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Appointed Lectionary Texts for Lent I, Year A:

The Lesson: 

In the day that the LORD God made the earth and the heavens …  then the LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being. And the LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the man whom he had formed. Out of the ground the LORD God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. … And the LORD God commanded the man, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.” And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed. Now the serpent was more crafty … He said to the woman, “You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate. Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked ....   Genesis 2:4b-9, 15-17, 25-3.7  

The Gospel: 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. He fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. The tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” But he answered, “It is written, `One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”    Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, `He will command his angels concerning you,’ and `On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’”   Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, `Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”   Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.”  Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is written, `Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’”  Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him. Matthew 4:1-11
     “Away with you Satan,” Jesus says.  “Love, worship, honor, obey God alone,“ he says.  Then the devil retreats, and the angels of God appear.   Sounds good.  But how does one love God?  Better, how do we love God, in return for the love first shown us?

About this time of year we always have the beginning of the Church’s forty-day Lenten observance; a season of penitence, reflection and self-examination as we prepare to celebrate once again the cornerstone of Christian faith: the death and resurrection of our Lord, and the fuller meaning of our risen life in Christ.  

     For a number of years now at Saint John’s we’ve used outward and visible signs of this pilgrimage each week by naming — and literally offering up in grateful sacrifice — the weighty stones in our own lives; as well as our acknowledgement of the crosses of crucifixion we continue to construct in acts of a kind of spiritual infidelity to the love God has so graciously bestowed upon us.
     Meanwhile, lovers of every kind out there are preparing to celebrate Valentines Day; something some might deem as being equally precarious and complex, but probably a whole lot more fun!    Never mind the fact the holiday’s origins came not from two blushing sweethearts, but from an early Christian saint and martyr who took the place of an imprisoned and condemned young woman he hardly knew.  Instead, Valentine’s Day, in most people’s minds, is about expressing our un-dying love for those most important in our lives, by picking one day out of the year to remember to say it!

     So, on the first Sunday in Lent we always read weighty scriptures passages about temptation, disobedience, evil, sin and death.  Yet even on this, the day before Valentine’s Day, it’s love that is in the air …
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On the first Sunday in Lent we always read weighty scriptures passages about temptation, disobedience, evil, sin and death.  Yet even on this, the day before Valentine’s Day, it’s love that is in the air …
     Yesterday, I joined what was statistically reported to be 67% of the American public and picked out greeting cards for the three greatest loves of my life: my two daughters and the blessed Germaine.  But of that number, apparently I was only 58% of men who were willing to use the ‘L’ word; whereas 76% of our female counterparts will apparently sign cards with the word ‘love.’  

     Make of that what you will, but clearly some women will fare better than others this year.  I’m thinking of Camilla Parker-Bowles, for instance, who finally found her prince … charming enough last week that he up and gave her the kingdom, along with a sparkling royal heirloom on her ring finger to prove it.  After thirty years of tabloid courtship, Charles will marry the love of his life.  In the end, neither public opinion, nor social convention, matter not a whit.  Love is in the air at the palace; and in the end, we like to say, love conquers all.
     Love has been a more thorny issue of late, however, at the White House; historically speaking, the Lincoln White House, that is.  Swirling about this year’s holiday observance of our nation’s 16th president’s birthday is a speculative debate over Abe’s love life; and in particular, what his sexual orientation may, or may not, have been.  From a collage of various historical accounts, private letters and documents describing certain relationships, some reputable Lincoln scholars have now apparently concluded the man was at the very least bisexual.  

     Despite fathering four sons, it is asserted Lincoln’s attraction to Mary Todd was less romantic, let alone physical; and more a matter of his interest in her own educated intellect and political savvy.  Add to that their own similar struggles with raw human grief, bouts of depression, and — in modern nomenclature – unresolved conflicts with “families-of-origin,” and what begins to emerge is a human relationship between a man and a woman that — once again — pushed the boundaries of convention and expectation to the indiscernible depths of human love.   

     How did Abe love Mary?  Can we count the ways?  I wonder, when Abe Lincoln reportedly wrote the Gettysburg Address on the back of an envelope, could it have been a Valentine’s Day card he intended to send to Mary?  And, if he was one of 56% of us guys who signed it with the word ‘love,’ what did that mean?

     That’s the trouble with taking on such an unwieldy subject as human love.  We can struggle to sort it all out in huge overlapping categories like eros, philos or altruistic agape forms of love.  But– such as in this case of arguably the greatest president this country has ever had – the historical debate going on this year not only makes Abe’s love of his fellow countryman a possible double-entendre, it adds yet another dimension to the unfathomable mystery of the bonds of human affection; and furthermore — if human sexuality is rightly regarded as a divine gift — even our relationship with the divine. 
     Perhaps the most interesting Valentine’s story last week was not about love exposed or expressed, but love lost.   Officially called stress cardio-myophathy, it’s otherwise now known as “Broken Heart Syndrome.”

     Doctors in Trenton, New Jersey, said last week the sudden death of a loved one really can physically cause a broken heart. Not surprisingly, a tragic or shocking event can stun the heart and produce classic heart attack-like symptoms, including chest pain, shortness of breath and fluid in the lungs.  The good news?  Unlike a heart attack, the condition is reversible, and once diagnosed recovery with simple treatment is quite possible.  While emotional shock has long been known to potentially trigger an actual heart attack, Broken Heart Syndrome is different.    

     All of us can readily recognize the despondent poet or other sad sap, languishing in a state of muttering melancholy. But apparently that same patient may also be simultaneously experiencing a surge of adrenaline and other stress hormones, which over a prolonged period can cause a decline in the heart’s pumping capacity as tiny heart blood vessels contract.    

