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March 5, 2017 

When Mystic Lake Casino first opened up in Shakopee some 25 years ago, it was an instant sensation around the 
Twin Cities—the first gambling place that people didn’t have to drive two hours to get to.  All kinds of people, 
including many of my friends and a few of my priest-friends, became regular, enthusiastic patrons of that place 
and urged me to check it out.  And taking one’s first trip to the casino became a popular rite of passage for 
young people on their 18th birthdays.   

So I took a trip out there one day to see what all the fuss was about.  The parking lot was packed and the place 
was hopping.  I walked around inside and played a few slot machines, spending maybe $10.  And after about 15 
minutes I concluded that this was just about the most boring place of recreation that I had ever experienced.  I 
went back to the car and went home.  I have never been in a casino since.  It simply doesn’t interest me.   

And a few years after that, Mystic Lake began offering free shuttle bus service from the Twin Cities to the casino.  
That attracted still more happy customers.  But not me.  And then still later they got permission for a liquor 
license, which drew in even bigger crowds, but not me.  And then came the luxury hotel and the big-time 
entertainment and the inexpensive fine dining options.  Not for me.  Thank you.   

Obviously, over the years the Mystic Lake business plan has been a huge success.  The profits are enormous and 
they are still expanding.  Some people have become literally addicted to gambling there.  Occasionally when I 
share this story with others they are generally astonished by my disposition.  “What do you mean you don’t like 
casinos?! Everybody does!  Maybe you’re just not playing the right games, or maybe you aren’t skilled enough to 
enjoy it.”  Maybe so.  But I haven’t any desire at all to become more informed about casino gambling.  I do not 
pronounce judgment on those who love it.  I’m just not interested.   

And maybe realizing that can help me, and us, step into the story of Jesus’ temptations in today’s Gospel of 
Matthew.  It’s from Chapter Four, which is the very first episode after his baptism by John the Baptist in the 
Jordan, which is, in turn, the very first episode that this gospel reports since Jesus was an infant. A gap of more 
than 30 years of Jesus’ biography occurs here, during which we have no historical information about how he was 
spending his life.  People often make assumptions about what he was doing, and religious artists love to portray 
how it may have been during those years, but this gospel never says so.   

But surely, whatever else transpired, Jesus spent those gap years coming to greater and greater clarity about 
who he was, what that meant, and what was to be his great mission and what was likely to be his fate. Like any 
truly human person he was discerning what to value, what was truly important in life, what he was passionate 
about and what he ought to avoid as dangerous.   

And he would have done that while living among and observing a whole community of other people, not all of 
whom would have been making the same choices.  The main reason I never smoked marijuana in high school is 
that some of my friends and classmates did and I noticed how it affected them.  I didn’t want that.  And the main 
reason I never drank too much in college is the same one:  It made people sick and stupid and embarrassing, and 
I didn’t want that either.   

And Jesus would have been spending those years coming to terms with the question of God:  Who is He, how is 
he to be best served, and how passionate am I about following Him? Jesus would surely have lived among many 
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people who had chosen to serve gods other than YHWH his Father, especially the Romans, and he would have 
observed the effects of those choices.   

So that by the time he emerged in Sacred Scripture as a grown adult he would have embraced some convictions 
with absolute force and he would be ready to decline other options, not necessarily because he hated them, but 
because he simply wasn’t interested in them.  Like me and Mystic Lake.  And clearly in today’s gospel, one thing 
that Jesus had come to know and care about is the absolute need to cling to God and to relegate everything else 
to a rank of lesser importance.  So when Jesus was invited to make instant bread more compelling than God, he 
wasn’t interested, even though he was hungry.  And when he was invited to put his personal show of miraculous 
power ahead of service to God, he wasn’t interested.  He had figured it out.  And when he was offered “all the 
kingdoms of the world in their magnificence” in exchange for devil worship, he said no.  And you can almost 
hear Satan responding in the same way that some of my casino enthusiasts respond to me: “What do you mean 
you don’t want all those kingdoms?!  Everybody does!  Maybe, Jesus, you just don’t get it?!” 

No, Jesus understood just fine.  He just wasn’t interested.  It was Satan who wasn’t getting it because he 
assumed that Jesus’ priorities in life would be the same as those of so many others:  Immediate gratification, 
celebrity attention, wealth and property and power.  Who wouldn’t automatically want all that, he presumed?   

It is possible that these biblical temptations of Jesus were agonizing, pitched emotional battles against the 
cosmic force of evil.  It is possible that Jesus was personally tormented in the face of what Satan was offering.  
But it certainly doesn’t seem so from today’s gospel.  The response of Jesus in each case is simply to quote 
scripture.  It seems that Jesus found Satan more of an irritation than a deadly threat.  Because he was certain 
about what he had come to value most.  And when Satan three times just wouldn’t believe that, Jesus became 
annoyed at Satan’s persistent cluelessness, and sent him away.   

It is good for us to notice how Jesus came to the place of temptations in the first place.  It wasn’t Satan who 
lured Jesus out into the desert by some kind of trickery.  No, this gospel says that it was God’s Holy Spirit that led 
Jesus out there, precisely in order to prove that he was fully ready for the mission.  And it wasn’t Satan who 
made Jesus hungry out there.  Jesus made himself hungry by his deliberate decision to fast—to make himself a 
bit more vulnerable.   

This new season of Lent provides all of us with an opportunity to do the same.  The penitential practices we 
observe during this time before Easter are not meant to make life deliberately unpleasant.  They are rather to 
allow us to become more clear about our true priorities, to notice the things—both large and small—that tempt 
us away from perfect discipleship—to make us—by our own choice—a bit more vulnerable.  

I won’t be abstaining from the casinos or marijuana or binge drinking this Lent because those things don’t 
interest me in the first place.  But there are other thinks that do, other temptations, and I intend to use this time 
to clarify whether they are a little too important.  We can all do the same.  May this be a time of proving that we 
are ready for the mission. 

 


