First Sunday of Lent Year A. 22.02.26 St John and St Stephen’s Romans 5:12-19 & Matthew 4:1-11

THE WISDOM OF THE DESERT EXPERIENCE

The first Sunday of Lent is one of those Sundays where you’ve probably heard a similar
sermon a number of times.

It probably goes like this:

After his baptism, at the start of his public ministry, the Holy Spirit led Jesus into the
wilderness where he was tempted by the Devil. Unlike us, Jesus was not sinful but he was
tempted because he was human.

These temptations, or tests, were to help him make the right choices about the way he
would live. He rejected miraculous acts as a way of providing relief from hunger; he refused
to make spectacular gestures to impress onlookers, and finally he refused to bow down to
the devil in exchange for having the kingdoms of the world at his fingertips.

It’s important to reflect on these temptations of Jesus, of course, but we might wonder
what they have to do with us, and how temptation fits in to our ongoing formation in Christ,
our ongoing attempts to become true disciples? Let’s consider Lent from three different
angles: Firstly how our society views the season; secondly a look at the language of
temptation, and finally some practical steps to do with fasting, and our own journey of
discipleship this Lent.

1. What is the society doing to mark Lent, and what are the crossovers for us?

| tried to think of a visual aid that would speak to a non-religious person about what the
word temptation means, and | came up with this: PICTURE of Apple logo — what are the
messages here? (ask for suggestions).

The Apple logo suggests something desirable that someone has taken a bite out of. An
interesting choice! The apple recalls the Garden of Eden, and Eve as the one who ate of the
forbidden fruit; the one who gave into temptation.

But as well as Lent being about temptation, there is the more creative and perhaps user-
friendly approach to Lent. This might include giving up something but is also a sort of
moral/ethical taking stock, and it could just as easily involve taking up a new practice. An
some of us will perhaps take this approach to Lent. This approach to Lent is still observable
in society. So, for example, here’s an introduction to Lent written for a widely circulated
print publication this time last year (I read it in the hairdresser’s!)

Easter is on its way. But for many Christians, first comes Lent, the liturgical season of 40 days
of prayer, fasting and almsgiving (a.k.a. charity). Starting on Ash Wednesday, Lent's focus is
to stand in solidarity with the poor and try to be better people.

In addition to abstaining from eating meat on Fridays in Lent, many people challenge
themselves to make a sacrifice by giving something else up as well. This can be anything
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from scrolling social media to online shopping — anything you find yourself doing a little too
often that you want to challenge yourself to go without. Alternatively, you can focus on
adding something to your daily routine (...) like making time for prayer, a walk in nature,
charity, or random good deeds.

Any idea which publication? (Good Housekeeping,
https://www.goodhousekeeping.com/uk/lifestyle/g64139735/things-to-give-up-for-lent/)

So if I'm right, Lenten-style habits are not the sole preserve of Christian churches. Indeed,
our Muslim neighbours began Ramadan the same day we marked Ash Wednesday.

Lent is one of those religious/societal convergences like Harvest, Halloween, Remembrance,
Christmas, Mothering Sunday and Easter, where there are shared meanings across church
and society. In each of these convergences, Christians might be better able to articulate the
reason for the season, but we don’t have control over how society marks these times.

2. What does the Church retain of the hardcore roots of Lent that the society has let go
of, and by this | mean the language of temptation and how temptation actually
operates.

With regards to Lent, Christians still retain that stronger language of temptation, and we
take as an example the story of Jesus being tempted in the desert. | don’t think the idea of
individual temptation is terribly popular in society — one can easily give up chocolate for
Lent without being any the wiser about one’s spiritual state afterwards. The exception is
recovering addicts, perhaps, who certainly do know what temptation feels like and how vital
it is to have a companion to walk alongside one’s recovery from addiction.

But let us return to Jesus and his temptations. This isn’t Jesus giving up stuff for Lent, it’s
him alone, hungry, vulnerable and facing the devil. His temptations are a spiritual ordeal;
they are subtle, relentless and terribly serious.

But are they a paradigm for all human temptation? I’'m not sure — | haven’t personally been
tempted to turn stones into bread, but | have noticed that my appetite for God is often not
as strong as it might be.

| haven’t faced the temptation to throw myself off a tall building and trust that God will save
me, but | have no doubt subtly boasted about some highs of ministry when talking with
clergy colleagues, hoping they’ll be impressed, whilst also trying not to make it look too
obvious.

And finally, | haven’t been tempted to bow down and worship the devil, so that he’ll give me
all the kingdoms of the world, and | find it hard to imagine how to translate this into a more
banal/personal context.

All of which leads me to the conclusion that although some temptations must be universal,
there’s also an element of temptations being tailored to our own individual personality and
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situation. Which is much more challenging. Richard alluded to this tailor-made aspect of
temptation in his sermon at our Ash Wednesday service this week.

