
 

 

Sermon, 3/10/19 
SPR: Luke 4:1–13 
 
 

Do you believe in the devil? Don’t worry, I’m not really asking you that. It’s a question 

I’ve received twice as a chaplain at Northwestern Memorial Hospital. In both cases, I 

think this question hid a more personal than theological question, something like: I’m 

about to talk about my experience with evil—will you be able to hear me? Not a 

doctrinal or creedal test, but a test of my ability to be the listener these patients needed 

at the time. So I’m not really asking you this question about the devil; I don’t think it’s 

what we need today, the first Sunday of Lent, ten days into our honeymoon with our 

new rector. I’m afraid we need another question: Do we believe in temptation? 

 Did you notice that Jesus was tempted in today’s passage from Luke? That’s a 

true question, because what’s missing in the passage is Jesus’s experience of being 

tempted. We’re told the devil’s offers and Jesus’s smartypants responses, but we’re not 

told what happened inside Jesus between the temptation and his refusal. Now, part of 

the Bible’s artistry is its bare style which, ideally, invites our imaginative 

engagement—but we have to accept the invitation, and in this case I worry it’s too easy 

to refuse it. What I mean is: it’s easy to read this passage imagining Jesus as entirely 

self-possessed. He knows the devil’s tricks, he’s armed with the right responses, he 

deploys them well and passes the test. Each time the devil makes an offer, I can 

imagine the child inside of Jesus jumping up and down, hand raised, saying, “Ooh, 

ooh! I know the answer to this one!” This is a triumphalist, almost moralistic, reading 



 

 

of the passage: Jesus defeats the devil without entertaining his offers for even a 

moment. 

 What this reading ignores is the experience of temptation. Remember, 

something only qualifies as a temptation if we want it. We may refuse the temptation, 

we may judge it to be bad—and we may be right that it’s bad—but it only counts as a 

temptation if we experience it as desirable. If we read this passage and take temptation 

seriously, then we need to imagine Jesus as wanting everything the devil offered—for 

instance, the glory and authority of “all the kingdoms of the world.” I suspect this 

image of Jesus as truly temptable, as wrestling with problematic desires, is an 

uncomfortable one. And yet, I think this image is more appropriate, both to Lent and 

to us. 

 I have two strong memories of Lent. The first is my mom making me give 

something up every year, and it had to be something I enjoyed, like candy or dessert or 

cartoons. I’m confident many of you share a similar experience. My second memory of 

Lent is more specific to my life. One Ash Wednesday, when I was eleven or twelve, our 

pastor had us write down what were giving up for Lent on these little papers, and then 

we buried them in the bowl of ashes that he used to mark our foreheads. I remember 

glancing over at my mom’s paper right before she folded it up, and seeing one thing 

written: self-pity. At that age, I didn’t really grasp what self-pity was. But I did 

understand that my mom had raised the stakes of the whole Lent enterprise. I 

understood that self-pity was a mental habit, not a consumable object, so giving it up 

meant rearranging the mind, not simply curating the contents of the kitchen cabinet or 



 

 

finding alternative nightly activities. Over time, I came to understand that, while a 

mental habit like self-pity isn’t really desirable like candy or cartoons, it does offer 

some sort of satisfaction or gratification. I imagine my mom indulging in self-pity 

because she didn’t feel that the other people in her life were concerned enough for her; 

and I imagine that, the more she indulged in it, the more her feeling of needing self-

pity satisfied her suspicions that the other people in her life were not concerned for 

her. Which in turn motivated her to push them away, which then re-created the need 

for self-pity, and so on in a vicious circle. 

 Notice that temptation is not part of my Lent memories. Granted, everything I 

gave up was something I wanted; but at that age I didn’t experience dessert or cartoons 

as temptations. I got them or I didn’t, I indulged in them or they were withheld from 

me, but I never considered refusing them. So now we have a more complete picture of 

temptation: something only qualifies as a temptation if we experience it as desirable 

and refusable. If Jesus’s refusal of the devil’s temptations only makes sense when we 

imagine Jesus wanting what the devil has to offer, then maybe for us Lent can make 

sense as a school of temptation. What I mean is: giving something up for Lent only 

matters if our relationship to that thing is transformed. The point isn’t simply to prove 

that, for a certain amount of time, we can sacrifice something we find desirable, but 

rather to learn how to experience it as refusable, as a temptation and not an automatic 

indulgence. I think this was what my mom was trying to learn by giving up self-pity. 

She wanted to learn how to experience self-pity as a mental habit she could refuse, a 

temptation she could overcome—because if she could manage this, then she could 



 

 

begin to imagine that other people in her life did, in fact, care for her, and perhaps she 

could begin to imagine herself reaching out to them rather than pushing them away. 

 I believe we all have mental habits that provide problematic satisfactions that 

drive us away from each other. Self-pity is one example, but so is its opposite, self-

cruelty. Such mental states wreak havoc on our intimate lives, at home and at work, 

but they also tear apart our social fabric when they help sustain, say, white supremacy 

or suffocating masculinity. I believe Lent is the time dedicated to learning to believe in 

temptation, learning to experience being tempted rather than consumed by our mental 

habits. This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try to give these mental habits up until Easter, 

though it’s foolish to think we’ll ever stop desiring their satisfactions completely; 

they’re likely knit into the fabric of our personalities. The goal is not some final 

sacrifice of these mental habits, but rather a merciful acceptance of them that 

neutralizes their power over us, a contemplative recognition that keeps them at arm’s 

length, thereby giving us the space to imagine ourselves and others relating in new 

ways even as we feel drawn to old ways. I believe this is the best we can do in relation 

to our mental habits, but I also believe it’s enough. 

 Finally, I believe that such mental habits are particularly strong in times of 

transition, times that are most “opportune” for relying on what’s always stabilized us. 

But if we want our time with Reverend Catherine to be different and better than times 

before, then we need be aware of our mental habits and their satisfactions, lest we end 

up playing out old patterns with new actors. Because here’s the truth: Reverend 

Catherine is going to disappoint us, eventually—and Reverend, we’re going to 



 

 

disappoint you. What matters is how we respond. We can respond with enough self-

awareness to be tempted rather than engulfed by our mental habits. We can remember 

that we have the freedom to resist these habits; and then we can begin creating the 

church we only dared to imagine before. Thank God for Lent, to remind us of all this. 


