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“Proclaiming the Gospel”


February finds us ending our time after Epiphany and beginning our Lenten Season (on February 17 with Ash Wednesday).  Time seems to be going very quickly this year!


The first Sunday of February we have one of those Gospel lessons that could go anywhere.  Do we talk about mothers-in-law, or about pain and suffering, or prayer, or the need for solitude, or do we talk about Christian discipleship, compassion, care for others?  I’m going with the last bit!  Getting ready to write, I was reading through the lessons for this Sunday and started snickering when I got to the second lesson from the first of Paul’s letters to the Corinthians.  How many of us can say, as Paul did, “If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, for an obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel!” (1Cor 9:16)?  Really, this is how we should be!  As we claim to be Christians: followers of Christ, living the Gospel values, seekers of the will of God in our lives; this also should be our mantra.  Jesus, in his ministry, through both words and action, teaches us that the care of the needy, service to others, compassion for all.  This is what discipleship is about!  Simon’s mother-in-law, after the fever left her, got up and started serving.  This is how we should be reacting to Jesus’s toughing our lives; not complaining about what we don’t have or what we wanted or how someone else has more or different.  We need to ride up and serve.  How do we get there from here?  Through prayer.  Through times of solitude.  Through listening both to God and others.  Through forgiveness.  Through looking at and for the bit of God within each person.  Through proclaiming the Gospel in your every action and word.

We begin the time after Epiphany with the Baptism of Jesus and end it with the Transfiguration of Jesus.  The presence of the Trinity on both occasions includes the Father claiming Jesus as His own and giving us directions to listen this time!  How did Peter, James, and John react?  Fear but wanting to stay on the mountain.  To dwell here.  Instead, Jesus brings them down the mountain and tells them not to speak of what happened – until after the resurrection.  This is one of the issues when you decide to become a follower of Jesus – what we want to do verses what Jesus want you to do.  The “yes” to follow the call comes with a price; usually involving pain and sacrifice but definitely fear and confusion.  We don’t get to hang out on the mountain top with God; we have to go down and deal with the nitty-gritty of reality and people.
February 17 is Ash Wednesday.  We again are on a mountain!  This is from the Sermon on the Mount and gives us the guidelines for what we will be working on during this Lent (and hopefully beyond).  It is our annual call to alms giving, prayer, and fasting.  After this past year of fasting from many of our usual activities it seems that Lent might just be a bit redundant.  Maybe this year we really dedicate ourselves to those Lenten practices (it might be a little easier!).

Remember just about six weeks ago, when we heard about Jesus’s baptism, we’re back again!  But this time we get the follow-up – what happens after the baptism.  But being Mark’s Gospel, we get no details.  Jesus is out there for 40 days with Satan tempting, wild beasts, and angels.  And then he is in Galilee, after John’s arrest, proclaiming the same message as John: The Kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe.  Mark is fast.  He’s here, he’s there, always on the move and hurrying.  Mark is not a great story teller.  Not the “stay awhile and listen” kind of story teller.  It is this immediacy that could propel us to action this Lent: to really pay attention to our actions and words and how we proclaim the Gospel through them.

Ah, Peter.  You try so hard and are constantly slapped back down by Jesus.  What happened just before this Gospel selection is that Peter declared that Jesus was the Messiah.  Good job Peter.  Now, Peter is hearing something he cannot understand or wants to comprehend, so he tries to “correct” Jesus!  And Jesus verbally slaps him down and goes on to soften the blow by reminding ALL his followers that they ALL need to carry their cross.  Each of us have a cross to bear.  Sometimes it’s noticeable to others and sometimes it’s hidden; sometimes it’s easier and sometimes it’s harder; but it is always there.  Remember the first Sunday where we talked about Christian discipleship, compassion, care for others?  We are back there again.  Not only do we bear our own crosses but we should also help others with their own.  Really, if we all did this (rather than stepping on other’s crosses to make them heavier) we could, perhaps get through this together!


The Gospel lesson for the third Sunday of Lent this year is on that frequently makes people stop and really thing about who Jesus was.  So often Jesus is thought about as simple, loving, kind, understanding, peaceful person preaching about love your neighbor and forgive others.  That kind of person sounds a bit weak to change the world!  Rather, this Gospel lesson about the money changers in the Temple reminds us that Jesus was really a radical person.  WWJD?!?  Well, he could heal, forgive, cure, challenge the status quo, shine a light on hypocrisy, and flip a table.  Jesus ate. Slept. Jesus hung out with friends.  Jesus got angry.  Jesus laughed.  Jesus cried.  Jesus got tired.  Jesus was fully human AND fully divine.  It is ZEAL that Jesus had.  Not a word we hear a lot of these days.  During this Lent, perhaps we could all work a little harder to have that zeal for following Jesus truly and authentically.


John 3:16.  That’s what the most popular take-away from the Gospel lesson for the fourth Sunday of Lent.  The small issue with this focus is that it negates what comes afterwards.  It’s not just that God sent the Son into the world.  It is also that there needs to be belief.  And though that belief the guidance of our actions.  Satan, the devils, the demons all believed in who Jesus was, but they were not saved.  We need to act in the light of Jesus, not in darkness.  We need to continue in shining and sharing the light so that those who see our actions can know they are done to the glory of God.  During Lent, be the light of Christ to the world (or at least your little part of it!).


This Lent, let us all work on our own Christian discipleship, compassion, care for others.  Let us all help one another with their cross.  Let us support and build others up rather than tearing them down.

