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Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
Psalm 32
Romans 5:12-19
Matthew 4:1-11


Facing Outward
In the name of God the Creator of Love, God the Beloved, and God the Spirit of Love –


Sin and temptation! These are the subjects we grapple with at the beginning of Lent – sin and temptation!  Today is also significant because The Episcopal Church has designated the first Sunday of Lent as Episcopal Relief and Development (ERD) ingathering Sunday. 

     
Earlier this week, as I was driving home from work, I found myself behind a car with a bumper sticker that said, “Eve was framed.”  It made me smile and helped me think more about this sermon.  I believe that the story of Eve and Adam is not so much about “original sin” – the word sin is never mentioned in the Genesis Garden of Eden story - but rather about our relationship to and differentiation from God.  Neither Eve, nor the serpent, is the culprit here – they are both servants of God meant to help us as humans in our separation from and individuation from God - our nurturer and creator.  We cannot know God, or serve God in the world until we understand that we are not God.  In this story Eve and Adam learn that they cannot be God or even God-like, but that they must be human.  God-like knowledge or power is not healthy for them, nor for us.  Through them we begin to learn what it means to be human, to be intimately connected to God but less than God.  This is a story of the emergence of our human psyche or soul, of the beginnings of our cognitive, emotional and spiritual development as a human race.


Jesus’ temptation by the devil in today’s Gospel reading is about power and, as with Adam and Eve, a warning not to covet God-like power. Adam and Eve were placed in the Garden of Eden by God.  Jesus, too, was led into the wilderness “by the Spirit” – by God.  He was there for 40 days and 40 nights, just as we pursue our Lenten journey for the same amount of time.  In his commentary on this passage, Douglas Hall, writes: There are not really three temptations, but three variations on the same basic theme.  The devil has a one-track mind.  As from the beginning [in the Garden of Eden], he tempts his victims to go for power (“you will be like God” [Gen. 3:5]). Evidently he knows that there is no surer path to internal contradiction and self-destruction.  One way of understanding this temptation story is to see it as the maturing of our human ego through Jesus.  At this stop on his journey from baptism to ministry, Jesus is able to turn away from the seduction and worship of earthly power and, instead, turn outward to focus on worship and service to God.  Refusing earthly power or domination freed Jesus to begin his ministry of healing and service in the world.


As a child and family therapist I tend to see many things in a developmental perspective.  As an Expressive and Play Therapist I also focus on the powerful role of metaphor in how individuals understand and interpret their experiences in the world.  This developmental and metaphoric perspective washes over my experience as a Christian and my relationship to scripture.  A foundational developmental hypothesis for me is Margaret Mahler’s “separation-individuation” theory of development. It relates to today’s scripture.  She writes that we start life in an egocentric, self-absorbed phase in which we don’t differentiate between ourselves and others – as Adam and Eve do not differentiate completely between each other, nor do they understand the space between them and God.  We then merge into a symbiotic stage in which we are aware of the nurturer as other, but are not very aware of the parent-nurturer as separate and conscious individuals.  The third stage is the period of rapprochement – a time that we become aware – through crawling and the ability to physically move away from the primary caregiver – that we are, in fact, separate from our parent-nurturer and have a will of our own as well as mobility of our own to accomplish our will.  Those of you who are parents will relate to this stage.


The “forbidden fruit” moment in the Garden of Eden is a moment of rapprochement.  In this crucial stage the infant has powerful work to do: first, moving away from but still wanting to share new discoveries with the parent-nurturer; next trying to figure out whether to stay with and be emotionally close to the parent-nurturer or be more independent; and finally, resolving this tension by creating an internalized sense of the self opening the way for the emerging ability to self-comfort.  Both the child and the parent-nurturer have important work to do in this stage.  And, in the Garden of Eden and after, our ancestors and God had powerful work to do as well.  If we cannot be God, who can we be? 


Margaret Mahler tells us that during this period of rapprochement the parent-nurturer has a choice of three stances to take toward the newly independent and adventuring infant, especially when the infant gets hurt in some small way.  The parent can hold the child close, facing inward, and say, “I will never let you go again; the world is too dangerous.”  Alternately, the parent can push the child away off her lap and say, “You chose to leave me; there is no coming back.”  Or the parent-nurturer can choose to embrace the child, holding her or him on their lap facing outward, and say, “It’s a big world out there, sometimes you will get hurt and sometimes you’ll succeed.  You can go out again whenever you’re ready.  I will still be here when you need me.”


