B. 1st Sunday of Lent #3

                                                       
Mk1: 12-15

Scene

Jesus is tempted by Satan in the wilderness.

Background

Both Mt and Lk follow their common source, “Q," in recounting that Jesus had three specific temptations along with three scripture quotes that Jesus used to respond.  Mk has none of that.  He tells the story with minimum detail.  Perhaps, he knew the longer, more detailed story and shortened it for his purposes.  He wants to depict Jesus as the strong Son of God who goes to do battle with Satan and emerges victorious.

Text

v. 12 immediately: A favorite word of Mk.  It conveys a sense of urgency and inexorability about the

unfolding of events in Jesus’ life according to God’s predetermined plan.  Another translation might be “inevitably” or “as expected." The immediacy is not chronological but theological, God’s time and timing. Mk also uses the term to characterize a disciple’s decision to commit to Jesus unconditionally.

afterwards:  Following the Baptism where he is declared God’s Son, Jesus faces temptation.  This points up the fact that Christian Baptism is not an exemption from the experiencing of evil (temptation) but an inoculation against its power over an individual.  With the emergence of the Beloved Son a new era has begun, the era of hope, an essential feature of which is the overthrow of Satan.

the Spirit drove him:  The Greek word for “drove” is a forceful one, toned down in Mt 4:1 and Lk 4:1.  Besides

having the sense of “impelled," it also carries the meaning of “empowered.”  The sense would be that the Spirit, whose purpose is to equip Jesus with the powers for the task, takes the driver’s seat and both drives as well as gives the power to Jesus in his battle.

wilderness:  in the Near East the wilderness was considered the haunt of demons and evil spirits.  The reaction to hearing the word “wilderness” would be much the same as ours in watching a Dracula movie and seeing a cemetery engulfed in fog.  It connoted all things evil, including personal loneliness and fear.  It was also the word to describe the atmosphere wherein one was duped by Satan (since it was his “natural habitat” or “home court”). After creating a conducive environment Satan dupes humans into engaging in self-destructive behavior. Jesus will “baptize” this environment as the ground where one also encounters God and fights the evil with God’s power.

v. 13 forty days: This does not necessarily mean forty chronological days.  It was an expression used to

describe a considerable but limited period of time.  It would recall the fast of Moses and Elijah during their stays in the desert.  Mk says nothing about Jesus fasting.  Maybe he did or maybe he did not.  In any event, if fasting were important to get his point across, Mk would have made note of it.  Mt and Lk do tell us Jesus fasted.

was tempted:  Nothing is said about the content of these temptations.  The tense used indicates that Mk means to say that Jesus was continually tempted throughout his life.  He temptations were not over here.  Right up to the end he was tempted to renege on who he was and what he was about, to succumb to the wishes of the crowd or the circumstances of the moment.  The word “temptation” (GK peirasmos) connotes trial, test, tribulation as well as “temptation."  The word tries to capture the mood that comes over a person when confronted simultaneously with suffering or pain and an easy or quick solution to it.

Satan:  By this time this term was used for the archenemy of God.  However, in Job (ch 1 & 2) he is merely the

prosecuting attorney in the heavenly court.  His job was to prosecute humans when their trial came up before God.  Belief in angels and demons is generally thought to have entered Jewish religious thought from Zoroastrianism during and after the Exile (6th Century BC).

wild beasts:  In the old pastoral society of the Hebrews the predatory raids of wild animals led to their being 

connected with the powers of evil (e.g., Ps 22: 11-21; Ez 34: 5, 8, 25) and to the further notion that in the new age, when righteousness at last prevailed, they would be completely tamed (Is 11: 6ff; Hos 2:18). It is significant that Mk does not report the victory of Jesus over Satan, nor the end of the temptation.  He wants to say that they continued throughout Jesus’ life.  The reference to the beasts serves to stress the character of the wilderness.  Jesus confronts the horror, the loneliness and the danger with which the wilderness is fraught when he meets the wild beasts.  Their affinity in this context is not with paradise, but with the realm of Satan.

angels looked after him:  The motif of the angel who guides and helps Israel through the wilderness is prominent 

in many of the narratives of the first Exodus.  There is no indication in Mk that the service of the angels is withdrawn nor that it serves to mark the end of the temptations.  The point for Christians is that all the forces of God and Satan are simultaneously present in this life.  Which way we go depends on our decision.  But, we are never alone unless we fail to see.

vv. 14-15: This is a summary of Jesus’ message (and his Church’s message), a sort of manifesto which sums up the substance and essential meaning of his whole public ministry.

This is the time of fulfillment: There are two words in Greek for “time.” One is chronos, chronological time, tick-tock time, the kind of time that happens without human cooperation. It is inexorable. The other is kairos, decision time, opportunity time, really timing time. This “time” sees opportunity within the confines of tick-tock time as a time to decide or to act. It seizes the moment as “just the right time.” It is not automatic like chronological time, but requires human cooperation and participation. With the arrest of John, Jesus seizes the moment to take up where he left off and inaugurate the process whereby the Kingdom, God’s ultimate purpose, will happen.

