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Against the grain   

I like Lent. I like slowing down, 
focusing, simplifying, reading and 
praying more while talking less. Lent 
never fails to bring me hard questions, 
some acutely painful, that tune my soul 
for Easter’s shout of new reality.

Writing, preaching, or teaching 
about Lent, however, is dangerous 
work. Nothing is more damaging to 
the soul than a too intense concern 
with other people’s sins or even with 
their apparent need for what we 
tactfully call “growth.” To write or 
speak about what someone else should 
do in Lent may lead to forgetting that 
one is also from the dust and is most 
certainly headed back that way. 

Lent’s first call is to focus on the 
battle fought in one’s own soul. For me 
that means asking how I am doing with 
Jesus’ summary of the law (Matthew 22: 
36-40). What in or about me gets in 
the way of loving God and loving my 
neighbor as myself?

Then there is the question of 
responsibility. In a culture that 
emphasizes rights and self-serving 
reasons and denials more than 
responsibilities, we might easily avoid 
looking hard at our motives and 
behavior. Many of us can point to 
how we have been deeply wounded or 
conditioned by circumstances not of 
our making. So how can any of this be 
my fault? 

For all of us, life is made up of 
paradoxes. Chief among these is the 
reality that while each of us is the result 
of our parents’ genes and the upbringing 
they and others gave us, what we make 
of that background is our responsibility. 
There is a space between stimulus and 
response, Stephen Covey has said, 
where we can reinvent ourselves and 
our world by the choices we make.

Each of us is beset by a different 
set of opportunities, challenges and 
temptations. It is not surprising that in 
the ashes I find it written that I may do 
certain pretty good deeds because they 
interest me. I may do some because I was 
taught to do them as a child. Some are 
downright fun; some even scratch an 
inner itch. Beyond that, I may find that 
I do not commit some sins because they 
do not interest me very much or because 

they have ceased to interest me. That is 
not a picture of virtue, nor is it license to 
raise an eyebrow at those who are drawn 
to those sins I do not commit or are not 
drawn to those good works I sometimes 
practice. 

Lent builds spiritual muscle in the 
resistance to those sins my background 
and experience do incline me to commit, 
even if it is not my fault that I am 
shaped that way. Even more, 
Lent builds virtue as I put 
on and try out those acts 
and attitudes that do not 
interest me in the least. 

 I find it useful in Lent 
to do the hard work of 
exploring new territory, 
cultivating virtue against 
the grain. The death to self 
involved in leaving the bad or 
embracing the good draws me to Christ, 
both in his agony and in his new life. 
The heightened awareness of his walking 
beside me on this 40-day journey is 
perhaps why I like Lent so much in the 
first place.
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Accepting Consequences
There does seem to be something in 

the religious mind that seeks to suspend 
cause and effect, or at least to change the 
odds.

In early Lent we read about Jesus being 
tempted. The last of those temptations is 
to jump off a tower to demonstrate that 
God really would take care of him. His 
response: you should not tempt the Lord 
your God.

We often do, individually and 
corporately, tempt God or tempt fate, 
however one puts it. Then when the axe 
falls, we feel that God has let us down by 
not protecting us from the consequences 
of our behavior.

Philosophers and religious thinkers 
know that every system breaks down a 
bit when trying to account for evil and 
random suffering. There is nonetheless 
reason to consider how much cause and 
effect rather than a vengeful God are at 
the root of some of our problems.

If we abuse our bodies, they will 
rebel. If we neglect our children, their 
personalities may well form in ways that 
disconcert us. If we are not emotionally 
present to our spouses they may stray. 
If we do not work daily on prayer and 
spiritual practices, when crisis comes 
we may well perceive nothing but 
emptiness. It isn’t vengeance; it’s the 
way things work.

If this is true on the individual level, 
one cannot but ask if it is true on the 
societal level. The prophets of Israel 

tried to warn their contemporaries 
that their aggressively two-class society 
would bring only doom. As the distance 
between the haves and have-nots widens 
in America, do we presume to think 
that God will protect us from the same 
results? Behaviors have consequences. 

