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Lent 2009 
          ASH WEDNESDAY , FEBRUARY  25TH, 
launches us on this yearõs 40 day jour-
ney to Easter.  Forty significantly corre-
sponds to the number of years the He-
brew children, newly freed from slav-
ery, spent in the wilderness.  Forty also 
is the number of days Jesus spent fast-
ing in the desert at the outset of his min-
istry.  We might conclude that our 40 
day run -up to Easter ought to be a wil-
derness time for us too. 
 This conclusion is a good infer-
ence.  Fasting and introspection, as op-
posed to celebration, mark most Christianõs observances of Lent. 
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 Sounds like a òdowner!ó  
Why would anyone want to venture 
into a time and place of meager en-
joyment and self-criticism unneces-
sarily?  That repulsion might be a 
sensible reaction if we omit to notice 
that the wilderness was, in both Is-
rael and Jesusõ experience, also a 
quietly abundant time.  I say 
òquietlyó because the abundance 
was not excessive or ostentatious.  
Rather, the wilderness yielded a 
soulful abundance.  God sustained 
Israel adequately with manna and 
water in the desert.  Israel further 
received the law on SinaiñGodõs 
vision of an enlightened society.  
Jesus resisted, in his wilderness, Sa-
tanõs solicitations to become a differ-
ent kind of savior.  Like real -life de-
serts, spiritual wildernesses arenõt 
wastelands but flourishing ecosys-
tems.  Markõs gospel actually de-
picts Jesusõ wilderness as a paradise 
experience. 

 Iõd like to replicate the bibli-
cal merger of wilderness and para-
dise in our sermons through Lent.  
Iõve titled my preaching series, 
òBrokenness and Blessing.ó My 
thought is that the struggles in our 
lives, notably our experiences of 
grief, uncertainty, and sin provide 
the conditions for wilderness -style 
abundance.  God works quite 
strongly in those times that are 
most uncomfortable, sad, or frus-
t r a t i n g .  O u r  p e r s o n a l 
òwildernessesó are where we find 
hints of the most stunning of all 
mergers of opposites, namely the 
joining of crucifixion and resurrec-
tion at Easter. 
 Ash Wednesdayõs service of 
ashes launches the Easter season, 
and is slated for February 25th at 
6:15 p.m. in the sanctuary.  Passion 
Sunday is April 5 th; Maundy Thurs-
day, April 9 th; and Easter is on 
April 12 th.      
 

Doug DeCelle  



The Presbyterian Way of Life  

 THROUGHOUT  OUR  HISTORY , Pres-

byteriansñperhaps more so than other Prot-

estantsñhave expended enormous energy 

grasping and expressing intellectually the 

meaning of its faith.  This òlife of the mindó 

probably is one of John Calvinõs enduring 

gifts to our tradition.  Calvin, the 16 th century 

reformer, came from Catholicism to Protes-

tantism by feeling a mighty sense of Godõs 

majesty and truth pervading all things.  Cal-

vin, further, experienced a secular, humanist 

education that forever impressed upon him 

the grand idea that all truth is Christian truth.  

It was further one of Cal-

vinõs beliefs that no faith 

would claim the whole of 

a personõs devotion if it 

didnõt make sense or 

couldnõt be explained 

clearly.  From this conviction has ever after 

flowed the Reformed (Calvinistic) passion for 

theology and biblical interpretation.  It is 

probably safe to say that in Presbyterian cir-

cles, learning is both a duty and a form of ser-

vice to God. 

       *      *      *    

 From this emphasis on learning has 

flowed several Presbyterian family traits, 

such as the founding of schools, an emphasis 

on preaching, an openness to non-religious 

intellectual discovery, and sophistication in 

interpreting the Bible.  

 As Iõve insisted in the previous two 

essays on the Presbyterian Way of Life, our 

distinctive qualities are not absent in other 

traditions.  Lutherans and Catholics boast 

some brilliant scholarship.  It is much too 

crude to suggest that Presbyterians are the 

smart Christians.  What is true is that weõre 

comfortable being thoughtful and devote 

much energy working out what we believe.  

 The role of learning in Presbyterian 

circles made an important contribution to 

the fascinating drama of the Fundamental-

ist-Modernist controversy that played out 

in American Protestantism 

in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries.  In those days, 

P r e s b y t e r i a n s  w e r e 

staunchly conservative, be-

lieving in, among other 

things, the literal truth (inerrancy) of the 

whole Bible.  Methodists, Baptists, and oth-

ers looked to learned Calvinistic theologi-

ans like Charles Hodge and B.B. Warfield, 

both of Princeton Seminary, to lend intel-

lectual substance to their conservative 

faith.   

These were the days when theologi-

cal liberalism, taking the form of challenges 

to the Bibleõs authority and inerrancy, was 

swirling out of Europe and gaining influ-

ence in the United States.   

(Continued on Page 15) 
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Dr. DeCelle will be reflecting in this space on what it means to serve 
and worship as a Presbyterian 


