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On Tuesday night I called my 8-year old nephew Luke to congratulate him on making his First Reconciliation.  With his siblings he attends a conservative Catholic school near Peoria and so I was pleasantly surprised when he initiated a conversation about Lent as well.  Since it was the night before Ash Wednesday, he said he couldn’t think of something to ‘give up’ for Lent.  He said he tried giving up soda one year but that was too hard.  I said I had that problem once when I tried giving up chocolate.  After we talked about some other ideas, I half-seriously teased him saying, “What if you gave up being ornery to your three sisters for forty days?”  Without missing a beat he said, “No way could I do that!”  So I said, “Well as a starter, what if you gave up being ornery for just three days a week during Lent?”   There was a moment of silence on his end of the phone as I could almost hear his mind thinking about that proposal.  As if he had solved a great mystery, his voice was excited when he very seriously said, “Hum, now that’s a good idea; and the three days I would pick are Mondays, Wednesday s, and Fridays, since they are in school those days and I would still have the full days for aggravating them on weekends!”

He could not see that I was laughing very hard on my end of the line about the way his young mind had figured that out so quickly, but I assured him that at least three days a week was a good start to changing the way he behaved.  His child-like faith spoke the truth about how difficult it is sometimes to change our behaviors.  Like being ornery to siblings, some of our sins are rooted in behaviors that we actually ‘enjoy’ doing…or so we think…and thus they are very difficult to ‘give up’ or change.  Some of our behaviors become so engrained in our daily lives that we can no longer objectively see how sinful they are since we have found ways to justify them and convinced ourselves that they are too difficult to give up.

When Jesus went to the desert for his prayer time, he personally experienced the power of God’s grace helping him resist temptation.  When he left the desert to begin his ministry, the main theme of his preaching was this word “repent.”  Repentance comes the Greek word “metanoia” which means a change of mind and heart – a turning toward the other way!  Jesus is NOT asking for a temporary forgoing of something pleasurable, like giving up sweets for Lent.  The ‘metanoia’ that Jesus is asking is a turning AWAY from any behaviors or inner attitudes that are keeping me from flourishing into the greatness God created me to be.  As we turn away from those sins, we then turn TOWARD the source of divine love.

The second part of Jesus’ challenge for ‘metanoia’ comes when he says “NOW…is the time!”  This means that we cannot just have good ‘intentions’ of change, but we must begin the change right now, in THIS moment.  If we think of a habit or behavior that seems almost impossible to change, like an 8-year old being asked to give up being mischievous, then maybe we need to take at least some beginning step in that direction.

The image of Jesus in the desert reminds us that when we are going through a time of change, it can feel pretty isolating and barren.  To really give up something we know is wrong but has become a part of our life and our way of thinking can even be painful.

What we learn from the story of Noah in the first reading today is that God is always WITH US in his covenant of love.  Jesus does not promise that God will remove every temptation from our life, but he demonstrates the power of God’s assistance to help us make the changes we have been putting off for too long.  

Just in case we cannot think of what behavior or attitude we might need to change, each week, in the basket on the entry table is a little piece of paper with a scripture quote and a behavior change related to that passage.  As we take one of the prayer cards each Sunday, for each week of lent we will be challenged to ‘give up’ one more habit that is not part of following Jesus.  

Each Sunday we come back to the Eucharist, the bread and wine brought forward represent all of our good efforts and work at changing our life.  Then Jesus feeds us with his Life and we gain new strength to go forth to make the next change needed for faithful discipleship.

