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1   

Just before the passage that Ruth read for us this morning, Jesus had been baptized by 

John, in the Jordan River: baptized into his identity as the beloved child of God. Immediately he 

fasted, led by the spirit away from all human company in the wilderness, and in the depths of his 

need drew on the deepest resources he had to resist the wiliest, most dangerous and seductive 

temptations.  

Jesus seems superhuman, doesn’t he? Only Jesus, it seems, could resist those ultimate 

tests of body, and mind, and spirit. Only God’s own self could turn away from having power 

over all physical needs, power over mortality, power over all other people everywhere. Only God 

could say, no, even though I’m starving I’ll pass on your idea of a good meal. Only God could 

say, no, there is no earthly authority that will do me any good. Only God could say, nope, I have 

no need of the Mega-millions payout.  

Because the temptations were extreme. Jesus was utterly famished, after fasting forty 

days and forty nights. Don’t even bother googling to find out what would happen to a human 

body after all that time; your imagination is more than good enough to get the point. Jesus was 

starving. Not just peckish, having missed lunch. Not just hungry, having gone without food for a 

whole 24 hours to get ready for surgery. Not just ravenous, having fasted for three days in 

solidarity with the millions on our planet who are starving needlessly. Way beyond that: Jesus 

was famished. The point where most of us would gladly eat a rock, forget about waiting to turn it 

into bread.  

It is one thing to say, “people don’t survive on bread alone” when you’ve just had a 

healthy breakfast. It is quite another thing entirely to say “people don’t survive on bread alone” 

when you’ve given your children the last pieces of bread, shared the last can from the pantry, and 

settled into despair.  

The Devil knows Jesus is vulnerable. That’s pretty much the definition of the Devil, 

come to think of it, and of God. God and the Devil are the ones who recognize all your 

vulnerabilities, no matter how much you try to cover them up. God recognizes your 

vulnerabilities, and responds by giving compassion and strength. The Devil recognizes your 

vulnerabilities, and sticks in a pry bar to open them wider and exploit them.  

2    

We are in Lent, now: a long period of reflection and repentance. Forty days long, as we 

Christians remember Jesus’ forty days and nights of fasting: a long time. Forty days and nights 

with nothing except what Jesus had carried into the desert with him.  
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The gospels give scant details about those long days and nights. But there is something 

we know Jesus took along. We know because he so often, in the flow of conversation, showed 

his extensive knowledge of the law and the prophets. He had God’s Living Word within him, and 

with him. Perhaps he drew strength from Psalm 32, which is assigned to this Sunday: 

1 Joyful are those whose arrogance is forgiven, whose error is erased.  
2 Joyful are those whom the Most High forgives and holds blameless,  

And in whose spirit there is no denial of the truth. 
 
3 While I kept silent and did not face the truth,  

my body wasted away  

through my groaning all day long. 
4 Day and night Your hand was heavy upon me, 

grasping my deception; 

My strength dried up as if by the heat of summer.  
5 Then I acknowledged my offense to You,  

and I did not cover up my culpability;  
 I said, "I will confess my unfaithfulness to the Holy One,"  

And You forgave the guilt of my failure.  
6 Therefore let all who are faithful pray to You;  
 At times of distress,  

the rush of mighty waters shall not reach them. 
7 You are my shelter;  

You protect me from woe;  

You surround me with songs of deliverance, redemption songs.  
 
8 Let me instruct you, my children, and teach you the way you should go;  

Let me counsel you with my eye upon you. 
9 Do not be like a horse or a mule, without understanding,  

who must be curbed with bit and bridle,  

or it will not stay near you. 
10 Many are the torments of those who forsake the ways of the Holy One,  

But steadfast love surrounds those who put their trust in the Most High. 
11 Rejoice in our God and be glad, O faithful ones,  

Sing, all you truthful of heart.1 

 

Note this: the psalm gives nothing to a quick or superficial reading. Deeply probes the 

psalm into your heart and spirit as you read it, attentively, questioningly. It gives up its rewards 

slowly, steadily, as you ponder.  

3 While I kept silent and did not face the truth,  

my body wasted away  

through my groaning all day long. 
 

                                                 
1 Psalm quoted from The Psalms in Worship, Mary Susan Gast, © 2002; used by permission in this service of 

worship. 
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Now, someone could take that verse and conclude: nonsense. I have gotten away with 

falsehood. See: my body has not wasted away. Therefore the psalm is meaningless.  

Or someone could conclude: My body is unwasted, therefore as far as God is concerned 

everything I have told is the truth. Ipso facto.  

Or someone could conclude: there is no God, because look — look at the world, look at 

the nation, look at those who are in power — there are no real consequences for evildoers. The 

psalm says nothing of substance, in the face of the brutality of white nationalism. The psalm is a 

waste of breath, in the face of the denigration of brown and black bodies. The psalm is a waste of 

time, in the face of efforts to reinforce the militarization of our state. The psalm says nothing to 

those who are hungry and desperate.  

To the contrary. The psalm speaks the language of the soul.  

Yes, my soul says: when I keep silent and do not face the truth, I pay for it. Think of an 

important relationship in your life: perhaps with your spouse; perhaps with a dear friend. Think 

of when you have been less than truthful. Think when you have kept something to yourself with 

the result that the person dear to you no longer knew you, honestly.  

