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Lent I (A)
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Matthew 4:1-11
The Rev. Dr. Christian Brocato
+ O God through your Holy Word teach us to live lives that are holy and pleasing in your sight, O God, our strength and Redeemer.  Amen.
In my recent trip down South, I drove down a lonely road in Mississippi.  It was a road in the area known as the Mississippi Delta. Actually, the Delta there is really a plain, a very flat area with some of the most fertile soil in the world.  It was about dusk.  The sun was beginning to set in the west creating a remarkable array of color between clouds and the great Mississippi levee.  
I hopped out of my rental car to capture the moment by taking a photo with my cell phone.  Between the levee and where I was standing was a pasture of cows still crunching on grass even that late in the day.  It was just about as bucolic a scene as one could expect to find, a scene that William Faulkner or Tennessee Williams could have turned into something really amazing.  
As beautiful, calm and peaceful as that moment was, I found myself recalling the nearby ‘Old River Road’ were there are still abandoned, slave, wooden houses, reminders of how wealth and the need for wealth can take advantage of those without power or resources.  Indeed, the great cotton plantations of the South were engines of wealth for a very few on the backs of others without whom they could not have survived.

Wealth and the desire for more wealth drive our economy today just as they did then.  We have become a society in which we long for more and more, better and better, faster technology, clothing with special labels for others to see, cars that are a dream to drive but get terrible mileage, and the list goes on.  In many ways, we allow what we have to define us.  What we don’t have and long for, also can define us.  

For many of us, we have practically abandoned our souls to consumerism. We struggled to find the ability to stay routed in what we really need to live truly happy and healthy lives.  We live in an external world where our internal selves no longer are centered or focused.  We become easily undone, upset, driven to anger, jealous of others or seemingly depressed when we are really insecure or easily tempted.
Jesus experienced tremendous temptation in today’s Gospel for our First Sunday of Lent.  It is a familiar story and an example of real drama in scripture.  There’s the desert immediately after Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan.  There’s the fasting for forty days and forty nights.  There’s the devil, the greatest of all tempters who manages to remarkably temp Jesus three times.   

If we didn’t believe that Jesus was both God as well as a human being, then, it would be a different story.  Surely, God would have dismissed Satan and all the powers of temptation.  On the other hand, the humanity of Jesus was confronted with temptation.  This passage in Scripture is there for a purpose and can be interpreted in different ways.  

On the one hand, Jesus was confronted by evil in whatever form that took.  It was real.  It was tangible.  It was breathtaking and could have been destructive to Jesus and his mission.  
On the other hand, Jesus managed to stay routed and focused.  He managed to turn inward, face his own humanity and allow the grace of inner strength that was his to guide him.   Do I believe Jesus struggled?  Yes, I do.  Was it the only time he struggled?  No.  
How about the time in the Garden of Olives when he begged his Father to take the cup from him or the time on the cross when he cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  This is the Jesus with whom I can identify.  This is the Jesus who gives me hope in times of struggle.  This is the Jesus who walks with me even when I can’t sense his presence.
Surely the slaves in the cotton fields of the South experienced this Jesus.  We know that many of them were people of profound faith.  The songs they sang in the hot steamy fields during long planting and picking seasons kept them alive, kept them routed, kept them focused until the day of their liberation.  

What do you and I need to do during this Season of Lent so that we can experience liberation?  Can we make more time for reflection and prayer, the reading of Scripture, God and Church, time to retreat so that we can more clearly see the path that is ahead of us?  

Lent gives us a golden opportunity to be with Jesus in the sacred mystery of his life, death and resurrection, the Pascal Mystery, as we call it.  Lent give us a golden opportunity to reflect on our human nature, our sinfulness, ask for pardon, pray for forgiveness and experience the great mercy of God’s love in our lives.  That love is abundant in nature, as God’s grace falls on each of us.  It gives us inner strength to fight the good fight, yes, but to also live day by day when that living can be really hard.
How hard is life now for those affected by the great earthquake and resulting tsunami in Japan and elsewhere?  How hard is life in Yemen, Libya, Afghanistan and other areas of the world rocked by strife and violence?  How hard is life for us when we experience pain from serious illness, the death of a loved one, the ending of a relationship, loneliness or an inability to cope with life itself?  

Our faith doesn’t give us all the answers.  It never has, and it never will.  What our faith does give us is the blessed assurance that God is with us, all around us, in us, through us, in this community of faith and everywhere we go.  Perhaps the challenge is to somehow experience that when our lives are on warp speed every day. 

My prayer for us is that we make a ‘Holy Lent,’ which we have, a peaceful journey that we somehow manage to put God first and that we rely on God to nourish us from deep within.   If we can manage to allow that to happen, then, our journey with Jesus to Jerusalem, to the cross and to resurrection will be astoundingly rich.  I’m convinced of it.  I hope you are as well.  Amen!
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