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February 14, 2016 
First Sunday of Advent 
 

Many years ago I had a conversation with a man who had at one time been a high school student of mine.  
When I first came to know him as a teenager it was immediately apparent to me that this young person was 
loaded with natural gifts.  He was unusually bright, very talented athletically, charming and quick-witted, and he 
made friends easily among his peers and adults like me.  And he drank a lot.  It was no secret; in fact, I think he 
was rather proud of it.  To many of his friends his heavy consumption of alcohol was part of what made him 
seem cool. 

Eventually he moved on to college, where his behavior began to reveal itself as a full blown addiction.  You knew 
that because not even a series of serious negative consequences could convince him to stop.  The multiple DWI 
arrests, the nights spent in jail, the eventual expulsion from graduate school, the premature death of his father 
from the same disease.  It wasn’t until a felony conviction threatened to bring down his whole life in a crashing 
ruin that he became persuaded that this had to change radically and immediately, and he had to stop drinking.   

And somehow, by the grace of God, he did.  That was at least 15 years ago now, before his marriage and the 
birth of his beautiful children and the realizing of great success in his career.  And I share this story here because 
of something he told me after he was well into his recovery process, an insight that was critical in getting 
straightened out and sobered up.  He said that once he began really seriously to turn things around he 
awakened to the fact that drinking was not merely something that he did.  It had become an integral part of who 
and what he was.  It had gotten all tangled up with his very identity as a person.  He was the drunk.  He told me 
that as part of his conversion, he had not only to break a destructive habit.  He had to find a completely new 
circle of friends, a completely different way to recreate and to re-focus his leisure time.  In a real sense he had to 
let a part of himself die so that the rest of him could have a chance to survive.  And at a basic level he had to 
confront the question, “Who am I?  To what am I dedicated ultimately?  What sort of human being am I 
becoming with the passage of time and events?  In what direction are my daily life choices impelling me?”   

It is the response to temptations that discloses the answers to questions like that, just as they did for Jesus 
himself in today’s gospel reading.  As St. Luke recounts the story, it wasn’t the temptations per se that were the 
problem here, even though they were brought forward from “the devil.”  In fact, he takes care to note that it 
was actually God’s Holy Spirit that led him into the barren wilderness precisely so that Jesus could be tested by 
being presented with empty promises and shallow rewards.  Temptations of any kind are simply a part of life, 
and they are proving grounds where people who truly have free will can make any choices they like as part of 
their self-realization.  Temptations are just another word for options, or alternatives, or possibilities.  There can’t 
be any freedom or maturity without these things, and they are only scary or threatening to the extent that we 
haven’t yet fully decided how we might respond to them, to the extent that we’re still weighing out which things 
are most precious to us.  I have known recovering addicts who are very unsettled by being in social situations 
where other people are consuming alcohol.  And I have known others for whom that is not disturbing at all 
because they have put some of these questions to rest once and for all.   

Occasionally in the course of our church’s history people have questioned whether the temptation stories of the 
gospels aren’t just kind of an empty show.  After all, if Jesus was really tempted then how could he be God?   
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How could he be perfect?  But if he wasn’t really tempted to begin with, then why does this event have any 
meaning and how can it possibly be an encouragement to the rest of us who are, to say the least, not perfect?  
So is the lesson here that Jesus simply didn’t sin in the face of temptation?  Or is it that he couldn’t sin?  And 
interestingly, the teaching of our church’s faith is that the second one is the correct one.  Jesus, we say, was 
incapable of sin.  The first time I heard that I was really put off by it.  If our Lord and Savior ends up not sinning 
simply because he can’t, then good for Him but this seems to be of no help to any of us.  But as I continued to 
reflect on that teaching, the wisdom of it started to open up to me.  We are right to say that Jesus could not sin, 
but not because there was some sort of automatic shut off switch in his soul that forced him to choose 
virtuously when tempted.  No, it’s because Jesus, of all people who ever lived, had come to discover exactly who 
he was, and that his desires and happiness were exactly conformed to those of God.  So Jesus was still always 
free to choose for good or evil, as we all are, but he simply couldn’t have chosen for evil without being untrue to 
himself.  In other words, a Jesus who chose evil would no longer be Jesus.   

So Jesus was not some kind of preprogrammed nonhuman alien.  He was simply perfected in his ability to 
choose always for the good in a way that the rest of us are still striving for.  But we do indeed still strive for it 
more and more, especially in this holy season of Lent, because we know that it’s possible to do so.  The most 
virtuous and unselfish people among us in the community remind us of that constantly.  When one or another of 
those holy souls occasionally slips up and behaves badly we rightly say that “that isn’t who he is,” or “that’s not 
her,” or “that’s the medication talking.”  Because the holiest of saints among us are those who, quite literally, 
can’t sin very badly very often.  They’ve worked too hard for too long through too much temptation to be very 
much threatened by new opportunities for serious sin.  They’ve established quite solidly just who and what they 
are.  But that happens for most of us over a very long time and through hundreds and thousands of everyday 
opportunities to choose either for evil or for good.  And the more dedicated we are to cultivating lives of virtue, 
the harder and harder it gets to be derailed by temptations, until it’s nearly impossible if we wish to remain true 
to ourselves, just as it was for Jesus in the desert.   The temptations remain real and the choices remain truly 
open to us, but they can become less and less scary and powerful in their ability to threaten us.  So let our 
prayer in this new season of Lent be not so much for the removal of temptations, but for the resolve to change 
who we are in the face of them, so that it will become easier and more automatic for us to be faithful to our 
truest selves and to God. 

Just as my young friend was able to act his way into an addiction that eventually came to define him, so by God’s 
grace he was able to act his way back to sobriety and peace.  So can we all with the help of Christ, and regardless 
of what our own greatest weakness before temptation might be: whether it’s anger, chemicals, fear, selfishness, 
lust, power, dishonesty.  We can begin the project right here and right now.  That’s why we do Lent, after all. 