In the garden story it seems, at first glance, that God chose the second stance – “In disobeying me, you left me and there’s no coming back!”  The angry God threatened Adam and Eve that they would die if they so much as touched the forbidden tree.  God relented and this did not happen.  Much of the Hebrew Testament is devoted to the Jew’s understanding of God, first as angry and jealous, and increasingly as just and loving.  As scripture evolves, we begin to understand God more and more, not as the judgmental parent, but rather as the parent-nurturer who holds us facing out.  God wants us, I believe, to take an outward stance toward the world.  Only in this outward, but still nurtured, stance can we balance the temptations of the world and carry out God’s will.  As we develop a strong inner sense of self that is connected to our love for God as parent-nurturer, we become stronger in our ability to act.


Jesus, as human, needed to be separate from God, even as he was part of God.  This is part of the power of his earthly incarnation.  In the temptations described in Matthew, Jesus shows us the way as mature human beings to stay grounded in what is important.  As we face the temptations of the world, we need the strength of our inner self – our God-self – to stay focused on the needs of the world.  When we feel our temper, our hunger, our addictions to wealth, power or influence over others, or our vanity rising up and threatening to take control of our psyche, we can turn to our strong inner God-self to resist these temptations.  Giving up something or depriving ourselves of something we love or desire, is not the antidote to human avarice and greed, and I don’t believe that it is what Lent requires of us. For me Lent is much more about adopting a stance of intentionality – living our lives during these 40 days carefully with our senses wide open and remembering that we, as fully developed human beings, have a multitude of choices to make every day and every moment.  Mindfulness and intentionality are definitely a Lenten stance as we sift through our choices and honor the God-self within us.  


When we are successful in resisting the temptations of the world, the devil leaves us and the angels come to wait on us. What then?  I believe we are then freed to do the real work of the world.  In Ken’s sermon last week, he used the word combination, “justice-doing.”   The concept of “justice-doing” is helpful to me because it takes away the confusion some feel when they hear the words “social justice” or “social outreach.”  Justice-doing is much more active and covers all those things we engage in to build the Kingdom of God on earth.  ERD provides us a powerful tool for justice-doing, a potent antidote to temptation.  This message was posted on their website yesterday:

Our thoughts and prayers are with those affected by the 8.9-magnitude earthquake and resulting tsunami that struck Japan at 2:46pm local time (12:46am EST). The effects of the disaster are widespread, affecting churches and partners around the Pacific region, including Hawai’i and the west coast of the US. Episcopal Relief & Development staff have reached out to local partners and are standing by, ready to offer assistance.

We, too, are standing by at St. Paul’s, and we are ready to carry out justice-doing here in our own community and in the world. We will be hearing a great deal more about justice-doing this late winter and spring and will be given many opportunities to engage with activities or offer our money.  Justice-doing acts are acts of righteousness.  Acts of righteousness antidote sin, cement our relationship with God, and heal the breach of injustice and poverty in our world. Some of you have envelopes ready for your ERD offering.  There are extra envelopes on the Narthex Table you can get during the peace if you want to make an offering today.  Ken will be blessing our ERD offering after it is brought forward.


I believe that Eve, Adam and the serpent were players in a fundamental God-initiated process of human evolution and development.  God placed all three of them there in God’s own garden.  God made available to Eve and Adam - and they then chose - a way to grow into fully mature, differentiated, separate and whole human beings. At our Ash Wednesday service Marti Churchill, Jen DeBedout, Betsy Emerson, Keith Pillsbury and Ali Urang – all students in our Christian Initiation Process - began on a path of spiritual development.  Dean Poppe in blessing them said: “Blessed are you, our God, our Maker, for you faithfully call us to return to you and do not abandon us to our own selfishness.” Only as fully mature and differentiated human beings, are we able to return to God at those times we need help. In this mature relationship we can access the mighty healing power that God holds for us.  Only as fully mature and differentiated human beings can we, as Jesus did, resist the temptations and seductions of our complex material world.  Just as a child growing into adulthood remains in relationship with her or his parent-nurturers, we remain in relationship with God, a relationship that develops in intensity, complexity, and love as we grow into the beings God desires us to be. 
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