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What Will Make Us Safe?


Thought for Silent Reflection

Lent is a time to imagine choosing the Lord of the Gospel

rather than money, control and power- the usual; seductions in our society.
Walter Brueggermann
WHAT WILL MAKE US SAFE?

Deuteronomy 6:4-5; 7:17-19; 8:18-20
When we think of Deuteronomy we generally think of a repetition or recitation of the fundamental laws of the Jewish people, those things which they were required to do, and we are often expected to do, to be considered “righteous”. But as we work to understand this ancient text, we also find underlying themes which clarify our understanding of New Testament “righteousness” responsibilities as taught by Jesus, teachings which often turned the Pharisee’s understanding of the law upside down. Interestingly, we find so much of, if not everything Jesus taught, coming directly from the laws and the prophets of the original Hebrew scripture and in that sense the “new covenant” Jesus preached was not “new news”, it was only “new hearing” of what it meant to place God first in one’s life. And in today’s reading we find three examples of that:
On Only Loving the Lord Your God - Deuteronomy 6:4-5 Hear O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 5 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.

On Confronting Overwhelming Odds - Deuteronomy  7:17-19 You may say to yourselves, “These nations are stronger than we are. How can we drive them out?  18 But do not be afraid of them; remember what the Lord your God did to Pharaoh and to all of Egypt. 19 You saw with your own eyes the great trials, the miraculous signs and wonders, the mighty hand and outstretched arm with which the Lord your God brought you out.
On Not Forgetting it was the Lord Who Got Them Here and Who Gave Them All They Had – Deuteronomy 8:18-20 But remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth and so confirms his covenant. Which he swore to your forefathers, as it is today. 19 If you ever forget the Lord your God and follow other gods, and worship and bow down to them, I testify against you today that you will surely be destroyed. Like the nations the Lord destroyed before you, so you will be destroyed for not obeying the Lord your God.

Today’s Gospel lesson, which this year comes from Luke, is a familiar one which occurs on the first Sunday of Lent every year, and tells us of Jesus’ trials with the tempter himself and just where he drew his strength in these confrontations.
Luke 4:1-13

The Temptation of Jesus
Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the desert, 2 where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing during those days and at the end of them he was hungry. 3 The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, tell this stone to become bread.”
4 Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live by bread alone’.”

5 The devil led him up to a high place and showed him in an instant all of the kingdoms of the world. And he said to him, “”I will give you all their authority and splendor, for it has been given to me, and I can give it to anyone I want to. So if you worship me it will be all yours.”

8 Jesus answered, “It is written:  ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him only’.”

9 The devil led him down to Jerusalem and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down from here. 10 For it is written: “He will command his angels concerning you to guard you carefully; 11 they will life them up in your hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.”

12 Jesus answered, “It says: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test’.” 13 When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left him until an opportune time.
The first two Sundays in Lent call on us to focus on the God who answers us as the only source of security or well-being in today’s world. The implication of this summons is that life in faith contradicts the way the world is organized and calls us to an alternative life of fearless discipline. Walter Brueggermann tells us that this week’s texts constitute a meditation on a primal human question of security, “Who will keep us safe?”    The answer, in biblical context, whether it be ancient or contemporary, is consistent and should not come as a surprise: the only security we can trust is in God and this is the common underlying theme we find throughout the Bible.
The book of Deuteronomy, which on the surface is focused on the law, is a classic affirmation concerning the God who saves, provides and protects. This God is powerfully and totally committed to the beloved.

Psalm 91 as we read in the Call to Worship is a poetic affirmation about the protection God has offered us for the journey. The psalmist talks to many of the threats we encounter on this our journey of life and then points out that it is God’s angels who have been placed here to keep us safe from every threat.
Paul, which we did not read, offers affirmation for the familiar Pauline theme namely, the Lord is the God of all and generous to all who call on him (Romans 10:12) and that salvation is available for all who trust in him. There is no qualifying condition. We need only shun other helps and trust completely.

Luke’s writing about the temptation episode touches three key aspects of idolatry: the worship of comfort and gratification; undeserved power and wealth; and false gods. Unlike those who returned from Egypt with Moses and who, in the impatience and frustration molded and began bowing down before a golden calf; we find Jesus able to cut Satan down to size using Deuteronomy’s sacred ancient laws, which ultimately serve to reaffirm his absolute loyalty to God, as the only weapon he needed. 
Yes history has shown us just how valid these laws are even today, yet how many of us are willing to step forward and confront the tempter as Jesus did and Jesus’ responses to the tempter 
Man does not live by bread alone (8:3)

Worship the Lord your God and serve him only (6:13)

