Sermon – Lent 1 Year A

St Godwald’s and All Saints
On Thursday of this week I visited the IBIS hotel just around the corner from St Godwald’s. For the next year at least it is home to 84 male asylum seekers from Syria, Iran and elsewhere. In the midst of the relative luxury of Bromsgrove, it is a dismal place; a stark reminder of the brokenness of political systems across the globe; a painful reminder that it is quite ordinary people with ordinary hopes who get caught up in human trafficking; a humbling reminder that human misery and good fortune can co-exist within yards of each other.

Earlier in the week, on behalf of the parish as a whole, I hosted a vigil for Brianna Ghey, the transgender teenager from Warrington murdered a fortnight ago. Over 40 trans teenagers from Bromsgrove along with some of their parents came along to St John’s for an hour of quiet reflection. It was wonderful to provide them with a safe space. It was heart-breaking though, to hear their stories and feel their fear; fear of the streets of Bromsgrove, not of some unknown place far away.
It is against the backdrop of those stories that I read our Old Testament reading for today; the story of the fall. Adam and Eve only knew they were in the Garden of Eden when things went wrong. Many Ukrainians have possibly reflected similarly since a year ago this weekend. Life might not have been perfect before the war, but it was heavenly compared with today.
Our appreciation of creation, beauty, truth, human fulfilment, joy, peace, love - are all relative; mediated through our knowledge and experience of their opposites.
In this paradox is the source of human wisdom, and intriguingly it is through this paradox that we are able to draw closer to the nature of God, both in terms of our own experience and within our own natures too.

A story does not need to be literal for it to convey truth, as anyone who visits the cinema knows. The same is true of scripture; the factual basis of the creation myths is irrelevant in any assessment of their value; the stories communicate clearly to us of the majesty of creation and humanity’s tragic – yet essential – fall into sin. Those sins are very close at hand if we have eyes to see.
With the onset of Lent, we find ourselves in that annual predicament as to how to mark this season of penitence and reflection. Every year I stare at the oncoming of Lent and recognise my lack of discipline rearing up ahead of me. I see it in the unnecessary piece of cake or the second glass of wine just as easily as I see it in my inattentiveness in prayer, my selfish use of the world’s resources, the suffering of others that I quietly step around.
We must resist the temptation to turn Lent into the annual season in which we beat ourselves up for our own inadequacies. It might be more helpful to view it as the Season of Humility in which we seek to place ourselves in right relationship with God rather than try to ascent an impossibly high spiritual mountain. It was Jesus who was transfigured after all, and not his disciples.

If we turn to our gospel reading, this theme of humility flows through the experience of Jesus as he faced temptation by the devil.

One way to read the temptations is to consider it as a conversation not between Jesus and the Devil but between Jesus and himself or between Jesus and God. In other words, to consider the portrayal of the devil quite literally as the ‘devil’s advocate’; the voice of God challenging Jesus to stray away from his true identity in God.

The familiarity of the three-fold temptations can mask their significance. 

First, this was an experience God needed Jesus to experience ahead of his ministry: Jesus was led into the desert by the Spirit. 

Secondly, the temptations came when Jesus was at his weakest – at the end of 40 days and nights of fasting. This was a really serious attempt by God to test Jesus to the absolute limit.

And then the three temptations themselves: the first concerns control over the world’s resources – in this case bread; the second, control over the powers of creation – in this case the enticement to demonstrate a miracle; the third, control over the power of worldly materialism as reflected in the political and military kingdoms of the world.

In each case Jesus resists, not through strength of character or will, but by drawing upon the Word of God.

The similarity between the temptations to which Jesus was subjected and the temptations that beset our world are quite remarkable.

At a macro level the powers that control our world – the multi-national corporations, major political power blocs and organised crime – are involved in a continuous struggle to control and exploit the world’s resources, to find ever new ways to overcome the constraints that nature places upon humanity, to pursue material wealth and power regardless of the consequences for others now or in generations to come.

Jesus demonstrates humility in the face of temptation and draws upon his identity in God to counteract the devil’s inducements to betray himself.

It is this humility, this recognition of God’s primacy, that should guide us through Lent and beyond; so that we too do not find ourselves unwittingly betraying our true identity in God. 

Making Lent different to the rest of the year is a good spiritual discipline. Even better though, is to make permanent adjustments to our lives that can last beyond Lenten disciplines and help to re-shape not only ourselves and our families but our community and the wider world too.

If study is your thing, then please do engage afresh with the scriptures this Lent, perhaps by joining the online bible group or undertaking some additional study or reading of your own. 
But after my experiences this week, I’ll be concentrating instead on a single Lenten objective: trying my best to make sure that I am not a source of fear to others - to the asylum seekers in our midst, or to teenagers, discovering their identity often in the face of opposition from home or peers. 
It’s quite a thought that: the idea that we – me, you - might be a source of fear to someone else.
There is a strong connection in the Christian tradition between repentance and action; there is no point saying sorry if tomorrow you are going to have to say sorry again for precisely the same reason.
And there are, of course, no ends of reasons to ask for God’s forgiveness. Uniting very many of them though, is the sin of judgement, of allowing our prejudices and preconceived ideas to deny another’s humanity. May this Lent be a time when we can focus on the quality of our relationships, with each other, yes. But most important of all, with the stranger, who needs our love and respect, and not our misunderstanding and fear.

In Jesus’ name we ask this, Amen.  
