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  Pastor, what’s up with Lent? 

 

 Richard Rohr is one of my favorite 
spiritual writers. He gets it. Recently, I 

was doing some reading and 
came across a quotation of Rohr 

that I think quite appropriate for this newsletter, 
which you have received in the mail just in time for 
the beginning of the season of Lent. Before I get to 
Rohr’s quotation, let me say a couple of words to 
you about Lent.  

 First, Lent is not “a Catholic thing.” While it 
is true that many Baptists in previous centuries did 
not observe and may have held animosity for the 
season of Lent, it has been practiced by 
Protestants—and even some Baptists—for quite a 
long time. That is because once we Protestants got 
over our anti-Catholic prejudices, many of us 
realized that Lent was more than a “stiff old church 
tradition.” Lent is an invitation, and a practice. Lent 
is something you do. Lent is a means by which you 
attend to your faith and your spirituality in order to 
grow it larger on the way to Easter Sunday. When 
you realize that truth, is there anything more 
Protestant or Baptist than Lent? 

 Second, because we’re Baptists, Lent is 
whatever you and God need it to be to grow your 
soul. The other day, I saw an announcement coming 
out of my seminary—Columbia Theological 
Seminary, that is—about a forum that was soon to 
discuss the “Why Lent is Problematic.” I live to far 
away to attend forums and I don’t know what their 
response to this [rather aggressive] prompt was, but 
my hunch is that it mostly stemmed from too narrow 
an interpretation of Lent. You’re Baptist. Let go of 
sentiments about eating fish on Friday. You don’t 
pray the rosary anyway, so don’t feel like Lent 
means you need to start now. You can certainly fast 
if you like, remembering that fasting is a biblical idea 
and that Jesus himself practiced this discipline. You 
can also, instead of fasting, add something to your 
life during Lent. Perhaps you will read and pray 
about the lectionary passages each week on your 
way to Sunday worship. Or serve meals on Thursday 
nights. Or come to Praying the Psalms on Tuesdays. 

Rev. Zachary L. Bay 

Or walk or hike or write or make pastoral phone calls 
to people who might be encouraged by hearing from 
you. You’re Baptist. Lent is whatever you and God 
need it to be the grow your soul.  

 Now, about that Richard Rohr quote. Rohr 
is a prolific writer, and once was writing about 
liminal space. “Liminal” comes from the Latin word 
limen, meaning literally the threshold in a doorway. 
As you know from walking around your own house, 
the threshold in a doorway is in-between space. 
Which room are you in when you are standing on 
the threshold? Well, neither. And both. Rohr writes 
of liminal or threshold spaces: 

 All transformation takes place here. We 
have to allow ourselves to be drawn out of “business 
as usual” and remain patiently on the “threshold” 
where we are betwixt and between the familiar and 
the completely unknown. There alone is our old 
world left behind, while we are not yet sure of the 
new existence. That’s a good space where genuine 
newness can begin. Get there often and stay as long 
as you can by whatever means possible. … This is the 
sacred space where the old world is able to fall apart 
and a bigger world is revealed. If we don’t encounter 
liminal space in our lives, we start idolizing 
normalcy. The threshold is God’s waiting room. Here 
we are taught openness and patience as we come to 
expect an appointment with the divine Doctor. 

 Lent is nothing less than an invitation to 
practice standing on the threshold and waiting for 
God to show up and change you. And the Bible 
seems to promise again and again that when you 
stand outside of your comfortable space—in 
between spaces—and wait for God, God shows up.  

 Even now, as you read this article, Lent has 
barely begun. This coming Sunday, we’ll observe the 
First Sunday in Lent with the traditional First Sunday 
in Lent Scripture lesson: Jesus in spending 40 days in 
the in-between space of the wilderness, facing his 
own temptation and spirituality. Lent is an invitation 
to follow Jesus’ example these next 40 days. How 
will you work at growing your soul this season? 

 This year, once again, we are 
walking through Lent during a pan-
demic.  I never imagined this anni-
versary happening.  As I have con-
sidered what to “give up” for 
Lent I have struggled.  I think I 
have given up so many things in this year just as 
you have.   

 So I am adding things and giving away 
things. 

 I am using Mary Oliver’s “Devotions” The 
Selected Poems of Mary Oliver for the season.  
Her poetry is beautiful.  Alongside the poetry I 
have a Lenten companion to her book from salt-
project.org.  The poem for Maundy Thursday 
was called “Storage.” It motivated me to lighten 
my load.  I don’t know if I will fill a bag to give 
away every day, but I am working on it.  

 There are suggested practices each week to 
add to my life.  I want to share some with you.  I 
hope you are finding your way on this year’s 
Lenten journey. 

Fast from buying and consuming.   

Fill the time with concentrating on God’s  

gifts to you and how you can use them. 

Reach out to someone living a life of service.   

Thank them for their commitment and service.                

Drop them a gift of cookies. 

Work on creation care.   

Get out and walk, look at the new flowers,  

pick up some trash. 

Offer words of support and grace when you  

could speak too quickly with judgment. 

Expand your circle of love.   

Do you see someone who is lonely or sad?   

Share some time with them. 

 

Beth C. Parker 

Name the big and small things  

that you are thankful for.   

Maybe start journaling during Lent. 

Read the lectionary passages for Lent  

and discover how you can experience  

the walk Jesus took to Jerusalem.   

How does Jesus’ journey help us to see  

and respond to the suffering around us? 

Stay connected even though we cannot  

be together in the same way we would like. 