Kingdom of God:  As Jesus used this term (better translated as the “realm” of God) there is no precise definition for it.  It rather captures a cluster of meanings, very rich but hard to pin down. The term has a long history in the OT, extra-canonical works and rabbinical literature.  In late Judaism its meaning developed in two extreme forms.  One was through Apocalypticism.  This viewpoint saw the coming of God preceded by horror and the overthrow of the existing world order, using bizarre imagery to make its point and preoccupied with calendar calculations of the sequence and dates of the events.  The coming of the Kingdom meant judgment.  The other direction, the one the Pharisees took, emphasized the diligent and punctilious observance of the Law in all its details.  This was what was meant by “taking upon oneself the yoke of the Kingdom of heaven” and so hastening the day of its coming when God’s Will will be done in its smallest detail.  Jesus’ use of the term is quite distinctive.  He eschews the apocalyptic notion that we can calculate the date.  For him the hour of God’s victory is beyond human calculation.  He rejects the notion that the Kingdom can be earned by faithful observance of the Law.  It is a gift, a grace that can only be accepted - on its own terms.  The Kingdom is more like an area or sphere of authority into which one can enter, so “realm” would be a better translation.  Demons are driven out and people are being called to discipleship.  Therefore, the Kingdom has both present and future aspects as far as chronological time is concerned. As far as kairos time both present and future are simultaneously true.  In the (chronological) future we will have full fellowship with Jesus in his glory, where death and pain will have been abolished and where faith will have passed into sight.  Yet, in the acts and words of Jesus the future Kingdom has come upon us already.  At the moment of decision for or against Jesus it is decided whether or not we will ever be in his Kingdom.  For this reason one actually enters the future Kingdom now, and the power of the Kingdom begins to take effect immediately in the table-fellowship of Jesus with his disciples and in the dinner of the congregation (Eucharist) as well as in experiencing the power of Jesus and being moved by his words.

Reform your lives:  The Good News requires a response.  The term used for it is metanoia in Gk (shub in Hb).  It

means think twice, have an afterthought, change your attitude and your life will change.  It involves a whole reorientation of one’s personality, a coming to one’s senses and turning toward God.  One is sorry for sin, and not just its consequences, sorry not just for the mess sin gets one into, but because it damages one’s relationship to God and his gift of life.

believe:  This is the fundamental attitude required to change everything.  It also means trust, and, in Hebrew, is related to the word for truth.  Here is means simply taking God at his word, that he is all Jesus says he is.  He will do anything, including sacrificing his only Son, to restore us to a right relationship with him.  We simply must let God be God - on his terms.  We must surrender the throne and accept the King and his kingdom will be ours.  The note of urgency in the summons to repent is sharpened, for now the nature of the Good News is clearer than ever before.  Jesus’ action in confronting Satan, sin, disease and death, and in subduing nature is the sign that the End (the Kingdom) stands as the next act of God in humanity’s future.

Reflections

V. 12 begins with “at once” or “immediately” (not given in the translation  in the Lectionary) and then  speaks of a forty day period. The “at once” stands for the moment of decision. When we make a decision we may spend time thinking about it, but the making of it actually takes a second or two. While it may be hard to make a decision, it is relatively easy when compared to carrying it out or living it out. Hence, the reference to forty days. By that the Bible does not mean an actual forty days, but an extended, yet limited period of time. This is the time needed for a decision to become a habit - first of attitude and then of behavior which reflects the attitude.

Jesus had made a decision reflected by his being baptized to do his Father’s will and work. Now he faced the challenge of sticking by that decision. To make it stick he embarked on a program, to develop habits of attitude and thought which would strengthen him for what was ahead, to face and overcome the temptations to take an easy path, to give up or give in and steel himself for the obstacles which were inevitable. As a human he was no different from us and, apparently, he knew it. Instead of saying, “I’m only human,” and justifying his failure. He refused to fail. He took steps to let the power of God sink in and stay.

It was the Spirit that empowered him to go into the scary desert on purpose, intentionally. He didn’t shy away from putting himself in a situation where the temptation to run away would be great. No shields, no weapons and certainly no medication (drugs, sex, daydreaming, fantasizing), not even the aid and comfort of human companionship. He went alone, but found that he was not really alone.

In the desert he had only wild beasts (representing all the forces of chaos in the world and within the human person accumulated over time through family and environment). He put himself in the worst possible environment to prove to himself and to others that he trusted in the power of God over the power of evil. While the power of evil reveals itself in the ferocity of untamed and untamable animals bent on devouring, the power of God reveals itself in the gentle, ministering of angels, no match for wild beasts! Yet he was victorious!

