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I remember well a regular routine enjoyed by my family when I was growing up.  We would go to worship at Community United Methodist Church every Sunday, and on some Sundays we would get a special treat of attending Sunday brunch at the Country Club of Missouri.  The brunch tables at the club were filled with many of my favorite foods – pan-fried potatoes, fried chicken, steamed shrimp, fried okra, Belgium waffles, crisp bacon, sausage patties, mashed potatoes, and a delectable salad bar that I often chose to ignore.  When the main courses were finished, I could hardly wait to carefully peruse the offerings atop the twelve-foot-long dessert table.  One Sunday, the table featured cups of berries, sugar and crème.  I think I had six cups of berries, sugar and crème that afternoon – enough to fill my stomach full and enough to make me not like berries quite as much anymore.  

I love to eat.

The only brunch experience I’ve had that compares to the one at the Country Club of Missouri is the time I was invited to be someone’s guest for brunch at the Ritz Carlton Hotel in Pentagon City.  As you can imagine, the brunch tables had every possible food imaginable – including foods that no one would eat in central Missouri such as lobster tails, Oysters Rockefeller and caviar – each one freshly prepared in the best possible way, complemented by bottomless glasses of champagne.  I think I was sick for days after this brunch experience because I gorged myself until I could eat no more.  

I love to eat.

And, I am not the only one in this country who loves to eat.  We live in a society where food comes often in plentiful portions.  When I was clipping coupons this weekend, I came across this advertisement for Swanson’s Hungry-Man Frozen Dinners.  The trademark logo says, “It’s good to be full.”  We are a nation of hungry men and hungry women.  We love to eat.


The words “super-size” are no longer used to describe mattresses made for tall people or clothing designed for plus-size women.  The words “super-size” are words repeated often at McDonald’s and Burger King’s – often enough that an entire documentary film, entitled, “Super Size Me” was produced on our nation’s tendency to super-size our fast food meals.


In 2002, a book called “Fast Food Nation” became a bestseller.  The book chronicles our love of fast food – food that comes quickly in foil wrappers, cardboard boxes and paper bags.  According to the book, Americans spent more money on fast food in 2001 than we did on “higher education, personal computers, software or new cars.”  We spent $110 billion on fast food in 2001!  Furthermore, one out of every four individuals living in this country eats some type of fast food on any given day.
  This love of fast food is transforming our entire society.  McDonald’s is now responsible for 90 percent of the new jobs in our nation.  And, the golden arches of McDonald’s are more widely recognized than even the Christian cross, according to the book.
  

We love to eat.


But is it really good to be full?  Is it really good to be full of an entire pound of Hungry-Man food when the Classic Fried Chicken meal has 960 calories and 45 grams of fat?
  Is it really good to be full of a McDonald’s Super Size meal when a large order of fries from McDonald’s has 570 calories and 30 grams of fat?  Add a Big Mac to your order and you have another 540 calories with 29 grams of fat.
  “It’s good to be full,” claims Hungry-Man.  We love to be full.  We are good at eating until we can eat no more.

We find Jesus in the wilderness today with a stomach that is not full but rather empty.  For the last 40 days, Jesus has not had a single thing to eat.  Jesus has been fasting for 40 days.  If you have ever practiced the spiritual discipline of fasting, then you know it is not easy.  You start the day without your morning coffee, and your head is aching by noon, if not sooner.  You make it fine without breakfast but when lunchtime arrives, you feel as though you are starving.  You can hardly wait for the dinner hour to arrive so that you can break the fast.  Going without food for even a single day can take great discipline.  Many of us have stomachs that roar if we skip a meal or even an afternoon snack, let alone going one whole day without food.  We become famished when we do not eat all that we are accustomed to eating.  Jesus, as you can imagine, is weakened and tired from hunger when the devil tempts him in the desert with the tricks of his trade.  

Forty days without a single crumb of food, and forty days with the devil himself tempting you with every compelling sin under the sun.  Can you imagine enduring such a challenge?  We are not told what the temptations are that the devil tosses at Jesus during the forty days.  We are only told about the final three temptations – the ones that would be the hardest to resist.


If someone has not had anything to eat, what is the most logical thing to tempt them with?  Food, of course!  Like many of us who tide ourselves over when we are making dinner with a simple piece of bread, or dive into the bread basket after a long day of work while we are perusing a restaurant menu, the devil tells the one who has not eaten for 40 days to turn a stone into a loaf of bread.  A loaf of bread would more than fill the stomach of one who has not eaten for 40 days.  Jesus could easily do what the devil is telling him to do.  Jesus can do anything, after all, for he is the Son of God.  Still, Jesus does not turn the stone into bread, doing what the devil tells him to do.  Instead, Jesus argues back, using scripture as his defense.  He quotes a verse from Deuteronomy which outlines the laws by which he lives, telling the devil that man does not live by bread alone.  Rather, man is best fed by God.