 

On Wednesday, February 24th,   

First Baptist Church followed the lead of 

Washington National Cathedral by ringing 

The Old Bell 500 times in memory of the 

500,000 American lives lost to COVID-19.   
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Since 1851, the Armed Forces Retirement Home has been located 4 miles north-northeast of the White House, 
about 4 miles east of the Washington National Cathedral, which wasn’t commissioned until President Theodore Roose-
velt laid the first foundation stone in 1907. In 1851, the Soldiers’ Home as it was originally called, was commissioned by 
the federal government, under pressure from an activist group, to house the wounded of the nation’s wars. Ten years 
later, in 1861, Abraham Lincoln was inaugurated as the 16th President of the United States. 
 The Soldier’s Home, still there today, a National Historical Site, is a 35-room Gothic Revival building that was 
originally nestled in the countryside beyond the hustle and bustle of DC. Today, nestled between a park and a cemetery 
in the sprawl of the nation’s capital, it is remarkably natural, as it was when President Lincoln retreated there.  
 In the summer and early autumn of 1862, 1863, and 1864, Lincoln resided at the Soldier’s Home. He would pass 
by two companies of the 150th Pennsylvania volunteers camped on the lawn to provide the president protection in order 
to commuted back and forth to the White House on horseback. On his ride, he’d see the dome of the US Capitol, partial-
ly completed.  
 President Abraham Lincoln came to the Oval Office at a time like no other in US history. For him, there were no 
100 days in which the executive had time to settled in, appoint staff, and begin rolling out an agenda. Lincoln didn’t even 
have time to discover which light switch went to which lamp and which door went to the restroom. In his own words, 
“The first thing that was handed to me after I entered this room, when I came from the Inauguration, was the letter from 
Major Anderson saying that their provisions would [soon] be exhausted.” Major Anderson was the commander of a be-
sieged federal armory called Ft. Sumter in Charleston, SC.  
 One Lincoln scholar writes that in addition to the foreboding threat of Civil War, Lincoln was not free from the 
less weighty obligations of the office, either. “Virtually from Lincolns first day in office, a crush of visitors besieged the 
White House stairways, corridors, climbed through the windows at levees, and camped outside Lincoln’s office door.” 
They were looking for jobs and favors, many of them Mary Todd Lincoln’s acquaintances.  
 And of course, the American Civil War broke out in earnest on April 12, 1861, 39 days after Lincoln was sworn in 
and received Major Anderson’s letter. In the summer and early autumn of 1862, 1863, and 1864, President Lincoln resid-
ed 4 miles from the White House, in the DC countryside. Today, we’d call him lazy. “What’s he think he’s doing spending 
25% of his time away? Times like these call for the president to be in the White House every second of every day, labor-
ing for the people.” Only, if he had, we may not have the republic we do today. Cal Newport claims, “A growing amount 
of research suggests that the time and space for quiet reflection the cottage [at the Soldiers’ Home] enabled may have 
played a key role in helping Lincoln make sense of the traumas of the Civil War and tackle the hard decisions he faced.” 
Our anxious clamoring against any semblance of solitude, it turns out, may undo us. The notion that “work” can look like 
three months a year retreating in a countryside cottage simply does not register with our modern, mechanized views of 
ourselves and the world. 
 It’s little surprise to me that Cal Newport who lives and works at Georgetown University in Washington, DC, 
would look to a US President for an exemplar. Given Lincoln’s upbringing and the content of his speeches, I think he got 
the idea from Jesus. Little surprise to you to hear Zach Bay who lives and works at First Baptist Church in Appalachia say 
that, right? I don’t think it’s hard sell. Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address is riddled with biblical allusions. Most US Presidents 
have long borrowed beautiful language from the Bible to inspire the nation, even when we don’t know that where it 
came from. I think Lincoln got his idea for solitude from Jesus. 
 In Mark’s Gospel today, we read in Mark 1:35, “Early in the morning, well before sunrise, Jesus rose and went to 
a deserted place where we could be alone in prayer.” As a student of the Bible, I’ve long known that there were a few 
verses similar to this one sprinkled throughout the New Testament Gospels. What I didn’t realize until I put my mind to it 
in my study this week is that in Mark’s Gospel, they are far from “a few.”  
 In Mark’s Gospel alone, Jesus appears to be trying to do what Lincoln did no fewer than 13 times in 16 chap-
ters—and perhaps as many as 18 times in 16 chapters. Jesus seems to be trying to get away for a little Lincolnian soli-
tude four times in chapter 1, once in chapter 2, twice in chapter 3, twice in chapter 6, once in chapter 7, once in chapter 
9, and twice in chapter 14. If you cross-reference Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Messiah with Luke’s telling of it, you 
can add another one in chapter 8. If you make some assumptions about travel time and geography, you can add three 
more. If you include the silence and solitude of the cross, it brings the total to 18. That last one is a tough sell for me, so 
let’s say 17. Seventeen times in 16 chapters, Mark shows Jesus, like Lincoln after him, attempting to retreat from the 
crowds and the towns to the countryside to be with his own thoughts, and God. 
 “Early in the morning, well before sunrise, Jesus rose and went to a deserted place where we could be alone in 
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prayer.” It’s not a one-off. It’s not an occasional vacation. As Mark tells the story, solitude is a deeply integral part of Je-
sus’ life and work. Jesus’ times were no less fraught and troubled than Lincoln’s, and yet both of these great people com-
mitted themselves to the practice of solitude. 
 I’ve wondered all week—after being startled by Lincoln’s absence from the White House during the Civil War; 
after being equally started by the frequency of Jesus’ escaping into deserted, often natural places—I’ve wondered all 
week what makes us think in our modern hubris that we don’t need to bother with what the greatest US President and 
our Lord and Savior spent a great deal of time bothering with. 
 For one, I think our mechanical metaphors for human brains and bodies fail us. Nicholas Carr in his book The 
Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to our Brains takes this pervasive metaphor to task. It is an advent of the Industrial 
Revolution. When human beings innovated the steam engine and began to build machines to use its power, we began to 
supplant our previously organic metaphors for our brains and our bodies for mechanical ones. We shifted from conceiv-
ing of our thoughts as a vine growing, being pruned, and bearing fruit to a watch full of gears and mechanisms. When 
the Internet Age arrived, we found in the networked computer a metaphor that appeared closer to thinking and com-
municating than did a locomotive. We began using metaphorical phrases like “I’m wired to…”, “I need to process this 
idea…”, “My brain is full…”, and “I need a little time to unplug.” All mechanical, networked computer ideas overlaid onto 
our brains. “The body is a machine…”, “My knee, shoulder, hip is worn out and needs to be replaced…”, “He is…she is…a 
machine.”  
 The problem, Carr’s argument would say, is not that knee replacements are bad or that we need rest, it’s that in 
conceiving of our bodies for the first time in history as something inorganic and nonliving, we destroy our link to the nat-
ural world. And for the purposes of this sermon, when we do that, we malign an idea like solitude. Never mind that the 
trees outside take about the same time off for solitude as did Lincoln during the Civil War. We are not like the trees. We 
are like our car. Our computer. Or are we? 
 This sermon will not produce easy answers or quick advice. That’s not what solitude does. But solitude is most 
assuredly work. It’s just work of a different kind. Philosopher Frederick Nietzsche was famous for his long ambling walks, 
and famous for saying of the practice, “Only thoughts reached by walking have value.” He was talking about solitude. Not 
a few of those instances of Jesus retreating in Mark’s Gospel have him walking—alongside the sea, in the desert, along a 
long wilderness road. Solitude is work of a different kind, and in our world of mechanized human bodies and computer-
ized human brains, we have given up on it. The idea of retreating to a cottage for three months of the year is unthinkable 
to modern American culture because the value of a machine or a computer is in what it produces.  
 Beloved, this sermon will not produce easy answers or quick advice today. But it may haunt you with question 
that you will need to go and meditate on with the help of the Holy Spirit: “What do you lose when you conceive of your-
self as a machine and use language that reinforces that conception?” 
 It is a scientific fact that you are not a machine.  
 It is a theological truth that your value does not come from what you produce. 
 But if you’re like me, the moment you stop to let your mind stretch out and wander, you begin to think negative-
ly about your mind. It’s a weak machine to need rest. If you’re like me, the moment you can’t jump up and run around 
the house chasing your kids or go for a run or do the housework or lawn work that needs doing, you begin to think nega-
tively about your body. It’s a weak machine to need rest. And you anxiously push on. 
 It’s a scientific fact that you are not a machine. Lincoln knew this. 
 It’s a theological truth that your value does not come from what you produce. Jesus knew this. 
 What do you lose when you conceive of yourself as machine and use language that reinforces that conception? 
 Your humanity. 
 



