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We didn't even know what moderation was. What it felt like. We didn't just work: we 

inhaled our jobs, sucked them in, became them. Stayed late, brought work home – it was never 

enough, though, no matter how much time we put in. 

We didn't just smoke: we lit up a cigarette, only to realize that we already had one going 

in the ashtray. 

We ordered things we didn't need from the shiny catalogs that came to our houses: we 

ordered three times as much as we could use, and then we ordered three times as much as our 

children could use. 

We didn't just eat: we stuffed ourselves. We had gained only three pounds since the 

previous year, we told ourselves. Three pounds is not a lot. We had gained about that much in 

each of the twenty-five years since high school. We did not do the math. 

We redid living rooms in which the furniture was not worn out. We threw away clothing 

that was merely out of style. We drank wine when the label on our prescription said it was 

dangerous to use alcohol while taking this medication. "They always put that on the label," we 

told our children when they asked about this. We saw that they were worried. We knew it was 

because they loved us and needed us. How innocent they were. We hastened to reassure them: "It 

doesn't really hurt if you're careful." 

We felt that it was important to be good to ourselves, and that this meant that it was 

dangerous to tell ourselves no. About anything, ever. Repression of one's desires was an 

unhealthy thing. I work hard, we told ourselves. I deserve a little treat. We treated ourselves 

every day. 

And if it was dangerous for us to want and not have, it was even more so for our children. 

They must never know what it is to want something and not have it immediately. It will make 

them bitter, we told ourselves. So we anticipated their needs and desires. We got them both the 

doll and the bike. If their grades were good, we got them their own telephones. 

There were times, coming into the house from work or waking early when all was quiet, 

when we felt uneasy about the sense of entitlement that characterized all our days. When we 

wondered if fevered overwork and excess of appetite were not two sides of the same coin – or 

rather, two poles between which we madly slalomed. Probably yes, we decided at these 

times. Suddenly we saw it all clearly: I am driven by my creatures – my schedule, my work, my 

possessions, my hungers. I do not drive them; they drive me. Probably yes. Certainly yes. This is 

how it is. We arose and did twenty sit-ups. The next day the moment had passed; we did none. 

After moments like that, we were awash in self-contempt. You are weak. Self-indulgent. 

You are spineless about work and about everything else. You set no limits. You will become 

ineffective. We bridled at that last bit, drew ourselves up to our full heights, insisted defensively 

on our competence, on the respect we were due because of all our hard work. We looked for 

others whose lives were similarly overstuffed; we found them. "This is just the way it is," we 

said to one another on the train, in the restaurant. "This is modern life. Maybe some people have 



time to measure things out by teaspoonfuls." Our voices dripped contempt for those people who 

had such time. We felt oddly defensive, though no one had accused us of anything. But not me. 

Not anyone who has a life. I have a life. I work hard. I play hard. 

When did the collision between our appetites and the needs of our souls happen? Was 

there a heart attack? Did we get laid off from work, one of the thousands certified as extraneous? 

Did a beloved child become a bored stranger, a marriage fall silent and cold? Or, by some 

exquisite working of God's grace, did we just find the courage to look the truth in the eye and, 

for once, not blink? How did we come to know that we were dying a slow and unacknowledged 

death? And that the only way back to life was to set all our packages down and begin again, 

carrying with us only what we really needed?1 

A few Lents ago, this was the preacher Barbara Crafton’s reflection as she stood on the 

cusp of the 40 days of this season, thinking about how she and her boomer friends lived their 

lives, how they used things and stuff to suppress their souls, about the temptations of modern 

life.  Every year, we start Lent with the story of Jesus’ temptation in the desert, and I think the 

biggest temptation for us is to duck this story, to find ways to disregard and dismiss it.  “We 

don’t believe in the personification of evil,” we think.  “We’re too sophisticated for that.  Chalk 

this up to another story that may have been relevant at its time but has nothing to say to us 

today.”  But, it is spot on, people.  These aren’t just temptations for an itinerant Jew from 2,000 

years ago; these are our temptations every day. 

“If you want, you could turn this stone into bread,” Jesus is tempted.  But what if it’s not 

just about the bread, about filling his belly?  What if the temptation is also about making 

something happen, about the commanding, the controlling, the doing, instead of just waiting 

around?  “I can’t wait for them to get their act together any longer,” we think.  “I know it’s their 

job, but I’m just going to do it.  It needs to get done.”  Or, “this situation is so frustrating, the 

people involved are so aggravating, and I’ve lost all hope of any of it changing.  I need a break to 

calm down.  I’m just gonna hop on Amazon real quick.  A little distraction will probably help.”   

“One does not live by bread alone,” Jesus counters, refusing to fill his emptiness 

temporarily with the wrong things, and refusing to act, when he believed what he was called to 

do was to wait and listen and learn.2 

“If you want, you could have a more important job, more responsibility, more prestige, 

more respect, more power,” Jesus is tempted.  But the temptation isn’t just about “more,” it’s 

also about thinking that we are “less.”  “No, I could never do that,” we think.  Or, we wonder, 

“How long is it going to take before they realize I don’t belong here?  That I’m making it up as I 

go?  How long before they see through me and realize that I’m an imposter in this profession, 

that I have no idea what I’m doing as a parent or as an adult, for that matter?” 

“Serve only God,” Jesus counters, refusing to listen to the voices that pull him towards 

more or towards less, towards the voices that want him to exaggerate or diminish who God has 

called him to be.  “If you’re really serving God, if you’re really doing good and helping people, 

then nothing bad should happen to you,” Jesus is tempted.  We hear this nonsense spouted all the 

time from the pulpits of televangelists.  “If you pray hard enough, you’ll be healed.”  “If you 

believe strongly enough, you’ll have enough money to make ends meet.”  “If you raise your kids 

right, if you’re the right kind of parent, they won’t go astray.”  “If you’re a good Christian, you’ll 

never get divorced.”  I love the idea of karma – that good things happen to good people and bad 

                                                           
1 “Living Lent,” Barbara Cawthorne Crafton, at Plough. 
2 The discussion of modern-day temptations is inspired by “Rumbling in the Wilderness,” at A Sermon for Every 
Sunday, by Carla Pratt Keyes. 



things happen to bad people.  I just don’t think it’s true.  And I don’t think that deep, genuine 

faith protects you from your kids making bad choices, or trouble at work, or health problems, or 

heartache.  Deep, genuine faith gives you solid ground to stand on when those things come.   

“Do not test God,” Jesus counters, refusing to believe that heartache and hardship are a 

barometer for his faithfulness.   

Perhaps the most interesting thing about this whole scene is that Jesus chooses it, he 

willingly withdraws to the desert, to a place of limited distraction where he can see God more 

clearly.  He knows that by going there the voices of temptation will bubble up, he’ll have to 

wrestle with his own demons and the stories they tell.  And he still goes.   

My favorite part of Crafton’s reflection on Lent is that image of her waking early one 

morning and in the silence and stillness, her discontent bubbles up, until she has some 

recognition that her appetites are controlling her.  So, she gets up and does 20 sit-ups.  But, by 

the next day, she has stuffed her discontent down again, and does none. Usually, our moments of 

spiritual clarity are short-lived; we rush through them. 

But, Lent is 40 days.  40 days to set things aside, to re-Lent from letting our appetites 

drive us.  40 days of wrestling with our demons and the lies they tell.  40 days of countering 

those voices with God’s truth.  Amen.   

 

  


