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Dear Lord, be with us during these 40 days of Lent, we pray.  Be with us in 
our times of trial and temptation.  Help us to see beyond the things of this 
world to your world, to your kingdom.  Help us to live into the new life to 
which you call us.  Amen. 
 

“Give Up Excess” 
 
Last weekend for my staycation I did a whole lot of laundry.  A whole lot of 
laundry.  Now, I’m not the one who usually does the laundry – Terry does.  
And he’d done it before he left for a weekend meeting in Nashville.  But 
there was still laundry.  A ton of it, in fact.  I’m convinced the kids clean 
their rooms by throwing all of their laundry down the clothes chute 
whether it’s dirty or not!  So I spent my staycation doing a whole lot of 
laundry.   
 
As I was getting ready for Ash Wednesday, and today, I was thinking about 
that laundry, and thinking about how Lent can be a time for each of us to 
do our life laundry, metaphorically speaking of course.  Lent is a time for 
each of us to sort through everything, maybe separate out the darks from 
the lights, work on our stains, and get cleaned up so that we can arrive at 
Easter cleaner and fresher.  Doing the laundry is also a way to get rid of 
stuff – the things that don’t fit or we don’t like or that have become worn 
and threadbare, and unburden ourselves of all that stuff that weighs us 
down.  All that laundry we carry around that drains us of energy and, quite 
frankly, keeps us from being the person God wants us to be.  Friends, it’s 
time to give up the excess.  
 
And there’s no better Gospel to prepare us for that than Mark’s because 
there’s no excess in Mark.  
 



In fact, if there’s one thing that can be said about the Gospel according to 
Mark, it’s that it’s lean and sparse.  Plus, it doesn’t waste any time.  Only 12 
verses into Mark’s gospel we’re confronted with the story of Jesus’ 
temptation by the devil in the wilderness.  Compare this to Matthew and 
Luke, who don’t get around to telling the story until chapter 4, and you 
know how quickly Mark moves.   
 
In addition to not wasting any time, Mark’s Gospel is also lean on 
temptation details.  Matthew and Luke’s version of the temptation story 
takes half a chapter to tell because they give us lots of information.  They 
tell us that the devil tempted Jesus to turn stones into bread; and to jump 
off a cliff and be caught by angels; and to take over the kingdoms of the 
world.   
 
But Mark doesn’t include any of those temptations; all we know is that the 
Spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness, where he was tempted by the devil, 
lived with wild beasts, and angels waited on him.   
 
As for temptation Jesus faced, we’re left guessing.  But honestly, it’s not 
that hard to guess the big temptation Jesus faced.  Mark drops clues all 
throughout his gospel as to what the big temptation was.  He drops clues 
when he tells us stories about Jesus eating with sinners and tax collectors, 
and healing lepers and bleeding women.  He drops clues when he writes 
about Jesus violating all sorts of social taboos, and he drops clues when he 
tells us how people responded to all of that.   
 
Mark may be lean on details, but knowing the stories he tells after the big 
temptation story, it’s not hard to guess that Jesus’ big temptation in the 
wilderness was to be the person the devil wanted him to be, instead of the 
person the Holy Spirit charged him to be at his baptism.  The devil wanted 
Jesus to take the ready-made saviors he offered: like power and influence, 
instead of being the savior the Spirit charged him to be.  But instead, 
something happened in that wilderness that changed Jesus; he went from 
being a citizen of Galilee, subordinate to the Jerusalem authorities, to 
Herod, or Caesar or the Roman occupiers, to the first citizen of God’s 
empire, completely free of obligations to anyone or anything but God and 



God’s coming rule.  He resisted the temptation to be someone other than 
who God intended him to be.  Is our big temptation anything less? 
 
When we think about temptations, we tend to think of our peccadilloes-our 
little sins. Those small temptations we face consciously everyday: the extra 
cookie we know we shouldn’t eat, the dress we purchased but cannot 
afford, the questionable tax deduction we took, or even the little white lie 
we told. All of these temptations are real, of course. But they aren’t the big 
temptation-the serious temptation-the one that is hard to resist in our 
world. And that is the temptation to become a success in the eyes of the 
world, which is often at odds with the person God intends us to be. Don’t 
get me wrong-success is good. But when it costs you something, as it would 
have cost Jesus, it isn’t the success God meant for you. 
 
Like the temptation Jesus faced, the real temptation we face in a hundred 
subtle ways, is the temptation to be a success in the eyes of the world but 
at the cost of our integrity. We are tempted to succeed at the price of our 
families, to succeed magnificently but to lose our happiness, to succeed 
grandly and pay for it with our souls. Had Jesus given in to his temptation, 
he might have been a smashing success-plenty of bread, famous worker of 
miracles, major Judean politician, or maybe a great carpenter and rabbi. All 
of these are credible manifestations of success, but Jesus was meant to be 
more. You and I are meant to be more. We’re called to be more. Lent is the 
time to prepare for that more by giving up the excess, sorting through the 
laundry, only taking what we need which is not always the same thing as 
what we want. 
 
