The Devil is in the Details
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MA || Deuteronomy 26:1-11; Psalm 91:1-2, 9-16; Romans 10:8b-13; Luke 4:1-13 || The Reverend
Amy Whitcomb Slemmer, Esq.

I’m so glad that you are here on another brisk Sunday morning — thank you for being here in
person AND on-line via Youtube and Facebook. If you are here, you managed the Spring time
change beautifully. And, if we have a few folks join us shortly after communion, we will
lovingly welcome them and understand they’re not stuck to their electronic devices and
screens and they are still running on Day Light Savings Time...

We have arrived at the season of Lent with today being our first Sunday of our new season,
we are treated to a high stakes gospel story, with both the Devil and Jesus having a “scripture
- oft” quoting to each other from sacred texts in order to justify temptation or avoid it. The
Devil is in the Details.

Whether this portion from Luke resonated or piqued your interest or curiosity, it offers a
profound question for each of us and a suggestion that we might enhance our Lenten
observance to be more challenging than perhaps we’d originally designed.

This morning — I'm going to spend a bit of time reflecting on the Devil being in the details,
inspired by our stunning gospel this morning of Jesus’ multiple temptations, how while they
may seem far tetched and fantastical, are actually more relatable than you might first think.
But first — a quick aside about Lent.

| hope that those of you who are observing a mindful Lent have sorted out what you might do
to help you be in touch with a contrite heart, a remorseful demeanor and the gift of the Holy
Spirit that allows us to turn, repent and seek forgiveness. It is a tall order, but if we are
intentional about the way in which we spend these 40 days or the ways in which we change
up some of our habits, | have no doubt that we will be prepared, a bit changed and ready for
the intense journey that we will travel during Holy Week.
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Thank you to several of you who have shared your proposed Lenten discipline. Each seems
thoughtfully chosen and intended to bring you closer to God. If you are unsure about changing
up or adopting or eliminating something from your routine for the season of Lent, have no
fear - there is still time to adopt a discipline or identify a change to embrace. And if you would
like to discuss your thinking about it, I’m happy to listen.

Our inspiration for our Lenten practice is based on this morning’s gospel which begins just
after Jesus has been baptized in the river Jordan by his friend and cousin John the Baptist. We
are told that Jesus is still FULL of the Holy Spirit. | hope that those of you who were with us
last week can relate — that was a fully spirit lead celebration of our three newly baptized
siblings — Jen, Teddy and Maddie. The Holy Spirit was all over the place! - so perhaps we can
identify with the joy and lightness of heart and head that Jesus experiences as he takes himself
out into the wildness for 40 days and 40 nights. [[As an aside - if your Lenten discipline is
already feeling too hard or too heavy, we’re reminded this morning that that Jesus ate and
drank absolutely nothing during this wilderness period. Yikes!]]

I’'ve always thought of the 40 day wilderness journey or retreat, as Jesus praying and
absorbing the great weight and the holy privileges that God has placed upon him. It is
understandable if that sort of reflection, inventory taking and deep discernment cannot be
accomplished while actively preaching and healing and engaging in his challenging ministry,

Jesus takes himself out of circulation and goes off to contemplate who he is. What does it
mean to be God’s son - to be fully divine and fully human? He has no earthly peers. There really
isn’t a support group or chat room he could tap into for the insights or clarity he needs for the
adventures and travails ahead.

At the end of this sacred retreat, Jesus is starving — undoubtedly for sustenance and | imagine
he misses his people, his family and the community that he has been slowly accumulating. As
he is at his most vulnerable, the devil shows up and tempts him. The devil tempts Jesus with
the promise of food, with glory and with unimaginable earthly power. Each of these
temptations begins with the taunt “well, if you are the son of God” and then the Devil quotes
from scripture — using some of the exact same words that we have just prayed responsively
in Psalm 91....and Jesus, also quoting scripture, brushes each offer and temptation away.

At this point, Jesus has been in the wilderness finding himself, and he is absolutely sure of who
he is. He knows the nature of being the son of God. He does not equate power with control.
He affirms that he cannot be sustained by bread, and he is not tempted nor rewarded by glory.
Jesus quotes scripture and flummoxes the devil and upends his whole plan. Jesus responds
by placing God, God’s kingdom and God’s expectations for him first, and in doing so Jesus
models for each of us the set of priorities that we are to share, that we are to model, that are
most important to God.
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The detail to call forward this morning is that in exchange for all of this worldly power, wealth
and fame, Jesus would be required to worship the devil himself. Jesus would have to put the
devil first, ahead of God, ahead of his ministry and would subvert the purpose of his entire life.

We’ve read this scripture before. We’re not surprised at Jesus’ commitment to God, and his
expression of what true power looks like. This morning, on this first Sunday of Lent, we are
encouraged to examine the analogous temptations that show up in each of our lives...

If we are hungry, spiritually or physically, or so desperately sad or grieving or frightened,
scared or worried - well, just plain desperate in any way - that we’ve found this one thing or
are sure that this one thing - this one purchase, this one particular bank account balance, this
one promotion or this one possession would heal everything — then we can understand this
passage and the bargain with the devil. If you’ve pursued this one thing — this one fix, using
today’s passage from Luke as our lens, Jesus would say that we were placing that purchase,
possession, bank balance, accomplishment or relationship || ahead of God.

AND, if we are placing something ahead of God, what does that say about who we are?

THAT is the gift of our Lenten exploration. We have a standing invitation from the one who
created us, loves us and calls to us continually to take stock and see whether we are putting
anything else first to declare who we are through our actions and deeds.

(pause) If during our Lenten exploration, we find that we have put something else first — and
| know that | certainly HAVE — because we are human — THIS is the season to get a handle on
it, @ more focused view and to put these important concerns and considerations — our
relationships, accomplishments, possessions, bank balances, careers, families, in perspective
— we are called to place God first because we are the Beloved children of God.

As we move into and embrace this season of Lent, consider whether there are decisions that
you are making or behaviors that you might reflect on that do not clearly indicate that you are
among the people of God, followers of Jesus Christ first?

Each of those possessions, or yearnings and the amount of time that we are investing in them,
are not furthering the kingdom of God, and looked at by a stranger, would these choices bring
people closer to God?

As Jesus responds to the Devil, demonstrating by word and deed who he is, the subtext is that
none of those possessions, level of power or popularity would lead to eternal happiness, or
enhance Jesus’ ability to love. We have lots of scripture passages that remind us that those
earthly possessions and acquiring power and having to work so hard to hold onto it, are
actually the antidote to Love, they can make love that much harder to feel and share.
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| am so grateful that each of you has joined us this morning to begin this intentional Lenten
journey to consider whether the choices that we are making, the ways we are investing our
time, where we are investing and spending our money is a reflection of the grace of God’s
love and an extension for each of us to be among God’s beloved children, or is it perhaps, a
bit of worshipping elsewhere? | know that | said that the Devil is in the Details. I’ll also remind
us of a similarly powerful saying, which is that “God is in the details”. As you continue your
faithful Lenten journey, | pray that each of us will spend some reflective time assessing which
details are taking most of our attention. Amen+

March 9, 2025 The Devil is in the Details | | Page4 of 4



