  Tested by Prosperity and Adversity

                                    Deuteronomy 26: 1-11,  Luke 4: 1-13

            The Winter Olympics are very much in the news, and our conversations, and command hours of TV time – at least at our house. We marvel as we watch these young people from many nations do outlandish, even super human feats to test themselves; to pass the test of the Olympics.

            Some put skies on their feet, shoot down a huge ramp, and float 200 yards before touching down. Others strap a board to their feet, race down something called a half pipe, and then shoot skyward, where they twist and turn with great abandon. Then they touch down as lightly as a feather; or they land like a sack of potatoes. Others turn a sheet of ice into a race track, a dance floor, a gymnastic hall.

            Now I am a southern boy, and the pond did not freeze very often where I lived. On those rare occasions when I went onto the ice, I came back with sore elbows and knees, thoroughly convinced that people are not supposed to tread such a surface. 

            As I watch, I am deeply aware that these athletes have been training for years to reach this event. For the last four, or six, or eight years, they have gotten up every day with one goal in mind – to reach the Olympics. The test for them has come every day. Every day they have had to commit again to the regime, the training, the ordeal in order to reach that grand event.

            Then, for a few, there comes the crowning glory. The winner gets to stand on a podium, surrounded by the cheering crowd, while the national anthem is played, and a gold medal is placed around his or her neck. Some have tears streaming, some have huge smiles, some celebrate with a fist pump in the air.   They have passed the test. 

            We are not Olympic athletes, but we know something about one part – the daily test; the daily commitment to a goal. 

            Our first lesson this morning comes from Deuteronomy. “  A wandering Aramean” is a text I most often read around Thanksgiving. It is a harvest scene. The farmer is instructed to celebrate the goodness and the bounty of the annual harvest with a time of worship and sharing; with a time of remembering and reverence. The farmer is told to stand in the sacred place and recite a litany, a creed, a family history.  “My ancestors were wanderers. They came from a far country and traveled way down to Egypt land. There ol’ Pharaoh would not let my people go. But God heard their cries, their groans, their sighs and prayer. God set them free with an outstretched arm, with signs and wonders, and brought them to this land of promise. This land flowing with milk and honey was a gift to us, not something we earned.   Today I remember and give thanks to the Lord. Today I share what I have with those who have not: with the Levite and the priest, who own no land; with the stranger, and alien, and the fellow without a green card.”

            This farmer is being tested. He is tested by his prosperity. Will he in his abundance forget the Lord? He is tempted by his comfortable circumstances to just roll along and not remember; not give thanks; not make a sacrifice to God. He is tempted not to notice his neighbors in need. When times are good it is easy to forget how we got here. We are quickly tempted to think we did this all by ourselves; forgetting the ancestors who struggled, who sacrificed for us; forgetting the God who hears and answers the prayers of the oppressed. Deuteronomy warns us that prosperity is a time of testing, of temptation to forget God. 

            Phillip Simmons in his book “Learning to Fall” writes “We’ve all heard of sudden millionaires, the lottery winners, whose lives have gone haywire. And we know others on whom success has hardened like a shell, sealing them off from friends, and family. These examples teach us that it’s not just bad news that carries us away…Good fortune can threaten our integrity, too.”  Deuteronomy is a guide through the testing of prosperity.

            Then we have our second text.  Jesus is in the wilderness, the wild places, after his baptism. Like Israel after Egypt, he finds himself out in the boonies, the dry arid land that nobody wants. This is not a time of abundance, but of scarcity. This is not a harvest celebration. It is the opposite. It is the text we read most often at the beginning of Lent; a season in the church of repentance, of introspection, of confession. 

            Jesus is out alone and has not eaten for 40 days; a reminder of the 40 years of Israel’s testing. In adversity Jesus is tempted to look for short cuts. Surely there is an easier way to be the Messiah than calling ornery disciples, trudging the roads of Galilee, facing hostile or way too eager crowds.  Surely there is a faster way to get to what God intends. Not this hard road. Not this cross to bear. 

