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Dear Friends,

Thank you for wanting
toread and study these
thoughts more
carefully. Please know
that | do not take full
credit for anything that
may be contained
within, because | may
haveread or heard
something at some point
during my pilgrimage
and do not remember
its sour ce and thus,
cannot give the rightful
author his’her credit. |
pray that you will find
inspiration and

encour agement.

Sarah Shelton

\
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One of the first movies we took David to see was
Peter Pan. Like most showings of children’smovies,
the audience was noisy with responses asthe story is
presented larger than life on the big screen. David
liked the lightheartedness of thelost boys. The
dastardly deeds of the pirates were sinister in hisfour
year old eyes. Having nothing stronger to say, the
worst comment .
hecouldmuster * DON’t dO It, ...!

in response to

their evil deeds was “War Eagle, you Pirates!”

Most of the children were taken with Tinker Bell.

Y ou will remember that thiswhimsical creatureis
the best friend of Peter Pan, but Tinker Bell isaso
jealous of the attention that Peter givesto Wendy.
At aparticularly weak moment, Tinker Bell givesin
to her dark side and betrays Peter. She goesto the
villainous Captain Hook and tellshim where Peter’s
secret hideout islocated. This so distressed a child
near usthat she stood in her chair and with al of her
preschool might yelled out, “Don’t doit, Tinker
Belll You are Peter’sfriend!”

Perhaps you have wanted to say something like that
when someone you cared about was about to make
such a poor decision that it would negate their
character.

| know | felt that way when | read Nathaniel
Hawthorne' s story “Y oung Goodman Brown.”

Y oung Goodman encountersthe Tempter in the
forest just outside the Salem village that Y oung
Goodman calshome. Their encounter begins
innocently, as | imagine any rendezvous with
temptation does. Y oung Goodman notes that the
forest has surrounded him, and beginsto fedl
apprehendve. Itisgloomy and dreary. Heisloney
and fearful. So when another traveler journeysthe
same path, his company is welcomed.

The fellow traveler offers encouragement, lends his
walking gtick, and then tells that he knows Y oung
Goodman. “1 helped your grandfather, the constable,
when he lashed the Quaker woman so smartly
through the streets of Salem; and it was | that
brought your father a pitch-pine knot, kindled at my

Remember who you are!”

own hearth, to set fireto an Indian village, in King
Philip’'swar. They were my good friends both...
and | would fain be friends with you for their sake.”

The invitation for relationship given, Young
Goodman consigently replies to the Tempter’s
overtures with such satementsas. “We are people
of prayer...and abide no such wickedness.” or “I
will return from whence | came, for | have
scruples.” or “Not another sep will 1 go.” He
sounds alot like us when we are wavering and offer
weak refusal when in the company of temptation
that we fear is more powerful than our convictions.
If only Y oung Goodman Brown could have acted
on hiswords, what a difference it would have
made! If only | could interrupt the story and beg of
him, “Don’t do it, Y oung Goodman! Remember
who you arel”

Instead, as he wavers, he sees the woman who
taught him his catechism, he spies the deacon of his
church, he hearsthe voice of hisminister and heis
joined by hiswife whose nameis, ironically, Faith.
The Tempter points out: “Here areall whom ye
have reverenced from youth. Y e deemed them
holier than
yourselves, and
shrank from
your own sin,
contrasting it with their lives of <supposed>
righteousness and prayerful aspirations
heavenward. Yet herearethey al in my
worshipping assembly... gatherersat this
unhallowed altar.” Hethen liststheir sinsas
inexhaustible supplies of evil impulses and actions.
But before we know whether Y oung Goodman
Brown was able to escape the dark conversion that
the Tempter sought, the scene quickly changes and
Y oung Goodman Brown finds himself at homein
Salem.

Now Hawthorne hintsthat this could possibly have
been adream of Y oung Goodman, but heis never
clear. Theend result, however, was not determined
by whether it was dream or redlity. The experience
so affected Y oung Goodman that he could never
listen to the words of a sermon or the music of the
church without unutterable misery consuming him.
He knew he had seen the tempter’ sface. He had
heard the tempter’ s words, and he was keenly aware
of the secret lives of those with whom hewasin
community. He had encountered the Tempter with
such profundity that upon his death, no hopeful
verse could be put upon histombstone. Hawthorne
ends by saying that the dying hour of Y oung
Goodman Brown was only gloom.