 “All of humanity’s problems stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room alone.” 
 So quipped Blaise Pascal, the famous French mathematician of the seventeenth century. Pascal looked out 
across Europe at the political and religious unrest, and the growing Renaissance and Enlightenment sense of innovation 
and mechanization. People seemed busier and busier and busier, and while this busyness brought some marvelous in-
ventions, it also exacted a toll on the human soul. Pascal was no only a mathematician, but a Catholic philosopher.  
 “All of humanity’s problems stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room alone,” he quipped. Little could he 
have known that what he was seeing was but the tip of the iceberg, that 400 years later, human beings would be well 
on their way to banishing all solitude from their lives with the help of another revolution of innovations, this time cen-
tered in Silicon Valley. Computer science professor Cal Newport notes with a sense of unease that it is now possible for 
the first time in human history to completely banish solitude from life. “The quick glance,” he calls it, that feature—that 
phenomenon—that the internet-connected smartphone has introduced into our daily lives that means that we never 
have to sit bored in a waiting room, at a red light, in a movie cinema, in a football stadium. “The quick glance,” the fea-
ture melted into the piece of glass and metal in your pocket or purse that promises that you never have to be out of 
touch for a little while, that you never have to miss out on anything. In a classroom lecture. In a concert hall. During an 
anthem or sermon at church. “The quick glance” promises that you will always be socially connected. 
 “The quick glance” seems harmless, Newport says, but we must remember that it is a carefully engineers idea 
that is designed to keep our eyeballs on our screens—and on the ads therein—to garner revenues. Newport says that 
what we don’t realize is that the quick glance time and again throughout the day fragments our attention and makes it 
harder and harder to calmly, thoughtfully focus on and participate in the activities of life that we say matter to us. 
Writing on the subject of solitude, Canadian journalist Michael Harris cites research that says that after a quick text 
message behind the wheel, it takes our brains a full 15 seconds to fully bring our attention back to the task of driving. 
You can get a long way up Cumberland Avenue in 15 seconds. In spite of this reality, most people risk life and limb to 
text while driving anyway, Harris says, because it beats the alternative of having to sit quietly in the car with only our 
own company. Smartphones are programmed to exploit weak points in human psychology around our primal need to 
communicate and cooperate socially for both our individual and corporate survival.  
 We are already well into the reality of this phenomenon. How many pages of a book—even the Bible—can you 
read before your hand wanders subconsciously to your iPhone or iPad? How much of the game can you watch on TV 
without the powerful emotional tug of having a second screen in front of you to augment the experience—and then 
how much of the game do you really see? The latest studies show that the average American adult spends 3 hours per 
day looking at a screen filled with algorithm-curated content designed to exploit your attention for profit. The average 
member of GenZ spends 9 hours per day. 
 Cal Newport again: “As I’ve learned by interacting with my readers, many have come to accept the background 
hum of low-grade anxiety [that directly correlates with these usage numbers] that permeates their daily lives.” “Simply 
put, humans were not wired to be constantly wired.” 
 Let’s put all that in a way that directly relates to today’s important Gospel Lesson. It’s Transfiguration of the 
Lord Sunday, the last Sunday that we count as “after Epiphany” and in line with the Christmas season. It’s the last Sun-
day before Lent begins. On this Sunday, we remember Jesus taking Peter, James, and John to the top of a very high 
mountain to be alone. And there, the extraordinary happens.  