            Prosperity tempts us to think we don’t need God because we can do it ourselves. Adversity tempts us to think that God asks too much, that we can find a better way ourselves.  As my high school English teacher would say “Do you notice any common themes?”

            Prosperity or adversity –  we are tempted to think that we are on our own.  We are tempted to decide that we answer to no higher authority. The test comes – do we have to find our way out of the briar patch, the wilderness, by ourselves? At the heart of this test is the decision to deal with God later; to honor God at some future time, but not right now.  

            So we say: times are hard, finances are stretched. I will think about being generous to the poor later. I will honor God with a gift after I can get things back in line.

            We say : times are good, I enjoy my life as a student, a business success, a social person at the club. I am having a good time. So later, after I have enjoyed all this, then I will make more time to listen to what the Lord asks of me.

            We say: times are hard. I am about to get married. I am about to have a child. My children are becoming teenagers.  I am looking for a job. I am looking at retirement. Later on, down the road, I will listen to what the Lord asks of me. 

            The test is this: who will we honor today? 

            The Tempter says to Jesus, “Make some bread today. People are hungry. Got to feed yourself and them first and then later we can preach the word. Later.”  Memory enables Jesus to respond, “Bread is never enough. Money will not solve all problems. God has far more in mind than manna in the wilderness.” 

            Then the Tempter offers another short cut. “Jesus, I will give you glory, honor, power, fame, fortune if you will bend the knee to me; make a few deals; look the other way a couple of times; let some shady things slide on by.  Later you can clean it all up when you are in charge. Later.”    Memory enables Jesus to respond “Worship God alone. Serve God today. Nobody knows what will happen later.”

The Tempter says “Make a scene. Get on the evening news. Do something spectacular.  Later you can talk to them about a cross to bear, an enemy to love, a neighbor to forgive. Surely God does not want you to suffer. (Here even the tempter quotes scripture.)  “The angels will bear you up and you will not even stub your toe.”   Jesus has a good memory for Scripture and what it teaches.  Jesus replies “Do not test God; make deals with God; presume on what God will do. Only serve God.” 

            In a time of adversity, Jesus is taunted with shorts cuts and postponement of his duty to God. His knowledge of Scripture, his memories of how God has been faithful in the past enable him to pass the daily test. 

            Our nation and our communities are in difficult days. We are at war. Our economy has suffered the ravages of unrestrained greed and self centered optimism.  People say to themselves: I am the master of the universe. The housing values will keep going up and up. I can never lose at this game.  Our government is so badly divided that neither side can get much done. Many, many people are in a wilderness time right now.

            And yet, we do not have to look very far – Haiti, Nicaragua, Belarus – just name three where we have relationships – we do not have to look very far to know how blessed we are. We do not have to look very far to see how much prosperity is still ours. Our children are not going hungry on days when the school’s cafeteria is closed by snow. Our elderly are not left to hope for cat food when the days of the month start running down. Our unemployed young adults and neighbors are not living out on the streets. 

            Prosperity and adversity - We know something about both. 

            Both bring a similar temptation; a familiar test. Shall we think about ourselves first? Shall we simply go our own way? Are we out here on our own?  Or does God have something in mind for us in these circumstances? Is there a call from Christ, a way for disciples to follow in days like these? I think there is. Scripture thinks there is a way to pass these tests. 

            Thanksgiving, worship, openness to God’s spirit, giving, sacrifice, yes even the way of the cross.  These are choices that lie before us in this season of Lent, in this time of adversity and prosperity. These are the training regimes that will help us in every season of our lives to reach that distant goal. It is in following Jesus that we come to know him. It is in serving God today that tomorrow opens up before us.

            Until we reach that final day, and we find ourselves standing on something like a podium. We will be surrounded by a cheering crowd, a great cloud of witnesses. An anthem will play, perhaps a thanksgiving hymn like “Now Thank We All Our God”. Someone will place a medal around our necks, and we will hear the most wonderful words of all “Well done, thou good and faithful servant”.

            Thanks be to God.
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