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 Today, on the first Sunday in Lent, our scripture commemorates the 
beginning of Jesus' wilderness experience of 40 days and 40 nights.  Some of us 
know what it feels like to be metaphorically living in a far country, as a stranger in 
a strange land.  That may sound a little dramatic.  You may not have felt quite 
like that, but I would venture to say virtually all of us know what it means to be 
tested by life. 
 A few years ago, I told you about Leith Anderson and how he remembered 
back to the first big test of his young life.  The year was 1965 when Leith 
graduated from moody bible institute.  A week later he was married.  I'll let him 
pick up the story: 
Then ten days after that I began one of those summer jobs that is typically in the 
biography, I suppose, of just about every college student.  I became a delivery 
man for the Steuben Brothers' Bakery just outside of New York City.  I had one 
week of training—by a man who had run that particular delivery route for twenty 
years. 
 Leith Anderson recalls that day of testing in great detail: 
How well I remember that first day I was on my own.  It turned out that it was the 
Fourth of July weekend and he, thinking that it would be as if he were running the 
route, ordered double of everything.  So we had twice as many cakes and twice 
as many loaves of bread and twice as many pies and twice as many cupcakes, 
and all of these things for me to sell on that first day of work.  I arrived at the 
warehouse at 4:30 in the morning.  It took me an hour and a half to fill the bins 
and shelves, and I couldn't get it in, so all of the walkway—everything--was filled 
with all of these bakery goods. 
 At 6:00 I stood behind the wheel of the truck and started it up.  Oh yes, 
stood behind the wheel of the truck.  It was a Divco truck.  This is the way you 
drive a Divco truck:  there's no accelerator on the floor; the accelerator is the 
knob at the end of the gearshift lever.  When you turn it clockwise, you go faster, 
and when you turn it counter-clockwise, you go slower.  But the most exciting 
part is that you stand up, and there is one pedal:  halfway down is the clutch, and 
the rest of the way down is the brake.  I hadn't had much experience driving this 
particular vehicle.  I stood behind the wheel, started it up, put it in low gear, and 
drove through the warehouse out onto Broad Street in Clifton, New Jersey. 
 Everything was great until I shifted into second gear and somewhat 
intuitively pushed the pedal all the way to the floor.  The truck came to a 
screeching halt, and all the pies and cakes came flying to the front—all over the 
windshield, around the steering column, and up against the glass.  There I was, 



stopped out there having damaged almost all of the bakery goods I was there 
that day to sell. 
 Needless to say, Leith Anderson has had many years to reflect on why he 
hadn't paid better attention to his trainer when he told Leith to be very careful 
about not pressing the pedal all the way to the floor when shifting gears!  To be 
sure, that infamous day will always be known as his time of testing! (Leith 
Anderson, “Unlistened-to Lessons of Life,” preaching today). 
 And that, of course, brings us to our lesson from Matthew, the account of 
Jesus being tested by the Devil in the wilderness.  And that also brings us to 
Lent, a season modeled on the forty days that Jesus spent in the desert. 

In her book, Home by Another Way, Barbara Brown Taylor gives a 
marvelous description of how Lent came to be when Jesus did not return to Earth 
as soon as he was expected.  People in the church then  
Decided there was no contradiction between being comfortable and being 
Christian, and before long it was hard to pick them out from among the 
population at large.  They no longer distinguished themselves by their bold love 
for one another.  They did not get arrested for championing the poor.  They 
blended in.  They avoided extremes.  They decided to be nice instead of Holy 
and God moaned out loud.  

Jesus and Elijah and the desert fathers came to know the power of 
retreating for strength--going to a lonely desert place away from the distractions 
of daily life.... 
So the church announced a season of Lent…an invitation to a springtime of the 
soul.  Forty days to cleanse the system and open the eyes to what remains when 
all comfort is gone…to remember what it is like to live by the grace of God alone 
and not by what we can supply ourselves" (Barbara Brown Taylor, Home by 
Another Way). 

The Lenten Season is a journey through a figurative desert.  But the 
wilderness of Jesus and Elijah and the desert fathers was very real.  When I 
traveled through the Holy Land, I was struck by how incredibly barren the 
landscape is.  There is no vegetation--not a tree, not a blade of grass.  There are 
no signs of life, no animals or humans anywhere.   The Dead Sea--which is so 
high in salt content that nothing can live in it--is in the heart of this wasteland, 
appropriately enough.  Indeed the desert of the Holy Land looks and feels like the 
surface of another planet. 

