TEMPTED FOR OUR SALVATION - Dom James Hood

Luke 4, 1 - 13

On Ash Wednesday, when we began our Lenten journey, we were reminded of our mortality with the ceremony of the imposition of ashes.  Today, on the First Sunday in Lent, we are with Jesus in the desert.  We see the human Jesus hungry from forty days of fasting; he is tempted.  We, too, are called during these days of Lent to go to the desert, to the inner desert of our inner selves “to wash away the negligences of other times”, as St Benedict reminds us in his Rule (RB 49).  

St Luke tells us that Jesus was filled with the Holy Spirit and was led by the Spirit into the desert.  In line with this, the readings of the first part of Lent constantly remind us that we should focus our minds and turn our attention to prayer, fasting and alms giving.  And St Benedict writes,  ‘Let us apply ourselves to prayer with tears, to reading and heartfelt compunction and abstinence.” 

Like Jesus, we must aim to be strengthened with the Holy Spirit to face up to the temptations, the trials and sin that come our way: doing God’s will rather than our own.  Jesus’ success in rejecting the devil was due to his profound union with his Father’s will.   In today’s world society often ignores sin and temptation.  But this is a time of the year when we are reminded that sin has social consequences: it breaks our relationship with God and our neighbour.  

Today’s gospel describes Jesus undergoing, in a way, the same temptations that we all face in the varied circumstances of life.  The Letter to the Hebrews reminds us: “We have a high priest who has been tempted in every way that we are, though he is without sin.” (Heb 4:15)  Today’s Gospel gives us a contest between Jesus and the devil in three steps. 

The first temptation was to turn stones into bread. The wilderness was not a wilderness of sand.  It was covered by bits of limestone that looked exactly like loaves.  The tempter said to Jesus: “If you want people to follow you, use your wonderful powers to give them material things.”  Jesus is being urged to bribe people into following him. 

We are reminded of our use of material things.  How do we satisfy the need for life’s necessities, such as food?  Do we do this through our relationships and the use of our natural talents?   When we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we pray “give us this day our daily bread” – in the plural.  We pray that we may place our trust and love in God and in each other rather than in material things.  Jesus’ response is, “not by bread alone does one live but by every word that comes forth from the mouth of the Lord” (Deut. 8:3).   As we place our trust in God, we place ourselves in his hands and learn to listen to his voice.

In the second temptation Jesus in his imagination stood on a mountain from which a whole civilized world could be seen. The tempter said, “Worship me, and all will be yours.”  We see the temptation to compromise. Jesus answers, “You must do homage to the Lord your God, him alone you must serve.”

The desire for power and wealth can all too often replace God as the centre of our life and become idolatry.  Power and riches can become an all -consuming passion that we forget our neighbour, we forget God.  We forget that whatever we have comes from God, and that we are given gifts to share with others.

In the final temptation Jesus in his imagination saw himself on the pinnacle of the Temple where Solomon’s Porch and the Royal Porch met.  There was a drop of 450 feet down into the Kedron valley.  This was a temptation to give the people sensations. Jesus said: “No, you must not make experiments with the power of God.” 

We are called not to despair, but rather to place our hope and trust in God. At the same time we are obliged to serve God, so it is folly to demand that God rescue us from our own stupidity.

As we begin another Lent we are faced with our weakness and our frailty. But we are called to accompany Jesus in the desert of our hearts and to strengthen ourselves with prayer, self- denial and the giving of alms. Above all today’s readings urge us to place our trust in God and to allow ourselves to be led by God.  

“You must do homage to the Lord your God, him alone you must serve.”
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