Jesus, by his example, says to us we can do it too, because we are never alone. Just as he had to look around, look twice before he saw the angelic presence amidst the bestial ones, so must we. We are never alone even when no other human is within sight. His angels are always ready to minister to us.

Yes, Jesus was tempted after baptism. So are we. But, temptation need not lead to sin, to giving in or giving up, to taking a pill or a trip or otherwise escaping through running away. Temptation can lead to strength and then to victory. We can stand our ground. We need not be duped by mirages, false promises of immediate relief leading only to further compulsion and addiction. If we apply easy solutions for relief from pain, ultimately the solutions become the problem. If we take a drink or a pill or have sex or escape into hobbies or recreation every time we feel uncomfortable or desertlike or deserted, the solution eventually will become the problem. We will become addicted to it and suffer severe withdrawal if it is not readily available. So we will make sure that it - our supply, our stash, our nest egg, is always there. We will live in a closet to avoid the desert, the empty space where the battle between God and Satan happens and where the choice must be made.

Baptism inoculates us to fight off Satan and his various diseases and addictions, but it does not prevent those illnesses from attacking us. It gives our spiritual immune system the power to be victorious, but does not prevent the battle. Even the garden of Gethsemane was no rose garden.

Key Notions

1. Jesus went into his typical “desert mode” when he needed time/space to think.

2. Even in the “desert mode” he was tempted to take the easy way rather than the right way.

3. Baptism does not eliminate temptation, but ensures victory over it.

4. Repentance and belief are attitudes not feelings.

Food For Thought

1. The “desert mode”: Like Jesus, Christians need to get out of their ordinary environment if they are to maximize their chances of getting out of their ordinary mode of thinking, feeling, evaluating, and responding to life. A physical desert in not required, however, but some place removed from familiar distractions is. That can be a retreat house or just a special spot in one’s own house, a church or just a special spot in a garden. Also, to think well, more deeply and without distraction, the Christian needs to let the body pray as well, i.e., to fast. This enables the person to be free from bodily distractions, free to concentrate. But, as in the life of Jesus, the fasting, praying Christian will be invaded by the evil one. There is no environment to which one can flee that escapes his notice. Yet, God uses just these moments in time/space to empower the Christian with his Spirit or, more correctly, to announce to the Christian that his Spirit, present in and since Baptism, is ready to help. Ironically, the very time/space wherein the evil ones foolishly thinks the Christian most vulnerable is the very time/space wherein he/she is strongest. Physically weak and psychically away from home, the Christian is even more acutely aware of the angels ministering to him/her. He/she is also acutely aware that one glance away from focusing on the Lord, one dalliance into fear at the unfriendly, threatening and stark environment surrounding him/her, can catapult him/her into the arms of the take-the-easy-way-out advice of the evil one. Frequent and regular trips into the “desert mode” makes the Christian “familiar” with this terrain and knowledgeable of where the beasts, traps and pitfalls are.

2. Time and timing: There is tick-tock time and there is timing time. They are very different “modes,” though they can exist simultaneously. Seeing any tick-tock time event as an opportunity to probe deeper into its meaning turns it into a timing event. Seeing any moment/event in the light of eternity will reveal and change it from its apparent sense to its real meaning. One does not control what (chronological) time it is, any more than one can usually control what happens in the chronological mode. But because one decides what one’s attitude toward chronological time/events, one can take charge of how to interpret those time/events. This is not to control them but to redeem them, to bring them into the light of eternity in order to know how to deal with them according to God’s perspective.

3. Lent, timing time: The Lenten (old English for “Spring” because the days LENgThen) season has a dual character: 1)  to prepare catechumens for the celebration of the sacraments of Christian Initiation -- Baptism, Confirmation & Eucharist, especially by catechesis; and 2) to prepare the faithful for the renewal of their baptismal vows by penance, prayer and study of the Word of God. Lent is first, last and foremost about Baptism.  Baptism is about going down with Christ unto death and being raised up with him to glory.  Lent as a chronological time can be turned into a timing time in order to concentrate on the deepest meanings of human life which can only be seen in Jesus who fights every temptation to take the world by power, force or the razzle-dazzle of miracles. The Baptism of new Christians and the renewal of Baptism by old Christians is celebrated at Easter. Easter can be passively lived through as just another chronological time or it can be turned into a timing time. Lent, the “desert” mode,” prepares for Easter, the ‘dessert mode” of life. Physical disciplines and ascetical practices are helpful if, and only if, they lead us to concentrate on the eternal. Engaged in simply because of tradition or habit leaves them on the level of chronological time, to be stopped when the time of Lent is over, to be put away until another time. Entered into as expressions of the ‘desert mode,” temporal ways to carry heightened awareness into ordinary, they can help preserve the focus on eternity. 
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