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What is Lent for?
Alison Hobbs

The service so far has left us in no doubt that we have embarked on the season of Lent.  We have already 
had lots of Lent words: naming us sinners, urging us to be repentant, resist temptations and discipline 
ourselves.  
You may, like me have pondered what you might give up for Lent as a small daily reminder that we are 
on a 40 day lead-in to Easter, and life should be a bit different, and maybe a bit uncomfortable because we
are thinking about the events that led up to the crucifixion.  
If we get really immersed in this track, and really focussed on being penitential about anything and 
everything as a general Lent gloom, it can be quite a surprise to come suddenly into Easter day, as if the 
sun suddenly started shining again after forty days of bleakness. 

Does that sum up the Lent experience?  
Is that all there is, or is it more than that?  
Surely it should be?  
Surely everything in our spiritual lives – everything in our lives, ideally - should be about deepening our 
relationship with God, drawing closer to him, becoming more Christ-like in all we do.
If our Lent activities do not achieve that, we have wasted forty days of this year being religious without 
increasing our holiness one iota.

Whilst I see no harm in giving up something for Lent, it needs to be linked to a purpose.  
It could be to remind us to be appreciative of God’s abundant provision, and being better stewards of that.
It could be a prompt that helps us recall the real purpose of Lent, whatever we decide that looks like for 
us this year.  
It could be that we dispense with the ‘thorn in the flesh’ to prompt us, and take up something, instead of 
giving up something: setting aside ten minutes a day to be with God, perhaps reading a piece from 
scripture or a daily reflection first.  Maybe, you will want to both give up something and take up 
something!  
But it still leaves the bigger question of what we think the real purpose of Lent is, for us, this year.  
How are we going to draw closer to Christ these forty days?

There will be umpteen answers to that question but traditionally this Sunday sets us off on the theme of 
wilderness and temptations.  
The reading from Mark does not describe the three temptations that Matthew and Luke do, but simply 
says he was with the wild beasts and tempted by Satan.  
But what Mark does emphasise is the sequence of events: Jesus is baptised by John the Baptist, ‘And just 
as he was coming up out of the water, the Spirit descends like a dove on him, he is identified as the Son of
God by a voice from heaven  - and the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness.’    

That same Spirit that descended on him drove him into the wilderness.  The Holy Spirit, the Spirit that 
hovered over the waters in the beginning, in the creation story, that same Spirit that we call on to be 
received in our baptism; that bit in the very core of us that we might call ‘the bit of God that is in us’: the 
indwelling Spirit of God; that same Spirit one minute seems to be blessing Jesus and revealing his true 
identity, and the next minute it’s caused him to be in a place of great testing and hardship. 
 
Is this how God works?  
It seems a bit harsh? 
Can we see evidence of this in our lives?  
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It might be that if you review your ups and downs in life, you can trace ways in which some good came 
out of even the worst hardships; some new understanding was gained or a direction taken that ultimately 
led to a good place.  
That could look like a pattern of blessings and testings, and I believe some will be but without very wise 
and careful discerning, we can easily get into a mindset where we make God directly responsible for all 
our actions.  Begin seeing God as one who provides and punishes in an arbitrary fashion.  
Begin blaming God for all disasters and suffering, and that would be false, not consistent with the loving 
and faithful nature of God.  
I don’t believe God creates disasters purely to teach us some lessons, I believe disasters happen through 
natural and man-made causes – they happen, despite, not because of God.  
But God can use everything for some good, nothing is wasted with him, and these times can show us God
turning a potential tragedy into, well, perhaps a tragedy that leads to a blessing, eventually.  
But God bringing good out of bad - his ability to redeem the worst situations - is not the same as him 
testing us.

It’s not a very comfortable idea that God tests us, it’s liable to sound as though he likes to tease us, sport 
with us.  
I don’t for one moment think that is the nature of God, his is a steadfast love, though like a loving parent, 
he does look to teach us the way, and to guide the humble in doing right.  
Perhaps the testing is part of this loving, teaching and guiding?  Perhaps the same testing in the 
wilderness that Jesus went through is part of what we have to go through if we are to draw closer to God 
and be more Spirit filled and Christ-like in our actions, since Jesus is our pattern for that?

Let’s go back to the gospel story.  
Jesus has come from Nazareth, some backwater place where he has lived with his family practising 
carpentry, there is no record of anything more, he has come to be baptised by John along with crowds 
who have heard the message and were doing the same.  Only for Jesus, an extraordinary thing happens: 
‘he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.  And a voice came from 
heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  
This is the moment that Jesus’s identity is recognised, and his mission and ministry is initiated.  
This is the moment he is faced with the task ahead of him, to do what he is called to do and recognised 
and authorised by God to do it.  And immediately, that same Spirit drives him into the wilderness.  
Where does that connect with our lives?

There are times in my life when I feel immensely inspired to do some great and good thing, I feel filled 
with the Spirit, confirmed in my calling to do this good thing: I am all fired up and ready to commit.  
And then for some reason I don’t, I am beset with doubts.

This might be one way of interpreting for ourselves, the wilderness experience.  This is where the 
wilderness is not external, it is not a place but it is the bleakness of my interior, my inability to trust and 
connect with God, to remember and find a sufficient bit of God in me.

The same Spirit as calls Jesus to do great things is driven by the Spirit into the wilderness and there he is 
tempted.  When we are called to do great things, how easy it is to immediately be tempted to give up to 
despair and cynicism, to not help when we could because “what is the use?”  
To deny ourselves and squeeze out the important and life-giving things, to hurt the things we love. 
 How easy it is to disbelieve in what we are, distrust ourselves, and deny the God in us.  
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We, too, encounter wild beasts in that wilderness: the wild beasts of panic, fear, “I can’t do it”, rages of 
fury, the poisons of envy, hatred, malice, and all acts of uncharitableness.

When we are in that wilderness, where do we turn?  
Do we, can we, search out and re-connect with the living God who has walked that way before?  
Do we look for – even expect to see – the angels that waited on Jesus, coming to our aid, ministering to 
us?  
What might they look like?  
How and when might they come?  
We don’t know from Mark’s account whether the angels attended to him after Satan had been defeated 
and the temptations overcome, or whether the angels were a gentle, protective presence throughout.  
Can we see who, or what the angels are for us when we are in the wilderness?

For me, this concept of the internal wilderness, this spiritual wilderness is very recognisable.  I think I go 
there very frequently and easily.  
I think this is one way in which I can try walking with Jesus for the forty days, observing the wilderness 
in me, and seeing it in terms of God testing my faith in him as the driver for all I might do, if my faith 
were just strong enough to resist the temptation to be doubting.  

Lent might then look for me less a time of reflecting on my failings and more a time of reflecting on the 
love and encouragement of the bit of God in me to face and overcome the self doubts, to dare believe and 
trust him more.
Trusting God is like testing the thickness of the ice, sooner or later we have to decide whether to commit 
our weight to it: our prodding and poking tells us it will, but still we hold back, only when we take the 
risk do we progress.  
So although I’ve spoken of it as God testing us: waiting for us to decide whether we trust him enough or 
not – we really are the ones who are doing the testing and doubting!

Whatever way you walk with Jesus this Lent, may you know your need to deepen your relationship with 
him, drawing closer to him, becoming more Christ-like in all you do.  
And may you believe in the good news of God, who loves you so much that he sent his only Son to live 
among us and die and rise again so that he is always near, to walk with us, in our wilderness today.

Amen,

and with thanks to the inspiration of H. A. Williams ‘The True Wilderness’
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