
 

Lent 1 A 2014 

 

Matthew 4:1-11 

 

If Jesus was absolutely,  

Fully, completely human, 

Then it must be true 

That he was tempted  

In all the ways we are – 

Not only in exciting or dramatic ways, 

But even by the frailties we forget about – 

Like boredom and forgetfulness. 

 

The temptations in the desert  

Are grand, 

But there are smaller, 

Subtler, less exciting ways  

We fall away from God. 

 

I wonder about this – 

Maybe you do too. 

 

Perhaps it’s not the hard times that test our faith 

But the ordinary times. 

 

In the ordinary times, 

When nothing is really wrong and the days slip by in a hurry 

It’s easy to forget about God – 

Yes, even if we’re saying our prayers. 

 

What can we do, 

When the ordinary times 

Test our faith 

By tempting us to forget about God 

And live as though it were all up to us? 

 

In the fourth century, 

Almost as soon as it became legal to be a Christian 

And official persecutions ended, 

There were some who were concerned 

That in an easier time, 

Their faith would get slow and lazy. 

To keep their faith in good shape, 

They set off for the desert. 

 

And there, ironically, 
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They found in the desert solitude 

that there was nothing more ordinary 

Than being with yourself 

Day after day after day. 

 

It’s not the drama of being alone in the wilderness 

That brings out the tempter. 

It’s the confrontation with your own self. 

 

Go to your cell, 

Said one of the first 

Of the desert fathers and mothers.  

Go to your desert cell, 

Hollowed out of a cave in the rock. 

Your cell will teach you everything. 

 

So,  

As a contemporary spiritual writer  has said, 

There is no need to look for a dramatic place or time 

To stretch our faith. 

The ordinary round of our days 

Leaves plenty of room 

For the tempter and the angels. 

 

Go to your kitchen, she says. 

Your kitchen will teach you everything. 

Go to your cubicle. 

Your cubicle will teach you everything. 

Go to your car, 

Your car will teach you everything.  

 

Or, in one of my favorite phrases, 

Wherever you go,  

There you are. 

 

Wherever you go, there you are. 

 

So – 

Where is that place for you? 

Where is the place where you come face to face 

With yourself, 

Day in and day out? 

Where is the ordinary place in your life,  

where you are tempted to forget God and do it all yourself? 

That is the place which you teach you everything. 
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That place will teach you everything, 

If you let it. 

 

That’s the place, where, 

If we stop even for a minute, 

The basic questions of our lives 

Jump up and ask for attention. 

 

Is this all there is? 

Am I getting what I need? 

What am I most afraid of? 

What do I most want? 

 

These are the questions that jump out  

And pester Jesus. 

 

They demand his attention, 

And they won’t let go until he gives them an answer. 

 

Are your most basic needs being met? 

Are you holding on to the illusion of safety and security, 

For yourself and those you love? 

Where does your longing for power lead you? 

What do you most want? 

 

What do we want? 

Lots and lots and lots. 

You could make a list  

With a hundred things on it 

Almost before I took another breath. 

I could make a list  

Right here and now 

That would roll out of the pulpit  

and onto the floor. 

But in the end, 

Lurking underneath 

All our lists of things 

Are a few basic wants 

And needs 

That we can’t let go. 

And that’s where the tempter 

Is waiting to meet us. 

 

We don’t want to go hungry. 

We don’t want to be afraid. 

And we don’t, no matter what, 
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We don’t want to get in touch 

With the complete and utter powerlessness 

That lies at the bottom of our lives. 

 

Because in the end,  

we’re helpless before the changes, 

The chances, 

The accidents of life. 

There is nothing we can do 

To prevent the unthinkable, 

The dreadful, 

The shameful from happening. 

 

We can try to fight it, 

We can listen to the voice of the tempter 

Saying, 

I can fix that for you. 

You can have anything you want. 

 

Or we can admit 

That there is nothing we can do, 

That we are completely powerless 

In the face of life. 

We can’t make people love us 

Or keep the people we love from dying 

And we can’t even behave the way we know we should 

Just by willing it to be so. 

We have a little power, 

Sometimes. 

But never enough to get what we want. 

And when we realize that— 

If we let the longing for power and control go, 

That’s when God can go to work. 

 

Only the tempter says, 

I can keep all that is bad and sad and scary from you. 

I’ll keep you full 

I’ll keep you safe 

I’ll make you the king of the world – 

The world where power rules. 

 

 If you want to see power, 

you only have to look around you. 

The world is full of power, 

full of people grabbing for it, 

Loving it, 
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Killing for it, 

Dying when it’s time to let it go. 

 

But – 

Letting go is what you see 

When you look at God.  

  

God lets it all go, 

All the power, 

All the might, 

All the glory. 

God lets it go, 

And then lets us choose. 

 

Do you want to let it go too, 

And see what happens? 

Don’t be afraid. 

 

You can’t hold onto security, 

Or safety – 

Or keep hold of power. 

Life can snatch it all from you 

In a moment. 

 

So the choice is only this: 

Will you listen to the smooth voice of the tempter 

Saying, 

I can help you with that? 

 

Or will you send that voice away, 

And wait in silence, 

Until the angels come to wait on you, 

To bring you a message you can trust – 

Don’t be afraid. 

 

That’s what the angels say 

When they come from God: 

Don’t be afraid. 

 

God tells us to let go our fear, 

And God knows what this means. 

 

If Jesus was really, 

Truly, fully human, 

Then he faced fear as well, 

And needed to hear the message of the angels. 
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Don’t be afraid, says Jesus. 

Jesus gave everything up 

To show us the secret  

The tempter didn’t know: 

Hidden inside the hunger, 

Waiting on the other side of the fear, 

Lying at the bottom  

Where all the power is gone, 

Is a new beginning. 

 

This Lent, 

Believe in the new beginning 

That waits beyond fear. 

 

There’s another way  

To a world without hunger, 

A way other than turning bread into stones – 

Though I can’t imagine it yet. 

There is another way  

To live free from fear, 

And we will discover it. 

There’s another way to live together 

That’s not about yanking power back and forth. 

God has a promise, 

And as always, 

It will be a surprise. 

 

Don’t be afraid. 

Let it all go, 

And see what happens. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 attributed to Abba Moses 

 Margaret Guenther, The Practice of Prayer 