The problem for Christians, and perhaps for any religious person who is trying to take their
faith seriously, is that giving up things can make you feel good, but it just might leave you in
a worse state spiritually. Your ‘impressive will power’ could in fact be masking the things
that you really struggle with spiritually.

Think of the publican and the Pharisee. Jesus tells a parable of two men who have come to
the Temple to pray. The Pharisee gives thanks that he isn’t like this publican — this person
who lives close to worldliness, and who probably doesn’t know much about purity laws. At
this point in his prayer, the Pharisee is actually far away from God because he’s filled with
self-righteousness. Whereas the publican knows he’s a sinner and asks for mercy. It is he
who is in fact closer to the kingdom. The Pharisee doesn’t spot his own pride, and thus
misses out on a blessing.

The desert fathers and mothers knew something about the problem of spiritual pride. They
taught that the so-called ‘spiritual sins’ were more dangerous than the ‘grosser’ sins. So
gluttony is one thing, but feeling superior to gluttons is worse!

Rowan Williams writes of this too, in his book Silence and Honey Cakes, The Wisdom of the
Desert. ‘To assume that you have arrived at a settled spiritual maturity which entitles you to
prescribe confidently at a distance for another’s sickness is in fact to leave them without the
therapy they need for their souls.” (p. 31). He suggests instead that we are all in need of
healing and mercy and solidarity with another’s struggle is much better than feeling
superior to them. A good thing for leaders to remember.

This all points to self-examination as a vital element for a Lenten discipline. Do you know
what your particular temptations are? Have you ever asked someone who knows you well
what they think your weak areas are? Rowan Williams again: ‘if we don’t really know how to
attend to the reality that is our own inner turmoil, we shall fail in responding to the needs of
someone else’ (p. 26).

Our spiritual ancestors knew that a spiritual guide was essential in this journey because we
are often the last person to notice our Achilles heel. Another name for it would be our ‘blind
spot’. Blind spots in religious people can be very dangerous, especially when they involve
power wielding, as various highly newsworthy ‘falls from grace’ attest to. So don’t go
through this Lent without asking God to show you yourself, and find out how to apply
Scripture to your own personal wounds, as Jesus did.

3. How does fasting help?

In his book Rowan Williams explains that when the desert fathers and mothers withdrew
from the nominal Christianity taking hold in their society, to go and live in the wilderness,
they set up what was in essence a ‘laboratory of the Spirit’ (p. 23). They turned their back on
what they felt was a compromised, watered down experience of Christ, in order to focus on
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the true Spirit of Christ and how to live in tune with this Spirit, and with each other. Like
Christ, they knew how to handle the Scriptures when they needed to bring the truth to bear
on their own times of testing.

Today, the idea of practices that help us to live in tune with the Spirit is gaining traction
again, with the rise of New Monasticism, and we need to keep it at the forefront of our life
as a Church — especially during Lent: ‘A church without some quite demanding forms of
long-term spiritual discipline (...) is a frustrating place to live’ (Williams, p. 51).

What the desert fathers and mothers found, sometimes to their surprise, was that far from
being able to escape temptation in the desert, they instead had to face their own inner
demons, which came to the fore as they faced God without distractions. And this is what
happens if you start to develop a practice of solitary prayer and honesty before God — you
are soon confronted with your own fantasies, obsessions, weaknesses and prejudices. The
idea that solitary prayer is always a peaceful and serene enterprise is knocked on the head
by the experience of those who know what it is to battle their own demons.

And this is where fasting comes in — if we know what our particular temptation is, we can
watch out for it, take it to God in prayer, and perhaps find a fasting practice that addresses
it, or someone else who will hold us accountable for it. Fasting is the normal practice during
Lent — we give something up that has a hold over us, not to feel spiritually better than our
neighbour, but to reveal the appetites that drive us, and to make more room for God. Or we
take something up, if that fits us better.

In our films this Lent, we will journey with a number of characters who are tested in their
own situations, and who have the choice to stagnate, or to rise to the challenge and grow as
people. They each have a calling to be uniquely themselves; to seek love and reconciliation
and to meet adversity with courage. Their individual temptations include the temptation to
buy happiness with money; the temptation to despair; the temptation to lash out; the
temptation to withdraw. Through their individual tests and temptations they discover
something greater than themselves, something meaningful and even transcendent. | think
you’ll find them a rich source of reflection for Lent, and | commend them to you.

To conclude, we have looked at the season of Lent from the point of view of our society,
where concepts of self-denial and betterment still persist. We have looked at the stronger
language the Church still employs around the concept of temptation, and the subtle quality
of temptations that religious people face. And finally, we have looked at fasting as a way to
identify our peculiar attachments and make more room for God.

| recommend William’s short book, and our Lent films to you, and pray that whatever your
Lenten practice, you may know truth, grace and freedom in your life, and the refreshment
of the Holy Spirit in this special season. Amen.
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