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Sermon         Sunday 10 March, 2019 
First Sunday in Lent 

 
 
Lessons  Deuteronomy 26: 1 – 11  St Luke 4: 1 – 13 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Mysterious God, Spirit saturating the material, Wisdom deeper than knowledge, 
soothe us with Your silence, bless our meditations, and guide us into Your way, 
truth and life.   Amen. 
 
 
 
 

Spanning thirty-four chapters and culminating in the death 

and burial of the prophet Moses, the Book of Deuteronomy is 

the fifth book of the Jewish Torah and the Christian Bible.   In 

Judaism, the book is known as ‘devarim’:  the words.   These 

are the words of Moses, the words which the prophet spoke 

to Israel.   In our lesson today, at chapter 26, instructions are 

given on what is to be done when the Hebrew people, the 

slaves of Egypt, finally reach the Promised Land.   Can we 

begin to imagine what it must have felt like for the people to 

return to the land of their ancestors, to feel the burden of 

oppression begin to lift and, in a way like no other, let the 

fresh air of freedom fill their lungs?   Elation and 

appreciation will have sung from their hearts.   Though 
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many died on the journey, the Hebrew people were finally 

home.    

 

In chapter 26, the people are instructed to bring the first of 

all the fruit of the ground, the first yield of the soil, as an 

offering to God.   In addition to sacrificing that most precious 

produce, the people are called to recount their spiritual 

journey.   We read: 

 
 A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went 
 down into Egypt and lived there….When the Egyptians 
 treated us harshly and afflicted us….we cried to the 
 LORD….The LORD brought us out of Egypt with a 
 mighty hand and an outstretched arm….and he 
 brought us into the place and gave us this land… 
 
 
Chapter 26 is the first fully-fledged liturgy in the Torah and 

Christian Bible.   Abraham (or Jacob) was the Aramean, 

wandering or perishing; on the very brink of death.   The 

first liturgy of the Hebrew people is not an appeasement to a 

fertility god, as we might find in surrounding cultures.   This 

is not a self-interest attempt to secure a good harvest.   In 
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this ancient liturgy, we learn that the God of the Hebrews is 

the God of history.   God has journeyed with these people 

from the very beginning.   The people trace their story back 

to the founder of the faith, to Abraham, and to the very first 

words spoken to Abraham by God: 

 
 Go from your country and your kindred and 
 your father’s house to the land that I will show you. 
 
 
This is a crucially important point:  God, the Eternal, the 

Holy One, is intimately and intricately involved in human 

history and, ultimately, a lover inseparable from every 

human being!   The dwelling-place of God is the human soul, 

in the consciousness at its most serene.   Not a single atom in 

the universe exists without the love of God.    

 

It was this over-riding sense of the centrality of the Eternal 

which sustained Jesus in the wilderness.   For forty days 

(and forty nights), Jesus ate nothing and faced the 

temptations of the devil.   The ‘forty days’ brings to mind the 
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forty days that it rained at the time of the flood, or the 

number of days Moses remained on Mount Sinai, or the 

length of time spent by the prophet Elijah in the wilderness.   

During his weeks of seclusion alone on Mount Sinai, dwelling 

in the cloud and in the darkness, Moses neither ate nor 

drank.   During his solitary sojourn to Mount Horeb, Elijah 

neither ate nor drank.   The Gospels are not the biography or 

record of the life of Jesus; they are the stories and theology 

of the Early Christian community, the Early Church.   Our 

spiritual ancestors want us to understand that Jesus 

followed in the footsteps of Moses and Elijah, and that what 

sustained Him through His most testing times was the food 

and nourishment of God.   It was the word and wisdom of 

God which kept Jesus alive, which gave Him life.   In answer 

to each temptation, Jesus quoted from the Book of 

Deuteronomy.  

 

The story of the temptations is set in the wilderness.   In 

antiquity, the wilderness was a place of jackals and 
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poisonous snakes.   In the non-canonical Book of Enoch, the 

angel Raphael binds the demon Azael and casts him into the 

wilderness.   In the Jewish tradition, in answer to Abraham’s 

prayer, wild beasts emerge from out of the wilderness and 

devour men who have committed murder.   The devil or 

Satan is not to be thought of as a malevolent power lurking 

around the Earth, in hiding waiting for its next victim.   Satan 

is the accuser, the thought that tests and tempts us, or the 

impulse that gratifies self and can be destructive of others.   

