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READING

(from Singing the Living Tradition, #588 “To Loose the Fetters of Injustice”)

Is not this the fast that I choose: To loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?  Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house, when you see them naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from your own kin?   Then shall your light break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up quickly.  If you remove the yoke from among you, the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil, if you offer your food to the hungry, and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, you shall be like a watered garden, like a spring whose waters never fail.                                                                        (Isaiah 58)
SERMON
What we’re going to be looking at together today is what meaning the Christian season of Lent could even remotely have for religious liberals.   For me, and for many of us who, despite our variety theological perspectives, agree that religion is not about feeling badly about oneself, nor about feeling guilty.  Rather, it is and should be, a life-giving practice.  Sunday morning is a time for spiritual refreshment, strength for the journey, and the joy that comes from our human connections made in community.

Even a sermon title about Lent is hard to come up with.  “Solitude and Reflection” will hopefully be one which will resonate with many of you.  At least it wasn't as long as one of my Unitarian minister colleagues',  the Rev. Ed Atkinson.  He once called his sermon about Lent, "Why Most Unitarians Don't Observe Lent but Probably Should Only I'm not Entirely Sure".  Try squeezing that into that tiny little box in the newspaper!   

Now, of course it is not that we are required to follow the Christian liturgical calendar, but sometimes, now and then, it could actually be rather appropriate.  After all, how does our liberal tradition inform us about how to live our lives?  How do we respond to some of these concepts about the journey human life that the Christian calendar presents?  Perhaps we should take the opportunity to reclaim and to create renewed religious traditions around some of these very old concepts.  

Ed Atkinson notes that the Unitarian objection to Lent grew out our Puritan roots in the United States, which included the belief that there should not be any special symbols or special seasons for piety, but that reverence and ethical conduct should be maintained all throughout the year.  Many of us would agree this is true, yet we all know how much fun those old Puritans didn't have!  

There surely are times when celebrations mark special passages, such as the change of seasons at the Solstice, or honor the tradition of a special birth and of all births, such as at Christmas.  There is the celebration of rebirth and renewal and resurrection at Easter.  Such celebrations highlight a time of the year when we gather together with those we love.  So, it is the same with Lent:  it is a period of time which we can make special in some way.  Let's explore how and why.

The three Abrahamic faiths, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, all point towards ways in which we can ask ourselves about the health of our interior lives.  Jews have a week called Yom Kippur when they take time to go to the synagogue, specifically to pray and to struggle to examine their lives with the intention of making amends, coming to a better understanding, and improving themselves for the New Year.  Muslims fast and pray during the month of Ramadan in the hopes of living a more pious life closer to God.  Those of us who had the opportunity to visit the local mosque during the last Sunday in January probably could tell us about the meaning of fasting for Muslims.  As for other world religions, we could do much more exploration.  Perhaps Buddhists would appreciate that people spend time cultivating greater mindfulness, and thereby this attitude could rub off the rest of the year.

Let's then look at these 40 days of Lent.  The Christian tradition is the closest roots of Unitarianism and Universalism, so how about taking a closer look today at the purpose of the time of Lent that culminates in the Holy Week of Palm Sunday to Easter.  Essentially, Lent is a season for reflection and taking stock of one's life to prepare for the hope of renewal or rebirth at Easter.  In the Gospel traditions, the 40 days refers to the tradition about the days and nights that Jesus spent in the wilderness following his baptism by John the Baptist.  He fasted and prayed and wrestled with the symbolic “devil”, as well as his own inner demons.  Jesus returned from his ordeal greatly strengthened in spirit and ready to begin his ministry, which we know only lasted three intense years.

For those of us who grew up in Christian traditions that encouraged the practice of Lent, we probably remember that we were told that we had to "give something up".  Often as children, this idea was greatly misunderstood.  There often didn't seem to be a point to it all.  Even as adults, the idea of giving something you like up for Lent can become all too trivialized.  A reporter for a newspaper in Massachusetts once randomly interviewed people on this topic, and most of them said they were giving up cookies, cakes, and chocolates.  Some of the other things they said were:

· Moderation is the key to everything.

