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 It’s good to be with you as we begin the season of Lent. I mean both parts of that 

sentence. It’s good to be with you. Most of you know that we’ve been away (happily) 

adjusting to new life with our daughter. She’s perfect — even when she’s not. We’ve been 

away so it’s good to be with you. And it’s good to be with you at the beginning of Lent.  

 Lent can be a tricky season. It’s not always clear what to do with the season of 

Lent. For some it feels like an odd remnant of puritanical impulses that doesn’t really fit 

our modern sensibility. Some choose to ignore it while others simply endure it (awkward 

family reunion). And others fall somewhere in-between. One of the recent reactions to the 

baggage or uncertainty of Lent is doing a kind of hybrid where people give up something 

like candy in order to send their pocket change somewhere else to meet a need. Now that’s 

a good thing — but it’s not exactly the kind of journey we’re invited to in Lent.  

 Our 40 days of Lent are about a journey in the wilderness before it’s about 

anything else. It’s about journeying with Jesus in the wilderness. Not out of puritanical 

self-loathing. But about passion for God & our neighbor; passion for the good world we 

inhabit. We journey with Jesus in the wilderness to be formed & shaped and then to re-

engage our world with more passion, vigor, focus, & joy. Musicians don’t rehearse their 

scales out of loathing for their art. They do it out of passion for excellence. Athletes don’t 

train out of loathing for sport. They do it out of passion to win. St. Paul even picks up this 

idea when he tells the Corinthians, “Athletes exercise self-control in all things; they do it 

to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable one,” (1 Cor. 9:25).  

 Jesus wanders in the wilderness 40 days out of passion & devotion for God & the 
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world. Remember, his wandering comes right after his baptism, when a voice from heaven 

declares him Son of God. And the wilderness is where that identity gets formed. He 

wanders 40 days to re-enact Israel’s 40 years in the wilderness, because Israel too was 

God’s Son (Ex. 4.22). After the Exodus Israel was formed in the wilderness. Jesus is 

following the footsteps of Moses. And if we want to understand what he’s up to we can 

look at Moses for a good idea. Here’s how Moses summarizes Israel’s wanderings when 

they’re camped on the plains of Moab about to enter the Promised Land. Moses says:  

Remember the long way that the LORD your God has led you these forty years in the 

wilderness, in order to humble you, testing you to know what was in your heart, (Dt. 8:2). 

 For Israel & Jesus both, the wilderness is about humility & devotion. Who are we 

serving? Humility. What are the deepest attachments of our heart? Devotion. Humility & 

devotion are the heart of our Lenten spirituality. So today if we’re interested in beginning 

the season of Lent without falling into the stale alternatives of ignoring it or enduring it, let 

me offer a suggestion. Let me invite us to approach these six Sundays of Lent as stages in 

a story. Let’s approach the coming Sundays as stages in a story that leads to the Promised 

Land of resurrection & new life. A story that sends us out from our Lenten wilderness back 

into the world with renewed passion, vigor, focus, and joy. 

 Like any good story, the season of Lent begins with some tension & drama. It begins 

with a predicament. And since our world is no stranger to predicaments & drama, let’s use 

a current story from the news to help us get underway.  

 A few weeks ago you may have seen some apocalyptic images out west in CA (it 
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seems like there’s always something apocalyptic in CA but they’ve still managed to avoid 

falling into the ocean so far). This year, their pending apocalypse was about fear of 

catastrophic flooding from a damaged spillway on the nation’s tallest dam. There was a 

possibility that it “could unleash a 30-foot wall of water … that would tear through several 

cities in the valley below.”  200,000 people were evacuated from their homes, and 1

engineers are still assessing the danger even though storms that caused the damage have 

subsided.  

 It’s an interesting predicament because its not like this is CA’s first rodeo; it’s not 

their first experience with dams. Now, it’s Lent & I’m trying to be good, but some puns are 

just too good to pass up — you could say that CA has plenty of dam experience. They’ve 

got over 1,500 dams comprising “the largest network of major public dams in the nation.”  2

That’s a lot of dam experience. The predicament is knowing how to manage all of them at 

once. Because we can’t predict the weather (at least not perfectly). And we can’t predict 

which weaknesses in which dams are going to fail. The former “head of reservoir 

operations for the Army Corps of Engineers” put it like this. He said, “no matter how much 

experience or money a dam-builder might have, something can always go wrong, 

especially in a state like [CA] that can go from five years of severe drought to oceans of 

water falling from the sky.” And then he says this:  “When you build a dam, you are 

playing God…. And it’s tough to be God.”  3

 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/13/us/oroville-dam-california-spillway.html1

 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/14/us/oroville-dam-climate-change-california.html2

 Ibid.3

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/13/us/oroville-dam-california-spillway.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/14/us/oroville-dam-climate-change-california.html
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 For this engineer, CA’s pending apocalypse is simply a side-effect of playing God. 

Playing God is the real predicament. Because even though we humans can harness and 

manipulate some mind-boggling power — we’re still just “playing” God. And, “It’s tough 

to be God.” We could even say that playing God is one of the enduring dramas & 

predicaments in our world. Today, on this first Sunday of Lent, Genesis invites us to do 

just that; to see “playing God” as the primal drama & dilemma of humanity. We want so 

badly to play God. But it’s tough to be God.  