The devil then comes to Jesus with the offer of power.  The devil leads Jesus to a mountaintop where he can see all of the kingdoms of the world.  Imagine climbing a mountaintop and seeing all the nations of the world – the United States of America, China, Japan, Israel, South Africa, the Sudan, Germany, and Iraq – in front of your eyes.  Imagine that you can control each and every one of them – you will have the authority over every kingdom in which all creatures, large and small, dwell.  Perhaps this way would be the only way to end the conflict in the Middle East or the war raging with Iraq.  Perhaps this way would be the way to ensure that everyone has something to eat.  It would be a wondrous gift.  Still, Jesus declines the offer.  Jesus knows that the devil’s power will one day end but that the one Jesus is called to serve, the Lord our God, will endure from generation to generation for this One is Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end.


The devil has one more temptation for Jesus.  He takes Jesus from the wilderness to Jerusalem, to the pinnacle of the temple, and tells Jesus to throw himself down, this time using words from Deuteronomy himself to back his temptation.  Be spectacular – be like the crocodile hunter, Steve Irwin who constantly put himself in the face of danger only to escape every time but once.  Still, Jesus resists the offer to be spectacular, knowing that he should not put the Lord to the test.  With these words, the devil’s testing ends, and he departs from Jesus.


Jesus is tempted with food, power and the ability to be spectacular.  Jesus is tempted with the very things most people in this nation live and die for.  Turning a stone into a loaf of bread would provide instant gratification – a quick fix to his most immediate problem.  We love quick results!  We love finding easy answers to whatever is ailing us, without having to do a great deal of work.  Walk down any diet supplement aisle at Target, and you’ll see how much this nation spends on products promising them quick results – in this case weight loss.

Having authority is why people go to graduate school and run for political office.  The ability to control the most powerful kingdom and influence every other kingdom in the world is what some seventeen different individuals want as they have entered the 2008 race to become the next President of the United States. 

The capacity to be spectacular – to throw yourself down only to pop right back up – is what we see celebrities doing all of the time.  Look at how Britney Spears has thrown herself down by shaving her head and entering rehab this week, only to find her picture on the cover of numerous magazines and television news shows.  She threw herself down and immediately popped back up.  Still, Jesus says, “no” to each of the three offers.  He resists every single temptation.  He says “no” to the devil’s offers of fulfillment, power and awe.


It’s good to be full.  We are taught this all of the time.  Our society teaches us how to fill ourselves with the things being offered by the devil – immediate gratification, authority and power.  But Jesus knows that real contentment comes from emptying himself of these things in order to be filled with the things of God.  Jesus knows who God has called him to be.

While Jesus’ stomach is empty, the rest of him is very full.  Jesus is full of what is most important.  He is full of the Holy Spirit – the Holy Spirit that came upon him at his baptism by John in the River Jordan, the Holy Spirit that has led him to the wilderness where he is tempted by the devil for forty days, and the Holy Spirit that enables him to resist anything that separates him from the will of God. 


Jesus has the strength to say no, resisting the devil with words he has memorized from scripture.  At every twist and turn, Jesus quotes the laws outlined in the book of Deuteronomy, confessing his faith in a higher way – in God’s way.  Jesus’ ability to stay disciplined comes from his knowledge of the scriptures.  He knows what God has commanded him to be and to do.  He recites the laws found in the book of Deuteronomy, laws that boil down to one command, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.”
  Jesus is called to love God with all that he has – not love himself first or the things this world teaches him to love.  Jesus must stay focused on who he is as the Son of God.

Today is the first Sunday in Lent.  If you were in church somewhere on Wednesday then you felt your forehead being marked with ashes as someone reminded you that “from dust you came and from dust you shall return.”  In this season, we not only face our own mortality but also our sin – accepting that we are all sinners in desperate need of God’s grace.  We therefore spend much time reflecting and preparing, practicing obedience and studying the scriptures, being disciplined and searching for life’s true meaning.  

Lent is a time to let go of some things while taking on new things. Lent is the dead of winter that prepares us for the new life of spring.  It would be a depressing season if we only thought of the words we hear on Ash Wednesday, “from dust you came and from dust you shall return.”  But the story does not end here.  The season ends with Easter when we realize that through the cross we have been saved from our sin and death.  Through the cross, we are offered new life.  

More often than not, we hear about people giving up something for Lent – even people who are not part of a community of faith often give something up for Lent.  In fact, I learned from online research this week that people give up everything from having fresh flowers in their flats to eating sweets, consuming alcohol to spending time on the online site called Facebook, drinking fizzy drinks to putting sugar in their coffee, during the Lenten season.  And giving up chocolate is the most popular Lenten discipline of all.  But what Jesus teaches us about discipline in this passage is far more significant than giving up chocolate or fresh flowers or fizzy drinks.  Being a disciplined disciple of Christ involves a much greater sacrifice.  


