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Lent is a season of reflection and faith.  One theologian defined “Faith in the living God as receiving a promise not yet fulfilled and going on a journey to a place you have not yet seen.”
  Throughout this season of Lent, as we continue with our individual and collective journey of faith, we shall never lose sight of our ultimate hope as we walk through our own wilderness. 


This week our Old Testament text leads us to the wilderness passage of our parents of faith - Abraham and his wife Sarah.  Abraham and Sarah were led on this journey not knowing where they were going or how they were going to get there.  They went on a promise from God and out of their faith.  They were willing to relinquish everything that they had and putting them on the line with the ultimate test of faith.  This took a great deal of spiritual discipline as well.  

Every time I read the story of Abraham and Sarah’s wilderness journey.  It reminds me of my own personal experience, more than 31 years ago when my family first immigrated into this country.  We too had to let go of almost everything we had and came to this new surrounding by faith.   We too had to let go of whatever we had and that included “emptying” out our bank accounts and borrowing enough money from our relatives to purchase 4 one-way tickets to JFK.  My parents had to give up their established careers as well and started all over again.  They really didn’t want to, but they did it anyway....but for what?  They came for the sake of their children and their children’s children....and for their brighter futures ahead.  

I remembered our first few months here in the US was a very “EMPTY” and lonely feeling.  We came in early February and it was awfully cold that year, kind of like what we are experiencing this year.  We had made our decision and there was no turning back.  Somehow in retrospect, through the grace of God, we managed to get through those early difficult years of acclimating with our new environments.  By God’s grace, we dug ourselves out of our emptiness moment and let our voids be filled with God’s abundant blessings.  

How many of us have felt “emptied” before?  And by that, I don’t mean that you have to have an “empty” stomach before you go for a medical checkup or an operation.  There are two kinds of emptiness: Physical and Spiritual.  Our own emptiness leads us to this sense of yearning and craving for the ultimate fulfillment and satisfaction.  When we are spiritually emptied, we clear our minds of what’s cluttering in our thoughts and we focus upon God with new possibility of new blessings.  Sometimes we need that spiritual emptiness in order to crave for God’s abundant blessings.  

One time, I was driving home from visiting a friend in northern New Jersey.  My car was running low on gas so I said to myself, “Oh, it’s no big deal, there are plenty of gas stations around.  After all, this is New Jersey!  I should have enough gas to get to the nearest gas station and get a fill up.”  But what I didn’t realize was that not all gas stations are opened 24 hours and it was about 11:30 at night.  As I kept driving, I noticed that one gas station after another many of them had already been closed.  So I began to worry a little.  I remembered praying, “Oh God, please don’t let me be stranded in the middle of nowhere here overnight.  Please help me find one gas station that is still open so that I can get home.”  

So the longer I drive, the brighter the Fuel gauge light comes up, the more I worry....and still no gas station in sight.  After driving for another 2-3 miles, I pulled up at a 7-11, asking the clerk where the nearest gas station that might still be opened.  The clerk directed me another few more miles down the road.  To make the long story short, I did make it to the gas station with maybe just over 1/10 of a gallon left in my tank.  That was surely a close call running on EMPTY in my car.  But it sure felt good to be FULL and not having to worry about being stranded on the wilderness again.

Sometimes our spiritual journey can be like that - running on EMPTY and needing a spiritual boost or a fill-up, in order to continue on with the next phase of our journey.  Our journey in the wilderness may seem long and winding, or perhaps we thought that we would have enough gas to get through our journey.  Surprises happen!  From time to time, God may challenge us to run our spiritual tank EMPTY, just so that we may be tested of our faith and eventually experience the FULLness of God’s promises and hopes.  We learn to trust and depend upon God even more when we are running on EMPTY.  We turn our focus and attention on what’s important on our mind and what distractions in our lives that we must filtered out.  

This is what the season of Lent all about – a season of reflection and recommitment to our journey to the cross.  We realize that we are trivial like dusts and ashes, and we find ourselves depended upon God’s strength for help evermore.  God is faithful still.

