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THE FIRST SUNDAY IN LENT

The Paradox of Faith:
Lose Yourself to Find Yourself

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

I suppose that it is sometimes paradox in life that keeps us on our toes. 
Paradox, of course, is a situation in which two things seem to be in
contradiction but actually are not.  If it were not for paradox, some of life’s
problems might be forever solved.  After all, were paradox not possible, we
would never be alone in a crowded room.  No one could ever go hungry in a
nation with an overabundance of food.  We would never have to gain peace
through arming ourselves with more weapons.  And that one paradox that I
have never quite understood would be eliminated, namely that you can save
money by spending it.

Certainly, in many cases, paradox can be beneficial to our lives.  Many
of us enjoy the fact that in a committed relationship two people can become
one while remaining two distinct persons.  For Christians, death is not the end
of life but is a step into eternal life.

Then again, paradox, though truthful, can simply be funny.  We can
enjoy something that is bittersweet or know someone who is a wise fool. 
During this season of the year we resonate with the words of Oscar Wilde
who said, “I can resist anything but temptation."  We understand the absurdity
of statements like “Nobody goes to that restaurant because it is too crowded.”
and “You shouldn't go in the water until you know how to swim.”  Then again,
there are some paradoxical questions that leave us scratching our heads
such as “Why doesn’t super glue stick to the inside of the tube?” and “Am I
lying when I tell you I am a compulsive liar?”

Our faith is also rather paradoxical at points.  Jesus taught that “the last
shall be first and the first shall be last.”  St. Francis, in his famous prayer
which begins, “Lord, make me an instrument of your peace,” affirms that

For it is in giving that we receive.
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned,
and it is in dying that we are born to Eternal Life.



Throughout this season of Lent we are going to examine some of the
paradoxes that shape our faith.  Today we find Jesus in the wilderness just
after his baptism.  It seems a bit odd that the Savior of the world would need
to go off alone to prepare for his ministry.  After all, God became human for
the purpose of revealing himself to us.  Would not that purpose be second
nature?  More than that, John identifies Jesus as “the Word” who was with
God in the beginning and participated in creation.  Would you not assume that
from the beginning Christ would have been prepared for what he would do
among us?  Nevertheless, Jesus teaches us a lesson, namely that in order
to find ourselves we must lose ourselves–a paradox if I ever heard one.

How did Jesus lose himself?  Going off alone is a common religious
experience.  It often helps us better focus on our relationship with God if we
get off by ourselves somewhere without all of the distractions of our regular
lives.  Wilderness sojourns were common in Jesus’ day as they are now. 
Jesus’ cousin, John the Baptist, spent a good bit of time in the desert
readying himself for the supporting role he would play in Jesus’ entry into the
life of the Jewish people.  Going off alone, leaving the common distractions
of life behind, seeking to commune with God, and learn from God are simple
ways of better understanding ourselves.  At any time, and especially during
Lent, it is good to get away by ourselves if only in the next room or the
backyard.

As Luke tells the story, Jesus spent a long time in the wilderness alone. 
For forty days and nights he prayed and fasted and sought God’s insight.  It
was only at the conclusion of this time that the Tempter approached him.  It
was a wily maneuver because he attempted to attack Jesus at what he
thought would be his weakest points.  He chose hunger, self-importance, and
faith as the areas in which Jesus was most likely vulnerable–as are we.  His
physical needs, his understanding of himself, and his understanding of God
were points at which he might buckle and collapse.

Jesus was hungry, having had nothing to eat throughout that long period
of time.  Hunger or any physical need or urge can cause the strongest of
people to weaken; yet, Jesus refused to reduce his power to magic in order
to eat a crusty loaf of bread.  As important as food is, he knew that there are
higher principles than hunger that ought to guide what we put into or do with
our bodies.

Not to be deterred, the Tempter offered Jesus the opportunity for glory
and acclaim.  He could be the “King of the World” if only he would defer to
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one other–that being the Tempter himself.  Often the most insecure among
us will seek positions and titles that elevate us in the public eye even though
in our own heart we know we are never equal to the task.  Jesus reminded his
foe that self glory is not the reason we are created and that God alone
deserves our worship and allegiance.

