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5th Sunday in Ordinary Time 2013 

Today is the last Sunday before the beginning of Lent, and it’s an opportunity for us to  

think about what we are about to do as we enter into the great Fast.  I think this is 

important because it is no longer obvious to us why we should commit ourselves to a 

Lenten ascetical program that involves spending more time, more energy and more 

effort.  And if we enter Lent rightly, it does mean that.  Or maybe more accurately, it 

means spending less time, less energy and less effort on some things that we’re used 

to doing, and spending more time, more energy and more effort on some other things 

that all too easily get marginalized and relegated to second-place in our lives.  Now, this 

“more” stuff that Lent calls for includes using more consciously and intently the ancient 

tools of the Christian trade - the tools of prayer, scripture-reading, fasting and alms-

giving.   

If we are to really engage Lent and put more effort into using these tools of spiritual life, 

then realistically we need to get rid of, or at least give less time to, some of the other 

stuff in our lives, so that we have the room and the time and th energy to “Lentenize” 

our lives for forty days.  Each of us, as individuals and as families, will have to decide 

how we’re going to do this, but if we don’t make room in our lives somehow for Lent,  

one of three things will probably happen: 

1. We will  end up just ignoring the whole Lenten project altogether, and reap no 

benefit from the season 
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2. or we will become frustrated with the whole thing because we simply won’t have 

sufficient time or energy to do what we need to do, and then we’ll just be 

miserable 

3.  or we’ll put on our Lenten mask and pretend we’re doing something when we’re 

really not.  This last temptation seems to be the one that Jesus was particularly 

concerned with- pretending.  And so he warned us that when we fast, we musn’t 

pretend like play-actors, doing Lenten things so that everyone can see what 

we’re doing.  Whatever we do, it needs to be real and honest.  “When you fast,” 

Jesus said, tidy your hair and beard (if you have one) the way you normally do, 

and wash your face, so that others won’t even notice that you’re fasting.  But 

don’t worry,” he said, “your Father in heaven, who sees in private, will know 

what’s going on.” 

So, we have these Lenten spiritual tools of prayer, scripture-reading, fasting and alms-

giving, and we have some idea of what can happen if we don’t use them well, but we 

still need to have some goal or purpose clearly in our hearts and minds.  Why should we 

do any of this stuff at all?  Well, the answer to that, I think, depends on some much 

bigger things- a) What we understand God to be like, b) What we understand to be 

wrong in our lives, and c) What we think we then need to do to make things better, in at 

least some way.  These are the really big questions about life, and I do think that they 

shape what we do with Lent. 

If, for example, we begin, at some really deep primordial level inside ourselves, to think 

about God as a kind of singular heavenly monarch or celestial policeman who created 

us so that he can rule over us and so that we can obey him, then, I think, we tend to see 
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the human problem as our disobedience  to God’s commands, his rules.  The human 

problem, or what we call “sin”, is fundamentally behavioral- that we human beings just 

do not behave or act properly.  If this is the story playing out in your hearts and minds, 

then salvation, and consequently, Lent, really become for us learning or relearning 

proper behavior, learning to act rightly again.  Now, there is certainly something to this 

story, and I think that lots and lots of Christians, as well as lots and lots of Muslims and 

Jews, have this as  their basic, underlying saga of life. 

I, however, would like to suggest to you something else- another story, another saga.  

And it goes like this.  The God who created this universe and who created us is not like 

a singular heavenly monarch or like a celestial policeman dispensing orders and 

commands.  The God who created this universe and who created us is like a huge, 

bustling, swirling Dance, bristling with energy and power and life.  Within this God’s 

“oneness”, there has always been plurality and harmony, a kind of continuous creative 

movement of giving and receiving, sharing, living from and living towards another. This 

eternal Dance is what we Christians call the “Trinity” of Father, Son and Spirit.  There 

never was a time when the Father was not loving a Son in the Spirit.  Before the 

universe came to be and before you and I ever existed, God has eternally been out-

going, life-giving, loving, delighting in one another.  Before anything else was, God was 

what we Christians call “Love”. 

And then this God made space, made space for something else to be- for this universe 

to be, for you and me to be.  This God allowed the love which is at the heart of God’s 

own being to explode into what we call “creation”.   The very being of the Triune God is 

effusive, bountiful, outpouring and overflowing.  The Father has always rejoiced to have 
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“Another” beside him and finds his very life in pouring out his love towards that “Other”.  

Creation is then about the spreading, the diffusion, the outward explosion of this love.  

There is something completely free and gratuitous  in the fact that we simply are, that 

we simply exist. The Trinitarian Dance created us, allowed us to be, out of overflowing 

love.  We exist, not merely in order to obey commands, to be slaves of the heavenly 

ruler.  We exist in order to receive and to share in the bounty and the love and the 

goodness of the Dance.  We exist in order to join in the divine Dance-to become 

dancers and to become lovers.  Made in the image of the loving, life-giving Triune God, 

we were made to reflect that God, to be that God’s “image” in this world, and so to join 

in the Dance and to love- to love God and to love one another. 

And yet, as the Christian story tells it, in making room for us to be, this Trinitarian Dance 

necessarily also gave us the room, the space, to turn away from the Dance, to sit it out.  

We have freedom to say “No” to the One who has allowed us to be.  We can say “No” to 

the love that is behind all love.  We can say “No” to the life that is behind all life.  We 

can say “No” to the music that is behind all music.  We can say “No” to the beauty that 

is behind all beauty.  And we can say “No” to the joy that is behind all joy.  This “No” is 

the real human problem,  it’s what we Christians call “sin”.   

Our problem is not simply that we have disobeyed certain external behavioral rules and 

commands of the divine policeman.  Our problem is that our love has turned.  We were 

created in order to delight in God and in one another.  That’s why Jesus taught us that 

the greatest commandment of the Torah is that we should love God with all our heart 

and soul and mind and love one another as we love ourselves..  This is why God made 

space for us.  But instead of this, our love has turned. Lovers we remain, but now our 
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love is so easily twisted and misdirected.  With regularity we turn to love ourselves and 

almost anything other than God and our neighbor.  

 Martin Luther,  picking up on St. Augustine’s teaching, expressed the human dilemma 

so well when he described the sinner as a person “curved in on himself”.  And we all 

know what that looks like when we become “curved in on ourselves”: our love is no 

longer outgoing and generous towards others, we become inwardly looking, self-

obsessed, self-absorbed.  We think that the only ones who matter are ourselves and 

maybe those few people closest to us.  We turn away from those around us as if they 

have no value or as if their value is purely for our benefit, or as if they are the cause of 

whatever is wrong in our lives, or as if for us they no longer exist.  When that happens, 

then we need to be very, very careful that we don’t delude ourselves into thinking that 

mere external observance can solve our problem; we can well behave morally or 

religiously while at the same time becoming more and more “curved in on ourselves”. 

“For I handed on to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for  

our sins in accordance with the Scriptures; that he was buried; that he was raised on the 

third day.”  These words of St Paul from his letter to the Corinthians tell us what God 

needed to do in order to invite us back into the Dance.  And as the apostle John wrote, 

“This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the 

world that we might live through him.  This is love: not that we loved God, but that God 

love us and sent his son. . .” (I John 4: 8-10) 

If we embrace Lent, if we are willing somehow to “Lentenize” our lives for forty days with 

prayer, scripture-reading, fasting and almsgiving, what we are doing is trying to “redo 
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the curve”, to turn the curve of our love outward once again towards God and towards 

those around us.  That’s the goal.  That’s the purpose of this season- to be brought 

back into the Dance of God’s exuberant, overflowing love. . . and to learn to live again. 

 