Now the issue we are dancing around this morning
with all thistalk of good and evil, temptation and
darkness, isthe theological concept of sin.
Moderates do not care much for theword “sin” and
SO we often soften it by using words like “ choice”
or “decision” or “temptation.” Perhapswe don’t
discussit because we have felt unjustly labeled as
sinners, or maybe moral judgments were too highly
heaped upon our heads or perchance our own sense



of shame and guilt istoo difficult to face. Most of thetime sin
and temptation are only considered to be actions and so we talk
about issues, making them the sin. Baptist have a long laundry
list wherethisis concerned: gambling, smoking, drinking,
cussing and sexua misconduct to name only a few.

Expecting to find

Homiletics, Feb 10, 2008) Heisbeyond hunger. The scripture
saysthat heis“famished.” All hehasleft is scripture, the Word
of God, that he knows by heart and that he heard spoken as
promise at his baptism: “You are my bel oved son in whom | am
well pleased.” All that Jesus hasiswho heis, God's beloved, no
matter what.
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Out of utter graciousness, God creates the Garden of Eden and
places man and woman within. God even invitesthemto join in
the creative process by tending the garden and by being fruitful.
Then that dlippery serpent sides ever so slyly onto the scene.
He uses just enough of God’ s words to misrepresent the truth.
Rather than celebrating life as the undeserved gift that it is, the
tempter opens the eyes of Eve and Adam to the possibility that
thereis opportunity outside of God's realm and purposes.
Unable to trust their own well-being to the One who created
them, they take charge of their own lives.

| imagine Eve under the tree, with the snake coiled aong the
limb just above her head. Adam isnearby. Asshereachesfor
thefruit, 1 long for Adam to holler out at her: “Stop! Don’t do
it! Remember who you are!l” Instead, he joinsher and
immediately, their own words give their indictment: (3:10-13) “1
heard; | was afraid; | was naked; | hid; | ate; | atealso.” No
longer are they preoccupied with God and the divine vocation
with which they were entrusted. They are preoccupied with “1.”

It iswhat our acquiditive society wants usto believe as well.
Through various forms of the serpent, we are seduced into
believing that there are securities apart from thereality of God’s
provisions. And so consumerism drives our lives by appealing
to our anxieties: “Thiscar will make you successful.” “This
brand of clothing will make you hip.” “Livein thisarea of town
if you want to be popular.” “This hair product will give you the
look that brings acceptance.” “This beer will attract the girls.”
“Smoke these cigarettes. They will make you sleek and sexy.”
“This pill will take your worries away.”

Rather than walking with God in the garden in the cool of the
day, weresalize our exposure and run from our Creator. Like
Adam and Eve, we hidein fear of who we have become. If only
we had ligened as we said to ourselves, and to others who said
tous, “Don’t doit!” wewould still have a clear understanding of
who we are as God' s precious creation is enough on its own.

Itis, of course, what distinguishes Jesus response to temptation.
For forty days and forty nights Jesus fasted. It left him utterly

depleted. (Anna Carter Florence <denoted as A.C.F. from this
point forward>, “Preaching the Lesson,” Lectionary

Tempter—are
not enticementsto DO bad things. Heis not tempting Jesus to
“misbehave.” Heisnot tempting Jesusto steal awallet or sneak
a peek at the center of amagazine, or cheat on histaxes or pick a
fight with hisneighbor. It is deeper than that. The devil is
tempting Jesus to ignore who Heis. He is being tempted to be
somebody else. Heis being tempted to live some life other than
that of the beloved Son of God. (Thomas Long, “Facing Up to
Temptation,” Whispering the Lyrics. Sermonsfor Lent and
Eadter)
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How many times have we tion lsenough on Its

heard those words? If you Q\WN.

are such a smarty then

proveit...make all A'swhatever the cost. If you are such a cool
guy then prove it to us: how much beer can you hold? If you are
the All-American girl, then get the body to match.. .starve
yourself and throw up your meals. If you are a good mother,
then don’t have any needs apart fromyour family. If you area
real man, then hide what you feel. If you are a good child, then
sacrifice your joy and health in order to take care of your aging
parent. Go on. If you really are who you say you are, then
proveit. (A.C.F.)

