Forty Days – Lent Reflection
First Reading


Philippians 3:17 - 4:1

Second Reading

Luke 17:1-6

40 days, 960 hours, 57,600 minutes and over 3 million seconds. In many ways 40 days seem to be a short span of time or for some depending on your age and situation, 40 days may feel like an eternity. Time is relative. Can you remember as a small child waiting for Christmas morning to come or the anticipation of going to school on the first day?  How about, “are we there yet?’ voiced on long family road trips. When I think about what I accomplished in the past 40 days, sometimes I can’t remember the details unless something significant has happen, often something bad or distressing more easily recalled. I usually put my last 40 days in the context of my full life. No, I’m not going to announce my age but I assure you that it is longer than 40 days. We as Christians are now in the 40 days of Lent. The physical days are becoming longer giving us more time.
There have been many forty day periods before. References to 40 days are found throughout Christianity.  Noah waited 40 days after the rain to open the doors to the ark. Moses went into the mountains for 40 days of fasting. Goliath came before the Israelites for 40 days before being killed by David. The City of Nineveh repented in 40 days and was spared its destruction. However, the 40 days that are most relevant to us during this season are the 40 days that Jesus fasted in the wilderness and the 40 days of his presence on earth following his crucifixion.
The 40 days of Lent are in preparation for Easter. It is a time of prayer and thanksgiving, fasting, repentance, moderation, and for spiritual discipline. It is a time of reflection on the life of Jesus Christ, from the time of his birth, his youth, his ministry, his death and resurrection. This time of reflection raises the question of how we will spend our 40 days – 40 days of the holiest time in the Christian faith. How may I value my time and what am I to do?
Each of us as well as the church as a body must face wilderness questions. One of the questions facing the church during these times is how should we approach this secular world in order to grow the church and convince others to embrace our views and convert to Christianity. How do we embrace the “unchurched” and bring them into the fold? The church is viewed less positively these days as the number of people who view themselves as spiritual and never plan to come to sit in these pews grow in large number. How can a church and people of faith survive? How can we grow and thrive? 

This was also a question voiced 2000 years ago as the faith moved from Jew to Gentile. We have much to be concerned about in this increasingly secular nation that seems to be hell bent on destroying the vestiges of hope, truth, and integrity. There is a growing “me generation” not limited anymore to young children but permeating throughout society. Maybe we are too conservative in our thinking. On the other hand, maybe we are trying too hard to be attractive in our evangelism by using technology and flashy signs and holding church services in movie theatres available to all at the local mall. Although, I support the idea that we should adapt and be responsive to the needs of our youth and respond to the technological advances that come with change, I think we may not be sharing the 40-day message. Our church doors may be open to the rich and poor, to persons of all races and gender orientation, to the believer and the non-believer. Our theology may be open enough to discuss of the ideas of womanist and liberation theology. We can have an inviting website that encourages people to come to St. Philip’s for contemporary and traditional worship experiences. But people are not flocking to our doors. Are we sharing the message of the 40 days?
During Lent, we focus on the ministry of Jesus, which in reality spans a very short period of physical time. While we think in terms of 40 calendar days, I suggest that we explore the ministry of Jesus’  “40 days” as a symbol or a metaphor for our spiritual journey.  I have days that I struggle with my faith. I have doubts and get tantalize by what seems to be the good life of wealth and fame. In those times, I have to ask myself some critical questions. In my 40 days, will I choose to wander in the wilderness without focus or direction, with a high degree of uncertainty, with concerns about safety, adequate food and shelter? Do I spend 40 days wondering if the end-of-time is near, earthquakes are happening more frequently, the earth has just shifted 6 feet, and we have will lost a millionth of a millisecond in time. Do I visualize a doomsday scenario and wonder if I died today whether my soul is ready?  We may spend our time asking why I am being punished in the wilderness. Why do I have to endure the wilderness experience at all? How in this changing world, can I stand up for my faith and values when my beliefs are being confronted on all sides by those who practice evil while they profess to do good? What is the meaning of my 40 day journey?
The answer may be clear. Lent is a time of spiritual discipline. We can spend more time alone and in silence seeking to be in the presence of God. We can vow in our 40 days to help others more and to share the abundance that has been given to us. Out of the symbolic 40 days of fasting, we can develop a deeper sense of faith and discern the direction for our lives. Moses received the words of God in the form of two stone tablets during his 40 days of fasting. If we really listen to God without all the noise around us, maybe we will hear the messages given to us in our 40 days. What we receive, may not be as profound as the 10 commandments and it may be just a little whisper saying slow down or reminding us to tell someone today that we love them.
In our 40 days as individuals and as a church, we must be careful that we are showing the world what a Christian is like by the way we act, how we speak to one another, and embrace our differences. Yes, even giving ourselves permission to disagree and remain faithful children of God. Jesus walked with his disciples among all types of people in his 40 days and his ministry grew and became vital. Jesus lived not to extol himself so that everyone would see how great he was or how wide was his circle of influence- how many friends he had listed on his facebook, or if he knew the “right people” but instead he had a greater mission. He blessed the forsaken and fed the poor. He performed miracles by healing the untouchables. He taught lessons by using parables illustrating how to live and confronting our human limitations. Jesus in 40 days wrestled with the devil and chose not to submit to evil and recommitted himself - the divine commission.
The words are here for us. In John 17, Jesus in his final days before his arrest prays for his believers. “I have given them the glory that you gave me that they may be one as we are one. May they be brought to complete unity – to bring the good news.” And in the Gospel of Luke from tonight’s reading, “If you have faith as small as a mustard seed.” He spoke of the power of forgiveness. Finally, as written in the Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi:

Therefore my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved.

There is a new life in the Resurrected Christ.  Look around us to see how God is working in the world. Be bold and vow to do more. Let us reflect on how God is working in our lives and what we are being called to do. What is St. Philip’s call that is expressed in our 40 day message? 
Amen
