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So our Lenten landscapes begin today, as they always do on this first Sunday in Lent, in

the wilderness. The WILDness. Marked by its lack of life-giving resources.

Last week Jesus was on the mountaintop with three of his disciples, in his glory, but went
right back down—compelling his fear-filled disciples, and us right along with them, to do

the same.

Down into the wilderness and valleys of the world. Down into the ROUGH places God
longs to make plain, as the prophet Isaiah assures. Down into the DRY places from and
through which God leads us to the watered green pastures of Psalm 23. Down into the
DEAD places—of our lives and of the world, like the prophet Ezekiel's death valley of

bones—which God promises will come alive again.

And WITHOUT fear, Jesus counsels. “Get up and do not be afraid.” Or, as we considered
last Sunday: Even if you are afraid, get up and go anyway, knowing that you do not go

alone.
So here we go again. The wilderness of Lent awaits.

Jesus enters the literal and figurative wilderness, right after his dramatic baptism;
accompanied by the Spirit, and with the Spirit-filled word of God still fresh in his mind

and heart: “You are my beloved.”

That is lesson one, friends, for not just surviving, but THRIVING in and through the
wilderness: Remember that you are beloved, God’'s own. Remember that you already

belong to God. Remember that you are already enough. You have nothing to prove.

And so, indeed, the tempter comes to Jesus to make him prove himself. Prove his
power. Prove his faith. Or at least try to, as the world so often does. And note in our
reading from Matthew that the tempter comes after, AFTER, Jesus has been fasting for

40 days and 40 nights (where have we heard that before?).



AFTER Jesus is famished. Tired and worn. Physically vulnerable, and so presumably

spiritually vulnerable.

Temptation of any kind is nothing more than a perceived shortcut to a deeper need or
desire. When deeper needs and desires go unmet, temptation becomes all the more

tempting.
The tempter throws the book at Jesus.
"If"—IF—"you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.”

Then from atop the temple, “If"—IF—"you are the Son of God, throw yourself down, for it
is written, 'God will command God'’s angels concerning you,' and 'On their hands they

will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone."

And then, finally—from atop a *very high mountain,” with clear view of “all the
kingdoms of the world and their glory”: “All these | will give you, if"'—IF—"you will fall

down and worship me."
If, if, IFl A flurry of false promises.

Jesus doesn’t budge, doesn’t even flinch. Because he knows who and whose he s,
firmly grounded in the love of God. He knows to whom and to what he already

belongs. He knows where his heart is, and so also his freasure.

He knows that he is not alone, even in the wilderness. And right on cue, when the
tempter—the devil—finally gives up, for now, and leaves him, Jesus is surrounded by

angels. Waited on by the angels. Held by love.

There is more temptation to be found in our reading from Genesis—in fact, the most

famous, notorious temptation of all.
We know this story—and to be sure, it IS a story.

The ever-crafty tempter, here presenting as a serpent, is front and center, and strikes up

a conversation with Eve. Well, at this point in the story, she’s just an unnamed woman.
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“Did God say, 'You shall not eat from any tree in the garden'?"—knowing full well, of

course, what God said.

“We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden, but God said, 'You shall not eat of
the fruit of the tree that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall

die."” That tfree being none other than the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

The serpent insists otherwise: You won't die, you'll just be like God. You'll just be like God
in your ability to discern between good and evil. To be like God is perhaps the greatest
temptation, so we know how the story goes. The woman—soon to be hamed “Eve"—
takes a bite of the forbidden fruit from the forbidden free, and Adam does the same—
and then, we're told, “the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were

naked.”

And presumably in their shame, if not their fear, they stitch up some fig leaves to cover

themselves. From naked and afraid to NEARLY naked and afraid.

That's where are our reading stops. But the story, of course, continues. Allow me to

quickly summarize:

e They hear God coming and hide.

e Turns out you can't hide from God, so God confronts them about the tree and
the fruit. And Adam, coward that he is, throws Eve under the bus.

e God curses the serpent.

e God “punishes” Eve and Adam—with the “pain” of childbirth and the “curse” of
the land; from which we get the inspiration for Ash Wednesday: “By the sweat of
your face you shall eat bread until you return to the ground, for out of it you were
taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”

e Then, you know, God kicks them out of the garden.

How's that for a shift in Lenten landscape, this time from green pastures to death

valleys?

But what has for so long been cast as a story of “original sin” and its crushing

consequence is really a story of original blessing and its creative gift.



Let’s start with the temptation. Last | checked, to know the difference between good
and evil is a good thing. It's a blessing, not a curse. It's part of what makes us human.
It's what differentiates us from other species. It IS about being LIKE God, created by
God in God’s image, blessed by God with agency and freedom to choose. It's about
owhning the responsibility that COMES with knowing the difference between good and
evil. That is being LIKE God without actually BEING God—iry as some might (cough—
Elon Musk).

To be naked is to be vulnerable. Eve and Adam eat the fruit and become aware of
their own nakedness, their own vulnerability. But that is not sin, that's blessing. Using the
agency, the freedom, that comes with their God-given humanity, they are given the
gift of further knowing that they are human. Much as we might and do sometimes
struggle with that truth, with the imperfection of it all, consciously or not; much as we try
to cover and hide our own nakedness, our vulnerability, our humanity, it is a gift from

God. Itis a blessing.

And lastly, let’s be clear that childbirth, while no doubt painful, is not punishment. It is

productive, life-giving pain. That is a good thing. That is a blessing.

And having to work the ground, the earth (though most of us no longer do it), is not
punishment. It laboring for that which is life-giving, that which sustains life. It is

productive, life-giving toil. That is a good thing. That is a blessing.

Friends, the season of Lent is an invitation to sit awhile—say, at least 40 days and 40
nights—with the blessing, NOT THE CURSE, of our humanity, our vulnerability, our
nakedness. It is an invitation to journey deep within ourselves, and all of our brokenness
and beauty. It is an invitation to journey deep within the world, and all of its brokenness

and beauty.

It is a holy invitation to be NAKED AND UNAFRAID, to confront our fear and our failures,
to fear no evil and reclaim our own and each other’s divine belovedness; the Love that

is ultimately, and truly, life-giving.



So beware, ALWAYS, the tempter—the allure of perceived short cuts and false promises.
Grounded in God'’s love and filled with God'’s Spirit, knowing who and whose you are,
to whom and to what you ALREADY belong, and where your heart and so your treasure
is, HOLD ONTO God's promise, ALWAYS, of new life rising EVEN from the ashes of fear
and death. Life-sustaining flesh and blood reinvigorating EVEN dry bones. Life-giving

green pastures and still waters emerging EVEN from shadowed death valleys.
The angels are ready and waiting.

May it be so.



