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10th March 2019
Jeremiah 17.5-10
Luke 4.1-13

Wandering in Wilderness

Gracious God, we thank you for your word in scripture and made flesh in the Lord Jesus Christ.  Help us now to catch your voice and speak, we pray, to our hearts and minds.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.


What, I wonder, are we to make of Jesus wandering in the wilderness?

Traditionally this is how we usually start Lent.  We sit with Jesus at the end of his forty days even as we begin ours and the journey that will lead us to Easter.

And we know these were important days with a deep message.  We constantly read at this point that Jesus was full of the Holy Spirit.  This isn’t Jesus going off and doing a silent retreat on his own whim.  This is the Jesus who was guided and strengthened by the Spirit facing his own demons and making choices.

There in the wilderness it’s as if Jesus makes the choice to be a very different kind of messiah.  Tempted by bread, he chooses to be a person of patience.  Tempted by power, he chooses to be a person of humility.  Tempted by the spectacular, he chooses to be a person who will both meet and show God in the ordinary.


Perhaps Lent gets a bad press for being downbeat, it is, after all the fast before the feast.  But these temptations are not a negative narrative.  Out of the struggle and because of the choices he made, we end up with a much better idea of who Jesus is.  In this story he becomes a Jesus who inspires and challenges us.

So, turning stones into bread is the first recorded temptation.

After a long fast and time spent away from the routine rhythm of regular meals it must have been attractive to smell bread instead of wilderness limestone.  This moment is portrayed as something of an instant answer to a problem.  In turning rocks into rolls the issue of hunger is immediately dealt with and isn’t this the way that prayer is meant to work?

Well, maybe not.  It’s not the way Jesus works.

This first temptation isn’t just about bread, it’s also about our expectation that God can come up with quick and easy fixes.  Turn this stone into bread – now!

Jesus rejects prayer that has about it a quick fix angst.  Here in the desert he copes with hunger and doesn’t view the blessings of God purely in the narrow confines of personal advantage.  Jesus lets the stones be.  They do not become his personal croissants and current buns.  They remain as stones.

We are bombarded with immediate self -satisfaction at almost every level of life.  

I found myself at the dentists on Tuesday and I realised just how ridiculous my frustration was becoming because my appointment was a mere 15 mins late.  Instead of being grateful for the skill of the dentist in rebuilding my tooth, the ease of being able to walk from the Manse to the dentists so I didn’t need a parking space or the fact that I’d been offered a filling rather than a crown, which would have been eight times more expensive -instead of focusing on all those advantages, I huffed and puffed that I was seen at 9am instead of 8.45.

Maybe Lent is a good time to seek more patience in life.  

There is a culinary movement called ‘Slow Cooking’.  A group of people who have turned their backs on fast food and microwaved meals.  A group who advocate the benefits of careful preparation and the joys of lingering over a meal.

For a little while now I’ve believed we need an ecclesiastical equivalent in ‘Slow Church’.  A faith mindset that sticks at worship even when the going is tough, a way of understanding prayer that isn’t about instant results but of naming our concerns and bringing them before God with constant trust, and a holding on to belief and conviction with a long view of life, so that even in the struggles we still pray, still worship and still believe.

I suspect that many of you believe in Slow Church and Slow Faith too and that’s the reason why you’ve been on your personal pilgrimage not just for five minutes but maybe even for five decades and over.

We watched a great film at the Manse this week, one released just this year entitled: The boy who harnessed the wind.  It’s set just over a decade ago in Malawi in the village of Wimbe at a time of such severe drought that meant subsistence farmers were going under. William Kamkwamba is the boy who cannot continue to go to school because his parents aren’t able to pay the fees.  Yet he is there long enough to learn about dynamos.  He’s a bright lad and by just reading a few technical textbooks believes he can build a windmill that used a dynamo to pump water from an underground spring and irrigate his father’s crops.

But this is no quick fix.  Even there in Africa, in the deeply Christian family who pray and say grace before every meagre meal, this is no quick fix.

William battles with his father to let him dismantle the family’s treasured possession of a bicycle so that the wheel can be the windmill’s turning mechanism.

It’s a great film because it’s a true story.  The village, under William’s guidance, builds the most rickety windmill you’ve ever seen.  But, the plants are irrigated.  William eventually goes to America to study but has since returned to Malawi and set up a project to build water irrigation windmills all over the country.

Yet all this has taken time and struggle and perseverance – and this young man is an inspiration because he never gave up.  

The first temptation has this positive outcome and portrays Jesus as patient.

The second is all about power, and most importantly how we acquire it.

Perhaps the sun was at its zenith and Jesus seems to have a vision of all the kingdoms of the world set out before him.  He hears a voice inside his head promising world domination if only he will kneel before the devil.  

This is yet another challenge to abandon the way of God and embrace the way of corrupt power.

Yet again Jesus quotes scripture as his response saying he will do homage to the Lord God alone and no one else.


Power is a big issue for us all and it’s undoubtedly true that in the right hands, with the best of motives those who wield power can do a great deal of good.

So power, in and of itself, is not really the issue here but how we obtain it.  To kneel and do homage to the devil, says Jesus, was never going to be his route.

