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Deuteronomy 26: 1-11
Psalm 91: 1-2, 9-16
Romans 10: 8b-13
Luke 4: 1-13

The first Sunday in Lent is always a shocker for me.  I’m just not ready - even though I have been preparing for Lent for a few weeks now.  It is such a major shift in our lives.

The Great Litany, the collect of the day, and this year a sung psalm just to change things up a little.  The liturgical color has changed to sack cloth, blood red and black.  We are all of a sudden on foreign ground.  Much like the Israelites when they entered the Promised Land.  Thank God much of our liturgy remains the same – allowing us to worship God – but some things have changed – the very ground has shifted under our feet.

But this shift allows us to focus or pay closer attention to our liturgy again.  Because of these slight changes our normal pattern is disrupted and we find ourselves a little lost, a little disoriented and therefore clutching our Book of Common Prayer and Hymnal a little more tightly.  We all of a sudden are thrown off balance.  
For this season the confession is thrown to the front of the liturgy, we reflect on the 10 Commandments, we change the Eucharistic prayer, pray a different Post-Communion Prayer and avoid the ‘A’ word.  We are thrown off balance as we try to hang on to what we know.

Underneath all the changes however, God is still present.  God is always present.  While we may feel disoriented or even lost at times, God is always there, always reaching out to us, always extending God’s Love to us.  It is at these moments of confusion that we need to hang on to God, to search for God even more strongly.  This is all part of Lent.
Jesus struggles this morning in the wilderness.  He doesn’t enter the wilderness by himself but God the Spirit leads him out there to find himself, to discover his true self and to take hold of his vocation.  
According to the writer of Luke’s Gospel, “Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.”  The other Gospels tell this story slightly differently. According to Mark, “…the Spirit immediately drove Jesus out into the wilderness.  He was in the wilderness forty days tempted by the Satan.”  And Matthew tells us the story this way, “Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.”
Luke picture of this scene is different.  Here Jesus isn’t forcibly pushed or led into the desert, but is loving led in the wilderness.  In Luke’s gospel we see that God is with Jesus in the wilderness and is asking Jesus to examine himself, to focus on who he thinks he is in relation to the larger picture.  
Then enter the devil and the three temptations.  Each temptation is design to test Jesus’ understanding of himself and his understanding of God.  Each time, Jesus says ‘no’ to his personal comfort, his ego and always puts God ahead of himself.   I think this is the underlying message in today’s Gospel.  We have to put God first in our lives. 

Each one of us has had wilderness or desert experiences.  Each one of us has had to make choices between our ego and personal desires and what God wants for us.  The two sometimes are the same but are often very different.  

For us today, the image of the devil or Satan, as a red being with tail and pitchfork, is a little unrealistic.  But this image of the devil is not the image of old.  The devil was and still is that underlying force in the world that draws us away from God.  The true demons in our lives are the inner desires and torments that we each carry deep within our bodies.  
It may be lust for that beautiful woman or handsome man we see on the street.  It may be the desire caused by a sexy commercial telling us that we must be more beautiful or handsome, younger, thinner, faster or whatever.  It may be that false praise of friends and relations just to manipulate you to do something they want us to do.  It may be passing by someone on the streets without noticing their need for food, water or warm clothing.  It may be an inner fear of inadequacy or worthlessness.  These are the demons that surround us on a daily basis.  
Our demons also appear in our frustrations.  Today we live in a world of I want it, I must have it and I must have it now.  It is a world of instant gratification.  We are bombarded constantly with things that will make us look and feel better, things and tools that will allow us to work more efficiently.  We are confronted with power and kingships beyond our wildest dreams and ultimately we feel invincible.  Jesus had all these same desires and torments and I believe this is what we are witnessing in the Gospel story this morning.  
Jesus however gives us a new path, a new way to live our lives, to help us stay on the right path.  Jesus confronts the demons that tempted him with challenges from scriptures, words that help him focus back on the true path, the pathway toward God.  Jesus chooses to follow God and not his own desires, or maybe better what he perceives to be his desires, what he thinks might be best for him.  Jesus gives us an example of how to live our lives in the world.  He struggles with temptation but ultimately places the will of God above all else.   Tempted by pleasures and desires of the human ego, Jesus shows us how to points beyond ourselves, to God; relying on God for help and strength in all situations.
It won’t be long now in our liturgical year before we find Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane where he will pray these familiar words, ‘Not my will but thine be done’.  It is perhaps easy to miss the fact that this is exactly what Jesus is saying here this morning in the wilderness.  
We also pray these same words - every week in our common life together here at St. James, at home during our personal prayer time.  We say “thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  We say these words every time we say the Lord’s Prayer.  Are we listening to these words, or do they simply get spoken from memory, not really focusing on them.  We ask God every day that God’s will be done in our lives.

I have suggested that perhaps we needed to switch the version of the Lord’s Prayer to the contemporary language version just to shake the foundation a little and help us pay closer attention to what we are praying.  It is a hard call because the Lord’s Prayer in the traditional language is so engrained, so much a part of the fabric of our prayer life it might almost too much for us to handle.
Jesus in the wilderness was tempted by all the same temptations we encounter on a daily basis.  Jesus chose to look beyond his immediate pleasures and focus on God’s will for him.  Jesus returns from the wilderness, walks along the shore of the sea and calls his first disciples, thus creating relationships and community.  He doesn’t go it alone; he looks to community for support and strength.
The church is a result of this community started so long ago by Jesus.  We as the parish of St. James, the people of the Episcopal Diocese of Vermont, The Episcopal Church of the United States, the Anglican Communion and the whole Church universal live in relationship and community with each other.  We share our joys and sorrows, our thoughts and concerns.  We look out for the common good, feeding the hungry and supporting the poor.  We are here for each other, we are not individuals, we are community.  Community is God’s will.  Looking out for the other guy, loving God and neighbor is what this is all about, what our communal life is all about.  This is God’s will – to love God and love neighbor as our self.
Let us pray.

Holy and life giving God, be with us this and every day as we combat the demons in our lives that draw us away from you and your desires for us.  Give us the strength of your Spirit that as we listen to you we may discern what is best for us as individuals and as a parish family.  We ask this in Jesus’ name.

Amen.  
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