St. Mary of the Angels   Lent I C   3/6/22
Deut. 26:4-10;  Rom. 10:8-13;  Luke 4.1-13

My Brothers and Sisters,

                                          Entering the Desert
We begin Lent, as always, marked by ashes and entering the desert with Jesus.

For Jesus, the desert was the sandy wilderness outside Jerusalem.

On February 24th, the people of Ukraine entered another desert, a desert carved out by a torrent of bombs.

For Jesus, that desert experience was a most critical moment in his life.

So also, the desert of their bombed out cities presents a critical moment for the people of Ukraine – and for all free nations as well.
When Jesus entered the desert, He was fresh from his Baptism of water in the Jordan, filled with the Holy Spirit and warmed by the words of his Father: “You are my beloved son in whom I take delight.”

The people of Ukraine, however, are immersed in a Baptism of fire, filled with fear, and face a colossal tragedy – pretty much alone – and with few words of comfort.
For Jesus, it was the Holy Spirit, the One who had descended upon Him like a dove at his Baptism who, now, led him into the desert.  Jesus freely followed.

But it is the evil spirit who is driving the people of Ukraine into their desert of destruction. Though most remain, over a million people have fled.
For Jesus, the desert was
a time of prayer.

a time of fasting.

a time to see what He must choose.

a time to see what He must resist.

For the people of Ukraine, the desert is

a time of suffering,

a time of devastation.
a time of choosing for their families and country,

a time of resisting the power of evil and slavery.

What did Jesus see in his desert?  What do the people of Ukraine see in theirs?
Jesus, as both human and divine, saw that his mission was to reconcile – to bring together -- sinful creation and the God of love.  He was to be the visible sign of God’s healing love. And, though divine, He saw that He must travel the journey as fully human – with all its joys and sorrows. Though divine, his journey, as all human journeys, would have to pass through the gate of death.

In rejecting the three temptations of the evil one, Jesus accepted the vulnerability common to us all. And I wonder whether he did not glimpse, in some way, that he might be crucified?
The people of Ukraine have no illusions about the suffering taking place now, the suffering just ahead and the terrible suffering to come.  Eventually, many, very many will be “crucified,” and all may well lose their freedom.

In the desert, Jesus vanquished the evil spirit.  
But the Gospel today ends on an ominous note.  We read, “When the devil had finished every temptation, he departed from him – for a time.”  -- just “for a time.” Satan will return when Jesus is dying on the cross and is most vulnerable. He will taunt, “If you are the Son of God, come down from the cross.”  What a diabolical temptation for Jesus – to prove before everyone that He was the Son of God and not a crucified criminal – and not have to suffer!  Jesus said, “No!”
We don’t know if or what victory Satan will have in Ukraine. 
Whatever setbacks, Satan does not like to lose.  He keeps coming back -- at this time or that time, -- in this way or that way.  He never gives up – as he did not give up with Jesus.  He will not give up on the people of Ukraine.
So, now, we, too, with Jesus -- and with the people of Ukraine, -- enter this desert season of Lent 2022.

What is our desert?

What are we to choose?

What are we to resist?

Which spirit is leading us?  The Spirit of God or the evil spirit?

Last year, weary with winter and with the pandemic, I excused myself from Lenten sacrifices. I did not really enter the desert. But, then, on Easter Sunday, I felt no resurrection.  I don’t want that to happen again.
Tom Stegman, S.J., in his little book of Lenten reflections this year, begins with these wise words:
“Lent is about one simple thing: turning to Jesus Christ, and Him crucified. (1 Cor. 2:2).  Lent is our time to journey with Christ, to set our own faces to Jerusalem and accompany Him to the cross (Lk 9:51).  Lent is our time to be with the crucified Lord, and to wait quietly with him for the brilliance of resurrection.”

And Tom reminds us that we do not make this journey with Jesus alone.  We make it as Church, as the Body of Christ.  And right here, we make it as the community of St. Mary of the Angels.  Today, we enter the desert together.  And each week, we will walk with Jesus and with one another – to the best of our ability.  And we will do our best to help Jesus carry his cross, to help the people of Ukraine carry their cross, and to help one another carry our cross  --  whatever that cross may be.

More than ever before, may we stand together in bearing the cross for Jesus, for our broken world, and for the coming of the reign of God.
Let us be as courageous in working for the kingdom of God as the Ukrainians are in saving their country.  There will be no resurrection—for us or for them -- without the sacrifice of each and all of us.  The Holy Spirit is leading us as the Holy Spirit led Jesus.  Let us go now with Jesus and his Spirit into this Lenten Season.
                                                                           Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ
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