Finally, the Tempter tested Jesus’ faith in God himself.  Again using
scripture, he reminded Jesus that God promised to let nothing harmful befall
him.  “Throw yourself off the temple because you know that God will catch
you,” he taunted him.  “If God is who you say he is, then you have no worry. 
If God is not who you think he is, then you have already lost.”  Jesus,
however, would not tempt God’s love by selfish and capricious folly.  He sent
the Tempter packing knowing that their paths would cross again.

The strategic error the Tempter made was that he did not expect Jesus
to know himself so well.  His folly was in the use of the slightest of words, the
word “if.”  “If you are the Son of God,” he taunted.  “Yes,” Jesus said, “I am
the Son of God.”  End of discussion.

Clearly the story of Jesus’ sojourn in the wilderness is a mirror
experience of our Old Testament lesson.  When the Israelite people were
preparing to enter the Promised Land after forty years of wilderness
wandering, Moses said to them, “When you have come into the land that the
Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance to possess . . . .”  He did not
say, “If you come into the land that was promised.”  There was no question
about it, the Hebrew people were going to inherit the land.  It was a promise. 
It was a given.  It was going to happen.  No ifs, ands, or buts.  “When it
happens,” Moses told the people, “Here is what you are to do.”  The Tempter,
however, sought to play on what he thought would be Jesus’ insecurities: “If
you are the Son of God . . . “If you will worship me . . . If you are the Son of
God . . . .”1

Jesus knew who he was.  For one thing, his faith had established his
identity.  When Moses instructed the people on what they would do in their
new homeland, he told them to take an offering to the priest.  When it was
presented, they were to recite these words:

“A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into
Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in number, and there he

1James Alison, “Reflections on the Lectionary: February 17,” The Christian Century (February 6,
2013): 23.
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became a great nation, mighty and populous.  When the
Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us, by imposing hard
labor on us, we cried to the Lord, the God of our ancestors; the
Lord heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil, and our
oppression.  The Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand
and an outstretched arm, with a terrifying display of power, and
with signs and wonders; and he brought us into this place and
gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey.  So now I
bring the first of the fruit of the ground that you, O Lord, have
given me.” Deuteronomy 16:5b-10b

That credo reminded the Israelites over and over who they were.  They
were descendants of Abraham, an Aramean, who was the father of their faith. 
They grew into a great nation but were enslaved and oppressed by the
Egyptians.  When they cried to God, God delivered them and brought them
into the land he had promised, a land of abundance for which they were
thankful and from which they returned a gift to God.

Jesus knew who he was as a Hebrew and understood his relationship
to God in those terms.  Jesus also knew who he was as the Son of God for
he had reflected on this reality and grown closer to God the Father during his
life and over the time he spent in the wilderness.  He also knew what God
wanted him to do.  He had prayed and sought God’s guidance.  By the time
the Tempter arrived, although hungry and weak in body, Jesus was energized
and empowered in spirit.  He lost those parts of himself that were vulnerable
to physical cravings, egotistical desires, and doubts about the love of God. 
He armored himself with a renewed understanding of himself as a child of
God, a servant of God, and the Son of God.  In the wilderness, Jesus lost
himself so that he could find his true self.

Yesterday, I listened to a lecture given by Heidi Squier Kraft, a
psychologist who served with the Navy for nine years and spent seven
months in western Iraq attached to a Marine Corps surgical company.  She
talked about her work with combat veterans helping to validate their
experience upon their return home and their attempts to adjust to civilian life. 
As part of her presentation, she read a story that she experienced while she
was in Iraq.