Do not put the Lord your God to the test (6:16)
are all rooted in Deuteronomy 6 - 8, which contains the fundamental laws and terms of the covenant, the covenant between God and those who were brought up out of Egypt with Moses. It was to these people that this covenant was given, but of greater significance seems to be the larger theme from Deuteronomy. that of trusting God whenever confronted or tested, which bookends the covenantal teachings handed down to Moses. This theme is prosperity and trusting God in the midst of prosperity (6:10); trusting God when the going gets rough or the odds of success fleeting away; and the inherent dangers of not acknowledging that all we have is what we have been given by God. Jesus’ teachings and our Judeo-Christian faith tradition imply that prosperity offers an overarching temptation that to often gives rise to others and threatens our very existence especially when they become the underpinning of foundations of our self-importance. Remember then, it is the Lord, your God, who gives you the power to acquire wealth…But if you forget the Lord. I forewarn you that you will perish utterly (Deut 8:17). 
We begin the Lenten journey this year, with this dramatic set of readings. The telling of our history as wilderness people in Deuteronomy. Forty years in the desert become 40 days in the wilderness for Jesus where he too comes face to face with the tempter himself. What can be very difficult in Lent is our own wilderness that place within ourselves where seems our needs for security always seem to end up. We maybe led quite involuntarily into the wilderness, not just in Lent but at other times throughout the year. What we call “a time of testing” can actually feel like a time of desperation, a loss of hope. We may wonder, or perhaps even cry out, ‘Where are you God?” in the face of seemingly meaningless suffering, immense stress, debilitating grief, illness depression or even tragic death.    Michaela Bruzzese tells us that Jesus’ temptations encapsulate the greatest temptations we will confront on our journey with him. For when we freely accept the invitation to discipleship, we too, must identify and defeat the false gods we have accumulated. As today’s scripture demonstrates, we who enjoy material prosperity are uniquely vulnerable to “serving and worshipping” false gods.

In Luke, we first find Jesus being tempted to turn stones into bread. We see Jesus’ confronting his humanity in this temptation for he hadn’t eaten for 40 days and he was hungry. This became a temptation we all face everyday to succumb to immediate gratification, the quick fix, the easy answer. In fact, much of life is like that for we all go to great lengths to make our lives easy. We are constantly trying to be more efficient- to walk and chew gum at the same time. We constantly have to fight greed, materialism and even sensuality. Health and wealth – we want it now – Why do you think those get rich schemes attract so many. There really is something to the cliché that if it seems too good to be true it probably is. But how often do we look at that within ourselves.  We want God to speak now, to guide us past the tough decisions, and to heal us now.  And what we have here is Jesus speaking with the devil but saying to us, “Be patient”. Simplify your lives, reject the easy answers and let this wilderness journey begin to teach you something about trusting God with your heart and your soul and your mind.

We next find Jesus being tested with choosing power and wealth over electing to love God, to be patient and to be willing to give to God our absolute loyalty, our absolute subservience. Satan showed Jesus all of the kingdoms of the world saying, that he would give Jesus all the glory and power if he would only bow down to the voice offering them to him. All he needed to do was to say, “Yes”, but saying “yes” would have meant “bowing down to Satan’s request and walking away from his absolute loyalty to God and the task he was here to do something that was specifically forbidden in the covenant.
The third temptation was to succumb to the spectacular. To show others just how good we are. Throw yourself off the pinnacle of the Temple and if you are the Son of God you will be saved. How often are we tempted to flex our muscles before the world? We can all be tempted to seek God in the spectacular rather than in the struggle and it can be equally as difficult in the face of success to remain humble. Yes, we can be tempted by the idols of materialism, power and spectacle in the forms of prestige, celebrity and the accumulation of wealth to name a few. 
God’s way of enduring, of transformation is not a spectacle but a patient enduring of the wilderness and the cross. Jesus knew this and confronted Satan at each turn reaffirming to Satan that Jesus needed God at every turn in his life, that he was committed to serve only God, and lastly under no circumstances would he ever questions God’s power and put him to the test. Yes, Jesus knew that God would always be there to fulfill the covenant made with Abraham. He knew he would always be safe! 
That was the message he offered his disciples and throughout the ages that has been the message from the saints, and the sages and the prophets, to all who wish to be part of the kingdom. What do we need to do to be safe? Trust and obey, those words from the that popular 19th century hymn, 
“… what he says we will do, where he sends we will go –
never fear only trust and obey.”
And that is where, as our sacred text tells us, we will find safety! 
And Lent, my friends, is perhaps the most appropriate time to look, for as theologian Walter Brueggermann once said, “Lent is a time to imagine choosing the Lord of the Gospel rather than money, control and power- the usual seductions in our society.”
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