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Lent #3 – Negate Some Pleasure in Your Life
Scripture:  Four from the New Testament

Date:  March 14, 2010


We have been looking at the various things that Christians do in Lent, using the four letters in “LENT” as our pattern.  We said that the letter “L” in Lent stands for “Look”.  In Lent we look to the cross and see God’s love for us there.  We said that the “E” in Lent stands for “Examine”, as in “Examine yourself and see your sin” – another thing we do in Lent.


Now we come to the “N” in Lent.  And you’re not going to like this one very much.  In fact,  it’s probably the part of Lent that people like the least.  For the “N” in Lent stands for “Negate”, as in “negate some pleasure in your life”.  If you’ll remember your Jr. High math, the word “negate” means “to take away”.  In Lent we take away some pleasures in our lives – voluntarily and on purpose.  It’s why some people give up chocolate in Lent, or candy altogether.  It’s why some people give up watching television in Lent, or going to the movies.  They are voluntarily and deliberately taking away (negating) some pleasure in their lives.


But why?  Do Christians enjoy inflicting pain on themselves?  Are Christians masochists?  Not as far as I can tell.  Then why do we negate some pleasure in our lives during Lent?  One reason.  To share, just a little bit, in the sufferings of Jesus.

That phrase “share in the sufferings of Jesus” actually comes from the Bible.  The Bible encourages us to look at the suffering that we go through for God as a sharing in, a participation in, the sufferings of Jesus:
“I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of
 sharing in his sufferings . . .”
 (Philippians 3:10)

“Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed.
 (1Peter 4:12-13)

“The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. Now if we are children, then we are heirs--heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ,
 if indeed we share in his sufferings
 in order that we may also share in his glory.”
 (Romans 8:16-17)

“Then he said to them all: ‘If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself
 and take up his cross daily and follow me.’”
 (Luke 9:23)


The Bible gives us a whole new way to look at suffering, and the pain we endure for God.  It says that our pain is like a ticket that allows us to enter into the pain of Jesus.  And, I want to tell you, when you’re IN pain that insight can change you.


I was visiting with Audrey Bush in the hospital this week.  This past weekend, Audrey fell in her nursing home and broke her hip.  I saw her the day after her surgery on the hip, and she was in HUGE pain.  She said that whenever she rolled over she had to scream in pain, like a baby.  Towards the end of the visit I encouraged Audrey to keep her eyes on Jesus, as she went through the weeks of physical therapy to come.  That didn’t help her at all, as she expressed her very real fear of the pain that therapy would bring.  I tried again to encourage her, assuring her that others have gone through this and have made it with God.  That didn’t help either, as she assured me that her pain was her pain, not someone else’s.  I tried again, this time reminding her that God was with her no matter what.  That didn’t help either, as she reminded me that even though God will be with her she still had to go through the painful ordeal of just rolling over in her bed, let alone weeks of PT.  I tried again, (looking at this a challenge now), got down in front of her face and told her, “Now, Audrey, you are a Christian, and God will work all things together for your good.”  That didn’t help either.  All she could think of was the pain, the pain, the pain – not that I could blame her at all.  I gave it one more try.  (I was earning my salary that day!)  I said to her, “Audrey, yes, there will be pain the weeks to come.  And I can’t take your pain away.  But can I give you a different way of looking at it?”  She said yes.  I said, (and this came from God), “Every time you feel pain, you’ll be able to identify more with the pain that Jesus went through for you on the cross.”  For the first time, Audrey’s eyes lit up!  They sparkled even, as she looked at me with a half smile and said, “Now that is true.”

The Bible offers us this insight.  Our pain is like a ticket that allows us to enter into the pain of Jesus.  And when we enter into the pain of Jesus, (the Bible calls it “sharing in his sufferings”), then our love for Jesus grows in leaps and bounds.


So, do we all need to break our hip to enter into the pain of Jesus and share in his sufferings?  Uh, no.  But there are some things we can do to voluntarily and deliberately to give ourselves a little pain.  This is where negating pleasure comes in.


