Homily, Gloria R. Carpeneto
1st Sunday in Lent A, March 9, 2014
Genesis 2:7 – 3:1-7; Romans 5:12-19; Matthew 4:1-11

There’s a lot of talk in our readings today about temptation, sin, judgment and condemnation – how sin came into the world, how sin is overcome in the world, how easy it is to be tempted to sin, even when you’re the Son of God. Sin, sin, sin … maybe that’s a good way to start Lent, but if nobody minds, I’d like to lighten it up a little bit this afternoon. So let’s take another look at our first reading – and let’s see how Rabbi Lawrence Kushner retells the Genesis in his book, God Was in This Place, and I, I Did Not Know …


One day, God realized he had made a very big mistake. In his spontaneous outpouring of love for what He had created, God hadn’t thought it all the way through. God made these human beings; gifted them with everything they could possibly want; bestowed on them eternal bliss in the Garden of Eden … and in the process, created what God would soon began to experience as insipid, insufferable, perpetually and nauseatingly obedient goody-two-shoes. In wanting human beings to be happy, Rabbi Kushner tells us, God forgot to make them autonomous. They were, and always would be, children totally dependent on their Creator, and quite happy to stay that way.

God saw that unless he master-minded some scheme – and quick! – humans would never become individuated. First of all, they weren’t motivated to change anything. Secondly, they weren’t clever enough to figure out how to commit the first sin all by themselves. Somehow, God had to trick them into becoming autonomous and individuated human beings.

Enter Sammy the Snake, about whom (after the Fall) God says to Adam, “The snake? Oh, Sammy, Sammy the Snake. That snake has been working for me since day one. Sammy, come out here and meet the folks.” And now we know – the whole thing was a set-up. Put the Forbidden Tree in plain view, pay Sammy a few dollars for his temptation services, and let the plan unfold from there. Eating the apple, it turns out, was not a sin. It was, instead, Adam & Eve’s first move toward disobedient autonomy, enabled and entrapped by a loving Creator. Like a truly loving parent who actually pays for an adolescent’s driving lessons, and then loans the kid the car on top of that, God looked at what He had done, probably swallowed a lump the size of infinity , but saw that it was good. As God explains to Adam & Eve later in Rabbi Kushner’s tale,   “Sure, I could have made you do just what I wanted for the rest of your lives; or I could give you wisdom, teach you everything I know, and then hide in the corner with my hands over my eyes while you figure out how to make the damn world work. I chose the latter, because I love you.” 

For their own good, Adam and Eve were duped, not by the snake but by God. they were tricked into coming into the fullness of their being.  And for all we know, Sammy the Snake may have made another appearance to Jesus in the desert, for exactly the same reason.

You’ll recall that Matthew’s Gospel story of Jesus in the desert happens after Jesus’ baptism by John. It happens after what I must imagine was the shock of hearing that voice that proclaimed him to be the Son of God. No wonder he went into the desert!  We’re told Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert, but I think it was much more likely that he ran – ran right into another set-up by God for yet another human being to come into the fullness of his individuated self. Ran right into Sammy the Snake – aka, the devil.

It’s actually kind of funny to see the scripture smack down that goes on between Jesus and the devil in this reading. The devil quotes some scripture; Jesus refutes that scripture with another verse. The devil quotes again; Jesus refutes again. A third refutation, and the devil finally goes away. Unlike Adam and Eve, Jesus doesn’t give into Sammy. But he’s played by him all the same.


Take a look at how Jesus is tempted after 40 long days of discernment in the desert. He’s offered the comfort of food by turning stones into bread. He’s offered recognition by others, by showing himself to be the Son of God. And finally, he’s offered control, the splendor of ruling all the kingdoms of the world. And whether we view these temptations as what Thomas Keating calls security, esteem, and power, or  what Ignatius calls, riches, honor, and pride --  Jesus’ temptations in the desert are invitations to live as what Keating calls a False Self.
The truth is that we are beings who have been created by the source of perfect security, perfect love and perfect power. We are beings, therefore, who are perfectly secure, loved and empowered by God, right here, right now. All shall be well, all shall be  well and all manner of things shall be well. No need for striving. But a False Self forgets that. A False Self fears scarcity, and grabs for what God already gives in abundance.  Sammy may have tempted Adam & Eve into humanity’s first act of autonomy. But eons later he baits Jesus, pokes and prods at him until Jesus is finally tempted into the awareness that he is a Child of God, made of God-stuff … as are we all. He has no need to grab for what is already given, his status as a child of God.  
Jesus goes into the desert a False Self, still tempted by his human needs for security, esteem, and power. But he leaves the desert a True Self. He might still be hungry, humble and powerless in this world. But now he is filled with a sense of who he truly is in God. Sammy offers him temptations to what will keep him small. Jesus refuses, and becomes the man who within just a few days will be preaching the Sermon on the Mount. Who needs to make a frantic grab at a couple of stones to turn them into bread? This Jesus, this True Self who trusts that he is a true Son of God, will very soon be feeding five thousand with just  five loaves and two fishes. 
So where does all this leave us on this 1st Sunday in Lent? Well, maybe we go back to where we were on Ash Wednesday, when we talked about Lent as a time for truth telling. No longer that aimless slacker being baptized in the River Jordan that we talked about a few weeks ago, Jesus came to the truth of himself during those 40 days in the desert. He came into his True Self by truth telling.

We have 40 days stretching out ahead of us as well. What will my experience of desert be this Lent? How will I come to know all the aspects of my False Self? What will I need to surrender to rest in the reality of my True Self? What temptations might I experience that will make me go deeper into the reality of who God created me to be?

I don’t l know the answer to these questions. But one thing I can guarantee. Whenever we wrestle with Sammy the Snake this Lent – and wrestle we should --  we can be pretty sure God’s probably paid him $10.00 to be there, entrapping us, tricking us, and loving us directly into  the Heart of God.   
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