In fact, the very word “disciple” includes all but three of the letters in the word “discipline.”  One of the definitions of “discipline” according to the American Heritage Dictionary is, “training expected to produce a specific character or pattern of behavior, especially training that produces moral or mental improvement.”
  Our spiritual disciplines are what give us the character associated with being a Christian.  Our spiritual disciplines are what shape us into individuals whose behaviors are patterned after Jesus Christ.

We are told that the Spirit not only comes upon Jesus at his baptism but that the Spirit also drives Jesus into the wilderness.  If you have ever been lost or alone or in a place that is unfamiliar to you, then you know the significance these times play in our spiritual journeys.  I would venture to guess that most of us have a prayer life that is more active when things are not going well than when everything is going great.  I could safely assume that our prayers are filled with more petitions than they are songs of thanksgiving.  There are times when we need to go to the places that are most unfamiliar or challenging in order to remember from whom our strength comes.  The Spirit leads Jesus to the wilderness; we also need time in the wilderness where we experience the presence of the Spirit, knowing without a doubt that God is with us in these places.

When Jesus arrives in the wilderness, he fasts for 40 days.  He empties himself from his dependence on food for survival, allowing himself to instead be nourished and sustained by the power of God.  Just as God provided the Israelites with manna from heaven when there was no food to eat, Jesus knows that God will provide him with exactly what he needs.  The best way to experience the sustaining ways of God, however, is to stop being sustained with the things of this world.  

In John 4, immediately after Jesus’ encounter with the woman at the well, the disciples are concerned because Jesus has not had anything to eat.  Jesus, however, responds with the words, “I have food to eat that you do not know about.”  He then continues, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to complete his work.”
  Jesus is sustained by being in communion with and serving God – not the things of this world.  It’s good to be full – full of God’s presence and power.

The practice of fasting is found throughout the Bible.  Moses fasts for forty days and forty nights, eating no bread and drinking no water, while he writes the Ten Commandments on tablets of stone.
  He then comes back down the mountain, his face still shining from his encounter with God.  He empties himself of his earthly dependence before he can continue to be one of the leading spokespersons for God.


There are many times when we eat because we are sad or depressed.  We turn to food to fill a void in our lives.  Likewise, we turn to alcohol to drown our sorrows or to provide consolation or a way to relax at the end of a long, stressful day.  We find contentment in food and drink.  But food and drink does not provide us with lasting contentment.  While our sorrows may be drowned for a night, morning comes and the same problems reappear.  What if we emptied ourselves, instead, of the things we use to fill our emptiness and our sadness?  What if we instead allowed God to fill us, making space for God to come in and fill our broken and empty spots?  What if we stopped depending on the things of this world to make us happy and instead found pure delight in the fact that we are children of God – made in his image?   Scripture tells us that Christ’s grace is sufficient to us – that Christ’s power is made perfect in our weakness.
  It’s good to be full – full of this grace.

Jesus also uses scripture to resist the temptations of the devil.  Jesus knows the decrees of the Lord like the back of his hand.  He knows what the Lord has said and where God is calling him.  His authority comes from the scriptures.  This use of scripture is found throughout Luke’s gospel.  Everything is done “in accordance with the scriptures.”  We, too, overcome evil when we are armed with the Holy Spirit and the scriptures.  Lent is a time to faithfully study God’s word, to be reminded of the precious promises laid out in scripture and the source of our being.  It’s good to be full – full of the scriptures.

We all know what it is like to experience temptation.  Like the temptation Jesus experienced, our temptations come in carefully crafted packages for those who are committed to faithfully follow God.  Temptation comes in the form of attractive coworkers in the workplace who tempt our minds with thoughts of what it might be to be in relationship with them even though we are married.  Temptation comes in the form of wanting instant gratification to fill our longing desires whether it is a night of steamy romance, an expensive outfit that cost more than we can really afford, or a super-size meal at McDonalds.  Temptation comes in the form of someone promising us that we can have more money or more power or more prestige if we will let go of what faith and beliefs we have in our life and follow ways other than God’s.  Temptation comes in the form of believing that something other than God can quench our desire to be loved and cherished.


I know what it is to be tempted.  I am tempted all of the time and find myself seeking forgiveness often for the ways in which I give in to my temptations.  But I also know a bit of the joy that comes when we choose to resist the devil and his temptations and walk instead in the ways of the Lord.  I know that a life worth living is one in which I am being the person God has called me to be – being transformed by God’s love, grace and power instead of conformed to the ways of this world.  Why would we want to be anything less than the individuals God has called us to be?  As the Westminster Catechism has taught for centuries, our chief end in life is to glorify God and to enjoy God forever.


It’s good to be full – full of this life.
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