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Oil & Wine First Sunday of Lent  21 February 2010
• Deut 26:4-10  • Ps 91 (90):1-2, 10-15  • Rom 10:8-13  • Luke 4:1-13

Recent days have been filled with memories and stories of the tragedy of Black Saturday when so many lives and properties were consumed by fire and so much of the Victorian landscape became a wilderness. Yet as we read or listened or watched in the media the stories of those who had lived in the flames, who had been branded with the ash in the depths of their spirits, we could not but be moved by the poignant mix of tears and hope in these survivors. Again and again, in different words, they said that what they had discovered in their pain was a realization of what was important in life. Just like Shakespeare’s tragic old King Lear, stripped of all he had formerly possessed, they had to confront the agonizing question: “Who is it that can tell me who I am?” (Act 1, sc. iv). Their true, invincible self was could not longer be defined by material possessions, but by love and compassion and hope; by the heroism and self-sacrifice of firefighters, emergency workers, and their neighbours; by gratitude simply for being alive.

On Ash Wednesday, we were ritually branded with ash as we began our Lenten journey to Holy Easter. Every year the church reminds us of who we are, what is really important, with the signing and the words: “Repent and believe in the gospel” or  “Remember that you are dust, and unto dust you shall return.” Since the last Ash Wednesday, much has probably turned to ash in out lives: relationships and friendships have been broken, loved ones have died, some of the illusions about ourselves have been shattered, our weaknesses have been unmasked. And yet ash is a fertile substance, as we realize when we marvel at the regeneration of burnt trees and landscape. We are called to ‘regenerate’ our lives as we travel through the Lenten landscape and rediscover who we are and what is important in life.

Every year on the First Sunday of Lent we meet Jesus in the wilderness, driven there by the Spirit immediately after his baptism by John the Baptist. Luke concluded his genealogy of Jesus in Luke 3:38 by naming him “son of Adam, son of God.” Now this identity is to be tested. The wilderness is the ambivalent biblical place of grace and sinfulness: of covenant making and covenant breaking, of freedom shouts and discontented grumbling, of exhilaration and exhaustion, of prophets and demons. It is, therefore, a place of confrontation and choice. Throughout his life, Jesus is confronted with the temptations that Luke telescopes into the one event that we hear proclaimed in today’s gospel. Would he be what the crowds so often wanted him to be: a convenient ‘bread-making’ messiah who would fill their stomachs rather than their 

hearts?  Would he restore the pride and political glory of Israel rather than affirm the importance of powerlessness? Would he use his self-professed  intimacy and connection with God to deliver him from the suffering and death which is the human lot?

At the end of forty days fasting, Jesus is humanly vulnerable – as he will be at many ‘desert’ moments throughout his life. In Luke’s gospel he has not yet preached one sermon, cured one sick person, cast out one demon. Before God and in his own personal depths, Jesus wrestles with the question: “Who am I?” And the tempter seizes this opportune time to suggest to him three attractive answers, just as we will often be confronted with choices especially at vulnerable moments in our own lives. In one of the many films that have been made about Jesus, a producer was wrestling with how to portray the presence of the devil on screen. His solution was to do this by a long shadow which fell across the sand and lengthened with each temptation. Perhaps it was the shadow of personified evil; perhaps it was Jesus’ own shadow, his soliloquy with his deepest self and his relationship of trust with his Father who at his baptism had named him “my Son, the Beloved” (Luke 3:22), a confrontation with the choice to do things  a different way… It is when shadows fall over our lives that we too are most vulnerable, most likely to doubt that we are beloved daughters and sons of God and so need to remember the Easter light that dispels all darkness.

The context of the temptations is Jesus’ physical hunger; he is suffering because of his humanity, and it is this humanity which the devil will probe with the oldest of temptations, the Eden temptation – to want to be God. Each temptation begins with “If you are the Son of God,” and the implication that the hungry and human Jesus should doubt this, for this is surely no way for God to treat his Son. The devil proposes an alternative of great personal and social advantage. Manipulating and distorting biblical references to God’s care of his hungry people in the desert (cf. Deut 8:3), the devil suggests that Jesus should turn the stones of the desert into bread; then neither he nor the poor of the land need be hungry, and as what a genuine saviour he would be hailed! But Jesus fights  the tempter with the true word of God, replying that it is not by material bread that we live but by God’s word, correctly interpreted, which is our daily food (cf. Deut 8:3). Each of the devil’s temptations consist of scripture devilishly misinterpreted and then correctly interpreted by Jesus. In a world of so many words of mass media, mobile phones, iPods, computerized information, we need discernment to distinguish what is seducing us and what is helping us as Christian disciples. We need time to halt the onslaught of much mindless information, time for listening not only to the words bombarding us from without, but also time for reflecting on the word of God speaking in our personal depths as we reflect on the homily proclaimed at the Sunday Eucharist or on our prayerful reading of Holy Scripture (lectio divina). And then there is the challenge to make this word a living and active reality in the ‘forty days,’ the fulness of our lives.

