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Oil & Wine  First Sunday of Lent  1 March 2009
• Gen 9:8-15  • Ps 25 (24): 4-9  • 1 Pet 3:18-22  • Mark 1:12-15

Ash has become so terribly familiar to Australians in the last few weeks: the ravaged homes and properties of Victoria; the tragic blue plastic shrouds stretched over  bodies lying in a burnt wasteland; the heroic, exhausted faces of fire fighters and emergency workers… We have come to recognize with new and painful insight just how vulnerable human life is. And yet there is also extraordinary courage rising from the ashes. After the first shock and grief, so many people are saying: “We have our lives; we’ll start again”; others are pledging themselves to help this happen. And nature hastens to the same ‘resurrection.’ Ash is also fertile, and within a few weeks the new, fragile green shoots will be pushing their way through charred wood and burnt ground. It will be much harder for many people to push through their suffering to new life and hope, and they will need all the human, financial and civic help possible to do this. Yet from our birth we are dust in-breathed by the Spirit of God, and so in us there is a hope that reaches beyond the stars as well as the dust that needs to be formed and reformed to the pattern of this hope.
As Andrew Hamilton wrote recently in Eureka Street as the fires were abating: “Our life is like the dried grass on which sparks are liable to fall.” And on Ash Wednesday this year we surely recognized this truth. At no other time in our adult lives are we so visibly marked on our skin with our Christian identity and our human solidarity and vulnerability. As we hear the words of the signing, we remember the ‘dried grass’ of our past year, whatever has withered – perhaps our compassion, our generosity, our faith in God, in ourselves, in others, in the church; all that has turned to ash – in the death of loved ones, in disillusionment with myself and others. And yet there is another spark that is kindled by the cross, the sign of salvation in which the ash is traced on our foreheads, and to which we commit ourselves in a special way in the weeks of Lent.
 If we were baptised as infants, the sign of the cross was the first human touch of the sacrament offered by the minister, the parents and godparents. They themselves and the assembly may wonder how the reality of the cross will touch the child in the future, and pray that from the cross will always come salvation and healing. When accepted into the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA), the adult is also marked with the sign of the cross and, if the ritual is well celebrated, marked not only on the forehead but also on heart, hands and feet. The cross of Christ is to be their only Christian boast (Gal 6:14), and as a reminder of this the catechumen is given a cross – not as a fashion accessory (a Hollywood actress was recently reported as having four hundred such accessories!), but as a reminder that they have started to walk towards baptism with their crucified and risen Lord and in the company of the Christian community of the baptised. In the old Irish ritual of grieshog, the woman of the home would cover the embers of the fire every evening with a soft blanket of ash to keep them warm until the morning when she would then gently brush away the ash and blow on the embers to rekindle the fire. On Ash Wednesday the church, in its members, is covered with ash not only as a penitential symbol of that commitment to Jesus which has burnt out, but also as a sign that we need to keep warm the embers of our discipleship, ready for the breath of the risen Christ to flame them into new life on Easter morning. 
On the night of 10 February, the famous 75 year-old Canadian singer-poet Leonard Cohen gave the last of his Victorian concerts, and donated $200, 000 to the current bushfire appeal. But not only did Cohen dig deeply into his wallet; he also dug deeply into his heart and the hearts of his audience as he sang and dedicated his lyric, “Anthem”, to the victims, the sufferers, and the heroes of the fires:


Ring the bells that still can ring


Forget your perfect offering


There is a crack in everything 


That’s how the light gets in.

