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You know one really good thing about Lent?  It gives us permission to use the “S” word—Sin.  I realize that I spoke about sin—in a slightly different context—just two weeks ago, but, hey:  ‘tis the season, and all that.  Let’s have a chorus of “Lent’s the most wonderful time of the year.”  





	Sin is not a popular, likable word, because it is not a popular, likable thing.  We try like mad to avoid sin:  not always the act of sinning as much as the recognition that sin is real.  It is real, and we are really able to sin:  in fact, often splendidly, indeed!





	That’s not what the conventional wisdom tells us in this third millennium.  We’ve developed that knack of  devising polite and acceptable euphemisms for sin, of de-fanging the serpent.  Acts that Christians have known as sinful have been re-baptized as “self-destructive”, “unhealthy”, or my personal favorite, creating “negative emotional energy”, which conjures up visions of sitting cross-legged in an ashram with the Beatles and their late Maharishi.  Sin winds up being placed in a completely subjective context, which leads inexorably to a very slippery slope where there are no moral absolutes.  That way of thinking promenades us down a short road to societal chaos.





	Calling sin by its own name doesn’t mean advocating a sin-obsessed, guilt-ridden, spiritually-crippled life of self-degradation.  The Christian hope  shouts out that God, through Christ, demands that we love ourselves, precisely because He loves us.  But for that kind of self-love to be genuine, it must be accompanied by introspective, self-critical evaluation and reflection which point us both to the grace-filled moments, and also compels us honestly to take stock of our own failings, things done and left undone, sins committed against God and neighbor.





	Today’s readings have a great deal to tell us about sin, and even more about that persistent early-warning sign, temptation.  If sin erodes our self-esteem and our capacity for self-love, it does so because our familiar buddy temptation starts the ball rolling.  And this morning’s lessons, from Genesis and Matthew, offer a glimpse at how temptation acts as a bridge leading either to strengthening grace, or a malignant, metastatic sin.





	Think for a moment of that wonderful story of creation:  from uncontrolled chaos emerges an ordered world, benign and beautiful.  It is a world where, within a complex, highly-structured system, man and woman occupy a unique position.  Unlike the other creatures going about on four legs or creeping and crawling, Adam and Eve stand upright and erect, made in the image of God.  Blessed with the gift of life from God’s own Being, man and woman are given that additional, priceless gift:  freedom.  They are free to think, free to act… free to choose.  Free to choose to live in God’s, or free to turn away from that love.





	The story of the Garden of Eden is familiar to the smallest child, and if you were here at the Children’s Liturgy on Ash Wednesday, you saw it acted out:  the serpent comes and tempts Eve with the forbidden fruit.  She, in turn, prevails upon Adam to do the same.  The serpent’s ultimate seduction, presented in clear, rational terms, is masterful:  If they but eat of the fruit, “then you will be like God, knowing good from evil.”  Think of that!  They could have chosen eternal life, perfect bliss, standing second only to God in the glory of creation, but they could not resist that great temptation that rises up in every generation throughout history:  to be like God.  To yearn and chafe to be in command, to insist upon calling all the shots.  They had it all, yet wanted more:  a fierce, inner desire, something that the serpent merely awakened within them, a desire born at that moment when God said, “No”.  Adam and Even didn’t like it, and we don’t like it, when someone—even God—tells us what we can or cannot do:  not simply the mark of an independent-minded, cranky Yankee, but the hallmark of humankind.





	Come to think of it, that’s not a bad working definition of sin:  our human failure to concede that God has a right to say “no”.





	And what happens next?  Adam and Even are in for a rude shock:  they realize that they are naked.  They’re ashamed, a shame stemming not from a simple, sexual modesty; but because the joyous nakedness of innocence has turned into the nakedness of vulnerability.  Innocence dies when they turn their back on the need to love God enough to trust Him.  Without that trust, that love—which includes the ability to believe God when God says “no”, we are ALL naked:  shivering, looking in vain for something to shield us, for a layer to stand between us and the rest of an imperfect, often hostile, sinful world.





	And so is born the concept of original sin—which doesn’t mean, by the way, that we are continuing to pay off a debt for that one bite of fruit in Eden so long ago.  That debt was paid on the Cross, once for all.  But what original sin does mean is that inbred, stubborn streak in humankind that still allows us to think that, in spite of all we have seen and known about human history, that we can be like God:  not just formed in God’s own image, but having the ability and the right to create, to direct, to mold according to our own desires and perspective.  “Original sin”, indeed!  It’s hardly original:  rather, it’s irksome, tiresome and annoyingly redundant, as each succeeding generation feels that, somehow, it has what it takes to be like God.





	How very different from Matthew’s gospel reading, which takes place just after Jesus’ baptism, where He has received that awesome commissioning:  He is the Son of God, in him, God is well pleased.  In the flash of a moment, Jesus realizes what this means—he sees stretch out before him a short life, a life of self-emptying service.  Jesus recognizes, at the moment of his baptism, a whole lifetime of responsibility to the world into which he was born.





	But He cannot enter into that responsibility until he faces a challenge of the oldest kind.  God’s own Spirit compels him to go into that uncharted wilderness, to confront the seductive Satan.  And it’s no chance meeting:  it was his reason for going, to meet temptation on its home ground.  Jesus could not respond to God’s voice within Him until he had wrestled with those two competing sides of his, and thus our, human nature:  weighing the call to serve against the desire to be in command.  Jesus stands at our familiar crossroads, and he meets the same tempter.  And whether Genesis speaks of a serpent, and Matthew says more clearly, “the devil”, that temptation comes, not as an outside force, but from within.  Jesus faces original sin:  a contest of wills, a showdown.





	And we might look at the story and say, “well, yes’, it’s a good lesson; but after all, he was the Son of God.”  We  tend to think of Jesus’ battle with temptation as academic, almost surreal.  We don’t see it as the intense struggle that it was.  In Jesus, that Divine gift, and the conditions that we humans place upon it, must have jousted fiercely.  If Adam and Even could succumb to the sin of wanting to be like God, how much more powerful was this temptation for Jesus, who was just starting to understand how very much like God he was.





	But Jesus wins.  Jesus says “No”, by thundering at the devil, by shouting to his own inner, human voice, “you shall worship the Lord your God, and Him only shall you serve!”  Jesus conquers that original sin.  He does so, not by calling on some supernatural power as God’s Son, but by loving God as Mary’s child, in the fullness and limitations of his very humanness.  The devil is replaced by angels.  Jesus’ journey begins.





	Sin may not be a “politically correct” term these days, but it still exists.  And “Eden” exists, too, not, as the NY Times crossword puzzle gives as its clue, a synonym for paradise, but the juncture where we must  make a choice.  We share that original sin with Adam and Eve; we don’t inherit it from them.  But we are not stuck there:  we are called beyond sin by God’s grace, seen fully in the one who, “was tempted in every way as we are; yet did not sin.”  We stand at that spot in Eden, looking at that tree; we stand at the pinnacle of the Temple, looking down, daring God to keep us from harm.





	Then we see two arms, stretched out tight upon a rough-hewn cross; we see a man’s head, bleeding from thorns, and we hear a labored voice whisper, “Father, forgive them.”  Forgive them?  He means US  Then, and only then, can we turn away from the tree, and climb down from atop the Temple.  Then, and only then, can we move away from temptation to a grace-filled life where God can look on us and indeed, be well pleased.  Amen.








