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Unless you went to another, more liturgical church for the imposition of ashes on Wednesday, 
this morning is probably your introduction to the season of Lent in the Year of Our Lord Two 
Thousand and Sixteen.  Those of us who grew up Baptist likely had little more than a passing 
knowledge of this ancient custom of the Church in our formative years.  Pretty much all I knew 
about Lent growing up is that a lot of my friends gave up chocolate for the spring and seemed to 
be eating fish a lot more.  But the idea of Lent as a time to give up something we like is a pretty 
wispy shadow of the heart of the observance.  As early as the second century of the Common 
Era, the great Church Father Irenaeus, Archbishop of Lyons, was recommending a two- or three-
day period of contemplation for those preparing for baptism at Easter, a time which included 
fasting but did not focus on it.  Roughly 150 years later, the Council of Nicaea recommended a 
40-day period of fasting for baptismal candidates prior to Easter and soon the custom became 
Church-wide.  Ideas about what constitutes a proper fast have changed over the centuries but, as 
Fr. William Saunders remarked in his article on Lent for a recent Catholic publication, 
“Although the practices may have evolved over the centuries, the focus remains the same: to 
repent of sin, to renew our faith and to prepare to celebrate joyfully the mysteries of our 
salvation.” 
 
I find in today’s Gospel and Old Testament readings a beautiful blend of these three Lenten foci.  
In the well-known story from Luke’s Gospel, we hear how Jesus turned away from temptation to 
sin, steadfastly following the will of God rather than pursuing some other agenda.  As always, I 
find the faith of Jesus to be a wonderful example of how to renew my own faith, even if the 
temptations I face are quite different from those presented to him ― different, at least, in 
particular, although the underlying temptations may be quite similar.  And in the lesser known 
passage from Deuteronomy I also find good reminders of why my faith in the God of Abraham 
and Sarah is well placed as well as an invitation to celebration in the Beloved Community of 
God. 
 
So I’ll turn first this morning to the more recent, more familiar passage.  Luke tells us that Jesus, 
fresh from his baptism in the Jordan by John, followed the leading of the Holy Spirit into the 
wilderness.  He spent forty days there, fasting, the same number of days as the Lenten fast to 
which his followers were later called and echoing itself the forty years his ancestors spent in 
desert wandering before being allowed into the Promised Land as well as the number of days that 
God caused it to rain in the story of Noah, the number of days Moses spent on the mountain 
receiving Torah from God, and many other significant events in the salvation history of Israel.  
Luke tells us that Jesus was tempted throughout but only gives us the detail of three specific 
temptations at the end of his time of fasting. 
 
I am very glad that God has never subjected me to such testing because the Devil would have 
gotten me right off.  All you need to do is look at me, particularly right now while the roundness 
of my face without my beard is exposed to the world, to know that I don’t tend to miss meals.  I 
can’t imagine what hunger after forty days would be like.  I spent five days, as some of you will 
remember, at Taizé, the French ecumenical community where the food is “simple,” which is to 
say there’s not much of it and very little of it is meat.  While my overriding memories are of the 
beauty of the worship and the depth of the study and the richness of the fellowship, I also 
remember being hungry All.  The.  Time!  Would I have sold out to the Devil at the end of that 
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week for a loaf of bread?  Maybe not but a well-prepared meal of the sort I had eaten in Paris the 
week prior might well have gotten my attention. 
 
I’m being a little silly with this but my real point is quite serious.  We are very used in our 
society to not have to do without.  The availability of good, healthy, plentiful food for most of us 
is never in question.  That’s very different from the experience of our agrarian ancestors just a 
few generations back or for much of the world now.  For some of us, the spectre of hunger may 
be even closer.  One of my cousins laughingly reminded me not too long ago about how my 
mother would buy a candy bar while out shopping, tuck it in her purse, and take tiny nibbles of it 
from time to time, making a 25¢ treat (in 1970s dollars) last all day long.  Even as I enjoyed the 
memory, it dawned on me that she had acquired that habit as a child, when her family were 
migrant workers and a candy bar was a rare treat indeed. 
 
How would most of us fare if we suddenly found ourselves without the abundance to which 
we’ve grown accustomed?  Would our most cherished principles take second place to our 
pinched stomachs?  Could we say, as Jesus did, “One does not live by bread alone,” continuing 
as Jesus’ reference in Deuteronomy does, “but by every word that comes from the mouth of the 
Lord.”  Are we willing to put spiritual growth ahead of physical desire? 
 
That’s probably not a fair question.  After all, we’re not Jesus, any of us, and we do not find 
ourselves tempted in the same way that Jesus was.  But what if we look at that temptation in a 
broader way?  The Gospels teach us that Jesus was quite capable of producing bread in a 
miraculous way, however we interpret those stories.  He did it, however, not on his own behalf 
but for the benefit of others upon whom he took pity.  Given that, we must ask ourselves the 
question, do we have the strength for the sake of the Beloved Community to do something for 
others that we would not do for ourselves?  To use some of Jesus’ words, what would we deny 
ourselves for the sake of others? 
 
