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“So, what are you giving up for Lent this year?” 
 
Someone asked me that question two weeks ago, and since I hadn’t given it much thought, I got 
to work. 
 
When I was a child, Lent was easy. I would give up chocolate, or cookies, or soda.  
 
One year, my mom gently suggested, “Mikey, for Lent, maybe you should give up fighting with 
your brother.” I laughed and said, “Oh mom, be realistic! Jesus knows I can’t do that!” 
 
Now I am an adult, but I still approach Lent in a childish way. So I decided that in 2015 I would 
give up wine for Lent. But then I remembered how many families have invited me for dinner 
between now and Easter. They will serve wine at supper. I can’t be a bad dinner guest! 
 
So I clarified with God – in 2015, I will give up WHITE wine! 
 
Then I remembered that one of the people I’m having dinner with in Lent only drinks white wine 
from California. So I clarified again – in 2015 I will give up white wines made within 12 miles 
of Paris, but only if those wines were bottled on a Tuesday by a man named Pierre. (Through 
Christ our Lord. Amen.)  
 
This was going to be my Lenten ‘sacrifice’ for the Lord, my ‘share in his suffering.’ 
 
And then I read this headline – “Islamic Extremists Kill 21 Egyptian Christians in Libya.” 
 
Pope Francis declared, “They were killed simply for the fact they were Christians.” 

The Pope also said, “It makes no difference whether they be Catholics, Orthodox, Copts or 
Protestants. They are Christians! Their blood confesses Christ.'' 
 
Their blood confesses Christ… 
 
I thought about all of this, and I realized: most days, I just play at being a Christian.  
 
Most days, I try to keep God safely controlled, and my overt Christianity limited to the protective 
walls of this church building.  



 
I play at being a Christian. While 21 Christians are being kidnapped, as their blood professes 
Christ, I am playing games about which kind of wine I am going to give up for Lent! 
 
While Catholics in China have to dangerously gather in secret to celebrate Mass, I grumble 
because it was cold on Ash Wednesday morning as I drove to church for Mass.  
 
While Christians in the Holy Land struggle to survive, I tell myself what a struggle it is to not eat 
meat on Friday.  
I congratulate myself on minor acts of faith. I pat myself on the back if I give God a few minutes 
in prayer. I look for every excuse to just get along, not make anyone uncomfortable because of 
my Catholicism. 
 
I want all of the benefits of salvation – eternal life through baptism, the gift of Christ’s spirit and 
forgiveness. But I don’t want to pay too high a price. I want it all, and in exchange I will give up 
certain white wines made by Pierre…. 
 
Brothers and sisters in Christ are dying because they are Christians. 
 
And I am playing at faith. 
 
I ask myself: If I were ever put in a position when professing my faith might cost me my life, 
what would I do? Would I have the courage to keep the name of Jesus on my lips as violence 
was threatened? Or would I compromise… Would my blood profess Jesus? 
 
I am happy to do God’s will… when doing God’s will doesn’t cost much. But the Gospel for this 
first Sunday of Lent invites us to stop playing at faith, and to start living with the courage which 
comes from the dying and rising of Jesus. 
 
 
In Mark’s gospel, we encounter Jesus, just after his baptism by John in the Jordan River. The 
Spirit drives Jesus in to the desert where he is tempted by Satan. Jesus is being prepared for his 
public ministry, the beginning of his public proclamation of the Kingdom of God. 
 
But Mark includes one little detail that we dare not overlook – Jesus leaves the desert, and he 
begins his public preaching ministry in Galilee. And when does he do that? “After John had been 
arrested.”  
 
Don’t underestimate those five words! 
 
John had appeared in the desert, proclaiming that God was up to something important. John 
started preaching and teaching, calling people to repentance. He told it like it was. He called 
everyone to change their ways. 
 
And what happened to John? Well, he was arrested. And eventually beheaded. His blood 
professes Christ. That’s what happens when you speak and do God’s truth. 



 
Out there in the desert, what was Jesus getting ready to do? He was getting ready to start 
preaching – just like John. Jesus was getting ready to teach – just like John. Jesus was going to 
tell it like it was – just like John. 
 
And I have to believe, that as Jesus walked from the desert outside of Jerusalem, up to the 
greener hills of Galilee, he had to have heard that John was arrested. And I wonder – did Jesus 
ever say to himself, “Maybe I shouldn’t do this? Maybe I shouldn’t preach? After all, they 
arrested John for doing it. Will they arrest me?” 
 
But Jesus does not hesitate. He does not play at faith. He does not try to compromise his way out 
of a ministry which could cost him everything. He did not say to his Father, “I will drink this 
cup, but only if the cup is filled with French wine made by a guy named Pierre.” No, Jesus 
understood that the only thing worth doing in life is to know, love and serve the Lord,  giving 
whatever is required. Even giving everything…. 
 
We live in a world where being an authentic Christian is going to cost us something. Being an 
authentic Christian will cost us something at school, at work, at college, in social circles. If you 
are someone who openly declares that God is real, that Jesus is God’s son, the all life matters, 
even life in the womb or on death row – it will cost you something. 
 
If you openly declare that Jesus meant what he said  – that our entrance into heaven depends in 
part on how we clothed the naked, visited the prisoner, cared for the sick – it will cost you 
something. If you openly declare that God meant it when he told us to welcome the stranger and 
the immigrant – it will cost you something.  
 
If you openly declare that sex is a precious gift from God, that marriage means something, that 
honesty matters, that prayer is vital to our survival – then it will cost you something. If the 
world’s craziness becomes even crazier, and you find yourself confronted with extremists who 
demand that you renounce your baptism – it will cost you something. 
 
How do we find the courage to pay that price? We must focus on the One who teaches us 
everything. We must fall in love with the One whose crucifixion shows us the way to abundant 
life now, and eternal life forever.  
 
After all, Jesus was not playing at faith. He was willing to do whatever his Father asked. And on 
the cross, Jesus was willing to pay the final price, to give everything away. 
 
And three days later, his faithfulness was crowned with resurrection, his self-giving was blessed 
with abundant life. He knew that the one he had loved without counting the cost could be trusted 
and counted on. 
 
Unless we fall in love with him, then we are just playing at faith. 
Unless we talk to him in prayer, and let him talk to us, then we are bartering with a silent God. 
Unless we find our strength and courage in him, then we will have very little to give back. 
 



He is here. In our midst. In this bread and wine, broken and poured out. He is ready to teach you 
all you need to know, and give you all you need to live. Come, feast at the table of his love. 
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