flood. God sets the oainim the sky
as a reminder of an everlasting covenant. Thisod'$new start
with His holy people, promising never to allow tkearth to
swept by such a massive flood again. The signdtaatds as a
witness to the reality of God’s faithfulness is th@v in the sky,
a rainbow. The bow, of course, is normally a weapka the
bow and arrow of Robin Hood; a weapon of war, hiostand
destruction. That the bow is now suspended in Kyenseans
that God has disarmed himself. God has hung upvéagon. He
has no intention of being an aggressor or an admerdhe
rainbow is God'’s sign of peace and reconciliatiGod will be
at peace with the world and from now one the wanrilll be a

place of promise.



Most scholars of the bible believe that Israel'acteers and
theologians used the story of Noah to encourageexiles in
Babylon. The exiles had indeed witnessed terribrdction on
the scale of the flood; a BCE&entury ground zero. Yet God
cared for them. Like Noah, God’s people will be tkegfe on the
Ark of the Covenant. God will not bring about armttlood.
God will be faithful to the covenant. God will bgrabout a

fresh start and do a new thing.

In Mark’s gospel today, we are witnesses once agmaifesus’
baptism; the starting gun has been fired in hisrijey that will
culminate on the cross. We see God sending his Bplgit on
Jesus in the form of a dove and empowering hiimmémigurate
the Kingdom. Mark’s account of Jesus’ experience the
wilderness is brief. We hear today that immediatigus was
baptised, he was driven out into the desert whensds with the
wild beasts, and the angels waited upon him. Arad<hall we
are told. But in spite of its brevity, this part Mfark’s story of
Jesus is overlaid with meaning. It is the storytled journey

from Egypt all over again. Just as the Israelitesnitwthrough

water into the desert, so does Jesus. He too ka®jaurn in the

desert.

All through the bible the desert is a metaphorpate as much
as it is a geographical place. We often think efwhlderness as
a place of negativity; a dry place with scorchirgat) inhabited
by snakes, scorpions and cacti. But in the bilile,desert is a
positive place. Why? Because the wilderness isaaepivhere
the people are forced to trust God because theretisng else.
The prophets imagined the desert as a place whedetékes
Israel, his bride to be, to woo her; and so indbesert God is the
seducing lover. The desert, therefore, is a pldseduction and
growth. In the desert the people live the psalwiptayer, “My
soul is thirsting for you O Lord my God, like a dneary land
without water, so my soul longs for you.” The Idites under
Moses’ leadership learned to trust God alone feradrand
water. Elijah sojourned in the desert for 40 dafysralefeating
the prophets of Ba’al on Mt Carmel. He, too, wad fnd
watered by God. All through the bible, the peopfe Gond

discover in the wilderness their need of God. Thay gifts



they didn’t know they had and get to know aspettSad that

were previously hidden.

Jesus too has his wilderness experience. He ierdiinto the
desert immediately after his baptism, into a plad#out the

support of family or community, and where the etiaén for

living are scarce. This simple scene concisely rpgst the
perilous journey that Jesus faces as he beginsihistry. In the
book of Daniel the wild beasts are associated withvers
exercised by human rulers; the great kingdoms stgratrayed
against God. Here, that image is recalled, tellisgn advance
that these will be the very powers that Jesus amififront Jesus
later in his ministry. The very identity of Jesumsthis gospel

always puts him in peril. Jesus’ ministry will nbe one of

exaltation and glory. It will involve a costly jowy to the cross.

This is a risky journey, a journey of faith. Dandignks at every
turn. But we also know that the dangers will notedé Jesus.
The one who journeys with the wild beasts and whéed by

angels will ultimately triumph.

God is calling you to join with us on that journeyth Christ.
Are you willing to risk the desert for a new begimmwith God?
New discovery and “a new beginning” with God is wilais
season Lent is all about. Lent is an invitationnf@owith us on
that journey, brothers and sisters, through thelemiess to the
cross and into the Promised Land. Come on thah@urlt's
risky but incredibly exciting and rewarding, foiwill take us to
the very wellsprings of salvation, to the treeitd,|to the One
who is all we will ever need. | commend Lent to yoame on

the journey.



