Sunday 25th Feb 2007 – Parish Communion – 1st Sunday in Lent  

It would seem from the gospels that many of the people of Jesus’ time had an uncomfortably close relationship with demons or devils or evil spirits - judging by how various mental and physical afflictions are described.  Several Wormwoods doing the bidding of Uncle Screwtape, if you know your C.S. Lewis!

With deeper scientific and psychological knowledge, such images of people possessed by ‘unclean spirits’ that convulsed or paralysed them, or caused them to scream or tear their clothes, are dismissed these days.     But if it is possible to believe in a good spirit, why not an evil one too?     I believe most profoundly in the good effect of the Holy Spirit and confess, with shame, that there are times when I seem to have been prompted to bad effect by an evil one - not one with horns and a tail of course – but a spirit of malice or irritation or selfishness or something equally un-holy!

Today’s gospel describes Jesus’ temptation in the desert.     We don’t know what actually happened – perhaps Satan appeared to him as an actual person?     But my picture is of Jesus be-devilled by his own imagination.     During the years he was growing up in Nazareth, he must have become aware that he was somehow different from others.        Surely none of his contemporaries, however much they attended Synagogue or followed the Law, could have had the sense of guilt-free oneness, trust and openness that he must have had with God.     And I think Jesus would also have been aware of a growing sense of unique power within him, that could only have come from God.       And as the gospels show that Jesus was steeped in the Jewish writings so I think it must have occurred to him that he was the Messiah, the one promised by God to Israel.       He is drawn to the river Jordan where John is baptising, and undergoes his own baptism, not out of guilt for sin, but to identify himself with his people as the Messiah would do and, in the voice from heaven, receives God’s ‘confirmation’ and blessing of his messiahship.      From there he is led by the Holy Spirit into the wilderness – a place of solitude and silence, free from distraction, a place to contemplate God’s will for him in prayer and to come to terms with what that commission from God really meant.      

Except that it doesn’t seem to have turned out quite like that.     Because this Jesus, this Son of God, is also human and in the emptiness of the desert he wrestles with the demon of temptation.     How should he use the power God has given him?      What sort of Messiah should he be?     He becomes desperately hungry and it is hard to concentrate on the things of the spirit when one’s body demands relief – could he turn a stone into a loaf?     If he could eat, he would feel stronger, his prayers deeper and more focussed.    Weak as we are, we often crave what William Neill calls ‘material panaceas.’     Anyone who has ever succumbed to comfort-eating or retail therapy knows that.     But Jesus resists any use of  power, which would destroy his trust in God.

And then, what about the wider vision, mastery over the whole world?    What great things could Jesus achieve if he had authority over all nations?     But there IS no authority if it is based on compromise and not on absolute loyalty to God.     (Remember Jesus telling Pilate that he would have no authority unless God had given it to him.)

And thirdly, Jesus imagines doing something spectacular – a very public display of God’s power to save.     Such a feat would surely compel people to believe in him and listen to his message?     But this is rejected too.     Showing off and magic tricks will never win people’s hearts to God and to the message his Messiah brings.     Only unconditional, self-sacrificing love can do that.     So Jesus conquers his demons, is given relief in his physical and spiritual need and sets his feet on the path of the true messiahship of God’s suffering servant as described in Isaiah, towards a glory that will be won through degradation and death on a cross.

But what of us?     Can the experience of Jesus in the wilderness help us to combat the evil spirit that sometimes prompts us to rely on material things instead of the grace of God; to worship ourselves and our concerns instead of Him?     And is Lent a good time to try?      Well, for hundreds of years the Christian church has encouraged such Lenten disciplines as self-denial, good works, penance and, most of all, prayer as a preparation for the events of Holy Week and Easter, and as a time of ‘mourning’ – not for Jesus’s death for which we should give our heartfelt thanks, but for the sins that separate us from him.     I wouldn’t dream of suggesting to anyone how to ‘keep a good Lent’.     I’m sure we all, long ago decided what, if any, form of self-discipline we would impose on ourselves!     But it is worth remembering that for those who lead over-busy lives, taking on more may not be the best use of Lent but rather letting go, making time, in the words from Psalm 46, to “be still and know that I am God.”   

It is not how outwardly successful we are in our fasting or charity that matters, but what God sees in our inmost hearts.     (Jesus roundly criticized those who made a show of their piety and boasted of their good works.     Do these things without drawing attention to yourselves, he said, and God who sees all things will reward you.)

Lent doesn’t offer a once-yearly magic formula but it is an opportunity to take stock, to look more closely at ourselves and at the motives for what we do and to put into effect perhaps, a change of heart or even of a way of life, so that we can come to Holy Week and Easter more at peace with ourselves, with each other and with God, and enter more vividly and wholeheartedly into what Jesus Christ has done for us in his passion, death and resurrection.  

Today’s collect says Jesus “was tempted as we are, yet without sin.”     In that experience, as in so many others, his life touches ours and, through that touch, I believe he offers us power in our weakness, the promise of forgiveness for sin and his presence with us in our struggles.

