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Sermon for March 10
The third temptation is clearly an invitation to certainty. If Jesus throws himself off the top of the temple, he will die. If he has a job to do, God won't let that happen. His answer: I'm not going to test God. So he is going to wait and see how things work out. And when he goes to the cross, he goes without certainty into the darkness.

He does not have proof. He doesn't have the question answered.

More on the third temptation in a while. But I want to look at all three of the temptations from this perspective: they express a willingness to live without answers, to hold the questions for long enough that the question becomes a kind of light. 

We usually think of the answer at the light, the guidance, but sometimes we answer too quickly and hide deeper truths. Sometimes the question can help us see. 

I owe this perspective to Ched Myers, an American theologian who wrote an important commentary on Mark. In his book "Who will roll away the stone?" he talks about the Quaker practice of "queriers." These are questions that are intended to be held and examined. They aren't intended to be answered quickly, but to be lights that help us look in detail at our lives, our churches, our societies. 

To the first temptation. Jesus has taken time that directly reflects the journey of the Israelites from Egypt back to the promised land. That took 40 years; he took 40 days.

Both times are out in the wilderness. 

It is not far from Egypt to Israel. It is not a journey that would take 40 years to make. Even if you walked in circles most of the time. So the people of Israel knew that they had needed a time of sojourning apart after slavery before recovering the land. 

There needed to be a gap. 

Why that gap was needed isn't answered. If it was simply a punishment for mistakes along the way, they'd never have been allowed into the land. A day doesn't go by when somebody in our community doesn't make a mistake. Nobody is perfect.

We might guess that some time was needed to get used to freedom. 

In slavery someone else is always telling us what to do. In freedom, we have to figure it out. And going directly from slavery to freedom in the context of abundance is a recipe for disaster. 

We see that in the teenage years. We have seen that in a friend, or ourselves, after a difficult ending to a relationship. Rebound is jumping into a bad relationship quickly after a divorce or a death. It happens when we don't take time to develop new patterns.
After the moment of clarity and vision at his baptism, Jesus took time in the wilderness.

He took time to ponder what that clarity meant.

He took time to see what that clarity directed him to do.

And he did that alone, outside the busyness of city or village.

He went to the wilderness.

And that left him hungry and vulnerable. The wilderness made him aware of his own vulnerabity, and likely the hunger and vulnerability in his people.
The temptation is: don't be vulnerable. Look at all these stones: make them bread.

You don't have to be hungry. 

The thing that struck me this week as I pondered the story is that he did provide bread lots. He broke bread with the disciples. He twice fed huge crowds with just a little bread. He could have done this. He did it for others.

But to do it for himself would mean he ignored the problem of hunger in his community.

To solve the problem for himself would blunt his awareness of hunger in others.

He tells the temptor he will live with hunger. He will live with physical hunger and with spiritual hunger so that he makes sure he understands what God is saying to him.

When we jump to the answers we've always known, we blunt the edge of our hunger.

We don't take time to understand the reasons why people around us are still asking the questions. When we live with the question, we may see and understand the longings that are not answered by the way things are or have been.

When we are satisfied, it is harder to understand those who hunger.

When we have enough time to do all the work we have to do, it is harder to understand those who are pressed for time, unable to complete the urgent jobs they have.
When we enjoy healthy family relationships, it can be hard to notice the pain, the insecurity, the anxiety that comes when relationships are tense, or uncertain, when a child--of any age--is struggling or on the edge.

We can't give ourselves pain--that isn't healthy. But we can "fast." We can discipline ourselves to be aware. We can hold on to the questions that help us see what is going on in our lives, what is going on in the lives of others. We can hold on to the moments of hunger or uncertainty or just awareness, as Jesus did, as clues to help us see.
The second temptation takes Jesus up to a mountaintop. He can see all the lands. 

He knows something of these lands. He knows the way Rome has carved them up, the way the kings of different sections compete with the others. He knows the divide between the gentile lands and his own. He knows how the communities are competing.

As they still are in that landscape.

The temptation: you can bring them all together into one.

That is a worthy goal. In some ways, that is what he will strive for. He will reach across to gentiles and offer them the same gifts he offers his own people. He will cross from Galilee to Judea. 

But the path that is offered to the goal is the path of Rome: worship one visible God.

Jesus' answer is to quote from the law: worship one God only, that is the LORD. 

And in the Mosaic presentation of that law, it is clear that God is invisible, unknowable, beyond. The temptation is to set up something clear, absolute, knowable, to draw all people together. 

Jesus knows the cost of the divisions between the kingdoms. But he also knows the brutatlity of Rome, the brutatilty of absolute oneness. He will live with what is unknowable and find a way to draw the broken together in that misty place.

We live with the temptation to monoculture. Be the same, and there won't be conflict.

Act the same and we'll all get along. Do things the way they've always been done and we'll get along fine.

We forget that things haven't always been done this way. 

We don't think we need to learn new ways. 

I've been proud of understanding Facebook, using that tool to connect to others. With the spirituality column I write each week, I post the link on Facebook and I reach folks we don't go to church, who I don't see all the time, sometimes folks I don't know.

But I've been told that younger people don't use Facebook. They use Instagram.

As if I have time to learn another electronic tool.

But if I want to connect beyond those I am comfortable with, it is something I decided I would at least explore.

Baseball caps and toques belong in our culture. But among us are those who wear turbans and hijabs. They belong here more than fascinators, at least one an ordinary day. 

People have different food needs. It is good to be aware of gluten and lactose intolerance, the prohibition against pork, the decision to eat a plant based diet.

But if we say, they can do what they want, we are not honoring the different. 

Awareness means making sure we provide the options when we open a meal to the public. At least, make sure we don't contaminate everything with what is difficult.

How do we draw different people together if we aren't imposing one central pattern?

That is the question Jesus decided to live with in the second temptation.

So back to the third temptation.
Jesus was offered proof that no matter what God would rescue him.

He chose instead to live with uncertainty. He would trust that God's power was with him no matter what happened. That God would decide what rescue looked like.

In the end, he would go to the cross not knowing the shape of God's power.

He would accept the journey into suffering.

There was no proof beforehand that resurrection would come. 

There was no assurance of the shape of new life.

Knowing that the rest of us go into the darkness with only the promise Jesus chose to live as we do. 

Certainty is not an option for us. We always go with hope, with trust, with faith that something good will come. But we never know what that will look like. 
So we begin a lenten journey holding on to the questions that nag us. 

We hold on to the questions others put to us.

We hold on to the queries that help us to see.

We enter with the questions understanding that Easter doesn't answer them.

Easter opens a way to live with the uncertainty and uneasiness in hope.

Easter brings its own questions about our openness to the new.
