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I Lent, Matthew 4:1-11 

 
Come Holy Spirit, and enkindle in the hearts of your faithful, the fire of your Love.  Amen. 

 
 
 My bishop in the Episcopal Diocese of Western Louisiana ordained me as a priest on the 
“Lundi Gras,” the Monday of Mardi Gras week (we ate King Cake at the reception) and, two 
days later, I celebrated the Eucharist for the first time at the Saint Mark’s Cathedral School, Ash 
Wednesday service.  I was nervous: nervous about presiding as a priest, nervous about serving 
the bread… nervous about looking like I knew what I was doing…and I discovered that my 
anxiety was not altogether inappropriate, only mis-located.  That is, I found I was ready for the 
usual elements of the Eucharist, but the experience of imposing ashes caught me off-guard and 
found me, decidedly, ill-prepared. 
 The Cathedral is a beautiful building, stretching high and long and wide, wrought with 
smooth stones and stained, wooden beams in the style of an English church.  And it was full that 
morning, full of children from three-year-old Pre-Kindergarten to Eighth Grade.  I had grown up 
in Shreveport, and, before entering seminary, I had served as Chaplain at the school for more 
than two years.  Missy and I had been married in that sanctuary, and I had been received into The 
Episcopal Church there.  As a result, I knew nearly everyone in those pews, and one after another 
those familiar faces gathered into two long lines, stretching from the altar rail, through the quire 
and down two sets of steps, stretching somewhere into the darkness beneath the balcony, far to 
the back of the building. 
 Teachers led their classes, and appeared in these long lines as spikes, heartbeats on an 
EKG.  As classes approached the altar rail, the shepherds would turn and direct their little lambs 
to bow in acknowledgement of the altar before the children knelt on the red altar cushions and 
waited quietly.  Evidently, the students had received instruction about what to expect and what to 
do during this special chapel, as the youngest among them – proud that they remembered what 
they had practiced – smiled broadly as they lifted their bangs and looked right at me, their eyes 
flashing enthusiastically. 
 And so I approached these children one-by-one-by-one, and I pressed ashes into their 
small foreheads…over and over and over again…saying: 
 
  Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return… 
  Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return… 
  Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return… 
 
 
 Matthew’s story of the temptation follows Jesus’ baptism, Chapter Three concluding, 
“…just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the 
Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him.  And a voice from heaven said, ‘This 
is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased’” (Matthew 3:16-17). 
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 Immediately following that declaration, the very same Spirit that lit upon Jesus so gently, 
now “drives” – an especially forceful verb chosen by the Evangelist – drives Jesus into the 
wilderness “to be tempted by the devil” (4:1).  Now, whether or not Jesus has been made aware 
of this plan, we do not know, but the Evangelist makes clear to us readers that the purpose of the 
wilderness expedition is a confrontation, and, once Jesus’ fast makes him vulnerable, the tempter 
appears. 
 
 Importantly, Satan does not offer to Jesus anything that Jesus does not already have or 
have available to himself.  Instead, Satan’s temptations force Jesus to confront the truth of who 
God calls him to be.  After the initiating rite of baptism, Jesus hears God call to him in the desert 
as clearly as he had heard the voice from heaven speak from above the River Jordan: 
 
  Son of God, if you are to become who you are called to be, then your provision 
  of bread must come from grain and not from power and magic…just like the rest  
  of us; 
 
  Son of God, if you are – truly – to become the Messiah and destroy death, then  
  you must first be condemned a criminal, and you must meet death, passing  
  through the hands of angels who might have caught you; 
 
  And, Son of God, if you are to do what you are made to do, then you must subject  
  yourself to the kingdoms of this world, leading by humility and not by force. 
 
Jesus’ presiding temptation, then, is neither bread nor command of the heavenly host.  Rather, 
Jesus must resist the many lives that are not his to lead, lives that may seem more comfortable or 
more grand, lives that may promise a more uncomplicated situation…maybe this Nazarene boy 
would have preferred to settle down with his high-school sweetheart, raise a couple kids away 
from anyone’s attention, and work a lifetime out of his father’s carpentry shop, until he passed 
the shingle to his own son.  Even so, Jesus has a peculiar call – a particular vocation – and he 
must choose it – freely – among all the other possibilities that are before him. 
 
 
 While the possibilities before us may not seem as consequential as those of the Christ, 
consider the modesty of that first temptation Jesus faces: bread…only a single bite when he was 
hungry.  Before there is the promise of splendor, there is only this morsel.  Similarly, we cannot 
always appraise accurately the consequence of our actions in the moment of a decision: turning 
left, or turning right; choosing to continue this relationship, or to pursue that one.  Likewise, 
Jesus’ fundamental temptation – choosing a life other than the one God intends – is the very 
same seduction we confront every day…incrementally, little-by-little, in every decision that we 
make: who has God called me to be?  Am I nurturing that identity with all that I do?  Am I 
resisting the nudges to be some one, some thing else? 
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 The difficulty of my first Ash Wednesday experience as a priest was not that speaking 
death and pressing mortality into the faces of six hundred children required more practice; rather, 
I found that action difficult because its truth was so overwhelming: Remember that you are dust, 
and to dust you shall return.  The dust-ness was true about those school children, and, more 
intimately, it was true about me…true about my wife…true about our children…and it is true 
about every one of you…and, as has been the case on all the Ash Wednesdays since, the Prayer 
Book instructs me to be among those dirtying their thumb and declaring that truth out loud. 
 No matter what else I would rather have been doing in that moment – whether practicing 
law, or teaching English, or fixing cars – in my heart of hearts I knew, then, that on that morning 
that I was where God had called me to be, just as I believe that I am, now, where God has called 
me to be: father and husband, priest and Louisiana-loving Austinite.  Like your lives, there are 
blessings and burdens in my life, and making this home has required deliberate effort and 
resistance from nearly the first day (it wasn’t all king cake, it turns out) and being faithful 
remains a work in progress for me: “Amen.  Lord, have mercy,” in the language and rhythm of 
our prayers. 
 
 
 This season of Lent is about this mortal truth: that you and me and all of us have exactly 
one life to live.  Formed of the dust, we will one day return to it.  And, between now and then, 
God calls us to be stewards of the gift. 
 For this first week of Lent, we at Good Shepherd have chosen the theme of “Being 
Christian…in my home,” and I invite you to consider: 
 
  To what life has God called you? 
 
  Out of all the countless possibilities – the left turns and right turns, relationships  
  ended and begun – what home has God called you to make? 
 
Notably, and in accord with the temptation story, this home God has called us to nurture is not 
necessarily the easiest one, or the life that leads to the greatest wealth…not necessarily the most 
invisible one, or the life that leads to the least trouble.  Even so, to whatever home God calls you, 
trust that there is time to build it, and that every labor of resistance or consent makes a 
difference, for you and for the world. 
 In the name of the one who knows our temptations, Amen. 


