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Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this First Sunday in 

Lent.  Welcome to those of you in the sanctuary and those online.   

Two wilderness journeys serve as metaphors for Lent: the forty days Jesus spent being 

tempted and tried and the forty years Moses and the children of Israel wandered lost.    

A Lenten spiritual says, “You have to walk this lonesome valley.”  But another one says, 

“I Want Jesus to Walk with Me.”  The valley may be lonesome and shadowed, but Jesus walks 

with us, and we walk together as a people.   

We need each other in a wilderness or dark night.  So if you are in a lost or lonely place 

this Lent, please be aware that these others, in person and on Zoom, are walking with you.  And if 

you are not in a Lenten place, but are full of light, then please be sure to extend your care and 

support to those around you, especially those you do not know or those you know are having a 

hard time.  

  

Call to Worship:  Lent recalls Jesus in the wilderness and also in his last days journeying 

toward the cross and the light of Easter dawn.   

Lent is about our own journey toward Easter—preparing ourselves to die to our fearful, 

self-concerned self and be resurrected closer to our true loving, Spirit-filled self.   

Lent prepares us as the wilderness prepared Jesus to emerge full of the Spirit’s power for 

serving and changing the world.  This is crucial to understand.  We go through Lent for the sake 

of all creation.  We seek transformation to help transform the world.  We work on our spiritual 

lives for the team, because we all need all the light that each of us can shine in dark times.   

Lent calls us to trust that no matter what situation we face, every moment of every day the 

best thing we can possibly do is let go of everything else and turn first to God, and then think and 

act in that God-focused mode of being. That is what the world most needs from us today.  Let us 

worship together, taking these first steps on our Lenten journey… 
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Children’s Time— Lent is partly about being lost in a trackless wilderness, like Moses 

and Jesus, and struggling to find the way out to a better place.  Sometimes our life can feel like a 

wilderness when we are not sure where it is going or how to find our way through a difficult time.  

So here is one of my favorite stories from George MacDonald’s book The Princess and the 

Goblin.  

The Princess Irene explored her castle one rainy day and discovered her magical great 

great great grandmother living in the highest tower.  The old Queen gave the Princess a ring with 

invisible thread that would always lead her when she was in danger or in doubt of where to go.   

One night the Princess heard scary noises and believed she was under attack by the goblins 

who lived under the mountain, so she picked up the ring, expecting it to lead her up the tower to 

safety.  Instead it led her onto the mountainside and down a hole straight into the Goblin 

headquarters where they had imprisoned a young mining boy, Curdie.   

Curdie had saved her from the goblins once, and now the thread showed her how to save 

him.  Then it led them back out to the old Queen in the tower.   

The whole time the only thing the Princess was really afraid of was losing hold of the 

thread—she trusted completely that it would lead her where she needed to go.  But Curdie 

couldn’t see or feel it, and could not see the Queen, and he accused the princess of lying.  The 

poor Princess was heartbroken.   

To find out what happened next you will have to read the book!  Today we have these 

important things to note.   

First, if we feel lost, we have someone like the old lady in the tower who will lead us.  We 

have the Spirit of Jesus and God speaking in our hearts or through the Bible or through someone 

loving and wise.   

Second, sometimes if we follow the Spirit’s thread, it will lead us into a worse wilderness 

at first, a more dangerous or confusing place.   

Third, other people may not believe in the Spirit’s magical thread that we are following.  

The important thing is not to let others or our own doubt make us lose the thread, because sooner 

or later it will lead us out of every trouble.   

There is something we can do to keep our fingers on the thread, something that helps our 

heart find a path through the wilderness...  Pray!   
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Sermon:  Led by the Spirit 

Lent is an artificially induced spiritual rock bottom.   

Lent is designed to shock us into recognition of our ego or false self’s tempting addictions 

and attachments, and to wake us up to our humble need for the Spirit’s higher power to help us let 

go and let God.   

Lent reveals the truth of our life as a trackless wilderness, in case we miss that reality 

somehow when we look at the news or the troubled people we love, situations we have no idea 

how to fix.   

Lent wants to help us learn the sacred way that leads through the wilderness to the 

Promised Land, not a path but a process of being led by the Spirit in every moment. 

Every time we say the traditional Lord’s Prayer we pray, “Thy will be done.”  To do God’s 

will is the same as to be led by the Spirit.  It is one of our highest ideals and also one of our 

greatest challenges. 

Sometimes we long for a clear message from God about what we should be doing with our 

lives.  We feel stuck, or face a hard decision, we feel our life lacks purpose or we seem lost in a 

wilderness and have no idea how to get out.  We see problems we want to address but don’t see 

what we can do. 