 First let’s explain what we mean by “playing God.” When it comes to building dams 

“playing God” means harnessing power. It’s about managing & manipulating the great 

forces of nature. It’s about controlling nature instead of being controlled by nature. That’s 

often what we mean by playing God. But when it comes to Christian faith “playing God” 

means something a bit different. For Christians, “playing God” isn’t really about 

harnessing power or doing great feats. After all when Jesus prays for his disciples in John’s 

Gospel he says they’ll do even greater works than he (Jn. 14:12)! Great feats & 

accomplishments can easily fit our our vocation as God’s image-bearers. 

 For Christians, playing God isn’t about the amount of power we have. It’s 

about the amount of trust we have. It’s about humility & devotion. In Genesis, playing 

God is about pretending we can use our power to define good & evil. And that doesn’t 

require very much power at all. We want so badly to play God. After all, how could 

anything be wrong if it’s good for food, a delight to the eyes, desired to make one wise? It 

feels so right, can’t be wrong. 
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 The point of this story in the Garden of Eden isn’t about what these humans want to 

know. It’s about how they use power to serve themselves. The great Fall of humanity in 

Genesis is replacing our devotion to Go with our analysis of God & calculation of 

God. One theologian puts it like this; she says, “humanity is not the origin of evil; rather 

[in this story], humanity [surrenders] to the evil that is already there, and in doing so, ‘lets 

hell loose’”  — like the floodwaters of a failed dam. 4

 That’s the predicament as we begin the season of Lent: our tendency to “let hell 

loose” by using power to serve ourselves. That’s the dilemma we face; the small, easy 

decisions to put ourselves at the center of our lives; pretending that we can define what 

counts as good & evil for us. It’s so subtle that sometimes we don’t even notice; especially 

in a world where we’re always trying “to win friends & influence people.” Our little white 

lies & self-flattery hardly seem like the kinds of choices that threaten to let all hell loose.

… But, that’s the catch. It looks so easy. That’s why we’re tempted. But it’s tough to be 

God. Because even when we think we’re in control of our lives with plenty of bulwarks & 

dams to protect us from any damage — we still can’t predict the weather of our lives with 

any reliability. We can’t always predict which one of our weaknesses is going to fail. 

 On this first Sunday of Lent our predicament is clear. It’s the temptation to play 

God. That’s the dilemma. But even so, even in the depths of our predicament, we’re not 

just left holding the bag. Even today, we’re offered the promise of new life a bit further 

down the road. In today’s Gospel we’re offered hope to in the midst of our predicament 

We’re offered an image of perfect humility & devotion to God in the testing of Jesus.  

 Ibid., 39.4
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 Here’s how it works. Since Jesus is re-enacting the story of Israel’s wandering in the 

wilderness — since that’s the story he’s telling — then the logic of Israel’s own story says 

that Jesus shouldn’t have to hunger. Israel never hungered. They had manna for 40 years. 

So the tempter tells Jesus, “You don’t have to endure this. Make some bread, if you’re 

God’s Son.” Israel was also protected in the wilderness so that not even their clothes wore 

out for 40 years. So the tempter tells Jesus, “You don’t have to endure this. Throw yourself 

from the temple, if you’re God’s Son.” Israel’s king was promised “dominion from sea to 

sea… to the ends of the earth,” (Psa. 72.8). So the tempter tells Jesus, “You don’t have to 

endure this pathetic peasant status. You can have all authority if you simply choose to 

define good & evil yourself — and worship me.” 

 You see, the temptation isn’t for Jesus to tell a different story than the story of Israel. 

The temptation is using Israel’s story; using the power of Israel’s story to serve his own 

needs. It’s all about humility (who he serves). It’s all about devotion (the deepest 

attachments of his heart). What’s interesting is that Jesus defeats the tempter not by 

grasping forbidden fruit, but by embracing the cup of suffering & death on a cross.   5

 You see the real tragedy of choosing good & evil for ourselves is that it prevents 

us from receiving our lives as a gift. That’s the tragedy. We can’t possibly receive our 

lives as a gift if we’re just serving our own needs and devoted to our own interest. The real 

tragedy in the Garden of Eden wasn’t losing access to some kind of paradise. The tragedy 

was losing the experience of life as gift.  That’s the predicament we still face. Playing God 6

 N.T. Wright, Twelve Months of Sundays, Year A, 41.5

 cf, Walton, “Eden, Garden Of,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch, 205.6
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means pretending that we’re somehow masters of our own fate. And we’re not. 

 The Good News of our Lenten journey isn’t simply that Jesus knew how to avoid 

our predicament. The Good News, the Gospel, is that Jesus wants to share new life as a 

gift. “For if the many died through the one man’s trespass, much more surely have the 

grace of God and the free gift in the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, abounded for the 

many,” (Rom. 5:15). The Good News is the invitation yet again to receive life as a gift. 

Come back next week to learn more about how that gift works. For now, we’re invited to 

the altar; to be nourished by the divine life that we receive every time we celebrate the gift 

of Eucharist. Amen.  


