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Reading from the Gospels: Mark 1:9-15

What’s the color of Lent? Purple? That’s the color given to it by the church. 
Purple symbolizes both the pain and suffering leading up to the crucifixion of Jesus as well as the suffering of humanity and a world filled with sin ... but it’s also the sign of royalty ... the arrival of a king. That seems to make it an appropriate color.

But how about the color gray ... the color leftover from the ashes of Wednesday ... a sign of repentance. Isn’t Lent that time when we wear sackcloth and ashes in recognition of our sinful nature. 

 

Maybe it’s black ... but that seems a bit too early and way too dreary. That color usually doesn’t take precedent until Good Friday of Holy Week. Black in this season evokes memories of death.

But Easter is still a season away ... and I suspect for each of us, the very word ... “Lent” ... evokes some kind of image or even a color in our minds. Something pops into our imaginations when we hear that word ... those 40 days between the time when those three disciples recognized Jesus Christ as the Son of God up on a mountaintop ... and Jesus’ crucifixion on that hill we call Golgotha. 

I doubt that Lent fills too many of you with the same joy and awe of Advent and Christmas. I talked to some people this week who just didn’t want to attend Ash Wednesday services. Not because they didn’t recognize the importance of it . . .but because it would have been just another layer of pain and suffering to endure. For some people ... entering the season of Lent is hard ... Easter is still a season away.

 

I also suppose that the various traditions in which we are supposed to “give up” something for Lent doesn’t add to the season’s appeal either. If we couldn’t fulfill our New Year’s resolutions ... well ... Lent give us another shot at it. But I ask ... is there a spiritual awakening ... a revival of the soul ... in giving up chocolate? 

Our Gospel reading from Mark moves us deeply and quickly into the season of Lent this morning ... because the author literally throws several buckets of paint on the canvas ... some purple ... some gray ... and even a bit of black. 

There really isn’t a lot of time to fill in minute details of the painting ... John is baptizing in the River Jordan ... Jesus appears ... the Heavens rip apart ... the spirit dives ... Jesus is driven into the wilderness ... and then begins his life’s mission. 

Seven verses ... written in a blur of words ... yet filled with such powerful meaning for our lives as disciples. Isn’t that the way it seems every year ... we celebrate Christmas ... and before you know it ... we’re walking with Jesus toward Jerusalem and the cross once again. It just seemed like the other day there was a little baby lying in a manger. He’s grown up now. We’re supposed to go with him.

Listen for the mighty word of our Lord speaking to you from the 1st chapter of Mark, verses 9-15. 

 
1:9 In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.
1:10 And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.
1:11 And a voice came from heaven, "You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased."
1:12 And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness.
1:13 He was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him.

1:14 Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God,
1:15 and saying, "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news." 
This is the word of our Lord. Thanks be to God!
Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts be acceptable in Thy Sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen.

 
Inserted in your bulletin is a small piece of paper. Please take it out. I would like you to take just a few moments and think about this … If Jesus Christ was sitting alone with you right now ... what would you tell him is your greatest need at this very moment? 

Please don’t sign your name. Just write what you believe is your greatest need at this very moment.

 A little earlier you heard the word of God proclaiming the establishment of a covenant with Noah and all of his ancestors as the water receded. 

Did you notice how many times God told Noah that he was going to establish that covenant ... God didn’t say it once ... in the span of those ten verses, God reiterates the covenant seven times. 

Out of those terrible chaotic waters ... Noah has found favor with God ... who marks him and all future generations as special ... as loved ... as children of God. Seven times ... do you think God was trying to make a point to Noah? I think so ... it marked a new beginning ... and God signed that covenant with all the colors of the world ... splashed across the sky. 

 
And God honored that covenant. No longer would the sins of the people incur the wrath of God upon the world. Out of the waters ... a covenant was eternally created. However, even if you’re not a biblical scholar, you’re probably aware that we ... the created ones ... the children of God ... didn’t do a very good job holding up our end of the bargain. 

As a matter of fact, we were a bit rebellious ... trying to go our own way instead of relying on the love and grace of our Creator. It’s not that God didn’t try to remind us ... there were plenty of prophets who lost their voices trying to convince us to turn from our sinful ways and follow God ... even up to the point when the temple was destroyed and we were whisked into exile by the rivers of Babylon. So what’s a God to do?

 
Well ... our God ... decided to reissue the covenant again ... not a new one ... but the same covenant to once again remind us how much we are loved by our Creator. And this time ... the covenant would be made in person ... face to face ... up close and personal. 

And there, on the banks of the Jordan in that bright sunlight, I can just imagine Jesus Christ rising out of the river… as thousands of tiny droplets of  water ... like tiny little prisms ... shower the world once again with all the colors of the rainbow ... in holy remembrance of the first time the covenant was spoken.  

And at that moment ... Jesus Christ ... filled with the power of the Holy Spirit  ... hears the majestic voice of God voice thunder. "You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased."
“With you ... I am well pleased.” And let me tell you ... that was the world’s greatest need at that very moment. The children of God ... the holders of the covenant ... needed a Savior.

We’re all in need of a Savior. Two thousand years ago, the people needed one . . .and we still do today. That is why this season of purple and gray and even black ... is so important to each of us. That is why I believe the season of Lent shouldn’t be approached with trepidation or fear or anxiety ... but with hopefulness ... and anticipation ... even that expectant feeling we seem to hold so dearly to around Advent and Christmas. 

Because Lent is the pathway of remembrance to the very heart of Christianity ... and here, on the first Sunday in Lent ... we are claimed ... because out of the waters, God claimed Noah and all his descendants ... out of the waters God repeated that same claim when Jesus rose from the waters ... and out of the waters of baptism you have also been claimed by God ... you are mine, says the Lord ... you are mine!

We all have something we need to share with Jesus Christ this day ... some of us are in need of physical healing ... or release from emotional stress and anxiety ... or relationship problems ... or the worries about the economy or a job or even a personal debt ... maybe you wrote yours on that little piece of paper. Whatever your need is ... remember that Jesus Christ ... who has already claimed you through the waters of baptism ... walks with you through all the days of your life ... he wants to hear from you ... to be with you ... to share in your life ... not because he signed a legal contract ... a covenant … but because he loves you ... pure and simple. 

No parent ever loved a child more than Jesus Christ loves you at this moment ... and there is absolutely nothing you can do about that.

Dr. Karl Barth was one of the most brilliant and complex intellectuals of the twentieth century. He wrote volume after massive volume on the meaning of life and faith. A reporter once asked Dr. Barth if he could summarize what he had said in all those volumes.  
Dr. Barth thought for a moment and then said: "Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so." (November 1993 Deep Cove Crier, St. Simon’s Anglican Church, North Vancouver)
As you come forward for communion ... bring that little slip of paper with your need written upon it and lay it on the communion table. And then take the bread of life and the cup of salvation ... allow the love and grace of God to fill your soul ... and remember that no matter happens in your life ... even if the skies of you life turn purple ... gray ... or even black ... the promise Jesus Christ made to you will never be broken ... because Jesus claims you with the words, “You are mine.”

Here in the church, we are baptized and filled with God’s Spirit. Freed and forgiven we’re welcomed with joy! Can you hear it?  This is God’s sign!
This is how God says, “You’re mine!” Let’s take the good news and share it!

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

