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   Genesis 9:8-17, Mark 1:9-15

Have you ever been grounded?

That’s one of those questions that needs clarification before answering, isn’t it?  If you ask a teenager that question, chances are they’ll hear you asking if their parents have ever punished them by forbidding them to leave home and go out with their friends.  But “being grounded” has another meaning too, right?  Would anyone care to define the positive sense of “being grounded”?  Who here knows what it feels like to be grounded?  

Okay, so here’s the next question:  are there particular practices, particular things you can do or ways you can behave which help you to be grounded?  Are there things that help you stay grounded?  Are these things that you do regularly?  Or things that you do only once in a great while?  I’d like to invite you to pair up with one other person near you and take turns responding to these questions.  What grounds you—and do you do that thing regularly or only once in a while.

Would anyone like to share a thought or two from your conversation?

Great!  These conversations are the perfect way to begin the season of Lent, the 40-day period of reflection and intention that prepares us for the joy of Easter.  Over the years, Lent has kind of gotten a bad rap, maybe because there has been a lot of emphasis on self-denial during this period with much explanation.  Some of us were encouraged to give up something we really loved during this period—chocolate, sweets, coffee, alcohol, television—which led to a vague sense that being holy was deeply connected to being unhappy and that there was something unspiritual about pleasure.  But I find Lent to be a deeply enriching experience because it helps me to stay grounded.  And I think the most important spiritual journeys begin with being grounded.

Take Noah, for example.  We usually tell the story of Noah and the arc as a stand-alone tale, but really it’s the end, the final chapter of a longer story.  At the beginning of the story in Genesis, God forms humans out of the earth itself, adding divine breath to animate us.  But quickly, humans start reaching up, first picking forbidden fruits and in no time at all building a tower that extends to the heavens.  By the time Genesis 6 comes, we’re told that the Daughters of Man have begun to intermarry with the Sons of God.  And while it’s hard to know exactly what that means, it certainly isn’t good.  The text tells us, “The Lord was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart.”  Six chapters into the story, God decides to wipe the slate clean and start over.

The flood is the end of the story of the first creation, and the new creation begins only once the waters recede.  Noah is in limbo while he’s on the arc, anxiously straddling watching the end of his world before a new one can take shape.  He sends out one bird after another until the bird doesn’t return, and he knows there is land enough to live on.  It’s when his arc hits ground, when he and his family are grounded, that they can open the doors and begin again, living and making mistakes and learning and living some more.

Just like in the first creation story, this time around life begins in a garden.  Noah’s first act, upon stepping out of the arc, is to plant a vineyard.  But unlike the first garden, unlike Eden, this garden is the product of human work.  That’s where creation begins again.

Mark tells a similar story about Jesus, but in typical Markan fashion compresses the story into just a few sentences.  At the beginning of his adult ministry, Jesus is baptized as an adult by John.  As he emerges from the water he hears a voice proclaim, “This is my son, the Beloved!  Listen to him!”  What could be a headier experience than that?  But he doesn’t got from that declaration of his authorization out to the use of his authority.  He’s barely out of the water when the Spirit drives him out into the wilderness, to a place where being the Beloved Son of God doesn’t feel like it counts for much.  The Gospel of Matthew adds detail to this story, describing the various temptations Satan brings to Jesus.  But Mark, the older Gospel, keeps it simple.  It’s enough to say that he was with the wild beasts and the angels attended to him—simple sentences that make it clear that the experience in the wilderness was raw and uncomfortable and Jesus got through it with divine help.  His first experience after his baptism reminded him not of his power and potential, but of his dependence.  He got grounded at the start of his journey.

Lent is a 40-day period, modeled after those 40 days that Jesus spent in the wilderness.  For many of us, this period of time serves as a prod to engage in our spiritual life with a little more intention and focus.  But when we start to think about ramping up our spiritual lives, we can get frustrated pretty quickly.  We dream of the trip to Tibet or the pilgrimages sites of Spain or a seminar with our favorite author.  If only we had the money, we moan!  If only we had the time!  Then we could really go deep with this.  Then we could really take it to the next step.


In the midst of these frustrations, these stories of grounding are pretty helpful.  Growing food, being fed—the most impressive spiritual journeys begin with these most basic, humble acts.  And so will ours.  The most profound spiritual journeys are not, in the end, esoteric abstractions.  They are simple and spare and rooted in the practices of daily life.  We grow spiritually not by become grander but by becoming more basic.  It’s when our arc hits ground, and we step out onto dry ground, that we begin to re-build the world by planting our own garden.  That is an incredibly important teaching for our day and our time.  In simplicity, in groundedness, is freedom. 


Could we make a practice out of being grounded this season?  Perhaps those simple, grounding activities and relationships that we have recalled together could be part of our spiritual practice this season.
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