All of this talk about giving up excess got me to thinking about Tommy and 
Henry’s trip to Philmont last summer.  Philmont, you may know, is a high 
adventure Boy Scout camp in New Mexico.  On that trip, which is usually 10 
days, the boys carry everything for their camping trip on their backs.  Their 
gear, their food, their clothes – all of it.  To prepare for the trip, they 
started hiking months in advance.  They started out slowly, on an average 
hike, but gradually increased both the distance and the weight they carried 
on their backs.  I’ll never forget towards the end of the practice hikes how 
Tommy loaded Charlotte into his backpack and carried her in it down the 
street.  She thought it was great fun!  But wow – 50 pounds may seem like 



a lot, and I’m sure it is!  I couldn’t carry 10 on my back down the street let 
alone up and down NM mountains.  But when you’re talking about carrying 
50 pounds in gear, food and clothes for 10 days, you start getting rid of the 
excess STAT.   
 
You start asking yourself, what should I take, and what can I leave?  More 
importantly what’s essential, and what’s not?  When you have to carry 
everything on your back, so-called necessities can become discarded 
baggage.   
 
When you’re hiking, though, there’s also the matter of the silence.  When 
Terry paddled and porridged the Boundary Waters with Henry, he said the 
miles and miles of expansive waters and forest with no site of humanity 
was tough at times.  And I believe it; almost 100 miles of porridging and 
paddling gives one a lot of time to think.  Maybe too much time to think!  
When you’re in the wilderness, can you handle the thoughts and feelings 
you have outrun and now have time to catch up with you?  Can you give up 
excessive anger or resentment, or jealousy or pettiness?     
 
Choosing to give up the excesses and live with new habits, new ways of 
doing things, and a new way of living life, is not easy.  Change is hard.  Every 
day we wake up, we’re presented with new challenges and temptations 
and, we wrestle with the choice to shed our old ways or live a new way.  
But despite what we may think, I believe Jesus wrestled with his choice, 
too.  Mark gives us this clue, when he tells the story of Jesus praying in the 
Garden of Gethsemane, the night before he would be crucified.  He prayed 
to God, “Please, Lord, take this burden from me.”  I think in that moment, 
Jesus was still wrestling with the choice he made in the wilderness to reject 
the power to control every kingdom on earth, and instead give power to 
the powerless so that God’s kingdom would rule.  That could not have been 
an easy choice for him to make: do I choose to control every kingdom and 
possess all power so as to rule the world, or do I choose a different sort of 
power, which gives power to the powerless but ends on a cross?   
 
Friends, I know it’s hard to give up things; and maybe some of the excessive 
things in your life that you would like to give up you can’t.  I realize that 
there are some things you do not have control over.  But you do have 



control over your reaction to things you cannot control.  You have a choice 
to make at these times: will you succumb to the temptation to hang on to 
old habits, old grudges, old ways of living and doing things?  Or will you live 
into a new way of life and new way of doing things?  Jesus had a choice to 
make: would he succumb to the devil’s temptation to keep on living his life 
as it was, or would he live into his new life, called and claimed by God as 
God’s Beloved Son? 
 
During Lent, I’m asking you to make a renewed commitment to Christ by 
giving up some things, taking up some things, and lifting up some things.  
This week, your challenge is to give up something in your life that you view 
as excessive.  It doesn’t matter what others think; this is about you.  Maybe 
it’s excess TV or sweets, those classics people like to give up.  But maybe 
it’s an excessive schedule, and while you may not be able to give up the 
entire schedule, try an hour or two.  Maybe it’s excessive anger or 
resentment; if so, try handing those thoughts over to God.  Ultimately, the 
choice is up to you as to whether you will make a change in your life; you 
know, do your life laundry.  Sort through it all; and arrive fresher and 
cleaner when you meet the Lord at Easter. 
 
When Jesus emerged from the wilderness, he told people to repent and 
believe in the Good News.  This is a fancy of way of saying, turn from your 
old ways, and live a new life in God’s kingdom, where everyone is loved, 
and everyone is a child of God-even the lepers, the crooks, the tax 
collectors, the bleeding women, and the sick children.  Even you and even 
me.  Jesus went all the way to the cross so that we could experience that 
love and share that love with others. 
 
This Lent, make a renewed commitment to Christ for as we know and 
believe, he has already made a commitment to you. 
 
Amen. 
 


