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Well, here we are into Lent, Lent the time of repentance and self-denial, when we journey with Jesus towards
the cross, when we heed his call to walk in the ways of God.  "Take up your cross" calls Jesus across the
centuries, "and follow me."  And as good disciples, we want to.  As pilgrims on God's way, we want to follow
our Lord.  But he also calls on us to deny ourselves, and that can be a daunting thought.

I don't know how you approach Lent.  Do you come to it with a slightly heavy feeling?  This is the time
when you feel that perhaps you ought to be giving something up and you don't want to, but if you don't you
will feel guilty?  Do you cast around for something to give up that won't be too hard, but still will mean
something?  Do you beat yourself up if you fail, or, like a New Year's resolution, if you break your resolve,
do you just forget it for the rest of the Lenten season?   Or does the season of Lent come to you with light
and pleasure?  I can hear Presbyterian fortitude gasping at such an idea - self-denial, following in the way of
the cross being a pleasure, a joy, a lightening of the spirit?  I think most people would be slightly sceptical of
such an approach.  And yet, the Lord who calls us to follow with our crosses is also the one who says that
his yoke is easy and his burden is light.

If we take Lent seriously as a time for repentance and turning back to wards God - which is what repentance
means - then why would it be a heavy, difficult, dreaded time?  Turning to God and walking in his ways,
spending time with him and knowing his blessing is what we were created to do.  If it seems to mean a loss
of pleasure, that is only because the world has whispered into our receptive hearts a false definition of what
pleasure is.  And what will it profit us if we gain the whole world?  Will that make life good, easy, joyful?
Those who have in worldly terms gained the whole world often seem to have the cares of the world on their
shoulders. Pleasure is to be blessed by God.

"Happy is everyone who fears the Lord, who walks in his ways" sings our psalm.  It then goes on to talk
about what it is like to do this, and it gives one picture of what God's blessing is like.  Of course the
description given is culturally specific.  We may not aspire nowadays to have as many children as possible
and keep them at home for as long as possible - which is the picture that the Psalmist paints as he thinks of
his wife and children gathered around the family dining table.  But this is just a picture, and we need not
reproduce it exactly to know that we experience blessing.  But the basic meaning behind the picture is still
true.  Blessing, God's blessing - and there is no other kind - has in it the power to increase, and it functions
by sharing and delight in life.

You see this right through scripture.  In the Garden of Eden, the principle is originated as God tells Adam
and Eve to "be fruitful and multiply" (Genesis 1:28).  That is God's blessing on them: to grow in love and
power, and to enjoy life lived with him.  That is what we were created to do and be.  Adam and Eve and all
humanity have fallen short of that purpose, we have indeed turned away from it.  That is why the call to
repent, to turn around, has echoed to God's people through the centuries: from Moses, from the Judges, from
the prophets, from John the Baptist, from Jesus, from the apostles and so on down the years.  The call is to
return to our original purpose, and when we repent of our fallen ways and turn back to God, we are doing
what we were made for.

With the children we thought about this.  We saw how in life everything has its purpose and the purpose of a
fork is not the same as a spoon, or even a knife; different items of clothing serve different uses, and each
does its own one best; while even in sport different balls have their own purposes.  We too were made for a
purpose.  We were made in the image of God, and designed to enjoy his company: whatever else the story of



the garden of Eden teaches, it surely teaches us that. So walking in God's ways, travelling the pilgrim path,
following after Jesus in the way of the cross is what we were designed for, it's what we are actually best at.

So why should it be hard?  Because at times it does seem daunting.  At times it does seem like a long list of
things not to do that we would quite like to do.  But that is because we have listened to the whispers of the
world which has a shallower concept of happiness than God does.  The world, as Calvin said, thinks that
happiness consists of "ease, honours and great wealth".  Psalm 128 helps us to see deeper than that.

Too often the ease and great wealth which people seek in their pursuit of happiness, is gained only at the
expense of someone else.  Too often we order our lives with the goal of pursuing our own happiness, rather
than the happiness of others. Our whole system of civilisation seems to be built on the principle that the few
benefit at the expense of the many, and the rich at the expense of the poor:  industrialized nations acquire
appetites for more and more luxuries and higher and higher standards of living, and increasing numbers of
people are made poor; and that is not God's way of happiness and blessing.  What is called for, as even
secular prophets are saying, is a complete change of attitude.