For most of us, the second temptation is like unto the first.  The tempter gave Jesus the choice to 
worship him, rather than God, in exchange for political power.  I’m going to resist the temptation 
to make any election year comments here.  But we can all think of real life examples of this kind 
of lure.  Anytime we are ready to sacrifice principles for temporary expediency (and trust me, all 
worldly power is temporary), we have made a deal with the Devil.  Whether it is accepting a 
discount to which we are not due or allowing a miscounting of change in our favor to stand or 
benefitting from an untrue charge against our opponent in business, in politics, or on the field of 
play, we turn our back on the Way of Jesus if we accept the benefits of falsehoods.  Whether we 
call it “doing the wrong thing for the right reasons” or “the end justifies the means,” we cannot 
allow ourselves to fall prey to the temptation of convenience. 
 
In some ways, the third temptation put in Jesus’ path was even more subtle and remains so in the 
guises in which it continues to show up in our lives.  It’s the temptation to show off, to use the 
gifts and the powers that God has given us, not in the service of God or God’s people but for 
self-aggrandizement – to look like big shots, to look cool, to be all that and a bag of chips.  I 
can’t have been more than twelve or so when my home church, Kirkwood Baptist, began a 
program to identify and celebrate the gifts of each person in the church.  I’m not just talking 
about the big “spiritual” gifts mentioned by Paul in his letters, who was a preacher, who was an 
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evangelist, who had discernment, and so on, but everyday, humble, common gifts like who made 
the best pie, who told the funniest jokes, who could soothe crying babies, and more.  What we 
discovered together in that time at KBC was that everybody had gifts that mattered to the 
community, whether by community you meant your family, your circle of friends, your Sunday 
School class, the whole church, or the whole city.  We also learned that it wasn’t those gifts 
taken in isolation that were valuable but how they were used in community.  If you use your gift 
of making pie crusts that are “heavenly light” to win contests, so what?  But if you take one of 
those award-winning pies to a family that’s just had bad news or to help feed a group of 
homeless neighbors, then your God-given gift is put to the right use.  If Jesus had acted on the 
Tempter’s suggestion and thrown himself off the Temple to gain attention, it likely wouldn’t 
have changed a thing.  Instead, he acted out his faith in God to save him from death by going to 
the cross as part of what he perceived to be God’s plan.  Human history was changed when the 
Crucified One was raised by the God whom he had believed. 
 
In response to each of these temptations, Jesus shows his faith, his trust in God.  This is, of 
course, exactly the opposite of what the Tempter would have him do.  It’s also the opposite of 
what the Tempter would have us do.  The Tempter, or the Power of Evil, or the vacuum of chaos 
which is not God, continually draws us away from our trust in God to provide for us, to show us 
at least as much compassion and awareness as the Father and Mother of all things shows to the 
sparrows and the lilies of the field.  The Tempter would have us afraid.  The Tempter would have 
us reliant on ourselves and not on God.  To Adam and Eve came the seductive whisper, “you will 
not surely die.”  The Tempter would have us see scarcity and fight and claw for every scrap 
when really, in God’s providence, there is great abundance, all that we need. 
 
That’s why I love the passage of Deuteronomy chosen in the lectionary as the Old Testament 
companion to the story of Jesus’ temptation.  It’s all about trusting in God’s abundance.  It’s a 
harvest story, which doesn’t seem to make sense in the Northern Hemisphere, anyway, but is 
certainly a tale of God’s abundance.  It is part of what functions in Torah as Moses’ 
recapitulation of the Law and as his instructions for how to live life in the Promised Land.  For 
us, as followers of Jesus who live in the Beloved Community and work for its full establishment, 
it is absolutely apt as we live in the realized Promised Land while reaching out to those who are 
yet outside the borders of blessing.  By the way, all of Jesus’ responses to the Devil in Luke’s 
telling of the temptations come from Deuteronomy. 
 
Here’s what I take from the words of Moses that challenge and dismantle the calling of the spirit 
of fear and scarcity:  First, don’t be afraid to celebrate.  In this passage, Moses establishes the 
Festival of First Fruits.  He tells the Children of Israel that on the very first harvest they celebrate 
in Canaan, they are to take ten percent of their crop to the place of the Tabernacle and throw a 
party to feed everyone around.  Now, this is a pretty gutsy move.  It assumes, to begin with, that 
the first crop will be big enough to provide for the farmers and their families with ten percent to 
share.  It also assumes that they’ll be able to harvest later crops to continue to fill their larder, 
that next year’s crop will also be fine, that there will be no emergencies, and so forth.  It assumes 
abundance rather than scarcity.  In our modern world, it means taking your first paycheck and, 
before you make sure you can pay the rent on your new apartment, the payment on your car, 
your insurance and your other bills, giving ten percent of it to the Church or charity or throwing 
a party for your friends.  Don’t ask me if it’s before or after taxes.  But following this instruction 
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of Moses about how to live our lives means that we have faith in the abundance of God’s 
provision and that we don’t live in fear of scarcity. 
 
