




Going into the Desert 

“Let me tell you the one thing I have against Moses. He took us forty years
into the desert in order to bring us to the one place in the Middle East that has no oil!”
Golda Meir.


You and I are probably not looking for oil this Lent, but the desert has always been a metaphor for our Lenten journeys. That is not surprising when you consider the scriptural references: Moses in the desert (Exodus), Jesus’ fasting in the desert (Luke 4:1-2), Elijah (1 Kings 19:8) and John the Baptist’s living on locusts and wild honey. Whatever our plan to journey in the desert this Lent, it would be good to do a preliminary assessment, take stock and have a fruitful and safe journey.

Before setting out, we need to know where we are and set a direction. Whether you use your trusty old compass or a GPS instrument, get a reading on your present position. Some of us are already in the desert. I have a brother-in-law who was hospitalized this Lent. His fasting, literally, is determined for him, so are his physical goals and destinations. Spiritually he still has options. Illness and suffering are a place in the desert that teach us patience and prayer.

Part of getting our bearings is to recognize the desert places in our lives. Some are as clear as the situation of a hospitalized patient; others are as obscure as that bad habit we do not want to recognize. Our life or work situation may be our desert place. We may not be able to escape its punishing heat and Spartan demands, but the Lord can help. A good beginning point is to place ourselves before the Lord and to give some control of our lives to Jesus. 

We may want to plan a definite project for our Lenten journey. This can include several individual elements or focus on one major change. Individual initiatives might include a parish mission, a plan for fast and prayer, and service projects in the family or community. Fasting and almsgiving are traditional goals that require a prayerful counterpart: fasting takes our eyes off things of this world and prayer focuses our eyes on God. Fasting is popular in North America where most of us need to shed a few pounds anyway. Lent is a fitting excuse to compel us to do it.

My Lenten project for the past ten years has been to participate in The Mystery of the Passion of Christ as performed by our Canora, Melville and Yorkton area players. This spiritual exercise has taught me much about repentance as I play Judas. Lent is a gift, a chance to repent. Collectively we crucify Christ whenever we jeer at someone, or hate and malign. It is then we are crucifying Christ. We sin with the eagerness of gossip.

Always the enacting of Christ’s Last Supper and death is emotionally charged. I look at the audience; some are weeping. On stage some stand silently at the feet of the dying Jesus. Another gives the verbal witness of the disciple John. Soldiers continue to deride, to ridicule. The Passion Play is a metaphor for life. Lent is a chance to stand at the foot of the Cross in silence and in witness.

Setting aside time for your Lenten project is important. When Jesus wanted to instruct his disciples on important matters he took them aside (Matthew 20:17) to speak to them. This Lent we need to set aside a time to listen to Jesus, to read scripture.

As a teacher I spent many years going to conventions and institutes listening to speakers. I know that in order for a speaker to change you, he has to touch the core of your belief system. Only then can change result that will affect your future behavior and direction. Spiritually the same principle holds. The Holy Spirit has the power to touch the center of our beliefs, where we live, and bring about change. The word of God in scripture is how Jesus can touch our very being and transform us this Lent.

Perhaps a look at where we wish to find ourselves at the end of our Lenten journey is useful. I came across a Lenten prayer that included this wish: “O God…look upon your people whose dry and stony hearts are parched with thirst. Unseal the living water of your Spirit; let it become within us an ever flowing spring, leaping up to eternal life” (Living With Christ, February 2005, p.168). This is a suitable goal for our journey this Lent. Lord, that we may leap with the joy of the Resurrection that replaces the despair of dark death!
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