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2019-03-10 Barbara Mitchell 

Lent 1:  Deuteronomy 26:1-11 and Luke 4:1-13 

 

So … the year has turned full-circle and it’s Lent again.  A time of 
the year which Christians either loathe – all that self-denial, lack of 
chocolate and misery – or love- those feelings of self-righteousness 
and piety that makes you feel so superior to other mortals…….. Dry 
January!  That’s only 31 days.  Sugar-free February – 28 days. 
(Strange that having decided to ditch religion the secular world has 
to find a replacement for periods of fasting!).   Hard-core self-
discipline clearly requires the full 40 days demanded by the 
Christian Church!  Maybe Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and tax-
collector would be a highly apposite reading for this season of the 
year!!! 

The stories we have heard today about Moses and Jesus are both 
set during journeys though the desert area to the south of Israel.  
Not a place where you have to work hard to remember to fast – 
food and water is always in short supply in the rocky, dry 
environment.  No wonder the thoughts of both of them turn to 
visions of fruit and bread – staples of the  human diet. 

The Israelites were travelling through the wilderness on their way 
to the Promised Land, that fertile place flowing with milk and honey 
and blessed with fruit-bearing trees.  So different from the 
mountainous, arid place they were travelling through.  But they 
were told that future generations should not take such bounty for 

granted – they should show their thankfulness and appreciation to 
God by offering their first fruits to him as a sign of trust that he will 
continue to give them all the food that they needed. 

It seems strange to read this passage from Deuteronomy at this 
time of year.  February may have been unseasonably mild this year 
and the daffodils may be in full bloom, but the apple trees in our 
garden are not yet in blossom, let alone producing their first fruits.  
And even in the Mediterranean climate of Israel it is too early for 
any harvest.  That will take place in the early summer when Jews 
around the world will celebrate the festival of Shavuot – our 
Christian Pentecost, so named in Greek because it falls 50 days 
after Passover. 

But there is a link between Shavuot and Lent.  The Jewish 
Pilgrimage festivals of Passover, Shavuot and Sukkot all mark 
harvest festivals in the Israelite agricultural year – lambs at 
Passover, barley at Shavuot and fruit at Sukkot.  But they are also a 
celebration of God’s care for his people during the Exodus from 
Egypt to the Promised land – Passover is the escape from Egypt, 
Shavuot, the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai and Sukkot, a 
reminder of God’s care and protection of their ancestors during 
their trek through the wilderness. 

According to tradition, the Israelites thought that the rules that 
were going to be handed to Moses by God would give specific 
instructions about what meats they could and could not eat.  To 
make sure they didn’t unknowingly break those laws they stuck to a 
vegetarian diet until Moses returned.  So during Shavuot Jews only 
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eat vegetables and dairy products – cheesecake being the dish 
most closely associated with the festival. 

They also did not want to be asleep when Moses re-appeared, so 
there is a tradition that observant Jews spend the whole night of 
Shavuot awake and studying the Torah – probably fuelled by the 
sugar-rush from all that cheese-cake they have consumed! 

So what, I hear you say, has this got to do with Lent?  I thought we 
were supposed to give up luxury items, like New York baked 
cheese-cake, during this penitential season. Isn’t that what Jesus 
refusing to turn stones into bread was all about?  Well… yes, on one 
level.  

 But another way of observing Lent is to take up a challenge – a 
different kind of self-discipline.  Christian Aid, for example, have a 
count your blessings challenge with an activity for each day of Lent, 
this year focused on tackling climate change.  Or you could commit 
to attending church services or activities you wouldn’t normally go 
to – it’s interesting to see a few new people in Evensong at 
Edenbridge during Lent or at Compline during Holy Week for 
example.  Maybe listening to the choir sing is a particularly 
challenging form of penance!!! 

Studying the Torah is central to Judaism – hence the symbolic all-
night session during Shavuot.  The Torah should be more important 
to a Jew than anything else, even sleep.  And perhaps this is 
something Christians could learn from our Jewish brothers and 
sisters.  Lent is a time when we should all try to learn more about 
our faith.  

We could do this by simply reading the Bible – how about 
challenging yourself to read a whole Gospel.  We hear the stories in 
small chunks week by week in church, but that wasn’t how the 
writers intended their books to be read.  They were telling a story 
and they carefully chose the events in the life of Jesus and the 
order in which they would relate them to give a particular picture 
of his ministry.  The only way to see that is to read through the 
whole account in order to understand those familiar stories within 
their original setting.  If you have time, read more than one and see 
what a different Jesus emerges from Matthew, Luke, Mark or John, 
who themselves came from very different backgrounds.  And if you 
really want to test yourself, try learning New Testament Greek and 
reading the different accounts side by side in their original language 
– a real eye-opener.  There are some great web-sites which enable 
you to do just that on your phone, or in the comfort of your own 
home! 

It is clear from Jesus’ responses to Satan in the Wilderness that he 
knew the Jewish Scriptures well, because he was able to respond to 
each temptation by quoting from the Torah. Having such 
strengthening words of Scripture in your memory can be a great 
comfort in times of trial, as Terry Waite discovered when he spent 
over 4 years in solitary captivity in Lebanon in the 1980s.  

Jewish rabbis say it is wrong to study alone – you need to test your 
ideas against others to guard against erroneous belief.  So the all-
night Torah session is always done with one or more study buddies.  
Attending a Lent Group is a way of acquiring those study-buddies as 
well as giving us a way of looking at our beliefs through the eyes of 
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other people and learning something new on the way.  And if the 
times of the Lent Groups make that impossible for you, how about 
reading a book which can act as a tutor.  This year Justin Welby has 
commissioned his Lent book of 40 Bible studies on the theme of 
Reconciliation from Muthuraj Swamy – but there are many other 
books out there which may be more to your taste or spiritual 
needs.   

So, enjoy your pilgrimage through Lent this year, whatever kind of 
discipline you choose to undertake.  At times that journey may 
seem like the account from Deuteronomy – full of hope, looking 
forward to the Promised Land of Easter. Whereas at other times we 
may really experience the struggles of Jesus, feeling alone in our 
endeavours and facing temptations on every side.  But as Christians 
we cannot avoid the challenge offered to us of adopting a Lenten 
discipline if we are to fully experience the joy of Easter. 

 

 

 

 

 