The desert can be a very intimidating place--especially if you are by 
yourself.  In remembering an experience she had in the desert, one writer says 
this: 
There is something about a desert that can suck all the self-confidence right out 
of you.  It is so big, so quiet, so empty that you cannot help noticing how small 
and perishable you are.  You remember that you are dust and to dust you shall 
return.  You wish you had someone to distract you from that fact, or least 
someone to talk to about it.  Anyone but the Devil, that is (Barbara Brown Taylor, 
Bread of Angels). 
 Our scripture lesson for the day opens immediately after we read about 
the baptism of Jesus.  It tells us the spirit leads him into the wilderness for forty 



days and nights.  This is a time of preparation, of testing, of fasting.  And that is, 
of course, where we get the basic premise behind the season of Lent.   
 The time of testing is due principally to the tempting of Jesus by the Devil.  
In the first test, he says to Jesus, "If you are the son of God, command these 
stones to become loaves of bread."  That line makes me smile, because when 
you go to Israel, you notice these round white stones everywhere; they look very 
much like loaves of yeast bread. 
 While Matthew tells us that Jesus was "famished," Jesus does not yield to 
the pressure of being hungry.  He tells the Devil, "One does not live by bread 
alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God."   
 Because Jesus does not succumb to the first temptation, the Devil leads 
him to the second.  At the Holy City, on the pinnacle of the temple, he invites 
Jesus to throw himself down.  The Devil says that Jesus will not die because 
angels will come and bear him up.  But Jesus replies, "Do not put the Lord your 
God to the test." 
 Interestingly, for many people through the centuries, Lent has been a time 
of testing.  There are people today--maybe some of you--who have selected a 
Lenten discipline of giving up something--chocolate or sweets or coffee or 
alcohol, for example.  For many people, Lent is a period of being tempted--by 
certain wants and desires.  Certainly after his forty-day fast, Jesus was hungry 
and tired and lonely.  He knew how real that time of testing was.  And despite its 
tempting nature, he resisted the seduction by the devil during the first and 
second temptations and the third one as well--when the Devil offers Jesus the 
kingdoms of the world in exchange for worshiping him.  To that Jesus says:  
"Away with you Satan!"  Once again, Jesus declares his loyalty to God:  "Worship 
the Lord your God, and serve only him."  And as the Devil departs from his side, 
Angels minister to Jesus. 
 Not all of us are as successful as Jesus was when we are being tempted.  
A story appeared in the Omaha World Herald that featured a man who carefully 
removed the fancy hubcaps on his car each evening and locked them in the 
trunk.  The owner wanted the hubcaps to be safe when he left the car overnight 
on the street.  His system worked pretty well until he came out one morning and 
discovered that someone had stolen his car!  (Dr. Rodney E. Wilmoth, 
"Protecting Your Hubcaps"). 
 And yet occasionally in the midst of temptation there is the grace of God. 
The barriers for most of us are the ones that we create ourselves.  There is a 
scene in a certain novel where a man and a woman are discussing the voice of 
God.  The man says, "God speaks. All you got to do is listen."  And the woman 
says, "I been listening many a nighttime long, and he ain't never spoke to me."  
and then very gently the man says in reply, "He ain't never spoke, because you 
ain't never wanted to hear.  You just wanted him to tell you that your way was 
right.  And that ain't no way to wait on God" (Rev. Donald Shelby). 
 Sometimes people do listen and do wait on God and take a hard look at 
themselves in the process: 
 Some years ago a brilliant young man of exceptional talents was sent as a 
missionary to Japan. He had earned a PH.D. at a leading university, graduating 



with high honors.  He had everything he needed to be a success in the world.  
But he took a missionary job for the tiny salary of $1,200 a year. 
 His remarkable talents soon caught the eye of a large American industrial 
firm in Japan, and the firm immediately offered him a fine position at $10,000 per 
year. 
 He turned it down. 
        A year later, the firm came back and offered him $12,000 a year, and, 
again, he turned the offer down.  They came right back with an offer for $15,000 
a year.  Again, he said, "No." 
 "What's the matter?  Isn't the salary big enough?" The company's 
representative asked him. 
 "Oh yes, the salary is big enough," the young missionary replied, "But the 
job isn't" (R. Kevin Lagree, "No One Like Him"). 
 May a spirit of grace and not greed, a spirit of truth and not temptation, 
accompany all of us on our Lenten journeys this year! 
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