Part of Moses’ instructions for this Festival of First Fruits is a litany to be pronounced to the 
priest at the time of the offering: “A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into 
Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in number, and there he became a great nation, mighty and 
populous. When the Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us, by imposing hard labor on us, 
we cried to the Lord, the God of our ancestors; the Lord heard our voice and saw our affliction, 
our toil, and our oppression. The Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an 
outstretched arm, with a terrifying display of power, and with signs and wonders; and he brought 
us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. So now I bring the 
first of the fruit of the ground that you, O Lord, have given me.”  Whatever our heritage, from 
the aspect of faith, all of us could say something similar.  By the grace of God, despite the 
struggles and dangers faced by our ancestors, we are here!  Our forebears survived to produce 
children, whose children we are.  We are now in this place and through the eyes of faith we see it 
is where God meant us to be today.  And we have enough; we are alive and clothed and in our 
right minds.  Thanks be to God!  When we walk in the faith of Jesus, ignoring the Tempter, we 
remember what God has brought us through.  As we continue to celebrate our nation’s annual 
Black History Month, I think of the words of that wonderful hymn formerly referred to as the 
Negro National Anthem, “Lift Every Voice and Sing”:  “We have come over a way that with 
tears has been watered; we have come, treading our path thru the blood of the slaughtered, out 
from the gloomy past, till now we stand at last where the white gleam of our bright star is cast.” 
 
Finally, our passage from Deuteronomy teaches us to celebrate abundance and not fear scarcity 
with an admonition to share what we have with everyone around us.  Now, it’s generally true in 
an agrarian society, where everyone, regardless of whatever else they may do, is a farmer, that if 
one prospers, all are likely to prosper.  If we are all farming in a particular valley and the soil is 
rich in my fields, it will probably be rich in your fields, too.  If there’s been sufficient rainfall at 
my place, there’s likely been sufficient rainfall at yours, too.  If I’ve not had a plague of locusts 
this year or the blight or any other agricultural disaster, you probably haven’t either.  So to have 
a party and invite all the neighbors is a pretty low risk venture because next week it will be their 
turn.  But what if not everybody in the neighborhood has a farm?  The last verse of our passage 
says, “Then you, together with the Levites and the aliens who reside among you, shall celebrate 
with all the bounty that the Lord your God has given to you and to your house.”  Now the 
Levites, in case you’ve forgotten, were an entire tribe descended from one of Jacob Israel’s 
twelve sons, Levi.  But instead of getting a twelfth of the Promised Land like the other tribes, 
they were dispersed among the rest without land because they were the priests and the religious 
workers.  They got their subsistence from what was brought to be sacrificed by all the rest.  So if 
people didn’t give their ten percent, the Levites starved.  They didn’t have farms, so they could 
only throw a party if enough of their neighbors did first.  And not only were the other Children of 
Israel supposed to share with them, but they were supposed to share with the “aliens,” the 
immigrants and the descendants of the Canaanites they’d defeated to take control of the land.  
Maybe today, we’d call them Palestinians.  Maybe today, we’d call them the Duwamish.  Maybe, 
we’d call them indigenos or mestizos or Haitians or Latinos or the descendants of any of the 
other groups majority culture has oppressed or enslaved or robbed.  It doesn’t really matter what 
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we call them because, according to Moses, they are our neighbors and we are to invite them to 
the party. 
 
There are those, of course, who insist that there is not enough to go around in our country, that 
we have to take care of ourselves first, that we can only rely on ourselves and the strength of our 
arms and armaments in this world.  I don’t have to tell you who they are.  But that sounds an 
awful lot to me like the Tempter.  That sounds an awful lot to me like the opposite of what Jesus 
believed and taught and built his life and faith on.  That sounds an awful lot to me like a 
complete abrogation of what Moses was telling the Israelites about how to live in the Promised 
Land. 
 
My sisters and my brothers, it is Lent.  But I’m not asking you to give anything up.  In fact, I’m 
going to ask you to throw a party.  I’m going to ask you to live like Moses taught the Children of 
Israel, with faith that God will provide.  I’m going to ask you to live like Jesus, who turned his 
back on the temptations of self-reliance and expediency and showing off.  We are all tempted 
from time to time.  Luke tells us that after Jesus resisted the temptations we’ve read about today, 
the devil “departed from him until an opportune time.”  Just like Jesus, we’ll keep getting tested.  
But just like Jesus, we can turn away and turn to God who loves us and provides for us.  So 
rejoice and be exceeding glad for great is your reward in the Beloved Community, here and now 
as well as in the time to come.  We are beloved.  We shall overcome.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
 