Let’s put all of what we’ve just talked about in a way that directly relates to today’s important Gospel Lesson 
from the Bible: If you’d have been Peter, I’d have been James, and she’d have been John, would we have even seen it 
happen? That holy, fleeting moment? Would we have witnessed it and got all swept up in it like Peter, or would we 
have been looking down at our palms, “connecting?” 

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not a Luddite, destroying machinery in 19th century England. We can talk all we want 
about “when the grid goes down,” but it won’t. The Internet Revolution is here for good, just as was the Industrial Revo-
lution before it. The task, I believe, for those of us living through the fits and starts of it, is to learn how to live with it in 
the ways we say we want to. The ways that make our humanity better, not worse.  

Last Sunday in Mark 1, we watched Jesus get up early in the morning and slip away to a deserted place to be 
alone in prayer. I preached on solitude, noting that this is not an isolated incident in Mark 1. Depending on how you 
count, Jesus slips away to be alone with his own thoughts and God between 13-17 times in Mark’s Gospel. Mark’s Gos-
pel only has 16 chapters. We get another of those instances today. We are told that Jesus pulled a small few from the 
group and went up a very high mountain where they were alone. In the ancient world, mountains were places of soli-
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tude and sacredness. Many temples were built atop mountains. Holy things—battles with Ba’al and the receiving of the 
Ten Commandments—happened atop mountains. And Mark makes a point of saying that these four people were alone. 
Perhaps Jesus took the three others for safety. It takes a while to climb a mountain, and is no without risk. Perhaps he 
took them as witnesses. Whatever the case may be, Mark says they were alone. 

And then—only then and only for a fleeting few seconds—it happened. Secluded. Alone. The Transfiguration. 
“He was transformed in front of them, and his clothes were amazingly bright, brighter than if they had been bleached 
white. Elijah and Moses [the Law and the Prophets] appeared and they were talking with Jesus.”  

If you’d have been Peter, I’d have been James, and she’d have been John, would we have even seen it happen? 
That holy, fleeting moment? Would we have witnessed it and got all swept up in it like Peter, or would we have been 
looking down at our palms, “connecting?” 

Michael Harris, the Canadian journalist I quoted earlier, puts it this way: “Why does Buddha meditate alone be-
neath a tree? Why does Jesus spend forty days in the wilderness? Why does Muhammad withdraw for the month of 
Ramadan? For that matter, why do so many tribal cultures [with their own indigenous religions] incorporate a solitary 
quest into a child’s rite of passage? Solitude is built into the stories we tell…about illumination.” 

Quite literally, the Transfiguration of Jesus is about illumination. Jesus’ clothes become dazzlingly bright. And 
metaphorically, the Transfiguration of Jesus is about illumination. Jesus is seen by the three disciples in full communion 
with the Law and the Prophets—the greatest sources of intellectual and spiritual illumination there were. And it all be-
gan when Jesus climbed a very high mountain to be alone.  

The good news of the Gospel in this story for us is this: We can share in the extraordinary of the world if we are 
willing to be alone with ourselves and alone with God. The whole society swept up in the Internet Revolution conspires 
against us in this endeavor, and ultimately flattens out our experiences into an anxiety-riddled steam of light and color 
and sound. Like the Gutenberg’s printing press, the Internet is here to stay, and it is changing the world. Our task as I see 
it, as people living in the midst of the early days of the Internet Revolution, is to be diligent about how we engage with 
technology, and to do so in line with our values as human beings and as people of faith. 

I’ll close with this. Thirty years ago, Microsoft started using the word “Windows” to describe its new operating 
system. It was and is a clever analogy. The computer…the tablet…the smartphone…the screen…became a window 
through which we see the world, and now with social media, one another. But Microsoft’s name was an analogy, not a 
real window like the hunk of glass hanging in your living room wall. The questions before us today is this: which window 
tells us more of the truth about our limited, local existence in the world? Which window gives us a better view of and 
connection with our acquaintances in the world? If you’d have been Peter, I’d have been James, and she’d have been 
John, would we have only seen the Transfiguration of the Lord as funneled through the pixels on our 4.8-inch screens as 
we tried to record it so that it could get lost in our endless camera roll, seldom to be seen again? Peter misses it when he 
tries to set up altars, but Peter gets it right in getting wholly absorbed in the sacred now and offering to serve. 

Had I been there, I shudder to think that I might have said, “Give me one more second, I want to get a photo,” 
and not even been half right like Peter.  

