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This past Wednesday marked the beginning of the Season of Lent. I find two 

basic responses to Lent. On one hand many people, possibly most people 

know nothing or very little about Lent. On the other hand, in the church the 

traditions of Lent have turned Lent into a mechanical routine duty and even 

church people don't understand why they're doing what they're doing. 

Therefore today I’d like to take time to help us understand what Lent is 

about. 

 

Lent is a season of the church meant to prepare our hearts for the celebration 

of Easter. Like an accident on the side of the road, Lent should slow 

everyone down and get them looking at just what's going on over there.  

 

We are told that Jesus was led into the desert for forty days and nights. Time 

spent in the desert is a time of purification and transformation in the life of 

the desert dweller and during the forty days plus the Sundays of Lent we are 

invited to take time to slow down and reflect on our lives and spiritual 

journeys.  

 

This then gives us our first hint at the importance of Lent. Lent is a time to 

focus on the purpose of our lives. 

 

Transformation is the process of becoming more fully alive and sensitive to 

God. Jesus walked this road. For him it was the road from birth to life to the 

grave and then to new life. This can happen in our lives as well as we learn 

to surrender our lives and then find them again on the other side of 

surrender. Lent teaches us how to enter more fully into this process. You 

may remember the bumper sticker that declared, "Life is hard then you die." 

Well I want to introduce you to a new sticker, the Jesus bumper sticker and 

it says, "Death is hard, but then you live!" 
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Lent teaches us to move into the desert and experience the journey of 

change. The late Henri Nouwen, a Catholic Priest, in his book The Way of 

the Desert, called the desert "The furnace of transformation." The desert is a 

time and place of unknowing, wandering, wondering, pain, discovery and 

renewal. Feelings of being lost are experienced, questions are raised, and 

discomfort and pain are felt as we encounter the issues of our lives. However 

new insights and possibilities are also discovered. 

 

Today I’d like to give you a model to use in the desert. As a child one of my 

favorite schoolyard activities was the monkey bars. I loved to traverse the 

ground below from the bars above. There was a kind of rhythm to the 

movement -- a fluidity to it. Try to remember those monkey bars. Can you 

feel that motion, the rhythm of swinging from bar to bar? That rhythm 

enabled me to make the crossing. There is also a rhythm to crossing the 

desert that will help us understand how to go through the desert and not fight 

against it. The rhythm is connected to four principles (bars) that move us 

forward. In other words, when we find ourselves in the desert, we can use 

these four principles to be at work in our lives in order to make the crossing.  

 

The Principles of the Monkey Bars of Lent are:  

 Detachment – that is Letting Go;  

 Hunger- that ravenous feeling of discomfort that comes from letting 

go;  

 Temptation-the feeling of wanting to give in to the hunger, the 

discomfort and the pain; and  

 Discernment – to understand what God wants me to do and be. 

 

These four concepts create the rhythm of transformation and change. These 

four principles repeat over and over as we cross the desert and we need them 

all to move us along.  
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Here is a way to understand these ideas.  

 

Detachment and hunger teach us the value of separation. Detachment is 

letting go so that I can then embrace life in a new way. Fasting is a way of 

letting go, an act resulting in a hunger or craving that is part of the giving up 

of attachment. We are told that Jesus fasted for forty days resulting in a deep 

hunger. That hunger however created in him a new craving, a new desire to 

search for his Father. The fasting was not just for the sake of denial of food, 

but for the place where it put Jesus. It made him crave for something more 

than just bread. This is essential for transformation to happen. A hungry 

heart is a heart that Jesus can change. The full heart cannot receive. When 

however we fast or give up things for Lent, it helps us redirect our appetite 

toward the one who can lead us to a new place of hope and wisdom and new 

insights. Lent is a time to ask ourselves what we're doing with our appetites. 

What do we hunger for? It may for some be a tough issue to face, but 

ultimately it is essential if real transformation is to happen.  

 

The giving up of something such as a special food or some enjoyment such 

as television is symbolic of letting go. It is not too difficult for us to realize 

that our unhealthy attachments that have a hold on us are not good for us. 

Attachments to power and control, to junk food, to alcohol or drugs, to work, 

or to whatever it is that has control over us that are not healthy.  

 

Therefore detachment from the regular routines of life helps us to engage the 

struggle of letting go of our unhealthy attachments.  

 

Henri Nouwen, had this to say about this struggle.: “It is the struggle to die 

to the false self. But this struggle is far, far, beyond our strength. Anyone 

who wants to fight his demons with his own weapons is a fool. The wisdom 

of the desert is that the confrontation of our own frightening nothingness 

forces us to surrender ourselves totally and unconditionally to the Lord 

Jesus Christ." – (The Way of the Desert) 
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Jesus was led into the desert by the Spirit of God to break attachments to 

anything that would keep him from dependency on His Father. Understand 

this one thing: denying ourselves something is a gift that can reveal to 

ourselves where we may be holding on to control. The goal is not the denial 

or the pain or the discomfort but rather the goal is the freedom that the denial 

can lead to. This is the gift of detachment and hunger. 

 

We are also told that Jesus faced the temptation of the evil one in the desert. 

Temptation is something that we often do not want to talk about. The devil is 

something that we tend to have difficulty with.  

 

However, temptation is a characteristic of the desert. The desert experience 

during Lent is a time for us to evaluate what we're doing with the 

temptations that we face in our everyday lives. Are we simply caving in to 

these temptations, or learning how to combat those temptations with God's 

word and the power of God’s Spirit.  

 

Lent is a time to for us to reconfirm our dependency on Jesus the Christ and 

stand firm against those spiritual forces of evil, those demons that we wrestle 

against such as: Lust, pride, greed, envy, jealousy, revenge, fear, 

discrimination and a host of other demons that undo us when we grant them 

access into our hearts. Lent invites us to look at the demons in our lives and 

how we might face them and defeat them and cast them out. 

 

While in the desert Jesus encountered the evil one but he also encountered 

God. It was during this 40 day period that Jesus came to a full understanding 

as to what his life meant. During his time of disconnection from the world 

Jesus discerned God’s call and God’s will for his life.  

 

We are told in Luke’s Gospel that immediately after leaving the desert Jesus 

went to the synagogue and read from the scriptures. Reading from Isaiah he 

pronounced “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has chosen me to 

bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the 

captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set free the oppressed and 

announce that the time has come when the Lord will save his people.”And 

then looking upon the congregation he said, “This passage of scripture has 

come true today, as you heard it being read.” 
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Discernment is the movement that teaches us how to understand God’s will 

for our lives. Not my will but God’s will be done. Discernment is the ability 

to listen to the God’s Spirit and to be led by the Spirit. A receptive heart is 

the beginning of all transformation and so our prayer through this might be:  

“Lord, open my heart and increase my sensitivity to your voice.” 
Imagine how your life might be different if you were to pray this prayer 

everyday during the season of Lent and reflect on it. Can you feel the desert 

calling you? May each of us during this Season of Lent,  open our hearts to 

the journey of transformation and may God speak to the depths of our souls. 

Amen. 