May the light of Christ’s compassion ‘get into’ the broken lives of so many thousands of people, especially through the love of their sisters and brothers. It should not be difficult this year to translate our traditional practices of prayer, fasting and almsgiving into a love that keeps the bells ringing.
While fires were raging in south-eastern Australia, the north was enduring floods, and we are made very conscious of the ambivalent reality and symbol of both water and fire: that they can be both friend and enemy. The story of Noah in today’s first reading is probably based on the memory of some great flood that the biblical author uses as a vehicle to carry significant religious truths. This narrative is not just about a floating ark on a vast cosmic sea into which are loaded Noah, his family, and representatives of the animal world. More importantly the story carries an assurance about our promise-making God. Out of the flood of human sinfulness that was deluging the world and threatening to plunge it back into primeval chaos, God brings to safety human beings, animals, and a green and growing earth washed with God’s liberating mercy. Sometimes we have trivialised the Noah narrative with school pageants of romping and costumed children parading to musical hammer blows of the builder Noah, or graphic and literal processions of an animal menagerie meandering across the pages of children’s bibles. More significant in reminding us of the meaning of Noah’s ark are the memories of other ‘arks’: Jean Vanier’s ‘L’Arche’ communities which are places of salvation for people with disabilities who might otherwise be swept away by floods of social unconcern; or Oscar Schindler’s ‘Ark’, the place where this hard-living German used all his entrepreneurial skills to shelter Jewish Nazi concentration camp prisoners in his factory in the very shadow of Auschwitz.
The Noahic covenant is God’s universal promise to all living creatures, and to the very earth itself (Gen 9:8-11), prior to division by race, religion and language (Gen 11:1-9). By embracing human and non-human life, this covenant is a mandate for deep respect for all people and reverence for the earth itself, but there is no assurance that humanity will be as faithful as the Creator to this covenant, a fact to which our present ecological crisis sadly gives witness.  A multicoloured bow set in the sky is to be a reminder of this covenant – but a reminder for God, not for  us, that the bows and arrows of the Divine Archer are not needed; that the battle with cosmic chaos is over, and that creation can rest secure – for now.  When, in his presidential address, Barak Obama said that what was needed today was that “we lay our hands on the arc of history and bend it back once more into the hope of a new day,” he was expressing the hope that the ways of war and violence would be straightened out, and that the responsibility for this lay in the hands not only of the government of nations but of all individuals who care for the present and coming generations. Lent calls us to this responsibility with the louder and infinitely more assuring voice of God. Attentive to God’s word, we cannot enclose ourselves in the arks of our own making and float away to safety, selfishly ignoring the waves of suffering that are engulfing so much of humanity. Under the sign of the rainbow on this First Sunday of Lent we are called to gather, to remember God’s universal mercy, and act out of this.
Heartache and alienation are universal human experiences, and in the responsorial Ps 25 (24) the psalmist has no hesitation in reminding God, with the frankness of friendship, of God’s faithful covenant love. There is also the acknowledgement that God’s people are called to walk in these same ways, and that God is ready to guide both the afflicted and the sinner along these paths if they are ready to be led and taught. This is the wisdom into which the church leads us in the coming Lenten weeks.
With the speed of rising floodwaters, the First Letter of Peter sweeps us urgently into the mystery of water that saves, not destroys. That “Jesus also suffered for sins, once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous,” are appropriate words for us to hear at the beginning of Lent. With the catechumens, we are reminded that this is the reality of our baptism. Just as the covenant with Noah is a pledge of God’s redemptive action, even more so is our baptism in Christ. Peter realised that Christians in every generation may have to swim against the currents of the contemporary and broader society, but he does not advocate that they never plunge into a hostile culture. Jesus did not keep his distance from sin and sinners but, though innocent, he immersed himself in suffering humanity so that in and through him it might be taken through death into life.