She told of being with the surgical company in Al Taqqadum, Iraq.  She
and fourteen other women lived in a tent that basically served as a way
station between long shifts in the hospital.  She recalled one morning around
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8:00 a.m. when two critical care nurses returned after working pretty much
non-stop for three days.  One nurse named Maria went straight to her cot,
pulled the blanket over her head, and went to sleep.  The other nurse, Noelle,
changed clothes in the corner of the dark tent then sat down and put her face
in her hands.  Dr. Kraft waited silently and in a few minutes, Noelle came over
to her cot and sat down.  Listen to their conversation:

“How are you, Noelle?” I asked quietly.
“We lost one on the table,” she replied, obvious fatigue in

her voice.  “It just sucks to lose one on the table.  I hate it.”
“Was this a first for you guys?”
“Yeah.  Everyone’s wasted, but it probably wasn’t as much

about losing him as it was about the whole last couple of days. 
It was bad.  There are a couple I can’t get out of my head, you
know?”

“A couple of patients?”
“Yeah.  A group of three of them came in, with their

corpsman.  The captain was dead; he’d been shot, in one arm
and out under the other.  I swear, I think that corpsman probably
could’ve used you, Doc.  He had been out there, applying
pressure under both the captain’s arms.  I have no idea how long,
but it was a long time.  He honestly really believed that if he let
go, his captain would die.  He didn’t realize the guy had probably
bled out a long time before he came to us.  The corpsman just sat
there, in the corner, staring into space.  He wouldn’t even answer
our questions.”

“Yeah, that might have been a good person for me to see. 
Is he still here?”

“Nah, they took him back with them at about zero-five this
morning.”

“Oh.”
“Probably best.”  She started kicking the wooden floor of the

tent, looking at her flip-flop-clad feet.  “There was another one,
though, that came in with them.”

I watched her eyes.  She avoided eye contact.
“He was a Gunny.  Triple amputee.  Triple.  He’d lost one

leg below the knee, one at the hip, and one arm below the elbow. 
He came in with the corpsman and their captain.  He was
amazing.”  . . . 

“Things were getting pretty tense in there for a while.  I
guess the look on my face must have been stressed.  I was
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running by him once, getting some supplies, and he said, ‘Hey,
ma’am–’

“I felt horrible, thinking that he might have needed more
morphine and I was so busy I’d missed it.  I went over to him and
said, ‘You okay, Gunny?  Do you need anything?’  He said, ‘I
need to ask you something.’  I leaned over him.

“‘How many Irishmen does it take to change a lightbulb?’ he
whispered to me.”

Her eyes filled with tears.
“I couldn’t believe it.  I said, ‘What did you just say?’  He

smiled at me, and he said, ‘It’s just far too serious in here, Ma’am. 
You guys need to lighten up.’

“He told jokes the entire time we worked in there.  It was like
a stand-up routine.  When the helo landed, and they came to get
him, he waved at us with his one arm and gave us a thumbs-up. 
We all just stood there like idiots and stared at them loading him
in.  We’d been laughing so hard for the last half hour, and then
they shut the hatch, and it was like opening the . . . floodgates,”
she said.  “We all started crying.  A few people even fell to their
knees.”  She rubbed her eyes.  “I wonder how he is now.  Well,
anyway, I probably should hit the rack.”

She got up and staggered back to her cot, fumbling through
the darkness and trying not to wake Maria.  She looked back at
me.  “Thanks for listening, Doc.”

“That’s what I’m here for.  What an amazing story.”
“Yeah,” Noelle said, lying back on her pillow.  “We all sure

are lucky that Gunny came in and took care of us today.”2

Dr. Kraft told her audience that she rarely had any way to follow up with
anyone she saw in combat.  Several years after she returned home, however,
she attended a party for individuals who had been helped through The Injured
Marine Semper Fi Fund, a program supported by proceeds from her book. 
She looked across the room and spotted the Marine who had been the
comedian in the OR that night.  Each Marine there had received a copy of the
book which told stories from her time in Iraq, but she had changed names,
rank, and other details to protect the subjects.  She walked over to this
Marine, introduced herself, took a deep breath and asked, “So, what did you
think of your chapter?”  “What do you mean?” he asked.  “The chapter in my

