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Living up to expectations can be pretty tough.
Believing in yourself, especially when the stakes feel immeasurably high, can be daunting and fearsome, even overwhelming.

I remember when I was applying to colleges.  I had always achieved good grades ~ but felt underneath it was because I worked so hard, not because I really deserved them.  Was I really worthy of these good schools I was applying to?  Waiting for those acceptance letters was gut wrenching.  And when the first two came back as rejection and waiting list, and there was only one left, the doubts skyrocketed.  The voices in my head kept saying “you fool, why did you believe you were good enough to get in?”
Think of all the times you’ve tried to quit smoking, or started a diet, or gone cold turkey.  So much is riding on your success.  Can you beat the odds, win over those voices that tell you that quitting is not really that important after all?  You’ve survived this long just as you are.  Why change?  

Living up to expectations can be pretty tough  - whether they are your own expectations or someone else’s.  The pressure can be paralyzing…whether it is to succeed in your work, your marriage, or your ability to overcome whatever addictions or memories that hold you hostage. The battle wages on the inside during those quiet moments.  It is indeed the human dilemma – as projected in the story of Adam and Eve – our proclivities to want more, be more, control our destiny.   We allow, simply because we are human, for all sorts of things to try and  break our spirits.  Jesus enters the landscape this morning to remind us that everything is possible – even the discovery of our own goodness and power and strength. 
Jesus has just been told he is the Son of God.  Not just the son of Joseph or Henry or the daughter of Pat and Don.  But of GOD~ the long awaited child of the most high God!  
As our story begins, Jesus has just been baptized by John in the river Jordan ~ and a voice from heaven has said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’” (3:17).  A lot is resting on this proclamation.  Sent out into the wilderness by the Spirit, who also accompanies him there, “to be tempted by the devil” Jesus is called to face for himself whether it is true that he is the son of God…. and what this means.  
As Jesus climbs up the rocky slopes of Judea, he enters into the silence of this desolate place, and there he waits and fasts for forty days and forty nights.  It is a deep time of spiritual discernment for Jesus as he faces the temptations he knows will visit him.  He has spent his life practicing and preparing for this moment - religious fasting was a practice required of the faithful for  ritual purification; a preparation that made space for the holy to enter and re-enter and abide, but that also required emptying oneself of the inevitable distractions and destructions that had taken up residence in every mortal since Adam and Eve.    Fasting was a deeply spiritual practice that requires denying oneself the very thing the body craves and needs…food, water, companionship, warmth, security.   
I know for myself that being on the edge of emptiness is that place where nothing is hidden.  Who we are, what we struggle with, the demons that have taken up residence… generally they are very active when we’re hungry or thirsty, lonely or afraid – everything that Jesus put in front of him.   But they can only be truly understood when we go deep enough to hear their voices and the chaos they produce in our lives. 
The devil appears and speaks to him during his most hungry and empty moment – testing him where he is most vulnerable, reaching in a striking at his emptiness.  It is hard to imagine just how empty and alone Jesus is.  Most of us don’t choose to enter into this kind of isolation and self denial.  For being empty and alone is a fearful place to be ~ and fear is the greatest destroyer of faith.  And here, at the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry, and at the very beginning of the Lenten Season, we are asked to deliberately enter into emptiness – to empty ourselves of all of those things that may prevent a full and faithful response to God.  Jesus enters into poverty
Some of us “give something up” to strengthen our personal disciplines.  Some of us take on something, like a new practice of prayer, or a Monday night devotional study or even something that will give you joy.  And while, in our culture that eschews abstinence of almost anything, “sanctifying a fast” is a challenge.  But the point of fasting is to ultimately enable the actual experience of gift.  When we fast from meat, or treats, or food, we cause ourselves to actually experience a bit of longing or desire, a bit less expectation and demand.  We keep an edge that enables us to have a taste for real life, to see the gift, and to enjoy both the freedom of not having as well as the freedom of having.  And even more is the freedom of seeing, of noticing, of enjoying. Of appreciating, let’s say, the juiciness of the peach, the softness of a daisy’s petals, the kindness in a stranger’s voice.  This practice of awareness, of paying attention, must be cultivated in Lenten times if we want to come to the full Easter relationship with God – Creator, redeemer, sanctifier.  Ironically,, the ability to recognize, to taste and feel and hear God’s gifts absolutely requires a fast; for fasting creates a contrast with drudgery, lulled complacence, dull routine, or satiated numbness. 

I think that God’s people are called to this edge, this lean emptying, this willing engagement.  The edge of self-denial is also the edge of appreciation.

And the time to begin to practice this living is NOW, here in Lent, on this day, for this is the way to return to the Lord of our salvation.  And NOW is the acceptable time.  Amen.