     Significantly, awareness of the medical condition can save people from getting unnecessary heart procedures.  Said one researcher, “This is probably something that happens all the time, but most people do not seek treatment.  The latest research confirms the well-known link between the brain and heart, and offers the first explanation for the phenomenon.”

     Well, that may be the first medical explanation.  But before that, from the beginning, there was another, original kind of explanation …

     “God is love …,”  we quote from the scriptures.  “For God so loved the world …,” we recite.   From the beginning, there has been a love affair of unfathomable depth between God and everything created and intended for good.  Look at the story of Adam and Eve, the serpent, the tree and the garden.  There’s been the union of joy and bliss, covenants made and broken, estrangement, shame, banishment.  As the love story has continued, there’s been heartache and heartbreak, grace and forgiveness, reconciliation and redemption.   

     The divine love affair is so much more than cupid’s quiver and the helpless romantic who, once struck, is merely blind; blind to the divine power of love that has the capacity to breathe new life into that which was once dead and gone.

     “For God so loved us … ,” the verse goes, that we — believing in the depth and mystery of God’s love — inherit life, life in abundance, life forevermore.  How does God love us?  How do we love God in return?  And, how do we love each other?    

     In the first story today, Eve offered Adam the fruit of the tree of wisdom.  It is typically interpreted as a problematic explanation for existence of evil, craftiness, human pride, temptation and disobedience.  Isn’t it possible that, in her heart, Eve only intended the fruit “which was good and pleasing to the eye” to be a gift to her beloved?   Perhaps she intended to give it to Adam as a love offering, in response to the first Valentine’s card the only man on earth had ever sent her!

     Again, how does God love us?  How do we love God and each other in return?  Strangely, the question brings us to today’s gospel.

     There are a couple ways to look at the Gospel story of Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness:

1.
Jesus battles Satan and wins a wrestling match hands down.  It’s a struggle you or I would probably lose in the first round, when offered food for our bellies or divine protection from harm; let alone all the heady and dizzying power of the kingdoms of this world.  

2.
Or alternatively, Jesus is “led by the Spirit” (of God) as it says, into wilderness for a period of emptying of oneself in order to be filled with the love of God.  Even in wilderness, the story would remind us, love is in the air.

     Like the serpent in the garden, Satan was not originally regarded in the Bible as a rebellious force of evil battling good, using the human story as the stage for this epic struggle.  Biblically speaking, all things come from God; and that includes human choice and will, including temptation and the personification of that which rebels against the will and intention of God.  The word ‘temptation’ (literally) means stumbling block; and from the moment of human creation we have certainly demonstrated the ability to trip ourselves up and place repeated impediments to being in love with each other, reflective of God’s love for us.

     So that in the end, the story of Jesus’ temptations in the wilderness was really a love story.  For it was a time of testing; testing the heart of love, the centrality of love, the ultimate triumph of love to conquer all else.  Jesus’ resisting and overcoming that which would defeat or forsake his utter devotion to God’s penultimate and unifying love is the point summed up in his last and final reply to the Tempter’s last and best offer: “Away with you …” and instead “ worship only the Lord, and serve only Love alone.”  

     It is the echoing refrain of the summary of Law of God and the core of our all-encompassing spiritual life: To love the Lord with all our heart, body, mind and strength; and love each other as we love ourselves. 
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... in the end, the story of Jesus’ temptations in the wilderness was really a love story.  For it was a time of testing; testing the heart of love, the centrality of love, the ultimate triumph of love to conquer all else.

... It is the echoing refrain of the summary of Law of God and the core of our all-encompassing spiritual life.

     Just how God loves us, and how we return such love, is reflected in that Lenten bidding I scripted for us years ago; about the “eager, foolish love of God,” as we stand here awkwardly with our sticks and our stones in our hands. There is an amazing recklessness about God’s indiscriminate choice of lovers, almost a spiritual promiscuity you might say. God loves anybody and everybody; even – and most particularly – the most unlovable.  

     If that sounds at all peculiar, then consider the ironic alternative with just one brief example. Two weeks ago, a despondent, disturbed man parked his SUV in the path of two commuter trains in Los Angeles in a botched suicide attempt.  Apparently estranged from his ‘loved ones,’ a kind of Broken Heart Syndrome rained down upon a community, en masse.  Now as a result of the death, grief and havoc his actions caused so many others (the Bible would simply call it ‘sin’), legal authorities have asserted the legal right to do what he failed to accomplish himself, and put him to death.  

     More than a little ironic, it’s one of those What would Jesus do?  kind of questions.  What would Jesus have us do?  Or – as I asked when I began this piece — how do we love God, in return for the love first shown us?  Can you name a stick there?  For it is Golgatha, the place of the skull, where we collectively seem ready and willing to construct another cross. In its place, might we better ask: How do you mend a broken heart?
     The psalmist this morning sings,

Have mercy on me, O God, 

according to your loving kindness;

In your great compassion, 

blot out my offenses …

Create in me a clean heart, O God,

And renew a right spirit within me.  (Psalm 51)
     Think of it as a love poem; as is the collect prayer with which we always begin the Lenten season on Ash Wednesday:

“… you hate nothing you have made and forgive … all who are penitent: Create and make in us new and contrite hearts, that we, worthily lamenting our sins and acknowledging our wretchedness (loveless-ness) may obtain forgiveness (love) … through Christ …”
     From the moment God breathed the wind of the Spirit into the created order, love was in the air.  And God, in Christ, has shown us the way to mend a broken heart.  

     Amen.  jb+
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