Think of the tremendous forces one 
must overcome just to change one’s 

eating or smoking or exercise habits. 
How many times must one 

multiply that to get an idea 
of the amount of resistance 
a political system has to 
righting wrongs from which 
people profit? 

It makes sense to 
acknowledge that only those 

who have the insight and the 
persistence to regulate themselves 

will be able to orchestrate change on 
any larger level. Nobody loses weight or 
builds muscles just by being angry at their 
fat or their puniness. People who want to 
change must take responsibility for a plan 
that they follow with a kind of ruthlessness.

The New Testament says that we 
look to Jesus in part because “he was 
tempted in every way as we are, but did 
not sin.” Jesus did not presume on his 
status with God; he did not jump off the 
tower. Neither ought we to take foolish 
chances assuming that God will rescue 
us from our own behavior.
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Save the World 
in an Ordinary Way

Some are thinking about what they 
will give up during this Lent; some, 
about what they will take on. Some 
are thinking about going on a diet and 
getting religious credit for it. Others 
think it is silly and will ignore it.

The concept of six weeks of focus on 
what one values most – deliberately 
pushing distractions aside – is useful, 
even for those who consider themselves 
“spiritual but not religious,” as the 
personal ads put it.

For those thinking about a constructive 
springtime for their interior life, I mention 
a few possibilities that involve the saving 
of the world in a very ordinary sense.

From Bono and U2 to interfaith groups 
to the United Nations itself, we have a 
heightened awareness that we have the 
means to address poverty, inequality, 
and the sustainability of the earth with a 
modicum of effort. The United Nations 
Millennium Development Goals (MDG) 
continue to gather momentum across the 
planet. You can study the eight simple 
goals at www.un.org/millenniumgoals. 

Whether one practices a religion or 

not, undertaking a few simple spiritual 
disciplines in solidarity with the MDGs 
can give each of us personal depth and 
increased commitment to be of use to 
our species. 

The tradition of fasting has many 
uses – you meet the rough edges of your 
personality quickly when you are hungry. 
We might go beyond that this year. 

What if one day a week we went 
without food, or did so at least for 12 
hours? I suspect that would heighten our 
sense of connection with those for whom 
starvation is not a choice, and free up a 
little money we might offer to feed them. 
It would help reconnect us with the 1.5 
billion or so people on the planet who live 
on less than one dollar a day. 

Another path of “fasting” that has 
more than one effect on us has to do 
with the tube. What would be the 
effect of unplugging your televisions 
for six weeks? 

When we have done this in our home 
we find that it deepens our awareness of 
human community. The family has to 
talk to each other. 

It deepens our connection to the 
life of the world’s majority whose 
“entertainment” is the (at times) more 
meaningful experience of sharing 
silence, telling stories, encountering 
literature, listening to music, and 
relating to God in prayer. This can also 
be a time to rediscover how much the 
imagination is stimulated by listening to 
the radio.

A third possibility remains. You 
might want to join me in pledging not 
to acquire anything other than food, 
healthcare, and necessary maintenance 
items during those forty days of Lent. 

Such a discipline offers us the 
opportunity to imagine a primary 
identity other than “consumer of goods 
and services” and to see if that does not 
direct our self-image from consumer to 
child of God, whose dignity is located in 
who one is rather than what one has. 

Such abstinence helps us realize 
that for most of the world, shopping 
for entertainment or stress relief is an 
unknown concept. It would drive us to 
more meaningful ways to scratch our 
itches and soothe our souls. What we 
do not spend we might divide between 
savings and charity.

There are many other ways to tune 
up one’s soul. The common element 
in those I suggest here is the one-two 
action of pulling away from the usual 
comfort zone in order to connect and 
care for the larger world. 

Lent means springtime, when things 
grow. I wish you much growth.
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