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Deuteronomy 26:1-11, Psalm 91:1-2, 9-16, Romans 10:8b-13, Luke 4: 1-13 

I want to begin this first Sunday of Lent with a story.  The story is about the interaction between 

a young boy of almost four years, and his mother, an associate professor at a prestigious and 

well-known seminary.  As many of you know, sometimes the clearest and most succinct 

theology comes from children.  There is a reason we say, “out of the mouths of babes.” 

The Gospel from Luke, the story of Jesus and his temptation in the wilderness was the lesson for 

the children’s liturgy that Sunday as it was for the adults in their worship as well.  The adult 

sermon probably dealt with the nature of evil, the nature of Christ and the power of 

temptation.  The children’s liturgy simply told the story. 

That afternoon, the almost four-year-old little boy asked this question of his mother; “Hey Mom, 

what do you know about the devil?”.  To quote the mother: “My mind immediately jumped to a 

spectrum of theological views and theodicies.  Should I start with Augustine?  Should I couch 

my answer in general terms of conservative and progressive or liberal interpretations of the 

text?  Is he ready for process theology? “Remember she is a seminary professor.  Then she 

looked at him again and remembered that he was three. 

And so, in classic parent/professor mode, the mother repeated the question back to her 

son.  “What do you know about the devil?”  “Well,” he began, ‘The devil talked to Jesus.’   ‘The 

devil was mean.’  The mother began to wonder about the relationship of being mean to 

evil.  Soon, however she returned to her son’s … exposition of the text.”  “Leaning closer to me, 

and dropping his voice to a loud whisper, {the son} said, If we were at a store, and you and Dad 

were in one aisle and I was in another aisle, and” his tone became downright conspiratorial at 

this point, “—there was candy…pause, the devil would say ‘You should take some.” “Honey, if 

we were in a store, and Dad and I were in one aisle, and you were in another aisle, and there was 

some candy, and the devil said, ‘You should take some! What would you say back to the 

devil?”  As the mother tells it, the young boy got a genuinely sweet grin that lit up his entire face 

and without hesitation he replied, “Oh I would say thank you!”.  A bit more theological work to 

be done there, but after all he is only three. 

We laugh, and it is funny, but we have if we are honest all been there, where we were tempted to 

respond to temptation with “Thank you.”  To be tempted and to yield on occasion is human.  To 

the best of my knowledge only Jesus was “human in every way as we are yet did not sin.” 

There is a line in a hymn I remember from my childhood.  I don’t remember the hymn, only the 

one line.  “Yield not to temptation for yielding is sin.”   Even as a child this seemed harsh.  I 

wanted to argue with that line.  As an adult I’ve come to think the sin is not so much in yielding, 

but in what we do afterwards.   In Lent we spend time looking at our spiritual life, examining our 

conscience and being honest about where we have fallen short, in a word “repenting”.  The 

Hebrew word that is translated in scripture as “repent” means much more than simply feeling 

regret.   Teshuva takes on a completely different focus. Instead of being simply a state of mind, it 



is a decision. It is deciding to turn away from where you are headed and moving back toward 

God.  It is the first step first step back from sin to right relationship with God. 

When we think of sin, what is at issue is not so much the actions we take as how those actions 

separate us from God.  It is a very lonely place to be separated from God.  The problem with sin 

is that it causes harm both to us and to others.  In the words of the young boy, sin is just mean.  It 

bruises our soul and makes our spirit joyless.  That harm needs to be healed and the first step in 

healing is to acknowledge the harm that we have caused both to ourselves and to others. 

The prophet Isaiah speaking God’s words about the practice of fasting separated the action of 

fasting into two categories, that which was empty and that which began to make healing 

possible.   God saw the fasting and religious practices of the people in Isaiah’s time as 

pointless.  They did not translate to a changed world and a right relationship with God.  They 

were simply going through the motions and hoping to appease God.  They would fast and then 

abuse their laborers, and quarrel with their family.  This was not the fast that God chose, rather 

the fast that God chose was that which would result in justice and the end of oppression.  It 

would mean that the hungry were being fed and the poor had their needs of clothing and shelter 

met.  It would mean harmony among human beings. 

True repentance and the healing that it brings are seen by the evidence of results.  Injustice and 

oppression end, even if only in one action in one person’s life.  Hunger is addressed as is the 

need for clothing and shelter even if only in a small way.  We repair our relationship with others 

in our community, one person at a time.  This is the fast which God chooses, a fast from 

“meanness” and the healing that comes with it. 

It has become our custom to “give something up” for Lent.  Usually it is something that we 

enjoy, giving it up for a time can feel like a sacrifice because we are giving up a source of 

pleasure.  We may even put the money or time saved to good use.  Giving something up as a 

discipline and sacrifice is useful as a way to think about what may have a “hold” over us.  There 

is another half of the equation though, one that has been suggested more often in recent 

years.  That is the practice of not only giving something up but also taking something on.  It 

might be reading a book, praying daily, attending worship more regularly, all good practices.  It 

has been suggested by some that what we “take on” might be ‘intentionality’.   Intentionality in 

things like repentance, acts of piety, of mercy, of justice or of fellowship.  The list is endless and 

is made up of whatever you find a bit lacking in your connection with God.  The other 

suggestion for something to “take on” is taking on “receptivity”.  That may sound strange, but 

the suggestion is to be receptive, , to notice and acknowledge the place of God’s grace in your 

life and the lives of others.  Taking on intentionality and receptivity might very well transform 

your Lenten fast. 

My personal mantra for this Lent and my personal fast is encapsulated in this quote.  “Every 

human interaction offers [me} the chance to make things better or to make things worse”.  What 

might you give up and what might you take on?  May you have a blessed and fruitful Lent.  It is 

never too late to begin. 

 