The response of Jesus surely teaches us that it’s never enough to simply arrive somewhere because its not just the destination that matters but how we made the journey.  It’s always a question worth asking as to whether the end justified the means.

I’m a slow learner when it comes to new technology and it was only last week, after a tuition lesson from one of my sons, that I discovered every time I hit a story on some news websites the host of that site gets paid.  The more hits a story acquires the more profitable and powerful that news site becomes. The hits become even more significant when the journalist writing the story is only paid on a commission basis of so much money per hit.

I just wonder if that generates such stories as ran in mid-February predicting with such certainty that come the end of the month we would see a return of the Beast from the East with plummeting, freezing temperatures.  As it turned out, February ended with the two highest temperatures ever recorded for that month.

The authors of fake news stories probably just shrug their shoulders and say – none of this really matters – all that counts is that people hit the buttons.  Many stories turn out to be pure fiction, but, ‘hey ho’, opinions have now been formed so the job is done.

Jesus says: how we gain power and influence – the journey we take to get there really matters.  So, although dominion over the kingdoms of the world was dangled before him, he lets it go because he will not kneel in homage to the devil.

How we get there, as a parent, a council member or a boss – that’s important and speaks volumes about who we really are.
 
Both inside and outside the Church we need to be aware that how we acquire power will probably determine the manner in which we use it.

And so to that final temptation; the one in which Jesus sees himself standing high up on the temple parapet.  The crowds gather below, and he could, says the Devil, make this a great showcase.  He could jump, and wouldn’t God send angels to cushion his fall?  Isn’t this a biblical promise?  

There’s a common theme running through this morning’s narrative and it’s the abuse of scripture.  The way, especially when taken out of context, words that we deem as holy can become twisted to suit our own agenda.  I suspect we are all guilty of this from time to time. I suspect too that, as an institution trying to protect itself, even The Church has misused scripture.  

Interpreting the bible is one of our most demanding tasks.  It’s a task that takes serious study and an open heart.  It’s a task that sometimes demands we leave our Sunday School images to one side as we encounter a much more radical Jesus than we once believed in.

Jesus, in today’s reading, resolutely rejects the spectacular.  In the slightly raw words of a John Campbell hymn he simply isn’t the ‘bungy jumping Saviour’.  He will not throw himself off the temple and he will not misuse scripture.  

This is the Jesus who will embrace the ordinary and in the humanity that lies before him during the next three years he will both meet God’s love and show that love in a way that could be understood and remembered.

He’ll meet with people face to face and engage in honest conversation.  He’ll confront the privileged and speak truth unto power.  He’ll welcome children and make time for their parents.  He’ll want the best for the guests and the bride and groom at a wedding.  He’ll weep with the bereaved of Bethany at the loss of a beloved friend.

And in these moments – the sort of experiences that you and I have in our lives even two thousand years later – Jesus shows us the depth of God’s love.  He helps us make sense of life.  He shows us the best way, even if it’s one of challenge.

Maybe you saw last week’s Songs of Praise and that link piece within the programme about the fascinating work of a stained-glass artist.  Normally the great and the good are celebrated in stained glass and that would have been true of the Parish Church in Baldock at the end of their restoration project if it hadn’t been for Rosa.  Rosa was a church member and had worked tirelessly to help raise the funds to renew the stained glass by covering padded coat hangers and selling them at every craft fair she could.  

The committee so valued her commitment that, without telling her, they had the stained-glass artist insert an image of a padded coat hanger in the corner of one of the windows in her honour.  So along with all the saints a new one was remembered, Rosa and her coat hangers.  

Because God is glorified in the ordinary – that’s the positive message to come out of the final temptation.  It’s as if Jesus, in rejecting the spectacular, is affirming that the depth of God’s love is to be made manifest around the kitchen table, in workplace conversations, at the school gate and in the compassion of a care home.

We must close.

A few weeks ago I went with Matthew to evening service at Dagnall Street Baptist Church in St Albans where he was playing the piano.

They had a rather old fashioned type of service that night – a testimony evening.  I haven’t been to one of these for years.  We were told there would be no sermon (and to be truthful I was rather disappointed about that!), instead three members of the congregation had been asked to share their testimony, to say a few words about faith in their own lives.

Well, it was a super evening.  Their stories ranged from spending three months in hospital, being fired from a local radio station after making a stand for justice and moving out of London as a single mother all alone and then finding a family of faith in the congregation at Dagnall Street.

These were not stories about power.  They were not stories of quick and easy fixes.  They were certainly not spectacular narratives.  Instead they were about the choices these good folk had made to seek to be faithful to God in times of struggle.  To stick with faith even when there seemed to be no answers to their prayers.  And of finding that faith is best sustained when you walk the road alongside other pilgrims rather than simply by yourself.

I’m convinced that all the folk I listened to just a fortnight ago had had their own wilderness moments, but inspired by Jesus in his, they too had made a choice to practice patience, to live with humility and seek God in the ordinary.

May that be our experience this Lent and beyond, in the name of The Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Ian Green, Amersham, 7th February 2019