The Transfiguration says God is dazzlingly present. Right now. Right in front of you. Which window gives you a 
better view of that? Which one do you spend most of your time peering through? 
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 Tom Long points out that Jesus names three practices in this Sermon on the Mount section and that he probably 
does that because Matthew’s church is concerned with these three practices.  Matthew’s Gospel tells us this story that 
we just heard read tonight and three things are on the forefront of Jesus’ teaching in this section of the Sermon on the 
Mount.  The first is Alms giving.  We Baptists don’t often use the words Alms.  And the Common English Bible just says 
when you  give to the poor, which is a fine translation of that first discipline laid out in this reading.  The alms giving is not 
limited to money.  We think of it that way, but in Matthew’s context, in the Greek New Testament, this giving to the poor 
can encompass all manner of things.  Giving to the poor can certainly include money, and should include money, for the 
poor need money.  But it also includes compassion.  It also includes humanization of people who are too often dehuman-
ized.  It includes putting ourselves out there, getting to know, to listen to, to connect with people whose lives are hard in 
this world.  The season of Lent is all about preparing our hearts and our souls for the coming of Easter and this Gospel 
lesson that we read every single Ash Wednesday, it never changes -- every year.  This Gospel lesson puts alms giving in 
front of us as one way that we can practice the season of Lent together.  
 The second way that we can do that is prayer.  Of course Jesus taught us how to pray, taught us the prayer that 
we just prayed a few minutes ago.   And in this passage, Jesus says be weary, be leery of mounting up empty phrases, 
one after another, after another.  He’s pretty hard on the people that seem to want to do this in the streets, in the pul-
pits of the synagogues.  Jesus doesn’t like the empty phrases that are flowery and pretty and designed to impress the 
people in the room, but don’t say what the condition of the heart is.  When the disciples asked Jesus to teach them to 
pray, number one, they tell us that prayer is something we learn, not something that just happens.  And number two, 
Jesus teaches them a prayer, a liturgical prayer -- it was probably used in worship in the ancient church, just like we use it 
in worship here.  A prayer that says just enough and no more.  A prayer that is to the point.  A prayer that names what 
we need today.  Asks God to help us avoid our own frailty that would lead us into temptation or evil.  A prayer that re-
minds us all at the end that thine, not ours, is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever.   
 Prayer in addition to alms giving is another way that we can practice our faith, that we can grow our life in the 
season of Lent.  The last thing that Jesus says is fasting.  This is the one we all think of when Lent comes around.  “What 
are you going to give up for Lent this year,” some people say.  Some Baptists say, “I ain’t giving up nothing for Lent.”  
Okay.  I usually give us something for Lent.  I haven’t decided yet this year what it’ll be and Ash Wednesday is here, but 
I’ll probably give up something.  Fasting is important because fasting creates an absence within you.  Somebody that 
came by for ashes earlier today said, “I’m giving up sweets for Lent.”  I said, “Oh, good.  Is that difficult for you?”  And this 
person’s spouse said, “Oh, yeah.  That’s going to be hard on him.”  I said, “Well, then you’re doing it right.”  It’s not that 
fasting has to be grueling.  It’s that fasting is designed to create a longing within us.   A space within -- a hole within us.  
Something that we love, that we take for granted that’s with us every day that we would miss if we gave it up for a little 
while.  That’s what fasting is about.  Fasting is about giving up that thing to create that discomfort within us.  Mild, proba-
bly.  But enough, persistent enough that daily we can use that discomfort to turn our attention toward God instead of 
that thing that we gave up.  
 Now, what’s interesting about this passage in Matthew’s Gospel is that Jesus gives us these three things that 
Matthew’s church obviously is talking about in their communion.  Alms giving, prayer and fasting.  But this passage is only 
partially about those three things.  This passage is actually about something else.   In fact, those three things are points, 
illustrations to the main theme.  The main theme is about hubris.  It’s about vanity.  It’s about strutting.  You see, Jesus 
lays these things out to Matthew’s church because these things are going on in Matthew’s church.  They give alms, they 
pray, they fast.  But Jesus is making a larger point in laying them out and that is about how they do them.   
 In Lent, we don’t do these things because other people will see us doing them or praise us for doing them.  
That’s hubris.  That’s ego building.  That’s vanity.  That’s trying to look good.  And let’s face it, we all want to look good.  
That’s just part of who we are.  We’re hard wired that way even.  Evolutionarily, biologically, our brains are wired to do 
that as a survival mechanism.  To impress the people around us, to impress upon them, to do something that will garner 
their favor, earn their loyalty.  Jesus, I think, sees the problem of basing our virtues on that biological mechanism .  Jesus 
doesn’t have evolutionary theory.  Jesus doesn’t have psychological theory, but Jesus knows human beings.  And Jesus 
sees the problem of doing that.  The problem is that when there’s nobody around, will we do it?  When nobody is look-
ing, will we go the extra mile to give to the poor?  To pray?  To fast?  When there’s nobody there to reward us for it, will 
we do it then?   
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 I think that’s why Jesus lumps these three things together under this umbrella teaching about showy religion.  
About doing these things in front of others in order that they will see us do them.  That’s what he says.  Jesus doesn’t say 
don’t ever pray in front of another person.  Jesus says don’t pray in front of others in order that they will see you do it.  
Hubris.  Vanity.  Looking good.  Let’s face it, we’re all wired to do it and Jesus knows that.  
 The season of Lent puts before us 40 days where we can work on growing our souls, growing our lives.  Getting 
around those kinds of sticky things like looking good while we pray.  Giving to the poor, but doing it in a way that makes 
us look good to others.  Fasting and making sure that everybody knows that we’re doing it.  Jesus’ teaching is about what 
happens when nobody is watching.  Will you still do it then?  Will you keep doing the ministry to those who are without?  
Will you pray anyway when nobody but God can hear it?  Will you fast and will you, when you fast, just go on?  Dress the 
way you usually do, acting the way you usually do and not make a big show of it?   
 The discipline that I think Jesus is trying to teach that’s so helpful in this season of Lent is to practice when no-
body is looking.  Don’t wait to come to church to practice.  Don’t wait to be told to practice.  It’s Lent.  The invitation is 
before us all.  It’s here now.  Practice these 40 days.  Serve the poor.  Pray.  Fast.  Do it so that when Easter gets here, 
Easter doesn’t just show up as another day on the calendar.  Do it so that when Easter gets here, we had a running start, 
preparing our hearts and souls in a more altruistic way and we’ll hear and receive Easter differently because we worked 
on that in this season.   
 That’s what I hear in Matthew’s gospel tonight, in the Sermon on the Mount.  It’s a word about hubris and vanity 
and looking good, something we all like to do.  Fall into everyday of our lives.  And the anecdote is to serve others, to 
pray, as Paul says, without ceasing.  And to fast.  To give up something that will create enough discomfort, enough of a 
hole inside of us that we can use that longing to turn our attention to God every day in this season.  
 Church, let’s do Lent together this year.  Let’s do this thing.  I think if we do, Holy Week and Easter will mean 
more to us when we get there.   
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 The Gospel According to Luke tells the story of Jesus in 24 chapters. It takes the Matthew 28 chapters to tell it. 
Mark gets it done in 16.  
 Matthew tells the story of the birth of Jesus in 12 verses. It takes Luke the better part of 2 full chapters. Mark 
sums it up in 3 verses of prophetic poetry. 