So how can we know God’s will, and how can we be guided and empowered by the Spirit 

if we do not see, hear or feel its presence? 

Once on Cape Cod I saw a tree a few yards from the ocean that I thought at first was a 

sculpture.  The wind was calm that day, but the tree was bent over and shaped like an umbrella 

that a storm had blown inside out.  It was twisted and gnarled and all its branches were pointing 

straight inland and parallel to the ground.  There may have been no wind, but it was clear that this 

was a place where the wind was such a force that it shaped the way trees grew. 

You can see wind battered trees on Vermont ridgetops, or snow carved into waves with 

razor sharp crests.  You may not be able to feel any wind as you look at these things, but you 

know it has been there.  

Finding and following the Spirit is like that.  We may not be able to feel its wind blowing 

on us right now, but we can see where it seems to have gone before, and where, therefore, it 

might be likely to come again. 
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The author of the 91st Psalm addressed his song to “You who live in the shelter of the Most 

High, who abide in the shadow of the Almighty.”  In the Psalmist’s experience, those who placed 

themselves in God’s shelter gained practical benefits in life.  They seemed to have protection 

when they confronted evil.  They seemed to be helped by angels.  They seemed to get some kind 

of answer when they called on God.  They seemed comforted when times of trouble came.   

We cannot prove that the Holy Spirit helps in these ways, but when we look at how people 

who seek God have been shaped by their faith, it seems wise to follow their example.  I shared 

with the Heartfulness Circle on Thursday that my mother used to pray for parking spaces.  She 

believed it worked, but whether the Spirit led her or it was her imagination, she was shaped by 

that faith into a person who was patient and grateful in situations where others would have been 

frustrated and resentful.  The Spirit led her to a good place, and maybe to a parking space, too! 

Jesus said, “The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not 

know where it comes from or where it goes.  So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.”  

(John 3:8)   

Jesus reminds us that like the wind, the Spirit is not something that we can control or 

completely predict.  The Spirit may come upon us anywhere, and it will not always come where 

we most expect it. 

We cannot know where we will find the Spirit in the future and we cannot even be certain 

where it has been in our past—and yet we do have signs.  The Apostle Paul listed nine of them: 

“The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness 

and self-control.”  (Galatians 5:22-23)   

You may not be able to know with certainty when the Spirit has led you, but think of those 

times when you acted with lovingkindness toward an enemy or person who was annoying you or 

causing you pain.  Remember when you were anxious or afraid and an inexplicable peace came 

over you.  Think of when compassion moved you to generosity, or when you were self-controlled 

enough to bring gentleness into a potentially explosive confrontation.  These are signs that the 

Spirit led you and worked through you in those moments. 

The reason why spiritual traditions exist is that over thousands of years people have seen a 

pattern to how the Spirit shapes lives, and where those lives have found the Spirit’s presence.  

Collected wisdom teaches us to put ourselves on certain shores or mountaintops where the Spirit 
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is likely to blow, places like prayer or spiritual reading or church or walks in nature or talks with 

spiritual friends.   

Experience has proven that trusting in the shelter of the Most High can help us resist 

temptation just as it helped Jesus in the wilderness.   

The devil appealed to Jesus’ ego and we have to believe that Jesus was truly tempted, or 

else there is no point to the story.  Jesus turned to God, trusting in God to save him and help him.  

The same trust in God’s higher power saves addicts of all kinds from temptation every day.   

Any time we let go and surrender our ego’s attempts at control and give our lives over to 

God’s care, we put ourselves in a place where the Spirit has come before and is likely to come 

again. 

Dry beech leaves have to let go of everything and become light in order to let the wind 

blow them across the snow.  If we become light by letting go of our ego and self-will, the Spirit 

will catch us up and lead us, too. 

People who have tried to be led by the Spirit and worked hard at it for years sometimes 

feel dismayed at how absent the Spirit seems from their lives.  They enter a dark night wilderness.  

They can’t see how their lives have been shaped into something beautiful and powerful, 

something that has brought the fruit of the Spirit to people around them. 

Lent reassures us that the best thing we can do in those wilderness moments is keep 

turning to God, seeking to be Spirit led, making ourselves light by letting go and trusting that the 

Spirit will catch us up in its flow. 

Let us pray in silence, calling to mind the situations in our life and in our world where we 

need the Spirit to lead us, asking that it guide and empower us now… 

 

 

Haiku by Mel Goertz: 

          The call of a blue jay, 

    the sound of something living 

          from the icy woods. 

 