These Lenten scriptures move us from the state of being filled to
being famished quickly. In only two verses we are taken from
the Jordan, baptized and blessed, to the middle of nowhere,
empty and tempted. We move from “Thisismy beloved Son in
whom | am well pleased!” to “IF you are the Son of God,
command these stones to be loaves of bread.” The distance



between “you are’ and “if you are”’ isawildernessin and of
itself. The vulnerability it presentshas usall wanting to stand up
and remind one another “Don’t do it. Remember who you

ae” (A.CF)

For when we are in the wilderness, we are tempted to forget the
unconditional love of which we were so convinced at our

baptism.

When famished, we are tempted to let go of al that we know by
heart like: “Seek first the kingdom of God, pray without ceasing,
repay no one evil for evil, bear one another’ s burdens, be kind to
one another, be tenderhearted, forgive one ancther, love your
enemies, be merciful.”

When confronted by the
Tempter, we are more )

likely to forget “Youare With compromising our identity as God's own,
hear my voice asit saysto you: “Remember,
please, for God's sake and for yours, remem-

my beloved,” and only
hear “IF you are beloved,
then proveit. Earnit.
Show that you deserve "
it” (ACF) ber who you are!

While Jesus knew who He was and did not compromise his
identity, it seemsto methat thisisthe sin that haunts believers. It
is beneath the surface of any decision or action. Somehow we
have allowed the Tempter to convince us that God' s loveis
conditional: that it has a priceinstead of being afree gift without
any strings attached; that it is something we have to prove, not
something that we are as creations of the Living, Loving God.
And the agony of it isthat once we accept God' s love as
conditional, we are stuck in the wilderness. We haveto livewith
the deal we have struck, for we have traded the promise that we
are beloved for the ability to judge. Or put another way, we give
up the compl ete unconditional acceptance of ourselves and others
for the power of deciding who isbeloved and who isnot.

(A.CF)

It eventually all comes back to thisstory. When we are famished
and empty and afraid, the great temptation is that we must
prove—to others and oursel ves—what we already know to be
true: “You aremy beloved child. | am so pleased with you.”

Growing up in the Jackson household, it was not unusual at our
family dinner table to be asked about our plansfor an evening.
Being the youngest of four and having observed “the drill” on
many occasions, | tried to anticipate our Father’ slitany of
guestions before they presented themselves. Where was | going
and what time would | be home was usually how it began. These
were followed with Who are you going with? What does their
father do? What church do they attend? Then there were these
guestions Do you have a dime in your shoe so you can call meiif
you need me? And last was Do you have a list of 7 thingsto talk
about?

My mother’ s litany was much simpler but carried a larger
whollop. Shewould hear my plans, look me dead in the eye and
say, “ Remember, you are a Jackson!”

I have often wondered exactly what she meant by that statement.
I’m sure it was some sort of reminder that my behavior would
somehow reflect on the family name and that any misbehavior

So when temptation comes and we are faced

could bring shame and dishonor. But maybe she said it to bring
to my awareness that | had a certain identity of my own. Maybe
it was not so much about my behavior, i.e., what | might do, as
much as this was a reminder about who | was and that nothing
should deter me from being who | really was down in the deepest
parts of my being. Maybe it was her way of saying: “You are
my child, my beloved. | am so pleased with you. Please do not
forget who you are.”

As we enter these 40 days of Lent...40 days of fasting, reflection
and prayer...beware of the Tempter in your wilderness. Let me
encourage you to imagine how different Lent can be, yea how
different our lives can be, if we would make no other promise
save that we will remember Whose we are...children of God...
created and saved by the
gracious God who loves us.
Thereisnothing to earn,
nothing for which to
bargain...just the
acceptance of who we have
been created to be. So
when temptation comes
and we are faced with
compromising our identity
as God's own, hear my voice asit saysto you: “Remember,
please, for God' s sake and for yours, remember who you arel”

Go down

We recently had a service of ordination for five new deacons.
Sara Hoover could not be present that day because she wasin San
Francisco participating in the ministries of Glide Memorial
Methodist Church. Sara found in her service to the hungry,
homeless and often hopeless, that her efforts made a differencein
their ability to accept their place of belonging as beloved children
of God. She comes home to us with the commitment to servein
similar ways as a deacon of this church. Sara, come and knedl as
we offer our blessings on you as you commit to serve and remind
uswhose we are.



