
February 10, 2008

First Sunday of Lent

Sermon by The Rev. Lia Wolters-Berghout

Brothers and sisters in Christ,

Where you tempted to stay at home this morning?
Where you tempted to eat more than you need yesterday?
Where you tempted to break fasting?
Where you tempted to turn out the television when you heard voices from far away or maybe close to us that
give a bad conscience?
Of course not.

Lead us not into temptation.

About these kinds of things we often think when we reflect on temptation and sin.
We think in a moralistic way.
These actions are good and those are evil.
Sin in that sense means doing what is forbidden.
In order to avoid sin we try to be as good as possible.
There are a lot of social and religious rules that we try to obey.
Sometimes we see others who make mistakes.
We speak about the bad morals of these days.
Luckily we don't do such things; we are not that bad.
No idolatry, no unfaithfulness to our loved ones, no greediness, no anger, no wickedness, we are all nice
hardworking men and womenâ�¦.
We do try our best, don't we?

Lead us not into temptation.

So why do we need the grace of God?
Why do we ask him to forgive our sins?
Maybe we fail a little now and then.
Is that why we ask God to forgive us?
Is the temptation of Satan only that we are tempted to forget the rules and do all kinds of trespasses?
Or is sin something else, something much more fundamentally touching the roots of our existence?
Let's listen to the Bible for an answer on this question. What made the man and the woman in Paradise sinful?

In the beginning, there was no law.
There was neither good nor evil.
God gave all that was necessary.
But somehow it is in the human nature want more.
That is being told in the story of the fall.
It is a story about the fundamentals of humanity.
It gives us an image of the origin of sin.
The man and the woman eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.
God's goodness apparently is not enough.
The whole creation, the light we see, the air we breathe, the waters that flow, the plants that grow, Gods
presenceâ�¦ all that is not enough.
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A very smart serpent tempted the man and the woman to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.
It seemed such a good idea.
The man and the woman could use the knowledge of good and evil very well.
They wanted to learn.
They wanted to be in control.
It would be great knowing what is good and what is evil, simply by eating of that one tree.

It is a desire that we all can understand.
It is not a story of an incident long ago.
We too want to know what is good and what is evil.
Many times we have to choose in our life.
We are choosing to what school we go, what profession we do, where to live, to what church we go, what to
do, how to vote; life is full of choices.
How nice would it be to know which choice would be the good one?
How much easier it would be if we could know all the consequences of our choices, if we could know the
future to which they lead.
Do they help us to reach our destination?
If we could get this knowledge in a simple way, just as easy as eating an apple from a tree, that would be
great.

Lead us not into temptation.

Is it such a bad thing to do, gathering knowledge of good and evil? How on earth can this become the fall of
mankind?
The man and the woman only longed for the knowledge of good and evil.
The reason is given by the smart, subtle serpent: who knows what is good and what is evil is God's equal.
This knowledge rends control over life, it makes independent, you know what to do; this knowledge gives
power.
The knowledge of good and evil makes that men and women can live their own lives, without God.
That hurts the loving God.
He has given everything; as a father he provides his children with all they need; as a mother she cares for
them.
It is not enough, the man and the woman wanted more, they wanted to be good themselves.
They wanted to be like God.

I suppose the temptation to be in control, the temptation of knowing what is good, is a temptation where many
of us, all of us, are confronted with.
This story truly tells us about the fundamentals of life. We want to be good.

I have worked many years in health care.
We tried to create a pleasant home for men and women of a very high age, we provided them with healthy
food, we cared for them, we helped them with whatever they needed and I as a chaplain listened to their life
stories, and sometimes I reached stories or rituals that they might have used as stepping stones.
In this work we all did our best to do good for others.
There are many other professions too in which men and women help others: e.g. development aid, pastoral
work, advocacy, teaching, politicsâ�¦; many of us do their work with very noble motives.
But for all of us there is this big temptation: it is the temptation of being good.
It is the temptation that we think that we are necessary for the salvation of others.
It is the temptation that we think that the people whom we care for can't live without our presence and without
our actions.
It is the temptation that we forget our own vulnerability.
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It is the temptation that we forget receiving; that we overlook what the people for whom we care give us; they
are not just helpless, ignorant or objects of our policy, they are men and women with their own dignity, their
own history and their own capacities.
Being good can cause an unintended division between people, a division between those who receive and those
who give.
It makes us a kind of messiah.
It makes us lonely do-gooders, who even do not care for our own soul.
I am not saying that we must not care for our loved ones or for women and men in need, but that in all our
care and goodness there is the temptation of having control over the others, over ourselves, over life itself, that
we are tempted to becoming like God.
We are not the Messiah.