The Jewish people of the first century were living under the oppressive rule of the Roman Empire. They were hoping desperately for a messiah, someone anointed with political power who would restore them to former glory among the nations. The devil leads Jesus to a high place and shows him the kingdoms of the world. Just think, says the devil, if Jesus would accept a short cut to such power from him, how much he would be doing for his people! But the longer haul of love, the more sacrificial way of service is the way hearts will be won for the kingdom of God. This reigning presence of God will be established by Jesus whenever sick bodies or tormented psyches are healed, a tempestuous cosmos calmed. Jesus will never bargain for status and authority, and it will lead him eventually to a criminal’s disgraceful death – and through this, to his grace-full resurrection. What are our temptations to a little more status, a better reputation, often at the expense of others? And what can be the global tragedies caused by the accumulation of the lust for power?

The third temptation is for Jesus to be a spectacular ‘stunt man,’ to dive off the high point of the Jerusalem Temple and launch his messianic career with God rescuing him, “If  you are the Son of God…”, from the laws and limitations of gravity for a human body! Again the devil quotes scripture to back up his temptation. This time he correctly quotes the words of Ps 91:11-12, but out of context, always a danger for uninformed use of scripture. Jesus again replies with the words of scripture ​– but words correctly used and Spirit-filled: “Do not put the word of God to the test” (Deut 6:16). Jesus will be true to his sonship not by flamboyant acts, but by humble service. His leap of faith will not be from the Temple pinnacle but from the raised cross on Calvary; he will fall not into angels’ hands but into those of his Father (Luke 23:46) who will raise him up in the resurrection. So often we are tempted by the desire to be treated by God as ‘special,’ as someone who deserves miraculous intervention and deliverance from the limitations of our humanity. Very occasionally this may be offered to us, but the ordinary way of God’s love will come to us as it came to Jesus: by the way of living, suffering, dying, and rising in Christ.

The devil retires defeated from Jesus “until an opportune time.” This  time will come tragically on the eve of Jesus’ passion when Judas looks for “an opportunity to betray him” (Luke 22:6). Do we ever put ourselves in the role of the tempter? Do we dare to believe that we, too, can be obstacles to our sisters and brothers on their way of discipleship? 

Luke gives us no other dialogue in the temptation narrative except what is written in the Hebrew scriptures, and the first reading from the Book of Deuteronomy is one of the formative credal statements of the Old Testament. It was part of the ritual for the Festival of the Ingathering, a late summer festival in which a basket of summer fruits was offered to God as a symbolic acknowledgement that the land that brings forth the harvest is the gift of God, the God who fed the people in the wilderness and brought them into their own place. We hear that the portion proclaimed today was not spoken by the priest but by the people, as active participants in the liturgy. Our journey from Ash Wednesday to Easter includes the memory of the journey of ancient Israel by means of the first readings. The history of our salvation is stretched between the poles of “Remember” and “Today.” It is especially in the liturgy that we walk along this way of remembering what God has done in the past and committing ourselves to responding in gratitude to what God continues to do for us in the present. The season of Lent is a special time for remembrance and response. 

With Ps 91 we trustingly pray that God will be with us in time of trouble, that we will recognize the shadows in our lives, not as God forsaking us but as times when we need to abide “in the shade of the Almighty” who is always with us to protect us. As we pray this psalm we will repeat the words with which the devil tempted Jesus in the third temptation, but we pray them in their rightful context of trust in God’s protective faithfulness.

Paul explains to his church at Rome that the word of God is a word of faith, a word that comes from the heart of God. It is therefore a word that is to be welcomed into our hearts, lived every day, and proclaimed to our world. The response we make to the word of God is to be firstly the deep, internal response of the heart, that biblical description of our deepest and truest self, and then with our tongue which speaks out the good news. Wherever the word of God is preached, Christ is present, and Paul makes his basic credal statement: that Jesus is Lord and that God has raised him from the dead. This is the foundation of our faith; this is the conviction that every Lent should deepen.  

In Ch. 49 of his Rule, “On the Observance of Lent,” Benedict presents the season of Lent as a model for a monk’s life. However, given that this chapter shows the influence of several fifth-century sermons of St Leo the Great, sermons that were addressed to all Christ’s faithful, and not just to monks, it is not hard to extend the relevance of this chapter to those beyond the monastery. Benedict is realistic about our lifelong struggles and temptations to be faithful to our Christian discipleship, so he does not expect constant perfection, but sees the days of Lent as opportunities for greater effort with regard to prayer, sacred reading and fasting. This is a time when we should allow our hearts to be ‘punctured’ by love and consequently pricked into self-denial which is evidence of love that does not hold the self in first place, but recognizes our sinfulness and our need to give first place in our lives to God. This is to be a free response “in the joy of the Holy Spirit” (RB 49.6), not a gloomy resignation that is forced on us. Benedict only uses the word “joy” twice in the Rule, and both are in this chapter. Immediately after v. 6, Benedict makes a crucial statement about Lent: it is a season of “the joy of spiritual desire” for Holy Easter to which it leads (cf. RB 49.7). Benedict realizes the importance of a balanced approach to Lenten observance. Our Lenten journey is made easier if we travel “all together” (RB 49.3): each community or family member or parishioner, being helped by others to keep their freely-made individual Lenten resolutions. Nor does Benedict want excessive penance. We are less likely to say “I give up!” if we deny ourselves some food, some sleep, some mindless chatter, and some (we might presume harmful) joking. 

