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The Good Kind of Hunger
Today’s Scriptures relate what are perhaps the greatest themes in theology and human history: creation and fall, good and evil, obedience and disobedience to God, sin and justification, wilderness and deliverance, temptation and resistance. For one Sunday it is a lot to take in.
But the Scripture that is on my heart this morning is the following: “Jesus fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished.” In Mark’s Gospel there is no mention of Jesus fasting or being hungry; and in Luke’s version it just says that Jesus ate nothing. But here in Matthew’s version it’s as though the time that Jesus fasted was his training period: Jesus chooses to fast to prepare for his confrontation with the devil and his subsequent ministry. But we have to ask: Why on earth did Jesus, celebrated in Matthew as Emmanuel--God with us--at his very birth; visited by foreign Magi as the king of the world; proclaimed by John the Baptist as the one so much more powerful than he; called in his baptism “God’s Son, the Beloved, with whom God is well-pleased”--why did this same Jesus need to fast in the wilderness?

This past Ash Wednesday I tried a mild one-day fast from sun-up to sun-down. It is one of two fast days in the Anglican calendar, the other being Good Friday, so I figured what the heck it’s only twice a year. But beyond the discipline of the church there was something else that I am just now beginning to articulate: I wanted to remind myself of what it felt like to feel hungry. This may sound strange, but I cannot remember the last time I felt physiologically hungry--psychologically sure, about every three hours (sometimes less)--but the honest to God physical ache of hunger, a long time. Everything I want is at my fingertips, just a 7-11 or a McDonalds away; or even closer, my freezer, my refrigerator, my pantry--all the food in the world, and it’s all right here. I wanted to feel hungry to remember all the other things I am hungry for and have forgotten about: closeness with God, and with other people; (healing for those with broken relationships, broken dreams, broken bodies; wisdom and courage and hope to name)
Being intentional about reminding myself of physical hunger revealed something deeper about my spiritual life: how long had it been since I had really felt hungry for God’s presence, God’s truth, God’s kingdom? Not just to pray, but to hunger with an ache that hurt, to long for it, to need it like I need the sustenance of a hamburger?

It struck me as I have been thinking about this that the demons we face in our wilderness are the demons of excess. Too much food, too much information, too many words, too many images, too many activities, too much noise. Our culture has fine-tuned the art of giving us too much all the time until we are so exhausted and overwhelmed that we forget what is most necessary, what is most important for our bodies and souls. And on top of it the prevailing sentiment we are sold so effectively is that you still do not have enough. This is a wilderness we live in--it just happens to be a suburban one. 
But lest we do not claim some responsibility, we so often choose (and here I speak for myself) to anaesthetize ourselves from the pain of hunger, from the ache, by feeding ourselves too much of the wrong stuff; by letting ourselves take everything in until we are so glutted we can no longer hear the whisper of our hearts’ longing, the voice of God beckoning.
I think Jesus fasted in the wilderness because there is distinct benefit to being hungry: hungry for truth, for wisdom, for healing, for peace, for reconciliation; hungry for God. Nearly the first words out of Jesus’ mouth when he began his teaching ministry were “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness…”. This is a good hunger, a good longing, the right ache to have.
At the end of her book called Hunger: An Unnatural History, the writer Sharman Russell writes, “Hunger cannot be ignored. Hunger signals you to take what you need. Hunger makes you reach out your hand. Your brain, your stomach, your cells hunger. They break down matter and transform it into something else, the gestalt of your life. You cannot live without hunger. You cannot live with hunger. Hunger begins your exchange with the world.”

This is so true in the life of the Spirit. Our hunger for God cannot be ignored, even when the demons of excess seem to have all the control. Whether we know it and claim it ourselves or not, we are each of us hungry for the living God. Or as St. Augustine put it, “My soul longs for you, O Lord, and will not rest until it rests in you.”
I imagine most of you whether you know it or not came to church hungry this morning: hungry for some peace of mind, for some good news, for some hope, for energy, patience, some human contact; or maybe you’re hungry to start being more of the kind of person you know God’s made you to be but you haven’t had the time or the energy for it. 
I want to invite you in this season of Lent to get in touch with your hunger. Start with food if you’d like, but don’t stop there. Try resisting just one demon of excess and see what happens. Maybe it means turning off the cell phone for a few minutes in the morning while you say a prayer for the day, or turning the tv off a little earlier at night to call a friend who’s been on your mind, to talk to your family member, or to say a psalm before bed. Maybe it does mean eating a little less, or talking a little less and listening a little more.
It is our hunger that begins our exchange with the world, and our hunger that will begin our exchange with God. 
Happy fasting. 
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