Lead us not into temptation.

This is why our goodness must always be subjected to the judgement of God.
It needs to be saved.
We need the Messiah, who redeems us, who redeems our work, and reconciles us.
Our goodness needs to be redirected towards love.
It is love that unifies.
Love is giving and receiving, the most of all it is being open to receiving.
Love basically is not what we do, it comes from a deep source: that source is the love God gives us day by
day.
Sin is forgetting this love he gives to us.
Sin is denying the love of God.
Sin is living without the deep source given to us.
Sin is our life story drifting away while stepping stones are given in abundance.
Sin is becoming our own Messiah.

The great message of the Bible is: we need not to be the Messiah.
On the contrary, the Messiah is and will be given to us. Jesus is the Messiah.
He is the Messiah, the man in which God comes to us.
Well, let us then see how Jesus did find his way.
Let's listen to his story.
Did he need stepping stones?
Was he really tempted to forget his destination?
Or was he so godly, that he knew everything, so that these temptations in the desert, where no real temptations
and easy for him to reject.
Was it?
Did you see him, in the desert, on the roof of the temple;
did you see him up there high on the mountain?
Why did he go there?
He was tempted to go there and he went.
He really had to find out what was his calling.
40 days and 40 nights he was in the desert reflecting on his calling.
He sat there being hungry in the midst of an abundance of stones. Would it not be a good idea to transform
these stones into bread so that he could eat and could feed the entire world?
No more famines, bread for all.
He was really tempted to do that.
But considering this, he realised that this was not the pad that he had to go.
In this way he would not reconcile those who have and those who have not.
He remembered that it is written that one does not live by bread alone.
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One needs more to stand on, a deeper ground.
That text became his stepping stone.
From there he could continue to find his destination.
But it was not his last temptation.
He went to the roof of the temple.
He became more and more conscious of having a special task in life.
It will be a heavy task.
How could he cope?
Would God help him when necessary?
He was not sure.
He was tempted to throw himself down.
If he did and God should come to his rescue, then he would know that Gods promises are reliable.
But then he found out that testing God is not right, he must just trust him.
This experience on the temple roof, this story in his life, transformed into a stepping stone: his trust in God.
God will be there, always, as the bottom of the river on which the stepping stones rest.
God's presence will be the deep ground under his feet.
Then to Jesus it became more and more clear that he had to come in order to save the world. For that it would
be good to have power.
What can one single man achieve?
Standing on a top of a mountain he could look as far as possible.
If I would reign over the entire world, I could do a lot of good things for all the women and men on earth.
If I would conquer itâ�¦
But the means to get thereâ�¦
Soldiers will die, people will be hurt, it will need a lot of violence, it needs wars, it is diabolic.
I am not called to take the way of the devil and to bow for him, I am not supposed to fight, I am supposed to
convey Gods love, I am supposed to reconcile.
So he rejected this temptation.
He rejected the way of power; he took the way of the cross.
He shared the suffering of the men and women that he had come to save.
He became the Messiah, by his self giving love.
He came to help transforming the stones on our hearts into stepping stones, he carried the burden of the
verdict over our sin, he showed the great source of life, the never ending love of God. This was the way he
had to go with Gods help.
The angels waited on him.
God is reliable.

This story of the tempted Jesus gives us an idea where and how we can find the steppingstones in the river of
our life.
We find them not only by solving of our problems, we need to find the deeper ground in our life, we can trust
God when we are on our way and we do not need to have great power, the way of love is the way of the cross.
So we may follow in the footprints of Jesus, finding the stepping stones in the story of our lives.
Amen
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