1st Sunday in Lent (A)
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Our desire for happiness is an essential element of who we are.  The story about Adam and Eve touches on this desire.  Like Adam and Eve, a newborn almost immediately begins search for happiness.  It is found initially in being fed and receiving attention.  As the child grows, the desire also grows, and the child will seek more ways to find happiness.
This is a natural process and as a result of this process our ego – the person that we create – is formed.  We – moving forward – are directed primarily by our ego’s desire for happiness.  The finite view causes us however, to lose sight of what is given to us at our creation: infinite happiness that sustains us.  It is the happiness instilled within us by God when God creates us.  We are conceive in love and happiness, and then we forget and begin to look for love and happiness elsewhere.
Ironically, it is when we finally come to a place where we can share our failures to attain happiness with another, that the possibility for true happiness becomes available to us.  Our openness permits us to experience a happiness that is both within us and beyond us.
This is the experience of Jesus who is urged, in our Gospel story, to remain in a very human way of living in which happiness is sought in places that can provide only momentary happiness and then misery returns.  The happiness that our ego finds cannot sustain us.  It is limited and unreliable.  Jesus – who has tasted infinite happiness when he discovers that he is open to love – repeatedly chooses happiness that can sustain him.

There is a story that somewhat captures the decision that Jesus makes and invites us to make too. 
A priest, who is asked to visit an elderly person, arrives to find a man lying in bed with his head propped up on two pillows and an empty chair beside his bed. He assumes that the old fellow has been informed of his visit and says, ‘I guess you were expecting me.’
‘No,’ the man replies, ‘who are you?’
‘I'm a priest from the local parish,’ the priest replies.  ‘When I saw the empty chair,’ he continues, ‘I figured you knew I was coming for a visit.’
‘Oh yeah, the chair,’ says the bedridden man. ‘Would you mind closing the door?’
Puzzled, the priest shuts the door.

‘I've never told anyone this, not even my daughter,’ says the man.  ‘All of my life I have never known how to pray.  At church I would hear the priest talk about prayer, but it always went right over my head.  So, I abandoned any attempt at prayer, until one day about four years ago, my best friend says to me, “Joe, prayer is just a simple matter of having a conversation with God.  Here's what I suggest.  Sit on a chair, place an empty chair in front of you, and imagine God in the other chair. It's not spooky because God promises, ‘I'll be with you always.’  Then just speak to God and listen in the same way you're doing with me right now.”  So, I've tried it and I've liked it so much that I do it a couple of hours every day.’
The priest is deeply moved by the story and encourages the old guy to continue on the journey. Then he prays with him, and leaves.  Two days later, the daughter calls to tell the priest that her father died earlier in the afternoon.

‘Did he seem to die in peace?’ he asks.

‘Yes, when I left the house around two o'clock, he called me over to his bedside, told me one of his corny jokes, and kissed me on the cheek. When I got back from the store an hour later, I found him dead.   But there was something strange, in fact, beyond strange. Kind of weird.’
‘What was it?’ the priest asks.

‘Well,’ she replies, ‘apparently, just before Daddy died, he leaned over and rested his head on a chair beside the bed.’
The man found his innate happiness.  Maybe during Lent, we can imitate the man’s simple approach.
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