The story of the temptation of Christ—that story that we turn to each First Sunday in Lent each winter—is like-
wise. Matthew tells the story in 11 verses. Luke in 12. Mark in 2. 

This is Mark’s modus operandi. “Just the facts, ma’am.” I’ve read biblical scholars who compare Mark’s Gospel to 
a movie script. A movie script, unlike a book, doesn’t flesh out all the details and provide robust narration, but gives he 
actors and directors enough scaffolding to do their thing in front of and behind the camera. The end result is a 2-hour 
piece storytelling, much shorter than a book that might take you 3 or 4 days to read. As I read and reread the story of 
the temptation of Christ in Mark’s Gospel for this sermon, I kept thinking of Claude Monet’s famous Water Lilies. Monet 
and his series of 250 paintings fit firmly into the French Impressionist movement. Impressionism focused on small, thin 
brushstrokes, open composition, ordinary subject matter, and the inclusion of movement through the accurate depiction 
of light. From a distance, an impressionist painting can nearly appear clear. The closer you bring your eyeballs to it, the 
blurrier it becomes, until you realize you’re looking at a bunch of mashed up colors. If I were a real art historian, I might 
be able to talk about Picasso and Mark’s Gospel, but I’ll leave that task for someone else. I thought of Monet’s Water 
Lilies. 

Mark’s open composition here gives us just a handful of small, thin brush strokes with a lot of movement. Up 
close, I realized that Mark doesn’t even provide a chronology—a narrative arc—to the story of Jesus’ temptation. Listen 
again: “At once the Spirit forced Jesus out into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness for forty days, tempted by Satan. 
He was among the wild animals, and the angels took care of him.” Up close, it’s just a series of small, thin brush strokes. 
This. This. This. This. The lack of dialogue and narrative here leaves it to the reader’s eyes and mind and heart to inter-
pret the light and color with which Mark paints. 

Each year, the First Sunday in Lent features the story of Jesus’ temptation. All three synoptic Gospels—Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke—note that this event took place over a period of 40 days in the wilderness, and as Lent lasts 40 days and 
is a period of self-denial and growth, it’s a logical fit. Some years we get Matthew’s telling. Some year’s Luke’s. This year, 
we get Mark’s version. All 2 verse of it.  

“At once the Spirit forced Jesus into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness for forty days, tempted by Satan. 
He was among the wild animals, and angels took care of him.” Brush, brush. Brush, brush. Brush, brush. You and I are left 
stand at varying distances from Mark’s painting and name what we see. 

Here’s what I see. 
First, I see wild beasts. I see wilderness. I see the Spirit driving, forcing, Jesus into the midst of these things. It 

recalls to my mind the fierce, howling wind that filled the whole house at Pentecost. Wild animals lurk. Angels do too. 
The Spirit howls through the scene. Is Jesus cold? He is alone. I see the terrain of the wilderness, the Sinai desert, rocks 
and dirt and a bit of sand, all bleached orange, yellow, white. That is hot during the day, cold during the night, and Jesus 
is out there for 40 cycles of hot and cold.  

