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1st Sunday of Lent 2014 

If what the classical Christian tradition says about Jesus of Nazareth is true, then there 

are two really big implications:  First, that God has become a piece of dust like you and 

me, and has become this in such a way that the Cause-of-all now knows from the inside 

out what the human experience is like in its entirety.  God has done this in order to find 

us, to heal us, and in the language of the tradition, to save us right in that place where 

we need to be found, healed and saved the most.  The second implication of the 

orthodox teaching about Jesus is that our own human experience now has the capacity 

to be transformative, it has the capacity to change us, if somehow what we experience 

can be connected up with what God has also experienced “in the flesh”.  

In other words, when we hear today’s gospel about Jesus be led by the Spirit into the 

desert, it tells us something both about what God-subject-to-the-human-experience 

went through and also what you and I go through, or need to go through.  One of the 

worst things that can happen when we hear or read this desert and temptation narrative 

is to get distracted by abstract questions like “How can God be tempted?” or “Could the 

Son of God actually give in to temptation?” or  “Is this story really a fake because we 

know ahead of time that the devil can’t win?”  These questions are rather interesting 

and useful distractions if what I want to do is to avoid the question that I’m really afraid 

of, which is- And what happens to me when I’m driven into the desert and am 

confronted face-to-face with the issues that would keep me from what God is calling me 

to do in my life? 
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But before we get to us, let’s back it up and try to see what’s going on at this point in 

Jesus’ life. What is it that God is actually experiencing about the human situation as 

Jesus is pulled into the desert.  I would like to frame this question with the picture of 

human spiritual development that Fr. Richard Rohr has developed in his work and 

writings, especially in his book, Falling Upward.  In the first half of life if all proceeds 

normally, Rohr argues, we human beings create a kind of container for ourselves which 

tends to focus on things like tradition, custom, authority, boundaries and morality.  This 

container gives us the necessary security, continuity, predictability, impulse control and 

ego structure that we need before the chaos of real life shows us.   We need a very 

strong container to hold the contents and the contradictions that will arrive later on in 

life.  We need to internalize values and moral principles and doctrines so that we can 

have a sense of group symbols, family loyalties, basic respect for authorities and a 

sense of goodness, fairness and justice.  Without this container and a strong sense of 

self, things often go very bad for us later in life. 

Now just think of Jesus for a moment.  If orthodox Christian teaching is correct, he too, 

as God-subject-to-the-human-experience, also needed and went through this human 

and spiritual development.  He was raised in a pious and strongly religious family.  He 

went to synagogue.  He learned to say his prayers and read the scriptures.  He was 

taught a trade by his father.  He knew the Torah, and he had a deep sense of goodness 

and fairness and justice that came out of the container that was created in the first half 

of his life.  The positive task of the first half of life is to create a proper container for your 

life- not as an end in itself, but for the sake of your deepest and fullest life which is yet to 

come.  And this seems to be what happened to Jesus during the first 30 years of his life. 
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But now something shifts, something happens that pushes or pulls into the second half 

of life, using Fr. Rohr’s schema.  There is a deeper voice of God which is now heard 

and which is asking for obedience.  It can sound an awful lot like the voices of risk, of 

trust, of surrender, of soul, of destiny, of love, of an intimate stranger, and of your 

deepest self.  And up until now everything has been preparation.  You have a container 

strong enough to hold the contents of real life.  You have an ego, a sense of self, strong 

enough so that you let go of self.  Then this call, this voice, this summons comes to pull 

you somewhere else. “Then Jesus was led up into the wilderness by the Spirit in order 

to be tempted.” 

Before Jesus can do what he needs to do even he, God-subject-to-the-human-

experience, must face that stuff from the previous 30 years of container building that 

might get in the way of where he needs to go next and who he needs to be next.  He is 

not tempted by meaningless things, things that have no significance for him.  That 

would make this narrative ludicrous.  All three temptations have to do with Jesus’ real 

and positive sense of who he is- “if you are God’s son. . .” the tempter twice says, “turn 

these stones into bread, jump off the temple”.  And only when he fails with these, does 

the tempter come clean and then say, “Jesus, just give it up, come with me and I will 

help you; I’ll give you the kingdoms of this world”.   

In other words, the temptations are building on a real truth that Jesus knows very well- 

his rightful sense of an intimate relationship with God as his Abba which emerged 

during those 30-years of container building- and then there is a final suggestion that he 

might find that same kind of relationship with the tempter.  This is the trap, and it must 

have had force for Jesus; otherwise, it wouldn’t have been temptation.   But if Jesus 
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were to turn the stones into bread or to jump off the temple without being harmed or to 

accept a different father-son relationship that would have ensured his power, then he 

would have been caught in the first-half-of-life web with its reliance on security, and 

predictability and control.   The real temptation behind the three particular temptations is 

for Jesus not to let go, not to throw his life into God’s hands, not to trust in God’s love 

for him, not, using Rohr’s image, to fall upwards into a deeper awareness and living out 

of his union with the God whom he knows to be his Abba.  What the evil one wants is 

for Jesus to be stuck in that spot within human and spiritual development, that first-half-

of-life stage, where he then can be domesticated, rendered spiritually impotent, and 

unable to carry out his mission and his work. 

If the experience of Jesus is in some sense a paradigm for us, then we too at some 

point must be led by the Spirit of God into the desert in order to face this same 

fundamental temptation, the temptation of refusing to grow, the temptation of refusing to 

let go, the temptation of refusing to throw ourselves into the hands of God.  This is a 

temptation that can come to us a variety of ways and forms, but at its heart it says, 

“whatever you do, stay safe, stay in control, and stay where you are”.  If change and  

growth are not programmed into our spirituality, Richard Rohr says, then we will always 

end up worshipping the status quo and protecting our egos and personal advantage, as 

if it were God.  Lent is about change.  That’s what “repent” means- to hear the voice of 

God and in response to change one’s mind.  In today’s gospel, we saw what falling 

upward meant for Jesus when he went into the desert and confronted the possible 

impediments that could get in the way of what God was calling him to do next.  And the 

gospel leaves us with the question- what will falling upward mean for us? 


