
 Keawala‘i Congregational Church

United Church of Christ (USA)

First Sunday in Lent
Sunday, February 21, 2010

The Rev. Kealahou C. Alika

“Journey through the wilderness”

Deuteronomy 26:1-11 & Luke 4:1-13

Some years ago a family was standing near the water’s edge on the Keanae Peninsula.  The heat of the sun was tempered by a strong wind that kept the air cool and the skies clear deep blue.  White caps could be seen off in the distance in an ocean equally blue.

Waves pounded their way along the shoreline in sets of five or six waves.  It was a breathtaking sight.  It was easy to become mesmerized by the power and energy of the ocean and therein lay the danger.

On such days we know that it is dangerous to stand so near to the water’s edge.  Even if we were able to count the number of waves in each set and determine how often there would be a break in the sets that would allow for periods of calm, there was always that one rogue wave.  Such rogue waves often seem to appear from out of nowhere.

In the wink of an eye the family standing near the water’s edge were knocked down and sucked into the backwash.  Several of them died that day.


Just last Sunday another family was again swept into the ocean near the landing on the Keanae Peninsula.  A father, mother and son were standing too close to the water’s edge.

Some on shore managed to get the father out of the water.  But the mother and son were pulled out into 6-to-8 foot swells at least 100 yards offshore.


Two Upcountry residents spending the day at a campsite on family property jumped in to rescue the mother and son.  The mother was face-down in the water when they reached her.  At first she was unresponsive to any resuscitation.  But she finally managed to cough up some water.


A fire crew and medics from Hana responded to 911 calls.  Thankfully no one died.  All three were in stable condition when they were transported by ambulance to the Maui Memorial Medical Center in Kahului. 


It is tempting for us and for many who visit Hawai‘i to look upon the beauty of our island home and forget that we are a stone’s throw from the wilderness.  Some say because of the popularity of extreme sports and eco-tourism many are not paying heed to dangers all around us.

Whether it is hiking along ridges with loose volcanic ground or hiking up streams on cloudy days or swimming when there is high surf or kayaking when the trade winds are blowing too strong.  We are tempted to test nature’s challenge to our sense of control and well-being often to our own detriment.  In the end we realize that we are the ones who are being tested.


It was in the wilderness long, long ago that Jesus was tempted and tested.  Jesus’ journey into the wilderness recalls Israel’s forty years of wandering.  This is underscored by his repeated quotation of The Book of Deuteronomy (Deuteronomy 9:9, 8:3, 6:13, 6:16) that we find in our reading from The Gospel According to Luke.


Jesus is not alone.  It is the Spirit who leads him in the wilderness.  There is also diablos – a Greek word meaning “accuser” – that is often translated as “devil” or “tempter.”  It is the tempter who comes to test Jesus.


In the encounter between Jesus and the tempter we discover there is also the power of scripture.  The tempter uses scripture as a part of the test and in turn Jesus responds with his quotes from Deuteronomy. 



Jesus is not asked to do bad things.  First, if he were to turn a stone into a loaf of bread he would be able to satisfy his hunger.  And if that is possible then he could also turn other stones into bread so the hungry might be fed.
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Second, the tempter is portrayed as the “ruler of this world” (John 12:31, 14:30, 16:11) who can manage the kingdoms of the world.  If Jesus was to worship and honor that authority, the tempter offers to hand all of the kingdoms over to him.

And third, the tempter concludes the tests in Jerusalem, the place where Jesus’ ministry will eventually come to an end with his passion and resurrection, and where the church will begin.  (Acts 1)  If Jesus was to throw himself off the pinnacle of the temple to a certain death, the tempter promises that God would spare him because of his faithfulness.

Each time Jesus is able to resist each temptation.  He is strengthened by scripture and guided by the Spirit.  Although he refused to turn stones into bread there will come a time when he will feed the hungry.  (Luke 9:10-17)


Although he refused the tempter’s offer for political power through the kingdoms of the world he will proclaim God’s kingdom of justice and peace through his preaching and teaching.  And although he refused to throw himself down from the temple to see if God would send angels to catch him and to protect him, he will go to the cross confident that God’s will for his life will triumph over the world’s decision to execute him.

It is through his journey through the wilderness that Jesus is tempted and tested.  And it is there that he comes to trust that God will be with him throughout his journey and that God will provide for all of his needs.


We are not the people of Israel wandering in the wilderness or Jesus being tested in the wilderness.  But in what ways have we experienced what it means for us to trust and depend on God in moments when we find ourselves overwhelmed by troubles and trials that come our way?
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Where have we experienced God’s faithfulness in the wilderness of our own lives?  How has our relationship with God been transformed?  How strong are the temptations of returning to old ways – to ways of relying on ourselves?  (Feasting on the Word, Kimberly M. van Driel, Year C, Volume 2, Bartlett & Taylor, Westminster/John Knox Press, Louisville, Kentucky, 2009, page 47)  

Today is the First Sunday in Lent.  Whatever trials, troubles, temptations, and tests we may be facing in our lives, we have an opportunity over the course of the next forty days (not including Sundays) to follow the example of Jesus who was “led by the Spirit in the wilderness.” (Luke 4:1-2)  

At times we may feel uneasy and wonder if we are standing too near the water’s edge.  But Jeffrey Tribble, Assistant Professor of Ministry at Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia insists that if we choose to go on this journey to trust in and to be receptive to God’s grace, “we will encounter a faithful God who leads us not only into the wilderness but also through the wilderness.”  (Op. cit., page 48)

May it be so.  Amen.
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