I see the wildness of God. No sooner than we human beings experience God as Jesus did in the waters of Bap-
tism, do we try to build altars as Peter did at the transfiguration to contain, box in, the divine. God won’t have it. The 
Spirit drives, forces Jesus out the wild, a place where many a holy thing has happened before. As I stare closely at Mark’s 
impressionistic brush strokes here, my mind recalls Moses in the wild, bushes aflame and the coming of the law atop the 
mountain in the middle of the Sinai desert. As I peer into Mark’s use of color and light, my mind goes back to Elijah and 
the prophets of Ba’al and fire reigning down from the sky atop of wilderness peak. As I lean in and see the texture of 
Mark’s paint on the canvas, I my mind wanders over to Jacob wrestling all night long on a riverbank in the middle of no-
where—in the Sinai wilderness. The prophet Amos is practically from Shillala or Chenoa, and Jesus wasn’t born in Rome 
or Jerusalem. He was born in a barn in Bethlehem.  
 God loves wildness. God is wild, and any attempt on our part to tame the divine is in vain. Not even Jesus could 
do that. The Spirit drove him into the wilderness with the wild animals for 40 days. 
 A month or so ago, I had a conversation with Ann Matheny in the library of the Bell County Historical Society. 
She signed my book! She said to me, “Don’t we live in a most wondrous place?” I said, “Yes, we do.” “We have what we 
need. And we have these mountains, that park, all this beauty.” “Yes,” I said. Ann’s book tells of the wildness of these 
hills. The spirit of the people who love them and call them home. I can’t help but see in Mark’s impressionistic brush 
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strokes a message for mountain wilderness people like you: “God lives in such places as yours. God loves such places as 
yours.” 
 Second, as I take a couple of steps back from the canvas, see something else. I see the scene painted in to the 
left of this one. “While he was coming up out of the water, Jesus saw heaven splitting open and the Spirit, like a dove, 
coming down on him. And there was a voice from heaven: ‘You are my Son, whom I dearly love; in you I find happiness.’” 
Again, just as Claude Monet as Mark’s telling of the temptation. That’s Mark’s way. As I take a step back in the art gal-
lery, still peering into the painting, I see these two scenes side by side on the canvas. Right off the back of our wildest 
highs where we can hear God saying to us, “You are my beloved,” comes another figure. Unlike Matthew and Luke, Mark 
calls him Satan. That word in Greek is a transliteration of a Hebrew word. 
 I remember a day in my Hebrew course in seminary, my professor wrote a Hebrew word on the markerboard 
down front. She asked us what it meant. I remember sitting there sounding it out and thinking to myself, “I have no idea 
what that word is, but it sure sounds like tractor.” Sure enough, Dr. deClaisse-Walford had written the modern Hebrew 
word for tractor on the board. It was tractor, spelled with Hebrew letters. That’s transliteration. You take a word from 
one language and you render it in another language’s letters, and it sounds the same.  

Here in Mark, the word Satan is like that. Unlike Matthew and Luke, Mark chooses to transliterate the Hebrew 
word ha-satan. It means the accuser, the adversary, the tempter. When you know this, you can better make sense of Je-
sus saying to Peter, “Get thee behind me, Satan” in Mark 8:33. He isn’t calling Peter the prince of darkness. He is calling 
Peter, due to what he just said, his adversary, his tempter.  

As I stand at this distance from the painting, I see this blurry figure, -ha-satan, the adversary, the tempter. I won-
der who he is. In this huge sprawling Sinai wilderness, he’s so close to Jesus as to almost blur together with him. I wander 
if he is a shadow of Jesus’ humanity. The wilderness is a place of solitude and isolation. We see the wild animals clearly, 
but Satan—ha-satan, the adversary, the tempter-—is not so clear. I wonder as I stare into Mark’s paint if I am seeing 
Jesus’ own humanity, tempting him. “Put aside this noble, haughty goal. You are but a carpenter’s son from Bethlehem. 
You were born in a barn, remember? You do have gifts. You should use them for greatness. And if you benefit along the 
way, well, what’s the harm in that? You deserve it.”  
 As disturbing as this image is, it is disturbing because it hits so close to home. My home and yours. To be human 
is to be taunted and tugged at by the adversary, the tempter, within. The longer I stare at Mark’s painting, the more con-
fident I am in seeing that blurry, shadowy figure labeled ha-satan as Jesus’ own hungry and thirsty wilderness-bound wild
-animal stalked humanity. “Come on. It’ll be okay. Just a little bread. Just a little showmanship.”  
 As disturbing at this image is, it’s also strangely comforting. Jesus has been there too. God knows what it’s like to 
wrestle with our lesser angels. And God is merciful because God knows.  

That brings me to the last thing I see: the angels. Mark shows us Jesus with the wild animals and with angels. 
Painted with their blurry edges up against Jesus in the vastness of the wilderness, I wonder if they, too, are part of him 
rather than apart from him. I see Jesus. I see his lesser angels in the shadowy figure of ha-satan. Are these his better an-
gels? And if they are, is the whole impressionistic image given us by Mark a story of God becoming human, facing deeply 
and intimately the tension between better and worse that we humans face, and coming through it okay? And is that not 
Gospel good news for every one of us wandering the wildernesses of our lives in these hard, hard days? 

It reminds me of an old American song. Some say it’s an old Appalachian folk song. Others say it’s an African 
American spiritual. Some say it’s a melding of both. It goes like this: 

Jesus walked this lonesome valley. He had to walk it by himself. Oh nobody else could walk it for him. He had to 
walk it by himself.  

We must walk this lonesome valley. We have to walk it by ourselves. Oh nobody else can walk it for us. We have 
to walk it by ourselves. 

That’s surely what this Gospel Lesson feels like.  
The second verse of the old song is true. We have to walk it by ourselves. But, the Gospel good news of Mark 

1:12-13 is this: God’s walked it before us. God knows this lonesome valley. And there’s a way through it.  
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  Pastor, what’s up with Lent? 