Today is March 14th.  Easter is 21 days away.  What if you took something that you enjoy away from your life for the next 21 days, to deliberately suffer a little bit, in order to share in the suffering that Jesus went through for you?  Doesn’t that sound like fun?  Well, no, it doesn’t.  But, you know, we do a lot of things in life that aren’t fun.  There’s really no reason why we can’t do this, as millions of other Christians around the world are doing. 


For the next 21 days, until Easter Sunday, we could give up the usual:  chocolate, television, going to movies.  Or what other kinds of things could we give up?  Does anyone have any ideas?


[Take ideas.]


To be honest, there are ways around this.  I had a boy in one of my first churches who was one of the most spiritually minded 10 year olds I’ve ever known.  His name was Jeff Gaines.  When he was 10 years old he actually preached for me on Laity Sunday.  How many 10 year olds do you know that could preach on a Sunday morning?

But Jeff was also very much a boy.  He was tricky.  One Lent he told the whole church that he had given up riding his bike for Lent.  Jeff and his three brothers lived in town, and they rode their bikes all over that town.  So giving up his bike was a big deal, a big sacrifice for him!  And, again, we were all so impressed with his spirituality.

It was half-way through Lent that we learned, as Paul Harvey used to say, “the rest of the story.”  Sure, Jeff has given up riding his bike for Lent.  But he hadn’t given up riding his three brothers’ bikes!  Church folks saw him riding bikes all over town that Lent – not his own, but his brothers!

Sneaky boy.  There are ways around this “negating some pleasure in your life” thing.  Like giving up the pleasure of hunting for wild bores in Borneo for Lent.  Funny stuff.  But what’s the point?  Who are we cheating, really?

Let me mention an idea that I know you’re not going to like.  But, if your health allows it, this is the way that Christians have been taking pleasure away from themselves for 2,000 years.  Does anyone know what it is?  Fasting.  “Fasting” means to go without food for a specific period of time, usually part or all of one day a week, for spiritual reasons.  

Many times doctors make us stop eating the night before surgery and they call that “fasting”.  But that’s not fasting.  That’s just not eating.  Fasting is to go without food for a specific period of time for spiritual reasons.  (Not medical reasons.)

And, boy, I want to tell you, people hate to fast from their food.  They hate it so much that they just won’t do it.  I know.  I’ve tried for almost 28 years to get Christians to fast from food, and they just won’t.  (I want to repeat, by the way, that fasting from food should only be done if your health allows it.)  I’ve known serious, dedicated, Christians who were rock solid in their faith and who wanted to grow in maturity, to become more and more like Jesus – but ask them to give up a meal, or two, a week and they just won’t do it.  It’s been really shocking to me.  But I’ll never give up trying to get Christians to fast from food, and for six reasons:

1st – when I was ordained the Bishop made me promise, among other things, that I would both practice fasting from food and encourage others to do so.


2nd – fasting from food has been the most powerful spiritual exercise in my arsenal, for almost 30 years now.


3rd – all of the great leaders of our Christian faith, beginning with Jesus and going through Martin Luther and John Wesley, have fasted from food.


4th – Jesus expected his followers to fast from food.  He said:

"When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. But when you fast . . .”


- do you see the word “when” there?  What’s that word mean?  What’s it mean when you tell someone, for instance, “Hey, when you go to the basketball game tonight . . .”?  It means you’re expecting them to go the basketball game, right?  Or what’s it mean when you tell someone, “You know, when you get married . . .”?  It means you’re expecting them to tie the knot one day, right?  That’s what the word “when” always means.  It means you expect what comes next in the sentence to happen:

“When you go to lunch today . . .”


“When you grow up and pay taxes . . .”


“When the Steelers win the Super Bowl this year . . .”