Much to the detriment of the Church, Satan has taken on 

connotations that are unhelpful; in fact, in the Book of Job, 

Satan is a son of God.   Satan is a theological concept, not a 

demon with horns!    

 

In the wilderness, Jesus faced His own temptations; He faced 

inner demons, impulses enticing Him to serve Himself rather 

than be true to Himself, to the divine image in Him.   In 

resisting the darker, shallower side which we all must face, 

Jesus reflected humanity at its most generous and most 
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beautiful.   In a vision, Jesus faced three temptations.   The 

devil asked Jesus to turn stone into bread; the devil offered 

Him status and authority in this world; and, the devil 

encouraged Jesus to test God with a miracle.   The three 

temptations may be described as economic, political and 

spiritual.   The Church faces these same temptations.    

 

The Church is tempted to idolise social justice by turning 

stone into bread; the Church is tempted by the reflected 

glory of being a friend of political leaders; and the Church is 

tempted to make claims of God which are unsustainable and 

false.   It speaks of miracles and supernatural interventions, 

when it has no right to do so.   Jesus was not a socialist 

revolutionary, a charismatic politician or a magician!    

 

The biblical scholar, the late Marcus Borg, described Jesus as 

a holy man; a person supremely sensitive to the life of the 

Spirit, to the numinous, to the awesome reality at the heart 

of existence.   Borg powerfully makes the point that the 
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world of ordinary existence is only one level of reality and 

that there are other dimensions.   On one level, we do put 

our trust in the things of this world but, at a deeper and 

more profound level, we trust in the Mystery, the Absolute, 

the Eternal.   Jesus was also a man who lived and breathed 

His people’s history:  a story of salvation, liberation and 

personal wholeness.    

 

The Benedictine and Celtic spiritual teacher, Esther De Waal, 

draws strength from the spirituality of the Celtic Church.   

She said: 

 
The Gaelic race see the hand of God in every place,  
in every time and in every thing.   They have this  
sense of life being embraced on all sides by God.  They 
speak of God dwelling in his world, and in our lives 
in such a way that Emmanuel, God with us, becomes 
a reality….Christ within me, the indwelling God…is 
virtually tangible.   This is a God physically present, 
alongside, behind, before, above, below.   God is  
companion, guest, fellow-traveller, friend, fellow- 
worker.   Some of the most used words that we find 
in [their] prayers are encircle, encompass, uphold, 
surround…..God [is] with us. 
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Friday last was International Women’s Day.   If nothing else, 

I hope such a day helps all of us appreciate the extent to 

which our lives are immeasurably shaped by women.   From 

the very first days of the Early Church, indeed of Jesus 

Himself, women have shaped faith.   In the Celtic anthology, 

Carmina Gadelica, we read the story of Catherine Maclennan, 

in a sense, a very ordinary woman, yet one of grounded 

spirituality.    

 

Catherine was a crofter, who was taught by her mother, who 

in turn had heard it from her mother, who in turn had heard 

it from the one before her.   Catherine encouraged her 

children to start the day in a state of mindfulness or 

awareness.   She told them of the unity of the universe.   

Catherine Maclennan said: 

 
 My mother would be asking us to sing our 
 morning song to God down in the back-house, 
 as Mary’s lark was singing it up in the clouds, 
 and as Christ’s mavis was singing it yonder in 
 the tree, giving glory to the God of the creatures 
 for the repose of the night, for the light of the 
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 day, and for the joy of life.   She would tell us 
 that every creature on the earth below and in 
 the ocean beneath and in the air above was giving 
 glory to the great God of the creatures and the 
 worlds, of the virtues and the blessings, and  
 would we be dumb! 
 
 
Central to the spirituality of the Hebrew people, to Moses, 

Elijah and Jesus, to the Celtic Church and Catherine 

Maclennan, God is the God of history, intimately and 

intricately involved in the life of the cosmos, in your life and 

mine. 

 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


