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 Tonight we are invited to observe the Lenten disciplines of fasting, charitable giving and 

prayer. Some of us have imposed ashes on our heads or hands as a reminder of that commitment, 

an outward sign of our inner awareness of our mortality and the importance of engaging in 

behaviors and activities that give deeper meaning to our lives. But I’d like us to take a moment to 

pause and reflect on why we do these things; what are these disciplines meant to do for us? 

 

 I’m a fairly pragmatic person. And while on the surface spiritual disciplines may seem 

esoteric or to some self-absorbed, they have always been intended as a means to an end and not 

an end in themselves. In the 4
th

 century a hermitage movement occurred in northern Africa and 

the Middle East. Men and women left the comfort of homes and cities to live in solitude in the 

desert. To us it might seem as if they were merely escaping the responsibilities of life, indulging 

an impulse and failing to face reality. But if you read their sayings in Thomas Merton’s 

wonderful collection The Wisdom of the Desert, be sure to read the lengthy introduction he wrote 

to help us understand their motives. He writes, “The Coptic hermits who left the world as though 

escaping from a wreck, did not merely intend to save themselves. They knew that they were 

helpless to do any good for others as long as they floundered about in the wreckage. But once 

they got a foothold on solid ground, things were different. Then they had not only the power but 

even the obligation to pull the whole world to safety with them.” 

 

 The purpose of these disciplines is not merely to improve ourselves, to make us more 

“spiritual.” Their purpose is to bring us into closer relationship with God so that we can become 

partners with God in re-making the world. We hear this in the prophet’s admonition to the 

people, “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?” In Jewish midrash there is a 

phrase tikkun olam, it means “repair the world.” We are called to join God in setting things right. 

And a necessary step in that direction is to remove ourselves from all that is wrong, to step away 

from the world’s standards and definitions of what constitutes success or status. The disciplines 

of Lent provide us a pathway for letting go of our fabricated selves, the self imposed on us by the 

world, and move toward our true selves revealed in Christ. 

 

 Paul understands this when he entreats the believers in Corinth to be reconciled to God. 

He encourages them to step back from the values of the society around them, values that have 

shaped them up to now, so that they can “become the righteousness of God.” That is, so they can 

carry within themselves the very presence of Christ. There’s no need, he tells them, to wait for 

God to act further; in the Risen Christ, God has already done all that’s needed. God has entered 

the world and claimed it as God’s own. “See, now is the acceptable time,” Paul tells them, “see, 

now is the day of salvation!” 

 

 Too often we get hung up waiting for conditions to be just right before taking action. 

When we see injustice, even after generations, we’re inclined to hold off taking steps to correct it 

for fear of alienating too many. And it is risky to swim against the current in our society. It was 



risky for Paul who recounts all the many hardships he and his colleagues endured for the sake of 

the gospel: beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger. A person isn’t treated 

that way because their actions are merely spiritual. People get treated that way when what 

they’re saying or doing threatens something fundamental in their society. 

 

 I don’t know if Paul wrote this letter from prison, we know he wrote other things from 

prison, but his words here remind me of another writer, some 19 centuries later, who did write 

from jail. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was arrested in Birmingham, Alabama, in April of 1963 

during a prolonged effort to end segregation among the businesses of Birmingham. After his 

arrest a letter was published in the local newspaper from a group of white clergy, people who 

were sympathetic to the protests, urging King and his colleagues from the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference to slow down; to wait for a more acceptable time for change. King’s 

famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail” was his response. 

 

 After explaining the organizational circumstances that brought them to Birmingham—

they were there at the invitation of local organizers—he goes on to say what really compels him: 

“But more basically, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here.” He then goes on to address 

their counsel to wait. “We know through painful experience,” King writes, “that freedom is 

never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed…For years now 

I have heard the word ‘Wait!’ It rings in the ear of every Negro with piercing familiarity. This 

‘Wait’ has almost always meant ‘Never.’” And echoing the words of Paul, later in his letter King 

writes, “We must use time creatively, in the knowledge that the time is always ripe to do right. 

Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy and transform our pending national elegy 

into a creative psalm of brotherhood. Now is the time to lift our national policy from the 

quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of human dignity.” 

 

 Sixty years later we continue to struggle in our society with issues surrounding racial 

injustice. We continue to struggle in the church to be reconciled to God, to become the 

righteousness of God. You see, Paul believed our spiritual condition must have material 

expression. God’s grace in our lives isn’t meant to be kept private; it’s meant to be put to work 

repairing the world, offering food to the hungry, satisfying the needs of the afflicted. God’s grace 

in our lives is given that light may rise in darkness, that gloom be replaced with the brightness of 

noonday.  

 

 This is what the disciplines of Lent are meant to accomplish. We fast and pray and give 

so we can see more clearly the presence of God around us and participate more fully in God’s 

reconciling love for the world. We cultivate purity, knowledge, kindness, holiness of spirit, 

genuine love and truthful speech so we may carry in our bodies the presence of Christ for the life 

of the world. So, I encourage you tonight to keep a holy Lent; practice the disciplines, fast and 

pray and reach out with generosity. For now is the acceptable time to change the world, to 

become God’s own instruments of justice and healing. 

 

Amen 