· People shouldn't have to wait for Lent to give up stuff that's probably bad for them anyhow.

· I'm not going to give up anything because it never works.

· I'm going to work on not being nasty.  

Now at least one person said she wasn't going to give up anything but she wanted to try to be a better person all around.  At least she was closest to what Lent is really all about.

Lent is definitely not about trying to bring about outward change by doing outward things.  Real understanding and real change occur from the inside.  I think that we all know that without introspection, no understanding or change can authentically occur.

It is problematic if we believe that by fasting or denying ourselves comforts of the body, our spirits would flourish.  Even the Bible warns us of the danger that self-denial will become self-righteousness.  The prophet Isaiah, in the responsive reading we read this morning, tells us that the true fast is "to loosen the bonds of injustice, to undo the heavy burdens, and to let the oppressed go free."  The verse continues:  "And if thou draw out thy soul to the hungry and satisfy the afflicted soul, then shall thy light rise in obscurity and thy darkness be as the noon day."

Experience teaches us that we forget our own egos most quickly when we fully attend to something beyond ourselves.  This brings me to why I chose to call this sermon “Solitude and Reflection”.  Lent is that special time for reflection or for prayer, a time not to deny our own needs, but to attend to, or to stretch toward, those who are in need of us.  In solitude, that doesn’t mean that we are lonely – solitude can be misunderstood for loneliness.  Instead, solitude means taking at least a little bit of time to be alone, mostly so this type of reflection can occur.

Some people find that any time we can find alone – walking somewhere by oneself, engaging in a solitary activity such as working on a project, or fishing or practicing a musical instrument – that “alone time” can be part of a spiritual practice. 

How about if we reframe Lent by making it a time to cultivate a spiritual practice?  This could include a whole number of different things, depending upon the individual.  All are equally valid.  In fact, there seem to be lots of books these days written about everyday spiritual practices -- such as walking, shoveling snow, gardening in the spring, cooking, reading, building something in your garage, woodworking, or, just sitting by your favourite window.  Perhaps coming towards the end of winter as it does, Lent is a perfect time for cultivating a practice of reflection.  For getting in tune with our own true nature.  For finding a place of safety where, if we open our hearts, we can escape from the pressures of life for at least a few minutes.  Ann Fox calls this "creating an instant sanctuary".   It need not be more than ten minutes three times a week.  The important thing, she says, is to be intentional and to do it.  Sometimes “creating an instant sanctuary” or "being spiritual" is not about the amazing experiences of awe and wonder which occasionally happen to us, rather it is about sequestering time for a more frequent visitation to the depths of our souls.

I found just such a prayer the other day, by Rev. Diane Rollert, Unitarian minister in Montreal.  She wrote something she calls “Mother’s Prayer on the Road”.  I thought it would be a wonderful one for this particular congregation, since we are blessed with so many young families.  Of course, many of them are in the classrooms with the children this morning, but they each can get a printed copy of this!  Let's imagine such a young mother today, saying these words:

Spirit of Life,

God or Goddess,

Source of Light and Creation,

Blessed Mother or Father,

I am here in my car,

Calling out your name.

I have so little time to talk to you,

So here I am,

Surely a crazy woman for all to see,

Singing your praise,

Asking for your blessing,

Crying out for your comfort,

Seeking your guidance,

Listening for your answer in the

Rhythm of the windshield wipers.

Bless my children.

Help them to become who they must be.

And help me to have the patience

To be gentle and understanding

While they stretch their wings.

This tiny space is sometimes the only

Temple we share together.

Thank you, dear Spirit, for this small gift.

Perhaps we all need to create time for those "tiny spaces" in our lives.  There are several ways to do this, even if it is just using that time when you are stopped at a red light.

