
Sermon:  “Deciphering Lent” 

Let’s imagine that we’re at a gathering point before starting out on a journey together.  So put 
yourself – mentally -- in the departure lounge.  It could be a train or bus station, an airport 
terminal, or maybe even dockside next to a cruise ship. 

Now imagine that I have just stepped in front of the group and introduced myself as your guide.  
And my task in the coming minutes is to orient you to what we’ll experience on this excursion 
and what you can do to make it most rewarding for yourself and your fellow travelers. 

Of course, I’m not talking about an actual trip, but about the season we’ve just begun, Lent.    
Most of us know something about Lent – we know that the colors are purple, that Friday beer-
batter fish fries crop up at what seems like every restaurant and volunteer fire company in 
Western New York, and that a lot of people started the whole undertaking by having ashes 
smeared on their foreheads. 

For those reasons alone, Lent is unlike any other time of the year.  But those are the “cosmetics” 
of the season.  What I would like to do this morning is prepare us for a deeper experience, to 
hold out the opportunity for Lent to be a true pilgrimage on the road to Easter. 

If you want to figure out the reason for Lent – to decipher the season – it makes sense to start 
with scripture.  In the three-year cycle of Bible readings we follow – what is known as the 
lectionary – Lent each year tells a special story drawing from the gospels, the Old Testament, 
and the writings of Paul. 

It’s not only Jesus that the lectionary in Lent spotlights.  In recommended readings from books 
of the Old Testament, or Paul’s letters, the lectionary seeks to expose the whole story of the 
people of God from beginning to the end, and to do it in 40 days.  As a practical matter, churches 
have to choose from this avalanche of scripture what sacred texts to follow, and this Lent it will 
be from the Psalms.   

We could just as easily have taken another Old Testament route, which would start us off in the 
book of Deuteronomy and remind us of the formation of the nation of Israel with its escape from 
Egypt and its wanderings in the desert.  Or, of course, we could have taken the most familiar 
route of all, and told the story of Jesus’ ministry from his Temptation to his crucifixion.   

That “Christ-focused” journey can be understood in another way, and that is by the themes each 
story of Jesus brings up.  And that’s how we’re going to explore the Psalms this year, by 
focusing on the themes of Lent, which you will recognize as temptation, testing, repentance, 
forgiveness, and reconciliation.  In short, we’ll look at the Psalms as keys to deciphering what it 
is we are supposed to ponder, and learn, and draw closer to in this peculiar time of year. 

A colleague of mine who followed the Psalms in Lent a few years ago described this as her 
motivation:    



The Psalms meet us where we are and lead us forward, where we need to be. They are filled with 
real faith, unrefined honesty, raw emotion, eager hopefulness, blank despair, and robust 
experience of life with God. While we may not be close to the specific situation that inspired a 
particular psalm, a wealth of modern experiences in life gives rise to expressions similar to those 
we find in the Psalms.  

Now Lent is not only scripture, and we are much concerned with signs during these 40 days, 
little visual ways to stimulate our senses and our grasp of the season.  The sign of the cross, for 
example, was ground into every willing forehead last Wednesday, a gritty and greasy reminder 
of our mortality, but also of the hope we have for life beyond the grave.  There will be other 
stimulants to our senses.  In Lent we will gather more times than in any other season of the year 
around the communion table to hold the body of Christ in our hands, and symbolically to share 
the cup of his blood.  The Lord’s Supper that reenacts the movement, and connections, sights,  
sounds, tastes, and intimacy of the Last Supper Jesus had with his disciples is a sacrament of 
unequaled power at any time, but in Lent its significance is even more magnified. 

Our journey in Lent is not limited to what we might hear, see, or taste in worship.  In fact, when 
people think of Lent they often have in mind the private moments of this journey – the personal 
meditations, the individual choices, the unique practices that Lent calls us to.  That’s why daily 
Lenten devotionals are so popular, or the surrender of some special pleasure for 40 days, or the 
discipline of avoiding meat on Fridays.   

None of these things is imposed by the church; they are significant because they are voluntary – 
they are the small sacrifice or momentary rejection of comfort that you and I offer up as a 
reminder of the infinitely greater sacrifice Jesus made for you and me.  You may not choose to 
do anything out of the ordinary during Lent, but the invitation to step off the well-paved path 
onto a rougher and less traveled road is always there. 

The insights we gain in personal time alone with God can be reinforced by studying together, 
and that is why we will have a special course this Lent drawing from a text, “Presbyterian 
Beliefs,” which begins tomorrow.  In a nutshell, this class is both an introduction, and a 
refresher, on what Presbyterians profess concerning God, Jesus, and the church (and our place in 
it). 

Finally, and I hardly need to remind you of this, but one of the age-old practices of Lent is 
prayer, prayer of a particular kind – intense, self-examining communication with God that 
empties oneself and opens a channel that may be brand new, or is being reopened after long 
neglect.  It’s Lent’s way of removing spiritual toxins and baggage, you might say.  There are 
many things you could safely ignore in Lent, but prayer is not one of them. 

So, as your guide for this journey, let me sum up what we are going to say, and hear, and see, 
and do, and share along the way:  we’ll have our storybook for the journey, the Psalms; the 
sights, sounds, tastes and smells of the rituals of worship; there will be those times along the road 



when we can withdraw from the procession and retreat into our personal devotions, individual 
sacrifices, and solitary prayer; and there will be times when the school bell will ring and we will 
be called back together to share lessons from our own Presbyterian tradition. 

The Bible, the worship, the acts carried out alone, and the acts we do together – these are the 
interlocking pieces of Lent.  These are the keys to deciphering the meaning of this season, which 
as we experience them may be different for each of us.  The more you can participate in and the 
more you take into your own hands, the more meaningful will be your Lent and your Easter.   

It’s a holy time, this Lent; and the scriptural part of it will begin next Sunday with what are 
called the penitential psalms.  There are seven of them among the 150 psalms, and they express 
as well as any Bible passages what it means to unburden ourselves of all that haunts, plagues, or 
weighs our spirits down, by coming clean before God.  Amen. 

  



Joel 2:12-16a 

12  Yet even now, says the Lord, return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, 
and with mourning;   13  rend your hearts and not your clothing. Return to the Lord, your God, 
for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from 
punishing.   14  Who knows whether he will not turn and relent, and leave a blessing behind him, 
a grain offering and a drink offering for the Lord, your God?   15  Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
sanctify a fast; call a solemn assembly;   16  gather the people. Sanctify the congregation; 
assemble the aged; gather the children, even infants at the breast. 

 

Luke 9:28-36 

28  Now about eight days after these sayings Jesus took with him Peter and John and James, and 
went up on the mountain to pray.   29  And while he was praying, the appearance of his face 
changed, and his clothes became dazzling white.   30  Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and 
Elijah, talking to him.   31  They appeared in glory and were speaking of his departure, which he 
was about to accomplish at Jerusalem.   32  Now Peter and his companions were weighed down 
with sleep; but since they had stayed awake, they saw his glory and the two men who stood with 
him.   33  Just as they were leaving him, Peter said to Jesus, "Master, it is good for us to be here; 
let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah"—not knowing what 
he said.   34  While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and they were 
terrified as they entered the cloud.   35  Then from the cloud came a voice that said, "This is my 
Son, my Chosen; listen to him!"   36  When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone. And 
they kept silent and in those days told no one any of the things they had seen. 

THIS IS THE WORD OF THE LORD. 

 

 


