PAGE  
4

Jesus Addicted to the Status Quo
Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.  Mt. 4:1
The Greek word is “peirazo”.  It means tempted or tested.  Tested.  

Satan is not very real for me.  Evil is, but I don’t think of evil in the world as coming from a sinister supernatural being, but from our human tendency to turn away from God, and set up systems and situations that reflect this.  
I also would not use the word tempted to describe my life struggles, although I understand this may be different for others.  If I struggled with addiction I might feel tempted; tempted to take a drink, or smoke some crack, or if I were an overeater tempted to binge, polish off a quart or two of fudge brownie ice cream.  

But these are not my struggles, so I don’t experience “temptation” in the way it is often talked about.  But I frequently feel tested.  

Sometimes I am tested by hard things, challenging things, things I don’t want to do, or fear I am unable to do.   Like organizing people and resources to produce an inspiring design and vision for rebuilding the Cathedral. 

But usually I am tested by much less dramatic things, much more routine things.  I feel tested by my tendency to do the things I feel comfortable doing, and my tendency to put off things that I feel inadequate doing, or am not sure how to do.  Basically I tend to do the things I like doing, and avoid the things I don’t like doing.

Here’s an example.  On the Sundays I am preaching I try to set aside a few hours on a preceding weekday morning to work on my sermon, but instead of focusing exclusively on this task I invariably spend some time reading and answering emails.  The emails are rarely urgent, I doing this is clearly procrastinating.  

Trying to listen to the lessons, and to my heart, to the world, in order to find something important to say or share is daunting.  I want to get it right. So when I sit down to do it, I’m drawn to do things that are less demanding.

As confessions go that’s probably not very shocking. This would be a much more memorable sermon if I told you I drank a quart of gin or snorted cocaine most mornings or I liked to dress up in tights and a cape like Superman at home in order to feel powerful.  But this isn’t how I am tested.

According to the author of Matthew, for Jesus the devil is real, and this tempter, this tester, presents Jesus with some alluring possibilities.  These are introduced in two cases the same way, “If you are the Son of God,. . . .”

We often hear this as a taunt, understand it as a challenge for Jesus to prove he is the Son of God, “Do this dramatic, miraculous act and I’ll be convinced that in fact you are the Son of God!”

But surely Satan knows precisely with whom he is dealing, this is clear in the dialogue between him and Jesus, in the things he suggests Jesus do.  So Satan isn’t asking Jesus to prove he is the Son of God.  When he says “If you are the Son of God….” he means, “Since you are the Son of God….”  It would be like someone saying to me, “If you are the Dean of the Cathedral, you should suggest to the bishop that … .”  

This dialogue between Jesus and Satan happens in the wilderness, where Jesus has gone directly after his baptism.  The tempter, the tester, is picking up on the words Jesus heard on that occasion:  This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”

It is easy to imagine that these words were very much in Jesus’ head and heart as he spent time alone, trying to discern his calling.  I don’t believe Jesus was wrestling with whether he WAS God’s beloved Son, but trying to determine what being God’s son meant.  Since he was God’s beloved Son, with whom God was well pleased, then what was to follow, what should he do, how should he live?  

It’s safe to say most of us don’t imagine we are God’s Messiah, God’s anointed one, the second person of the Trinity.  So it is easy to imagine that Jesus’ struggles in the wilderness are not our struggles.  This doesn’t mean it they aren’t important, or they have no bearing on our faith.  How Jesus understood his mission, his ministry, what it meant to be God’s messiah, is the basis for what we believe it means to be a follower of Jesus.  But this is one step removed from us, it really isn’t OUR spiritual struggle.

But I believe this testing story about Jesus is a story about us as well.  We are not Messiahs, but we are beloved of God.  
That is what is affirmed at our baptisms and I would say it’s even broader than that, as I believe God loves not just Christians, but all people.   It’s in the Bible: God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son . . . .  It does not say God so loved Christians that he gave his only begotten son . . . . 

We are beloved by God, no less than Jesus.

Jesus could do virtually anything, so what should he do?  Overthrow Caesar, vanquish the Roman army, and set up his own empire?  He understood his calling was not to show power, but vulnerability.  Not to vanquish, but be vanquished.  

Jesus questions in the wilderness are very much our questions, or they should be: since we are beloved of God, then. . . .   Since we are precious, important, since we are cherished by God, then what does this mean for how we should live our lives?  What Jesus struggled with is precisely what we struggle with, or should be struggling with; since we are beloved of God, how will we use our gifts in the world?  What will we do, what will we become, how will we witness?
This is how we are tested.  

For me, the test isn’t too use my gifts too powerfully, too amazingly, but almost the opposite.   My test is to waste or downplay my talents, my gifts, instead of using them to the fullest.  When I spend time set aside to work on a sermon reading mostly routine emails instead of listening, as prayerfully and deeply as I am able to God, I am squandering precious time and talent.  When I am pressed for time in the morning, but still read the sports page instead of taking even just five minutes to pray or meditate, I am squandering precious time and talent.

I stay safely in the habits and routines of my life, coasting instead of deciding.  I said earlier that I didn’t struggle with addiction, but I realize that isn’t true.  I have an addiction to the status quo.  I so easily retreat to what is, and do not struggle enough with what could be.  Not necessarily because it is great, because I can’t conceive that life could be better.  

But because it requires less of me to stay with what I know.

When Moses finally led the people out of their bondage in Egypt, when they left that fearful night of Passover to embark on their faith journey to the Promised Land, I am morally certain there must have been some who stayed behind.  Who chose to continue to live in slavery rather than risk freedom. They were addicted to the status quo, as difficult and demeaning as it was for them.  They knew how to be slaves, it was unclear what it meant to be free.

When the people who did leave with Moses were feeling overwhelmed by the daunting strangeness of the wilderness, their fear of not making it and their utter need to trust God, they complained to Moses, “Why did you bring us out here, it would have been better for us to stay in Egypt!”  They were saying they would rather have remained slaves than be journeying to the Promised Land.  
In what way are we like slaves, embedded and stuck in our lives?  How are we intimidated from trusting God, acting on the reality that we too are beloved of God, and have extraordinary gifts to share?

Lent is the perfect opportunity to think about this, pray about this, live into this.  To do the difficult things, the challenging things, the things we’d rather not face, instead of the more familiar things, the things that are known to us.

How are we addicted to the status quo?  How do we resist God’s invitation, as beloved, to live into that more deeply, more fully?  Of course we’re human, and we’re going to waste time, and do stupid things, and miss opportunities.  

But since we are beloved of God, what will we do?  Jesus struggles with that question eventually led to his death, but of course also his resurrection, new life.

As we enter Lent, looking ahead to Easter and the resurrection, we might consider how our struggles and willingness to face or do the hard things might also lead, eventually, to new life.  

Amen.