Last week we talked about how Jesus was sent by God to go into the wilderness, to be tested by Satan.  Even though Jesus was physically running on an EMPTY stomach for 40 days and 40 nights, He was spiritually full and ready to take on anything that Satan might throw at him.  As we see from time to time, even Jesus needed some EMPTYing moment just to get away from all the commotion and the crowd, so that He may reconnect with God through prayers and meditations.  

Abraham was closed 100 and Sarah was about 90 at the time of our story today.  They were physically “wealthy” with plenty of livestocks, servants, silver and gold.
  Materially, they were certainly not “empty” at all.  But one thing that they did lack was they had no one to inherit all that belonged to them.  But God summoned them to leave all of their earthly possessions behind, take a step out of their comfort zone and go into the wilderness with faith and confidence.  It was through their wilderness journey of faith where God revealed a new promise to them that they would bear a son and many descendants would come through him.  


Abraham was granted this covenant from God not because of his obedience to the law but because of his faith in God.  He was willing to EMPTY it all out and laid it before the LORD, in order to get a fill-up on God’s blessings.  The story of Abraham and Sarah reminds us of how we may be challenged by God to “EMPTY” ourselves, bear our crosses of discipleship and receive God’s promises of hope.  Are we willing and ready to do the same, just like Abraham and Sarah?  

A few years ago, I was on a flight coming back from Asia, I had an interesting encounter with an American couple probably in their 40’s.  They were just coming back from mainland China to pick up their newly adopted 3-year old girl from an orphanage.  This child was truly a bundle of joy, very active and energetic.  In the eyes of her newly adopted parents, she was the most precious thing in the world.  This little girl was the “apple of their eyes”, their hope and promises of the future.  


I remembered when the plane touched down on American soil, the mother whispered into the little girl’s “Welcome to America!  Welcome to your new home, baby!”  To this child, her life will never be the same because of this couples’ journey of faith and courage through the wilderness.  This child’s future is full of God’s promises and hope.  

In the same way, when Abraham and Sarah were summoned by God to go out of their comfort zone and into their wilderness, they didn’t know where they were supposed to go or what they were supposed to do either.  They obediently went out of their faith and conviction, never questioned God’s plan in their lives.  God established a covenant (a promise) to Abraham and Sarah that they would be parents of multitudes like stars upon the sky and sands upon the seashore.
     

Through our Gospel reading today earlier, Mark challenges us to embark on this very same faith journey and Christian discipleship.  We must deny ourselves and take up our cross and follow Christ.  For those who want to save their life will lose it and those who lose their life for Christ’s sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.
  

As a notable German theologian, Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it, “How is a disciple to know which is his or her cross?  We receive it upon entering the discipleship of the suffering Lord, and come to recognize it in the community of Jesus.”  We must empty ourselves in order to be fulfilled with God’s promises.  

Abraham and Sarah “EMPTIED” everything that they had in life to go out into the wilderness by faith, only to be met by God and receive God’s ultimate blessings and promises.  The adopting couple was willing to “EMPTY” out all that they have also in order to fulfill a child’s dream of new life and a new beginning.   


What about us?  Are we willing to EMPTY ourselves so that we too can be overflown with God’s promises of HOPE for the future?  Are we willing to deny ourselves and take on our own crosses and follow Christ wholeheartedly engaging in God’s mission in this world?

During this season of Lent, God challenges us to pause and reflect on our personal relationships with Christ.  Just as Christ had emptied Himself on the cross through his suffering, so that He may be honored, glorified, and fulfilled of God’s promises for humanity.  Through Christ, we have been adopted into God’s family as sons and daughters and to be bearers of God’s covenant. 

The cost of discipleship and following Jesus remains HIGH.  No one says it’s going to be easy, but we must be willing and be prepared to pay the ultimate price - for whatever it takes.  We must be willing to EMPTY out our own spiritual tanks and be filled with God’s abundant grace and promises.   

In closing, I would like to share a poem with you.  It’s entitled, “The Way to the Cross” and it goes like this.
Things don’t always happen the ways we see.  

Hopeless situations may be blessings in deed.  

A tiny seed of faith is all it takes, 

to blossom into fruits, with much at stake.  

The way to the Cross is no easy path. 

40 days and 40 nights, you can do the math. 

Through dips and valleys, rises and falls,  

but ultimately we know what is there for us installed. 
In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

	� Gary Stratman
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