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She is an extraordinarily beautiful little girl, with silvery blond ringlets framing rosy cheeks and enormous blue eyes, her eyes filled with childhood’s innocence, her smile filled with gentleness.  She’s wearing a long white dress that’s soft, fluffy, feathery – no wings, but surely, if there were heavenly cherubs, they would look like this.  And what she says when she speaks indicates an inner beauty, too, a remarkable capacity to hold and to express a depth of love and caring.


Who is this beautiful little girl?  Well, she’s a character in the movie I mentioned last week, that movie based on Kazantzakis’ novel, “The Last Temptation of Christ.”  This beautiful child – at first you don’t get it, but when you do, you gasp:  “She is Satan!”  It is such a shock to see Satan depicted in the form of beauty and innocence.  But, when the shock wears off, you realize how wise Kazatzakis was.  Whether or not you believe in a literal Satan, a literal Devil, a literal embodiment of evil, a literal tempter who lures humans into evil’s trap, how right on target Kazatzakis was about temptation.

Were temptation to appear as a nasty looking character with horns, tail, red eyes, wicked claws, obviously, blatantly evil, the alarm siren would scream and we’d run away fast as possible.  We sure wouldn’t stick around to hear what this monster has to say.


Well, I guess that’s not always true.  Sometimes we do stick around and listen; sometimes we are very foolish, as if we could taste forbidden fruit, fruit that’s forbidden for a good reason, yet could taste it without getting sick.  But, most of the time, something that appears blatantly evil is not what gets us.  What sneaks up and can trap us are those things which appear delightful, and which appeal to some inner need we have, and which promise to satisfy that need.  The alarm may sound, but we use that great off switch for the alarm – it’s called rationalization.  Things which look delightful, appeal to something we’re hungry for, and promise to sate our hunger, that’s what lures us, and the horrible truth is that the lure can come through something as beautiful as the warmth and care of friendship.

Remember, Peter and Jesus were the closest of friends.  Peter loved Jesus, and so, hearing what Jesus was saying must have been horrible for Peter, that Jesus was going to die soon, not by old age, but soon and violently.  Jesus also said that he was going to rise from death, but apparently Peter didn’t tune in to that, and you know why he didn’t.  He’d just heard that big “D” word, death, and that word pretty much puts everything else out of your mind, doesn’t it?  How traumatizing Jesus’ words must have been for Peter, and how frustrating.

How horribly frustrating, to see Jesus bringing death down on his own head, by being the way he was, by doing what he was doing, by refusing to be and do differently.  And so, Peter rebuked Jesus.  Mark the gospel writer doesn’t tell us what Peter said, though we can guess that his words contained some of that angst-filled anger and frustration you feel, when it’s so clear to you that someone you love is needlessly “courting death,” as it were.  What we do know for sure is that Peter’s rebuke of Jesus came from the heart of a loving friend.  No matter how agitated, his words would have been voiced in the beauty of friendship, in the beauty of love and concern, love and concern for Jesus’ well-being, and probably love and concern for the Jesus Movement, that it might not be viable without Jesus there to go on leading it.  Maybe Peter said something like this.

“What is the matter with you, Jesus?  You’re talking craziness, and it’s making me crazy!  Oh, listen, dear friend; you’ve been burning the candle at both ends, and you’re just tired.  You’ve been like someone running a race, but trying to run with an impossible burden, with the weight of the world on your shoulders, and you’re exhausted, and that exhaustion is messing up your ability to think clearly, and as a result, what’s coming out of your mouth isn’t stated in a way that some people need to hear it.  So, they’re misunderstanding you, and they’re getting mad, mad enough to kill you.
“But that doesn’t have to happen.  Listen, just take a break; get some rest; God knows you need it.  It’ll give time for things to simmer down, and it’ll give you time to re-think what you’re doing and make some changes, be less reckless.  That would be good for you, and it would be good for your ministry and for all of us who are part of it.  Jesus, you know how much I love you.  And I need you; we all need you; we need you to stay alive.”
Probably what Peter voiced was love and concern, no ugly blatantly obvious evil.  But Jesus heard it, subtle as it was within the beauty of friendship, the temptation to be less than the person he was and to do less than what he’d been called to do.  And thus came those words now so familiar to us, words we sometimes use ourselves:  “Get thee behind me, Satan.”

Temptation:  there are at least four things that Christians need to keep in mind about temptation.  One, it always appeals to some inner need.  If it didn’t, you wouldn’t be tempted.  So, we’d be wise indeed to give some attention to the need to which a temptation points, to discern the good and right way to get that need met, thus to leave the tempter slinking away with an impotent trap that’s empty.

Two:  no matter the details of particular temptations, what lurks beneath is always the same.  It’s an enticement to be less than the person you were created to be, and to do less than you’ve been called to do as a follower of Jesus.

Three:  It works, the enticement to be less and to do less works by getting us to slide the gospel off center, the gospel‘s love, justice, liberation no longer to be at the center of your thoughts, words and actions.  “Oh, but don’t worry about that,” the beautiful child says.  “The gospel’s still part of your life.  It’s just not at the center of everything, and that’s okay.”

Four:  Temptation’s seductive lure isn’t tossed out only to us as individuals, but also to people joined together as church.  And when it’s tossed to the church, it has that same hidden enticement to be less than we were created to be together and to do less than we’ve been called to do together.  And it’s designed to work the same way, by getting us as a community to slide the gospel off center.
“Oh, but don’t let that bother you,” says the beautiful child.  “It isn’t possible to keep the gospel at the center of everything in the church – programs, events, committee meetings, choir rehearsals – you really can’t keep the gospel always at the center, and, really, it isn’t a practical or expedient thing to do any way.
“If you had to be all the time loving each other, tiptoeing around each other’s sensitivities, always keeping gospel center, you’d never get anything done.  And God wants you to get things done.  Isn’t it of utmost importance to get things done and in a timely fashion?  So, don’t waste your time foolishly reinventing the wheel:  use the world’s ways of getting things done.  And if the world’s ways aren’t exactly the ways of the gospel, not to worry:  the ends will justify the means.

“And, about spreading gospel out there, you’re way too smart to want to do that.  Look where that got Jesus.  And besides, nowadays justice, liberation, equality, that’s the government’s job.  And bearing the cross, oh please, bearing the weight of the cross, that would be to carry the weight of the world on your shoulders, and that’s Jesus’ job, not yours.  Believe me,” says the beautiful child.”

It comes to us, as individual Christians, and to us as church, the temptation to be less than we were created to be and to do less than we’ve been called to do.  It sneaks in when we’re alone and when we’re together, that temptation to slide the gospel off center.

So, may God’s blessing come afresh to fill our hearts and our minds and our whole lives.  May God’s blessed help come to us individually and to us as a sacred community.

May God grant to us the faith we need to keep our eyes focused not on the things of this world, but on the ways of the kingdom, centered on and in the gospel.  May God grant to us the vision we need to recognize any sign which indicates that the tempter has come sneaking in, poking around in some inner need, attempting to trap us with hollow promises.  May God grant to us the courage we need to overcome the tempter’s trap and throw it out in the garbage where it belongs.  May God grant to us the strength we need to say, “Get thee behind me, Satan.”
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