Jesus said:

“But when you fast put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.
(Matthew 6:16-18)


He’ll what?  What will God do if we fast?  He’ll “reward” us?  How will he reward us?  John Wesley, our founder, said that the reward of fasting is an infusion of grace, which means God’s power, into us.  And that’s the fifth reason I’ll never give up trying to get Christians to fast from food:


5th – I want every Christian I know to receive the power, the grace, that only fasting from food can give them.


And, 6th - fasting from food is the best way I know to suffer a little on purpose and to share in the sufferings of Jesus.


Now, how do you do it?  How do you voluntarily fast from food?  It’s so simple.  Let me give you three simple guidelines for fasting.  They’re on your sermon notes for today:


#1.  Don’t let anyone tell you how long you should fast.  Some people try to say, “You have to fast from food for a full 24 hours for it to count.”  Count?  Who’s counting?  Who’s keeping track?  24 hours is better than 4 hours?  Really?  Says who?  Don’t let anyone tell you how long you should fast.  When I fast it’s usually from the time I go to bed to lunch the next day.  You may be tempted to think, “You skip breakfast?  Big deal!”  Really?  If it’s such a small thing then it should be no problem for you to skip a meal that you normally eat, as Jesus expected you to do, right?

I fasted from breakfast for three mornings this week.  It was hard for me, because I always eat breakfast.  I hated it.  (Especially on Tuesday morning when the men’s group kept passing cookies and brownies around the table!)  But I felt led to do it.  Was it not a “real” fast just because I only did it for 5 waking hours?  Says who?  Where’s the rule book here?  God knows my heart, and that’s all that matters.  Hey, don’t let anyone tell you how long you should fast.  Let God lead you.

#2.  Don’t let anyone tell you what you should be doing while you’re fasting.  Many people don’t fast, 
(I know this because they’ve told me so), because someone along the line told them that it’s only a real fast if all they do while they fast is get alone and pray in silence.  


But, again, says who?  Where’s the rule book here?  To be honest, very few of us have time for that.  Or the desire.  We’re not monks.  Hey, if you can get away and pray in silence while you fast, the more power to you.  But Jesus didn’t expect that from his disciples.  He told them to go out in public, (remember?), to wash their face and put sweet smelling oil on their head, so that when others see them they’ll have no idea that they’re fasting.  Did you hear that?  “So that when others see them.”  This whole idea about having to go off on a retreat and to pray in silence while we fast has stopped more serious Christians from fasting than anything else I know of.  Don’t let anyone tell you what you should be doing while you’re fasting.  

#3 – Don’t let anyone tell you how to end your fast.  Again, there aren’t any rules about where you should be, or what you should eat first, or how much you should pray before you take your first bite.


Fasting from food just isn’t that complicated.  It’s really very simple.  If your health allows it, pick a length of time to give up food.  And go about your normal day without telling anyone you’re doing it.  And here’s what may happen:

· Your stomach may call out to you, “Don’t you want to feed me?  Why are you doing this to me?”  And when it does, remember the suffering that Jesus went through for you.  Picture Jesus on the cross, and the devil asking him that very same question, “Why are you doing this to yourself, Jesus?”  
· Or, maybe you’ll get a little headache from not eating, and your head will cry out, “I can’t concentrate without food.  Why are you hurting me like this?’  When it does, think of Jesus’ head – beaten with fists, pounded with clubs, pressed down upon with a crown of thorns, whipped by the scourge.  

· Or, when you fast, maybe your blood sugar, or lack of blood sugar, will cry out, “It’s not really healthy for you to let your blood sugar get so low, you know!”  When it does, picture the blood . . . of Jesus, dripping from his brow from the crown of thorns, dripping from the wounds on his back, dripping from his hands and feet.

You see, we are voluntarily entering into the pain and suffering of Jesus.  Our little pain, caused by our little fasts, is a ticket that allows us to enter into the pain of Jesus, to remember what he did for us on the cross.


Will you do it?  I hope you will take away some pleasure in your life, at least for the next 21 days until Easter, that you too may “share in the sufferings of Christ”.


Will you stand and sing with me?


[Sing iWorship of either “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross”, or “You Are My King”.]