But that is easier said than done.  Just this past few days again we have seen rich bankers justifying their
getting richer, and those who are well-paid unprepared to loose a little of their riches so that others may have
a competency.  We get used to striving for more.  We get used to thinking that happiness will come with the
next purchase.  And it doesn't, not lastingly.  But what other way is there to think about life?  Yet Jesus calls
us to stop, to stop and turn around, to walk in God's way and know God's blessing.

There is a general assumption that it is difficult to be a Christian.  People talk of the narrow gate and the way
that is hard - and Jesus did mention that.  But he was talking about how things seem, not how things are.  It
seems easier to go the way of the world.  It seems easier to flow along with everyone else.  And when you
are going that way, it can look dauntingly difficult to turn aside, turn back, take a different route.  But it is
only hard, it only seems like a difficult thing to do because we live in a culture which is heading away from
God and when we turn towards God we are turning to swim against the stream.  Doing that we hear the
whispers and the shouts of what the world considers normal and they can distract us and make our choice
seem hard.  But when we turn to God,we are fulfilling our purpose.  We are doing, as we saw last week,
what will bring us joy.

Happy is everyone who fears the Lord, who walks in his ways.  If we want to see God's blessing, to grow in
love and power and live life with him, then the first thing to remember is that we are to fear God.  There is a
solemnity about being in God's presence, which is not in the least incompatible with joy, but which is
incompatible with triviality.  When we think of God we reverence him.  We are in awe of him.  We do not
remake him on our own image, believing he can only do what we can do or can imagine done.  We do not
attribute to him human values, short-sighted and warped as these usually are.  We are dealing with the God
of creation and the Christ of the cross.  To give God the awe and respect he is due expands our minds,
enlarges our horizons, and adds to our joy.

We fear God and we walk in his ways.  This is not rocket science.  It simply means that we start doing the
things for which God made us.  Jesus said we were to take up our cross daily, and we do that when, as he
did, we live with integrity, letting what we know about God influence how we behave towards others.  Of
course we will never follow Christ perfectly.  We will fall down and fail and feel bad time after time.
Indeed as we grow closer to God, as we come nearer our purpose we become more aware of the flaws and
failings in our lives and characters, so that it can seem that instead of going forwards we are losing ground.
But that's not the point.  If we set out to follow Jesus, the way is plain.  There are ethical standards to follow,
there are moral values to foster, there are spiritual disciplines to practice, there is social justice to pursue.
The way is plain.

People are forever breaking the rules, trying other roads, attempting to create their own system of values and
truth.  Indeed living by one's own code is perhaps what the world we live in admires most.  But those who
walk in their own ways have no one to turn to when they fail, when their system fails them, when they have
fallen down.  We do.  We call on God who is endlessly forgiving, and who knows the intentions of our
hearts, even when we are not so sure of them ourselves.  Those who seek to travel on their own way, are like
travellers seeking to go east when all the roads point north: whatever they do they will encounter difficulty
and obstacles.  They refuse the well-travelled roads which lead to God's blessing, simply because they are



well-travelled and it can't be that ancient and that simple, can it?  Can it be as straightforward as fearing God
and walking in his ways?

St. Augustine once said "Thou has made us for thyself, and our hearts are restless until they find rest in thee."
He knew about being fit for purpose.  Our psalmist knew as well, and knew too the quiet content that comes
with God's blessing.  And Jesus knew it too.  He knew that in a world which is adulterous, in that it cannot
stick with the simple ways of following God, and which is therefore sinful, there would be the temptation to
climb out of the well-trodden road of reverence and obedience, but that only walking with him will save our
lives, in terms of eternity and in terms of the daily blessing we seek from God.

So this Lent, so every day, let us fear the Lord and walk in his ways, and then let us look for God's blessing,
not in terms of ease, honours and great wealth, but in terms of love and knowing God's power and  his
presence with us each day.  May God bless you in your walk,

Amen.