You could take the words of one of our favourite meditative hymns with you: "Spirit of life, come unto me.  Sing in my heart all the stirrings of compassion.  Blow in the wind, rise in the sea, move in the hand, giving life the shape of justice.  Roots hold me close, wings set me free, Spirit of Life, come to me, come to me."  Just remembering those words could evoke a stirring of the holy within you.  As with any prayer, we could sit relaxed with eyes closed to shut out sensory distractions, say the words silently or out loud, and just be in the place where the feeling of the words take us.

You could also try silent meditation.  Try sitting with your back straight, closed eyes, and at first focusing on your own breathing until you reach a deep place.  Another way is to read a single page of an inspirational text.  A book with a single subject per page is best.  You may even take one single sentence from it and just hold that sentence in your mind.  This is something like the age-old practice of Lectio Divina.

There is also what some call a noticing meditation.  This is where one sits in a place and just notices everything that is going on.

The important thing is what you can gain through doing this, although it may not be very obvious at all.  Some people gain a sense of peacefulness throughout their day through meditation, others wonder why they bother at all!  I think the important thing is to see if whatever you are doing regularly feels right for you.  

Now, there may be some days when your spiritual practice goes incredibly smoothly, and you feel so refreshed and renewed, and genuinely joy-filled.  Then there may be other days when it is horribly boring, or seems like a "waste of time", and you simply can't wait to get through with it!  

Kent Nerburn tells us this:

Spiritual growth is honed and perfected only through practice. Like an instrument, it must be played. Like a path, it must be walked. Whether through prayer or meditation or worship or good works, you must move yourself in the direction of spiritual betterment. Spiritual understanding never becomes deep unless you subject yourself to the spiritual discipline of practicing your belief.

There will be times when you will feel you have lost your way. You will be too tired to go on, or other things will seem more important. . . . Maybe you will feel a growing meanness of spirit. Maybe you just won't care. . . . and you will find yourself in arid lands as well as in lands rich in possibility. Just be certain to continue to push forward. . . . Most of all, have faith in your path. Follow it as you can.

I have learned that a true spiritual journey is never easy.  There are certainly the "dry times", the "desert moments" when everything seems dry and absent of life.  It is exactly in those times when pushing forward, with conviction and with hope, that new life becomes possible.  If we can learn how to cultivate this through a simple spiritual practice, then we can build spiritual strength for that inevitable journey – that journey which involves some kind of personal suffering, as well as the clear understanding of another's suffering.

We are called to be in the world, but not fully of the world.  Vanessa Southern tells us that, "We are…expected to cultivate simplicity amid a flood of catalogues and ads that clog our mailboxes.  We are expected to strive to respect and love others amid a culture of daytime talk-show fist fights.  We are supposed to work to build community in a social terrain, with umpteen channels and chat rooms, that often invites us to be alone in ways that are unredemptive."2
I remember that every August, my mentor and friend Rev. Hugh Walker, the United Church minister who was named a shaman by a native tribe somewhere in Alberta, would go on his yearly "vision quest".  He goes out with a small group into the wilderness, for 4 nights and 4 days -- no, not the symbolic 40 -- and they choose not to eat or drink anything.  That's right: 4 nights and 4 days with no food or water!  This intense spiritual practice has its roots in Native spirituality.  Hugh Walker says that for him it is a practice of "becoming one with all of suffering humanity".

Well, not even I have ever followed my mentor into that dark wilderness, but then again, I have had my own "trials by fire" in the reality of my own living.  And I'm sure you all have or will have such experiences, since we’re all human.

May each of us find ways to cultivate an ever-deepening life of the spirit, so that we will grow in strength for the journey ahead.

� From The Spiritual Journey, Simple Truths by Kent Nerburn





2 "Living Lent in Springtime", This Piece of Eden, Vanessa Ruth Southern, Boston: Skinner House Books, 2001.
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