1st Sunday in Lent (C) 
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Our first reading (from Deuteronomy) and our Gospel (from Luke) are similar.  God chooses Israel not because they are self-important.  God chooses Israel because of God’s mercy.  We generally equate mercy with forgiveness.  Mercy in the Scriptures, however, has nothing to do with forgiveness.  Mercy is who God is and the way in which God relates with us.
Jesus experiences God’s mercy when he receives the baptism of John. (‘You are my beloved.’)  It is this experience of God’s mercy that is questioned (in today’s gospel story from Luke) when Jesus goes off by himself.  He releases the experience that he has had of God so that it can unpack itself within him.  It is during this time of processing that the doubts and questions arise within him.

Jesus, the gospel story tells us, practices a willingness to trust the experience that he has had of God’s mercy.  He practices a willingness to receive the gift of mercy.  As he practices, his experience of God in union with him weakens the human tendency to resist relating with his hidden or dark side.

Our hidden or dark side – in psychological jargon, our shadow – holds all of our hopes, dreams, and ambitions.  It tempts us to strive for a way of life that is both real and imaginary.  It is the deepest ocean that both sustains and threatens our lives.  It is where God dwells within us.
The only way that we can access our hidden or dark side is by observing ourselves without judgment and with compassion.  Some call this letting go.  If we attempt to ignore or grasp our hidden or dark side we generally stand in our own light and our hidden or dark side is impossible for us to see.  Our failure to see our hidden or dark side can then unleash a hurricane that we tend to project onto others.

When we are willing to practice observing our hidden or dark side – as Jesus does in our gospel story – a power within us is released to befriend what we sometimes feel to be our enemy.  The ensuing dialogue opens our eyes to see that we all live in God’s mercy.  That is, God lives in union – mercy – with all of creation.

Each of Jesus’ responses in this dialogue echoes power (in the form of mercy) being released within him.  This eventually leads him (and will eventually lead us too) to share with others his experience of God relating with him.

Our internal experience of God always results in exterior action.  If our internal experience of God is of someone who is distant, judgmental, and/or controlling, our external actions will be similar.  If our internal experience of God is of someone who is close, compassionate, and/or loving, our external actions will also be similar.
Possible an exercise that we can practice this Lent is to ask God for the grace to observe (without judgment and with compassion) our internal experience of God by the way in which we externally relate with others.
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