St. James Reflection for February 25th, 2007


Temptation, Faith, Deeds, and Providence



First Sunday of Lent

We learn from the lessons today about faith, and the appropriate context for which faith exists, and should be practiced.  On Ash Wednesday, we were warned about wearing faith like a badge on our sleeves.  It can throw a wrench into what we think is appropriate when we are told not to advertise our good deeds.
As you all know there are different interpretations of scriptures, and the many existing Christian denominations serve as an example of this truth.  They range from literal to contextual, and the Bible was written during different time frames in history, by authors relaying the word of God in a frame fitting to their historical and cultural surroundings.  This makes a literal translation difficult to get our heads around, and we can get into trouble where we perceive contradictions.  And so it goes when we feel like we are being told to keep our faith a secret, or we risk being judged as hypocrites.  But what about the parts that tell us to spread the word?  How do we square all of this up?
It makes sense that embracing faith in such scriptures requires not just a comprehension of what scripture says, but a great deal of meditation, and personal reflection on how the messages relate to us personally.  In our Old Testament lesson this morning, Moses speaks of providence as God’s reward for faith.  This message is repeated in many forms through the second reading and Gospel, but with the unique point that this is not a cause/effect relationship.  By that I mean, that providence may reward faith, but faith is not meant to be a road to providence.  If I were to say that back where I grew up in Connecticut, I’m sure that someone would be quick to say that Interstate 95 is the road to Providence.  That might be true in a literal sense too, but New England humor aside, maybe the point can be made by relating it to a personal example.  If a parent promises their child that straight A’s will earn them a new bike, then is the child only supposed to care about getting a new bike?  Not quite; the bike is the parents’ way of expressing pride in their efforts, but the effort is not meant to be made just for a bike.  So it goes with faith as well.
Four years ago in mid December, I was sitting in the concourse at Toledo Express Airport waiting to catch a puddle jumper to Detroit where I would connect to a flight bound for Portland, Maine to pay my family a visit for the holidays.  There are some individuals who stand out in a crowd, and while I’ve always been someone who is content to blend in amongst strangers, there was a standout sitting there in the concourse with me; I didn’t really know what was special about him other than he appeared to be very comfortable with his surroundings, and not afraid to look anyone in the eye, and smile.  He was a retired gentleman, wearing a blue sport coat, and he gave all the appearances of being genuinely happy to see all of us there with him, and I had no idea why.  As we lined up to board, we started to cross paths and he smiled genuinely at me, as Ginny would say, he smiled with his eyes, and said “I’m only a Captain so if you’re a General you can go first.”  I smiled back and laughed, and was happy to tell him that I couldn’t pull rank on him and so he was welcome to go first.  I thought how strange it was to see how one person could seem to change the energy in an entire room full of people.  At that point, I was unaware that he was there for a reason that day.
Without the contradictory trappings of a purely literal translation of scripture, we can find that there is a more universal theme throughout the Old and New Testaments.  That faith is not so much about how much you can impress others with your knowledge and deeds, but rather is about what is in your heart; and how it motivates you to do what you do.  As we see in the Gospel lesson, God is not the only one who can offer us providence.  The devil also makes offerings, and while it may seem obvious that this temptation is morally wrong, it is not nearly as easy to know when or how temptation is manifesting itself.
When you give of yourself, expecting nothing in return; then you are performing the will of God, just as Christ, who gave his life for those who loved him, also gave his life for those who did not.  But be wary, when accepting the perceived generosity of someone who expects something in return.  When you give of yourself because you expect something in return, it may be a perfectly legitimate business transaction, which in and of itself is perfectly innocent, but it should not be confused with faith inspired good works.  When we accept providence from one who expects something in return, we may want to ask ourselves if we can afford it, for we may have sold them a part of ourselves that we can’t get back.  Today’s Gospel provides the origin of the adage that warns about selling your soul to the devil.  Jesus, who himself was able to reject such offerings, and who did no harm to anyone, has paid the price for it anyway.  When offered something normally out of our reach, will we be able to look Him in the eye and justify to Him what we have been asked to do for the providence that we were offered?  Could we look at Jesus on the cross and say “sorry Lord, I’m sure that hurts but this deal was too good to pass up.”  If the answer is no, then the providence is not coming from God.  His Last Days helps to make that so clear at the end: “Let Him show the way.”
After we took our seats on the puddle jumper bound for Detroit, I became aware that the unique stranger from the concourse was sitting directly behind me, and he struck up a conversation with the woman sitting next to him.  Since I don’t normally eavesdrop, I got settled into my seat and grabbed something to read in order to pass the time.  Occasionally, I picked up bits and pieces of the conversation behind me and learned that like me, this woman was meeting her family as well, but it was to bury her father.  It became harder and harder to tune out.  She talked about her family and all of the stress they were going through, and how she had to keep herself together for her family.  He talked about his faith, and how it saved him from despair when he went through a similar ordeal, and while she continued to talk about the well being of her family, he was more interested in how she was holding up.  Her desire to be strong was admirable, but I could tell by her voice that she was exhausted, and on the verge.  Midway through the flight, airsickness got the best of her, and priding herself on her strength, she was humiliated at what she perceived and perhaps more importantly, what she thought other passengers would perceive as weakness.  His words to her were perfect, attending to all of her needs to maintain her dignity, including breath mints.  He told her that there was nothing to be ashamed of and that God loved more than enough to make up for any embarrassment she would suffer.  This experience would pass, but God’s love would last forever.  After we landed in Detroit and began to deplane, I kept thinking to myself that I don’t know what I just witnessed, but this woman is going through one of the most difficult and lonely experiences I can imagine, and I have no doubt that she is going to be ok.  I had no clue who that man was, but if he was not Jesus himself, than maybe he was an angel.
This may have been a public display of faith, but he was giving only to let someone know that God loved them, to help someone feel God’s love, and feel God’s presence with her during trying times.  He wasn’t doing it to show off and he wasn’t expecting anything in return.  Everyone within earshot on that plane seemed to walk out feeling inspired to help someone else.  It was like a real life “pay it forward,” as opposed to the more typical “you owe me one.”
So that is where the reflection ends, but I want to mention that today is the first Sunday of Lent.  As we begin Lent, I remember that two years ago, many people thought it might be the last Lenten season for His Last Days; yet tonight it will go on.  How wonderful, that this group was able to see past any perceived barriers to carrying on this great tradition!  It really is an example that the only barriers to our own success in anything are the ones that we create.  This year, His Last Days will become even more of an ecumenical production, which is testament to the purpose of this outreach.  All of this happens in spite of suppression.  It is nothing short of uninhibited faith that makes this possible, and I am honored to be a part of a community that can build such faith.
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