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What sort of Leader?


When President Biden walked into the Oval Office on January 20th last year, day one of his Presidency, like everyone else who has ever sat behind the Resolute Desk, he wanted to send out signals about what type of leader he hoped to be.  So, as well as signing 17 executive orders rescinding some of the work of his predecessor, he also filled the Oval Office with his heroes.  Portraits of F D Roosevelt and Thomas Jefferson, along with busts of Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks.  

Over recent days we have been asking again and again the question of what sort of leaders fill the world stage.  We fear the one in Moscow is deluded whilst the young leader in Kiev has shown inspirational bravery.  And we pray for all who lead, that they may do so with justice and compassion.

In today’s gospel, heard by us this first Sunday in Lent, we once again join Jesus in the Wilderness and it’s there that we begin to see who he is and what kind of leader he wants to become. 

Perhaps we thought this had already been done at his baptism?  And maybe we thought that was enough?  Yet the wilderness beckoned, and he was led into this arena by The Spirit.  Wilderness is often thought of as premium Lenten space, associated with the forty days, plus Sundays, which take us to Easter.  And Wilderness held an honoured place in the traditions of Israel because it was often seen as the arena in which true leaders ‘found’ themselves and became moulded into servants of the nation.  Stripped of the regular support of home, family and community, those who spent time in Wilderness discovered a deeper strength and a fresh courage.


The gospel accounts of Jesus’ Wilderness episode are not to be taken as newspaper reports with us pouring over every detail.  Film makers and artists will inevitably attempt to recreate the scene, yet essentially, it’s as much an idea as it is an event.

If it was simply a Daily Mail report, we might well want to ask what else went on?  Just three temptations in forty days hardly seems to fill the time and perhaps we are justifiably intrigued as to what else might have been happening.

Wilderness as an idea seems to be an important one in the life of Jesus.  It’s part of that ongoing personal revelation that comes to Jesus at seminal moments.  He becomes aware of himself, for example, in that visit to the temple whilst talking to the elders.  He is blessed by the revelation that comes his way through baptism, that moment when he felt so embraced and supported by God the Father who calls, as it were, from heaven: you are my beloved.  And of course, there will be the Transfiguration when, as we said last week, even more of his task and mission will be shown to him.

These moments of growing in self-understanding are vitally important when people all around you are calling you Lord, or Master or Messiah.  Such acclamation can be positively seductive.  Yet it’s at moments like Wilderness or Transfiguration that we sense Jesus has such clarity about what it means to be God’s Servant.  He's not seduced by power or manipulated by the false expectations of some around him.  He keeps his head, and he knows his mission.  


Reflection leading to greater self-understanding is not navel gazing but an important spiritual discipline for us all.  We may not spend forty days in a wilderness, yet Lent is before us and offers us this gift of purposefully walking these days reflecting on the journey thus far and then taking stock of who we are and where God might be leading us for coming days.  There’s every chance we will meet our own demons along the way.  Demons of fear or pride.  So, we look to Jesus as our guide and companion in the wilderness.  And as he trusted in scripture and placed himself in God’s hands, we do the same, knowing that this process will be a blessing.

Now, at one level we might just whisper a question here and ask, I suspect very timidly: were the temptations really that bad after all, at least the first and third?



So, even though I feel like a naughty schoolboy in an RE lesson for raising this, let’s run with it for a moment.

We all need bread to give us the energy to do God’s work, so why not use the exceptional abilities you have to turn stones into nourishment.  Isn’t this a solution rather than a problem?

The next one is more difficult to spin positively, but maybe it’s fine to work with those outside the camp if it means the Kingdom can grow.

And as to the last temptation of Christ, what’s wrong with a spectacular leap from the temple?  Every cause needs a headline and what could be better than the one: Messiah is caught by angels?

I suspect that even as you hear me put it like this you sense the hollowness in such a perspective and the lack of integrity in the argument behind it.

That’s because living life in a good and Godly way is never, and has never been, simply about outcomes.  It has to include process and the way we get there.  It defines who we are, who we are serving and what we are about.  

Even if one nation dreams of a fantasised golden past and considers a return to those times as a right ambition, to achieve those ends by killing thousands and making millions refugees is to walk the road of evil. 


Turning stones into bread was deemed a selfish abuse of power.  Working with those who stand against the character of God would have been a wrong partnership.  And presenting The Kingdom as nothing more than a series of circus stunts would have been to show a totally inadequate understanding of who God is.

I suspect it’s why we have so many long committee meetings in church!  Charting the right way forward is rarely easy.  It’s not just about how we can be more popular, successful or influential, it’s much deeper than that.  It’s about seeking, with the help of the Holy Spirit, to do God’s work in a way that honours and exemplifies God’s character. 

After the Temptations Jesus puts into practise what he learnt in the wilderness.  So, this becomes, for him, a formative episode and time well spent, and it has positive consequences for his subsequent life and ministry.

For example, at the Feeding of the 4 or 5 thousand there is no reason why Jesus shouldn’t turn a few loaves of bread into many hundreds, enough to feed a multitude.  For that was essentially an act of generosity and compassion for others.

In the courts of Herod and Pilate during Holy Week Jesus will encounter the way of power, yet he doesn’t join it, choosing instead the path of the cross.

And many times as he travels down from Galilee to Jerusalem he passes through one village after another reluctant to perform any more miracles because they are starting to get in the way, becoming the main event rather than listening to the message of The Gospel.

It's as if that wilderness training really paid off.  It became part of who he really was.

It's often said that training in the Armed Forces is to enable what you learn back at camp to become so ingrained that out on active duty it becomes second nature. You’ve worked it out, so you can carry it out.  And I think that’s what Jesus does in wilderness and it’s a good model for us to follow too.

What we learn in church, through bible study, on retreat or during prayer becomes so much part of us, that we then naturally, enthusiastically and unashamedly live it out in community.

Well, I want to close today with a passing reference to two examples of leadership.

The first is that offered in Jesus’ day by the emperors of Rome, Augustus and then Tiberius.  They too thought of themselves as a son of god. They only had to click their fingers and more grain would be brought from Egypt or wine sourced from Italy.  They only had to say the word and a person’s life would be cut short.  Theirs’s was a terrible power that’s been reflected in despotic leaders down through the centuries and is, alas, alive and well sadly in our own time too.

Jesus in the wilderness shuns such power.  Instead, he looks, for example, at that stone, even in his hunger and says we are not to live on bread alone.  He chooses instead to trust in God.

In doing so he reflects that other wilderness experience of the People of God, one that lasted for forty years rather than days.  In the story of The Exodus, they had to lean into God’s provision.  And that’s when the manna came, fresh every day, a sort of bread that never ran out and sustained them during their wilderness wonderings.

This was a risky journey and one in which they felt powerless so often.  At such moments they turned to God and lived by his strength and in his provision.


That, I think, is the Journey of Lent that we are called to take.  

So, if Augustus and Tiberius don’t offer the best examples, what’s my second one?


Well, I just noticed a small, yet I thought tremendously significant, detail in the press release issued by The Palace last month on Accession Day.  It bore the royal coat of arms and was beautifully typed, and at the bottom, unusually for a press statement, it had been signed by the Queen.  She wrote in her own hand: Your servant, Elizabeth R.  

‘Your servant’…I think that sums up a great philosophy of leadership.

At his baptism Jesus is proclaimed The Son.
In the Wilderness he dedicates himself The Servant.

May you be blessed as together we seek to walk in the way of Jesus this Lent, the way of a Servant. Amen

Ian Green, Amersham, 3rd March 2022