All the readings in today’s Liturgy of the Word describe conflict, culminating with the testing of Jesus in the wilderness. Mark’s account is honed down to three short and urgent verses. We sometimes describe persons as ‘driven,’ usually implying some negative impelling force such as ambition, desperation, or something that encloses them in a tunnel vision of reality. But what drives Jesus is the Spirit. We can choose to regard this wilderness sojourn as an actual linear experience of forty days or an indicator of the struggle that tests Jesus throughout his life, in the midst of crowds or in the desolation of Gethsemane and Calvary. Before he begins his public ministry, before he says one word of the good news of the reigning presence of God, Jesus is hurled out into the wilderness, into that physical and spiritual place where he must struggle with the consequences of his identity, with what he has been named by the Father at his baptism: “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” Jesus is alone with the Spirit of God and the spirit of evil, Satan; in the wilderness there is both conflict and communion, wild beasts and angels. He is alone with the memory of his ancestors, their wilderness wandering in what for them was not only a place of God’s revelation and covenant making, but also a place of their testing and failure. And like Moses on Mount Sinai, like Elijah on the way to Mount Horeb/Sinai, Jesus fasts for forty days and emerges as the most faithful Israelite. 
Jesus’ confrontation with the “wild beasts” can be read positively, as a vision of a restored creation in the hands of the New Adam in a new Eden where once again creation is whole and at peace (cf. Gen 2:19-20), and there is harmony between the human and animal worlds, “when the lion lies down with the lamb…” in the hoped-for messianic age (cf. Is 11:6-9). On the other hand, we can read Mark’s description as one of dangerous isolation among “wild beasts,” large and ferocious or small and insidious. Given the situation of Mark’s community which was suffering persecution, and for whom the memory of some of their Christian brothers and sisters being literally tossed to the wild beasts by the Emperor Nero in the programs of 64 CE, the experience of Jesus and the care of angels who minister to him in his struggle would have been a source of hope and consolation. 
By baptism into Christ, we too are beloved sons and daughters of the Father, confronted throughout our lives with both the ‘wild animals’ of evil and the ‘angels’ of divine protection. The desert sand may not be physically under our feet, but in our hearts we can so often feel its grit of daily irritations with ourselves and others. We do not have to go away to a lonely place to experience wilderness; it can be as close as the indefinable loneliness we may sometimes feel even when in the company of those we love, and especially in the testing times with those whom we struggle to love. Lent is given to us as a call to create in our lives, through prayer, fasting and almsgiving, some uncluttered spiritual and physical space where we can not only come to grips with the wild beasts in our lives, and try to tame them with the Spirit’s power, but also learn to recognise the angels who minister to us, and be grateful for them. 
Jesus comes out of the wilderness strengthened for praise and for pain. Herod’s arrest of John the Baptist is the first storm to break over Mark’s gospel, but over this rises a rainbow of hope as Jesus travels throughout Galilee proclaiming the words: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent and believe in the good news.” These last words are used in one of the formulas for the giving of ashes on Ash Wednesday. The reigning presence of God is fully established in Jesus; in us, his members, it is still coming as we struggle to live our baptismal covenant.
Benedict’s Chapter 49, “On the Observance of Lent,” is influenced both directly and indirectly by the Lenten sermons of Pope St Leo (d. 461) to the Christ’s faithful of Rome, an indication that this chapter can have a much wider relevance than just to the monastic community. Only here does Benedict uses the word “joy” – and uses it twice. Lenten prayer and fasting is to be prompted by “the joy of the Holy Spirit” (RB 49.6), not by pious competitiveness or a negative and punitive spirituality. We are urged on “with joy” and renewed energy to look forward to what is the centre of the liturgical year and our own lives – holy Easter. Prayer will soften our hearts and sacred reading will jab us out of personal apathy and self-indulgence. Benedict stresses the importance of beginning Lent with an extra effort of fidelity to lectio divina that is not just a revisiting of our favourite texts but is a persevering discipline of the continual reading of a biblical book. We might otherwise not choose some of these biblical words, but we might need them to choose us, as the Spirit knows only too well. 
It is much easier to make our Lenten journey in the company of others with a similar goal rather than ‘going it alone,’ and so Benedict emphasises both individual and communal effort. A parish that travels with their catechumens towards Easter baptism is a community mutually enriched: the already-baptised with the witness of the catechumens’ eager seeking of God, and the catechumens by the prayer and hospitality of the community into whose faith they will soon be baptised.
Benedict is gentle in his recommendation of only “some” denial of food, drink, sleep, and mindless chatter and joking (RB 49.7). He knows what we may also have experienced: the folly of excessive or obsessive effort that has the same effect as too little. Both exaggerations can end up in a collapse back into overeating, oversleeping, overtalking!