And no one was aware that you were incomplete, that you were false, but you. If you 

have never gone to that harsh place, that desert of the soul, praise be to God. But if you have, this 

psalm may speak truth.  

Sometimes Christians use Lent as a time for giving something up: acts of negation and 

deprivation, as a reminder of the time when Jesus gave up the needs of body and heart to fast in 

the desert. The acts of negation and deprivation also are useful for deepening our solidarity with 

those who don’t have the choice of giving up food or comfort because they have none to start 

with. It can be a worthy spiritual practice. (My friend Dan likes to say that for Lent he gives up 

self-denial itself.) Pope Francis gives guidance to Roman Catholics that is good for all 

Christians.  

According to Francis, fasting must never become superficial. He often quotes the 

early Christian mystic John Chrysostom who said: "No act of virtue can be great if it is 

not followed by advantage for others. So, no matter how much time you spend fasting, no 

matter how much you sleep on a hard floor and eat ashes and sigh continually, if you do 

no good to others, you do nothing great." 

But this isn't to downplay the role of sacrifice during the Lenten season. Lent is a 

good time for penance and self-denial. But once again, Francis reminds us that these 

activities must truly enrich others: "I distrust a charity that costs nothing and does not 

hurt." 

So, if we're going to fast from anything this Lent, Francis suggests that even 

more than candy or alcohol, we fast from indifference towards others.' 

I wonder if even Jesus, being fully human as well as fully divine, had to contend with the 

oh-so-human indifference that is so often at the heart of sin.  

3   

Jesus went into the desert with nothing that we know of —  
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— except, perhaps, his intimate knowledge of God’s Word, the teachings and the 

prophets and the psalms  

— and with, perhaps, the knowledge that God had called him out into the loneliest of 

places, which is not a physical desert but the awareness of a holy calling, a divine 

purpose.  

In a time of hardship, of deprivation, of loneliness, ultimately of temptation, Jesus would 

have had these to lean on: the Word of God; the trust that God had baptized him into new life.  

If you hide or disguise the truth, then the effect will be a wasting away as deep as your 

bones. If you make excuses for the cruelty of yourself or your neighbor or even the empire that 

seems in control of everything, then your soul is on its deathbed.  

But if you face the truth — 

— the truth of your casual disregard of your own precious self, made in God’s image  

— if you face the truth of your keeping distant from kin or neighbor, because they are too 

annoying or too demanding  

— if you face the truth of your thinking, I’m too powerless to do anything meaningful for 

the refugees or the transgendered or the persons of color under attack  

— if you face the truth of thinking “I’m only human,” and forgetting that God has created 

you and baptized you for a holy purpose  

— then God meets you in your vulnerability, with forgiving, healing mercy. 

Perhaps this was even what Jesus of Nazareth did in that desert time of deprivation, when 

a person either faces the depths of the soul, or goes mad trying to avoid it. And perhaps Jesus 

recalled even the thoughts that we have in front of us today, in the words of the psalmist: 

5 Then I acknowledged my offense to You,  

and I did not cover up my culpability;  
 I said, "I will confess my unfaithfulness to the Holy One,"  

And You forgave the guilt of my failure.  
6 Therefore let all who are faithful pray to You;  
 At times of distress,  

the rush of mighty waters shall not reach them. 
7 You are my shelter;  

You protect me from woe;  
You surround me with songs of deliverance, redemption songs.  

4   

It is purely human to despair. These days it seems almost inevitable.  

A fresh wave of hate crimes, encouraged by loose and hateful language from persons 

who have apparently sold their souls to the devil and received the reward of twisted power, could 

tempt a person to despair. As a people we have never been free of violence against women, 

against persons of color, their bodies seen as exploitable and expendable. But the times right now 

are raw, the offenses against God’s vulnerable children more brutal, and naked, and rising.  
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What better time, to take time to go deeply into God’s songs of deliverance, God’s 

redemption songs, the ones that I am certain Jesus carried with him into the desert? What better 

time to remember, if I unburden myself before God, then the grace of God that has been with me 

all along will have a chance to get in? What better time to remember that our worst torment is to 

distance ourselves from the power of life and love itself? What better time to remember that 

God’s faithfulness was here before we were, that God’s strength is unending, unbroken, and if 

we remember, then we may rejoice.  

10 Many are the torments of those who forsake the ways of the Holy One,  

But steadfast love surrounds those who put their trust in the Most High. 
11 Rejoice in our God and be glad, O faithful ones,  

Sing, all you truthful of heart. 

 

Because God recognizes your vulnerabilities, and responds by giving enough compassion 

and strength to move you into companionship with others who are vulnerable: that’s how you 

know it is God. The companionship of the vulnerable is the realm of God, whether in the desert 

or in the garden.  

5   

And in case this is the first sermon you have heard, and in case it is the last that you hear, 

remember: go to the bleakest, scariest, doubtingest place of the soul that you can — the path that 

Jesus himself laid out — and God will meet you there. God’s holy messengers will wait on you, 

to feed you with the milk of mercy and the honey of grace.  


