May my words, and the thoughts of all our hearts, be acceptable to you, O God our strength and our Redeemer. 
1.
Getting our values the right way up
I want to start by telling you a story, then we will return to our Bible readings in a minute. This is Stefan’s story
. Stefan was a Polish man; he and his wife had been in the concentration camps (Auschwitz and Ravensbruck) and survived, although his wife had died after the war following the birth of their second child. Now Stefan’s own health was failing, and he knew he would soon be unable to work any longer. Things were so tough in Poland at that time that most people had to take two jobs just to make ends meet; Stefan had only one and would soon lose even that. When his health finally made this a reality, he wrote to an English friend as follows:

‘I worry most of all about the children. What will they become?’ 

What a natural concern – one that we can all relate to. But then Stefan must have stopped and reflected on what he had written, for he crossed out the last sentence and wrote: 

‘No, I must not worry about them. They are in God’s hands, and there is only one important thing for them. I hope they will learn to have compassion for others.’

This response knocked the recipient of the letter sideways, and I too have found it very moving.  I wonder what you would hope for your children in such hard times? I wonder what you do hope for them today? Health, happiness and prosperity – or at least security? These are very natural things to wish for those we love. 

Yet the wish that those we love might be compassionate people is of a different order. The recipient of that letter – a woman who worked (alongside Sue Ryder) with those who had survived the concentration camps, said that Stefan’s letter epitomised all that she learned from these survivors ‘because they had lived with death, they had understood what was essential to life; their values were the right way up.’ And the contrast with the values of a culture based on prosperity, the rat race for success and materialism was one that came home to her clearly. 
2.
Temptation

Let’s go back to temptation. Our society is one that flirts with temptation. We are told that a cream cake is ‘naughty but nice’; some chocolates are called ‘temptations’ and I used to have a poster that said ‘I can resist everything but temptation.’ If we are offered another drink or cake, the response may well be ‘why not?’ But these things are all superficial. It does of course do us no harm to have times of abstinence when we force ourselves to give something up or to be more disciplined about something, because it makes us realise how unconscious habits may perhaps have taken hold. But the lessons from today are about more than this. They are more about who we are than what we do – about having our values the ‘right way up.’

3.
The temptations of Jesus

Let’s look now at the gospel passage that tells of the temptations of Jesus. In this account from Matthew, we see Jesus in the desert and hungry – this is underlined, we are told ‘he was famished’. He went into the wilderness straight after his baptism, when he was affirmed by God – did he perhaps spent the forty days coming to terms with this and thinking about its implications? Now the devil appeals firstly to his physical need, and then, more subtly, suggests that he tests out whether God’s affirmation and trust has any substance – will it hold you up, or is it just a nice idea? Finally, in offering power, he appeals perhaps to how much Jesus might be able to do for people. These is of course an illusion – such power is not the devil’s to give – but then temptation is often illusory, and we rarely question whether it will deliver the benefits it seems to offer. Can you see the parallels with our own situation – the suggestion that we satisfy our own needs, the questions about whether God’s promises can be relied on, and even the idea that power and money are OK because they might be used for good?

Note that Jesus uses Scripture as a response. Now this makes me stop and think. Partly because I really hate people who answer a question about faith by picking a bible verse out of thin air, sometimes apparently at random. If I’m honest, that is possibly partly jealousy, but it also seems to assume that individual verses can be used out of context. Sometimes it seems like a way of avoiding engaging with deep questions. Yet the idea of referring to scripture overall is a different matter – perhaps I need to know the scriptures and the tradition well enough to use them as a guide at times of temptation and trouble. Is there not something here about letting our answers come from our faith story, rather than always having to work things out afresh? Every response of Jesus takes us back to reliance on God as the cornerstone – and this is precisely what Adam and Eve were not prepared to do.

That surely is the point of the story in Genesis: it has little to do with the trappings of snakes and apples and whether it was his fault or hers. It is all about whether God is at the centre or us.

In our society we place a lot of value on self-reliance and on  ‘doing my own thing’. ‘My way’ is a popular song at funerals. I have yet to hear a request for ‘I did it God’s way’. In hoping that we and our children will, above all things, learn compassion for others, we are closer, are we not, to the way that Jesus showed us, closer, we believe to God’s way. 
4.
So what is Lent about for you?

So what is this Lent about for you? It may indeed be about practising self-discipline by giving something up. I’ve tried to give up chocolate in the past - without much success! Sometimes such practices can just be a way of testing our will power and then giving ourselves a pat on the back. However, if done in the right spirit, even such small disciplines can be a way in which our values slowly become changed from within.

For myself, I am taking time to become more fully aware of the riches of my faith by reading a special poem each day during Lent. Deepening faith is important because we all face temptation, and we all have to find ways of choosing for good – often in circumstances that are really testing. Hopefully this will help me to have more compassion and love for others. Whether in a marriage or in our other relationships, I believe that learning to love is something that takes a lifetime.  Samuel and Hilary – you are just at the start of a lifelong learning curve. 

I will also be following the Christian Aid programme called ‘Count your Blessings’, which focuses our minds on the needs of those in countries most affected by climate change. I have an example here. In relation to caring for people beyond our immediate circle of friends or acquaintances, it is hard, is it not, for those of us who are comfortable and secure to stretch ourselves beyond our comfort zones – beyond being a ‘good person’ who gives a little to a charity and hardly notices the difference. Learning to have compassion for others is not just about loving those who love us. 
For I believe that God wants to give us – all of us – good things, the Garden of Eden if you like. Yet He also wants us to learn how to be responsible with what we have –for the sake of others - but also that we too may have life in abundance. For I believe that when God and his ways are at the centre of our lives, this is when we are truly fulfilled.
However you use this time of Lent, I hope that is can be a time when your faith is deepened and enriched so that it becomes a true resource for the times of suffering and temptation. And perhaps we should all take time to ask ourselves whether our values really are ‘the right way up’, and take the opportunity to ask God for his forgiveness and grace to turn them around.    Amen 
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1.
Getting our values the right way up
· Stefan
· what we wish for our children
· learning to have compassion for others
2.
Temptation
· flirting with it: naughty but nice
· superficial things or who we are
3.
The temptations of Jesus
· material needs, reliance on God, power for good
· use of scripture as a response
· God at the centre or ourselves?
4.
So what is Lent about for you?
· self discipline?
· riches of the Christian faith
· Learning compassion

· getting our values the ‘right way up’.
� Adapted from Craig (1979) Blessings, p98
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