2Heidi Squier Kraft, Rule Number Two: Lessons I Learned in a Combat Hospital (New York: Back Bay
Books/Little, Brown and Company, 2007), 79-83.
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book that tells about you.”  “What chapter?” he asked again.  “The one about
the Irishman,” she answered.  “That wasn’t me,” he said.  “That guy is a
Gunnery Sargent.  I hold a lower rank.”  “No,” she said, “It is you.  I had to
change names and details but it is your story.”  “Well,” he replied, “I’ll have to
read it again.”  Before walking away, Dr. Kraft said, “You should know that you
saved that hospital crew that night.”  He sat silent a moment and then said,
“Funny, I thought they saved me.”3

Few of us have experienced the kind of physical need that young man
did when he was wounded in battle.  I imagine he received several medals for
his service and acts of heroism.  I certainly know that were I in his situation,
I would have bemoaned my fate and prayed for help and mercy.  He pushed
all of that aside, however, in order to boost the morale of the surgical staff
who were taking care of his fellow Marines and himself.  I would say he lost
himself in that desert country and found his true self in that hospital.  I think
the nurse, too, lost herself in the operating ward and found herself in a dark
tent where her confession was heard by someone she could not see . . . and
perhaps by the psychologist as well.

A meaningful Lenten season is not about literally losing oneself in a
wilderness somewhere so that you have to rely on whatever survival instincts
you have to survive.  It is about losing yourself long enough to look honestly
at who you truly are and who God created you to be.  It is about losing
yourself long enough to recognize the ways in which you can be helpful to
other people.  And it is about taking time with God and someone else, if you
choose, to talk about what matters in your life and what you are going to do
about it.  It may be about combat if you are fighting to be your true self.  It
may be about being wounded and seeking healing for the broken parts of your
life.  It may be about re-capturing the joy in your life which is often lost in the
busyness and intensity of work and family and other obligations.  It may be
about stopping long enough to wonder about light bulbs and Irishmen, about
getting lost and being saved, about ourselves and the God who created and
loves us.  It is a paradox of faith, but the Gospel truth is that in order to find
ourselves, we have to get lost.  Amen.

3Heidi Squier Kraft, “Lecture on Her Book, Rule Number Two: Lessons I Learned in a Combat
Hospital,” The Savannah Book Festival, C-SPAN 2, February 16, 2013.
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February 17, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Like our ancestors of the faith long ago, we come before you with
grateful hearts, O God.  We recognize the ways in which you have guided our
journeys, remained patient when we were ungrateful, and provided
abundantly for our journey.  Thank you, O God, for all that you have done for
us and continue to do in this bountiful life we enjoy.

We are grateful to be your children, and we pray for others who do not
yet recognize their place in your family.  Open eyes that are blind, ears that
are closed, and hearts that are hardened to the steadfast love that is yours. 
Draw your people to yourself, O God, and do not let us slip away from your
gracious embrace.

We pray for our sisters and brothers who are in need.  We think of
friends and family who are ill and pray for their recovery.  We thank you for
medical professionals who offer the healing arts on their behalf.  We thank
you for family and friends who provide compassion and support.  And we
thank you for the power of your healing Spirit which works in and through us
all.

We pray for those among us who ache from the pain of grief.  Comfort
and hold them in these difficult days.  We pray for all who are facing
momentous change in life due to job status, educational opportunities,
relationships, or personal struggle.  Walk with them, O Lord, and remind them
that they are not alone.  Keep us all within the circle of your encouraging
grace.

We pray for our nation and our world.  Natural events and disasters
capture our attention and concern.  Threats of war and the testing of new
weapons frighten us.  War and poverty, disease and ignorance, folly and
hatred break our hearts and grip our spirits.  In these days of journey, O God,
accompany us on our paths and lead us to places that are filled with life and
hope rather than being  hollowed out by fear and death.

We love and glorify you, O God.  We place our trust in you, for we know
we are yours.  We walk confidently with you this journey of faith and ask that
you receive these prayers in the same way you have received us–through
Jesus the Christ.  Amen.


