
We all want certainty.  We all want certainty in the weather, the menu for dinner, the price of gas, our medical diagnosis.  The financial markets don’t like uncertainty.  It’s not that it matters who is elected or what a country actually does about its crisis.  Markets just prefer the certainty of having the question answered.


The markets are that way is because that is the way we humans are.  We yearn for certainty.  There is nothing worse than not knowing what lies ahead.  Anticipating the sequester shakes us to our foundation because everything is unknown.  Here is the atmosphere and setting of temptation.  Here is the place where Satan attacks the human heart.  Here is the place where the devil meets Jesus.


After forty days in the wilderness, the devil brings a focus—three offers of certainty.  He offers Jesus a path of certainty as an alternative to the risky and uncertain path of self-giving love.  His three classic temptations cover the waterfront—the social and material, the political, the religious.  He invites Jesus to do some good things.  It would be a good thing if the hungry were fed by stones turned into bread or if authority over the kingdoms brought justice and peace or if miracles at the Temple brought people to faith.


There is only one problem.  They ask Jesus to choose certainty over God.  They invite him to grasp apparent certainty rather than to trust in the mystery of God’s guidance.  The devil invites Jesus to deny his basic calling—his calling to trust in God the Father, to trust all the way to the cross.


Luke’s version of the story has a different order than the temptations in Matthew.  Here the temptations culminate at the Temple, the place where false guarantees are the most dangerous.  Religion is the place where we can turn to false certainties.  Through the ages, we have expected security from our religion.  A prosperity gospel is nothing new.  We want our religion to make all things well—in the manner we desire.  In a world full of dynamic change, we expect religion to be the place where nothing changes—even at the cost of life and growth.  We can equate sameness with certainty.

Yet the Temple is the destination of Jesus.  He will set his eyes on Jerusalem and go head to head with the religion that formed him.  The Temple will be the place where he will know his greatest contributions and his greatest trials.  And so it will be for us as the church that follows him.


Challenging our assumption of certainty in the church shakes us to the core.  We want to think we know precisely where God is leading us as individuals and as a people.  We want certainty about where and how the Kingdom of God is present.  We are afraid of questioning whether God has power to save and whether God has any interest in saving us.

So we tell the story.  We tell again the story just as Jesus had always heard the story.  “A wandering Aramean was my father; and he went down into Egypt and sojourned there….and the Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us….Then we cried to the Lord the God of our fathers, and the Lord heard our voice, and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression; and the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great terror, with signs and wonders; and he brought us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey.”


We remember that we have always been sojourners, pilgrims, and wanderers.  We have always been people who never knew where God was taking us.  We see only the path before us, sometimes only the step before us.  We listen in the dark of night, and we dare to trust.


Like Jesus, we go to the desert, to the wilderness place of the heart.  We dare to put aside the comforts we have gathered to shelter ourselves from uncertainty.  The wilderness is an undefended place.  It is a place to get to rock bottom, a place for discernment.


Jesus found true certainty in the wilderness, the certainty that took him all the way to the cross.  This season of Lent is that time for us to take that leap, to dare the risk of uncertainty, to take the challenge of trust in God.  Our Lenten disciplines at their best unhinge us from our false security that we might find true serenity, the peace that passes understanding.


We have a journey before us.  We are sojourners, pilgrims, and wanderers traveling through this weary land.  We are wandering Arameans led by the mighty hand of God through these forty days.  May we dare to enter the unknown so that God may God, now and forever.  Amen.