 

 Richard Rohr is one of my favorite 
spiritual writers. He gets it. Recently, I 

was doing some reading and 
came across a quotation of Rohr 

that I think quite appropriate for this newsletter, 
which you have received in the mail just in time for 
the beginning of the season of Lent. Before I get to 
Rohr’s quotation, let me say a couple of words to 
you about Lent.  

 First, Lent is not “a Catholic thing.” While it 
is true that many Baptists in previous centuries did 
not observe and may have held animosity for the 
season of Lent, it has been practiced by 
Protestants—and even some Baptists—for quite a 
long time. That is because once we Protestants got 
over our anti-Catholic prejudices, many of us 
realized that Lent was more than a “stiff old church 
tradition.” Lent is an invitation, and a practice. Lent 
is something you do. Lent is a means by which you 
attend to your faith and your spirituality in order to 
grow it larger on the way to Easter Sunday. When 
you realize that truth, is there anything more 
Protestant or Baptist than Lent? 

 Second, because we’re Baptists, Lent is 
whatever you and God need it to be to grow your 
soul. The other day, I saw an announcement coming 
out of my seminary—Columbia Theological 
Seminary, that is—about a forum that was soon to 
discuss the “Why Lent is Problematic.” I live to far 
away to attend forums and I don’t know what their 
response to this [rather aggressive] prompt was, but 
my hunch is that it mostly stemmed from too narrow 
an interpretation of Lent. You’re Baptist. Let go of 
sentiments about eating fish on Friday. You don’t 
pray the rosary anyway, so don’t feel like Lent 
means you need to start now. You can certainly fast 
if you like, remembering that fasting is a biblical idea 
and that Jesus himself practiced this discipline. You 
can also, instead of fasting, add something to your 
life during Lent. Perhaps you will read and pray 
about the lectionary passages each week on your 
way to Sunday worship. Or serve meals on Thursday 
nights. Or come to Praying the Psalms on Tuesdays. 

Rev. Zachary L. Bay 

Or walk or hike or write or make pastoral phone calls 
to people who might be encouraged by hearing from 
you. You’re Baptist. Lent is whatever you and God 
need it to be the grow your soul.  

 Now, about that Richard Rohr quote. Rohr 
is a prolific writer, and once was writing about 
liminal space. “Liminal” comes from the Latin word 
limen, meaning literally the threshold in a doorway. 
As you know from walking around your own house, 
the threshold in a doorway is in-between space. 
Which room are you in when you are standing on 
the threshold? Well, neither. And both. Rohr writes 
of liminal or threshold spaces: 

 All transformation takes place here. We 
have to allow ourselves to be drawn out of “business 
as usual” and remain patiently on the “threshold” 
where we are betwixt and between the familiar and 
the completely unknown. There alone is our old 
world left behind, while we are not yet sure of the 
new existence. That’s a good space where genuine 
newness can begin. Get there often and stay as long 
as you can by whatever means possible. … This is the 
sacred space where the old world is able to fall apart 
and a bigger world is revealed. If we don’t encounter 
liminal space in our lives, we start idolizing 
normalcy. The threshold is God’s waiting room. Here 
we are taught openness and patience as we come to 
expect an appointment with the divine Doctor. 

 Lent is nothing less than an invitation to 
practice standing on the threshold and waiting for 
God to show up and change you. And the Bible 
seems to promise again and again that when you 
stand outside of your comfortable space—in 
between spaces—and wait for God, God shows up.  

 Even now, as you read this article, Lent has 
barely begun. This coming Sunday, we’ll observe the 
First Sunday in Lent with the traditional First Sunday 
in Lent Scripture lesson: Jesus in spending 40 days in 
the in-between space of the wilderness, facing his 
own temptation and spirituality. Lent is an invitation 
to follow Jesus’ example these next 40 days. How 
will you work at growing your soul this season? 

 This year, once again, we are 
walking through Lent during a pan-
demic.  I never imagined this anni-
versary happening.  As I have con-
sidered what to “give up” for 
Lent I have struggled.  I think I 
have given up so many things in this year just as 
you have.   

 So I am adding things and giving away 
things. 

 I am using Mary Oliver’s “Devotions” The 
Selected Poems of Mary Oliver for the season.  
Her poetry is beautiful.  Alongside the poetry I 
have a Lenten companion to her book from salt-
project.org.  The poem for Maundy Thursday 
was called “Storage.” It motivated me to lighten 
my load.  I don’t know if I will fill a bag to give 
away every day, but I am working on it.  

 There are suggested practices each week to 
add to my life.  I want to share some with you.  I 
hope you are finding your way on this year’s 
Lenten journey. 

Fast from buying and consuming.   

Fill the time with concentrating on God’s  

gifts to you and how you can use them. 

Reach out to someone living a life of service.   

Thank them for their commitment and service.                

Drop them a gift of cookies. 

Work on creation care.   

Get out and walk, look at the new flowers,  

pick up some trash. 

Offer words of support and grace when you  

could speak too quickly with judgment. 

Expand your circle of love.   

Do you see someone who is lonely or sad?   

Share some time with them. 

 

Beth C. Parker 

Name the big and small things  

that you are thankful for.   

Maybe start journaling during Lent. 

Read the lectionary passages for Lent  

and discover how you can experience  

the walk Jesus took to Jerusalem.   

How does Jesus’ journey help us to see  

and respond to the suffering around us? 

Stay connected even though we cannot  

be together in the same way we would like. 

 

On Wednesday, February 24th,   

First Baptist Church followed the lead of 

Washington National Cathedral by ringing 

The Old Bell 500 times in memory of the 

500,000 American lives lost to COVID-19.   
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