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There are few things in life that I enjoy as much as crossing things off my to do list.  My good friend Nancy Wood-Lyczak shares this pleasure with me, and as a result we have created together some rules of the game.  It is fair, we’ve decided, to put things on a to-do list that you would do anyways.  For example, “brush teeth” and “go to work” are both legitimate items.  But after much discussion we’ve decided that it is not legitimate to add things to the list that you have already done, just so that you can have the pleasure of crossing them off.  (Okay, who here has ever done that?)


Now, I’ve heard that there are people in the world who enjoy the process of doing things more than they enjoy having done them, and maybe there are a few of you here.  I had a roommate in college who loved jigsaw puzzles, and she enjoyed putting them together so much that she didn’t mind if there were a few pieces missing because it made it harder to complete, even if the finished puzzle didn’t look as good.  I personally found that bizarre.  I get pleasure out of finishing a jigsaw puzzle, and the process of assembling the puzzle is totally secondary for me.  In a similar way, I enjoy running, but what I really love is completing a run.  I don’t mind cooking, but I mostly enjoy eating what I cook, and if someone offers me a meal and I can skip straight to the eating I’m delighted.  And needless to say I enjoy having lost weight much more than I enjoy dieting, I enjoy having a clean house much more than I enjoy cleaning, and I enjoy having finished flossing much more than I enjoy flossing.


How about you?  Are you process person or a product person?  Do you enjoy the ride, or are you mostly interested in the destination?  How about in your spiritual life—are you happy to be in process, on the journey?  Or are you impatient to get somewhere—to feel like you’ve arrived at a real relationship with God, or at enlightenment, or salvation or peace or wherever it is that the spiritual journey leads?


Over the past month, we’ve been talking about Jesus’ statement of purpose, delivered with the words of Isaiah when Jesus delivers his first sermon in his home synagogue.  (Do you remember what his mission statement was?)  After Jesus makes his declaration, he gets to work.  He calls his disciples, heals people, teaches them about the Kingdom of God, etc.  But this Sunday, as we start Lent, we back up a bit.  Our reading today tells about what happened after Jesus was baptized in the Jordan and before he gets to work fulfilling his mission and purpose.  In between those great events, he seems to get sidetracked.  He doesn’t go straight from the Jordan into his work.  He takes a forty day detour during which time he sits around in the desert and does nothing.  


The text makes it clear that the forty days out there aren’t Jesus’ idea---he’s led there by the Spirit.  Luke makes it absolutely clear that these 40 days are part of Jesus’ spiritual journey, the result of the Holy Spirit’s influence on his life.  So, although he is not healing anybody, not teaching anybody, not calling anybody to follow him, although he is not actually going anywhere or getting anything done, he is on his spiritual journey.  For Jesus, it would seem that the first step he needs to take on his spiritual journey is to stay put.


This story is hard for a list-checker like me to really understand.  The Spirit led Jesus to the wilderness, but I wonder if he was tempted to keep walking once he got there—to compress those 40 days into about 40 minutes or so.  Was his to-do list on his mind?  Was he tempted to just skip the process and take a shortcut to the result?  That seems to me to be at the heart of all three of the temptations Jesus experiences.  When the devil suggests that Jesus use his power to turn a stone into bread, he’s suggesting that Jesus doesn’t need to be hungry, that there’s nothing to be learned, nothing to be gained by that experience.  Just skip hunger, he says, and go straight to satisfaction.  And likewise, the devil offers a shortcut to winning over all the kingdoms of the world, and a quick and easy way to be totally certain of God’s protection, but Jesus won’t take those either.  He’s committed to the process.


There’s a message here, loud and clear, that the process, the journey, including its difficulties and trials, are all essential parts of Jesus’ life and cannot be skipped over.  And since Jesus’ is my model and guide in the spiritual life, I have to admit that there’s a lesson for me too in this story. The spiritual journey is not just a clear progression towards a goal.  Part of our journey is the long, rough road.  Part of our journey is the detour.  Part of the journey might even be sitting in place, staying put for much longer than feels comfortable.


Sometimes staying put in a difficult place is just about the hardest thing ever.  When we find ourselves called to do that, we’ll quickly discover that Jesus’ temptations are ours as well.  Jesus’ temptations are ours---we’ll do just about anything to skip the hard part and give ourselves comfort or admiration or assurance of our safety.  The desire to skip over the wilderness is so deeply ingrained in us that we may find we do it without even thinking.  One way to catch your self at it is to notice what some of the habits you have that make you feel comfortable and safe.  Some of those habits are healthy ones, and some of them aren’t healthy.  Many of you are familiar, I’m sure, with the ancient Christian tradition of giving up something that gives you pleasure for the forty days of Lent.  The kind of church I grew up in thought this was a kind of silly tradition.  The practice seemed rooted in some kind of perverse attraction to misery.  Jesus was miserable so I’m going to be like him by being miserable too?  I don’t think that’s what discipleship is really about.  Over the years, I’ve given things up for Lent at various times, but I’ll admit that my primary motivation has been weight loss.  More recently, I’ve tried to add something into my day that I think will cultivate my spiritual life—reading the Bible or praying in a certain way or walking the labyrinth.  


But what if we were to take seriously that our job during the 40 days of Lent is to connect with Jesus’ experience during his 40 days in the wilderness?  That is to say, what if we were to step away from something that gives us comfort for the purpose of engaging with the hard part of our spiritual journey?  This is not rocket science:  all you have to do is give up sweets and then pay close attention to when you crave sweets the most.  Are you really hungry?  Or are you lonely, or bored, or sad, or anxious?  There’s your wilderness—go there and sit.  Stay with your loneliness, your boredom.  Inquire more into its nature.  Discover what it has to teach you.  If sweets aren’t your distraction of choice, try giving up alcohol or television or pornography or surfing the internet or shopping.  Our culture is so full of ways to distract and comfort ourselves that I imagine each of us has a large number of ways to disengage with the hard part.


These private struggles are not all of what the Christian life is about, but there are deeply connected to some of the more public issues that confront us.  If we grow in our personal ability to stay in difficult places, resisting the temptation to skip over them, perhaps we’ll help our community, our culture, our country grow in the same way.  Violence, it seems to me, is another face of the temptation to skip over staying put in wilderness.  Violence, it seems, comes in part out of a desire to resolves things fast, finish things and move on.  But it’s a false solution, interpersonally and internationally, because the problem always remains.  Deeper solutions—things like conflict resolution, community building, resources sharing, diplomacy—require a kind of sitting with the problem without taking shortcuts that only spiritually grounded people can really stand.  We build that capacity in our country, it seems to me, by building it in ourselves.


Where are you on your spiritual journey as we begin this season together?  I’m not asking where you are headed, where you would like to be, or where you used to be.  Where are you right now?  Before we map out our journey towards a goal, before we start constructing our to-do lists, let’s pause and notice our current spiritual location.  Where in your life—right now—do you feel God’s presence?  Where in your life—right now—do you feel disconnected from God?  How do you notice that disconnection?  Where does it show up in your life?  When is it most poignant to you?  Let’s begin our journeys by staying put, at least for the moment, and looking around ourselves, noticing where our wilderness is, and resisting the temptation to ignore it, fix it, move away from it or cross it off our list.
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