What Actually Sustains Us

First Sunday of Lent — Year C
Deuteronomy 26:1-11 | Luke 4:1-13

Every year Lent begins in a place most of us would never choose. Not celebration,
not certainty, not answers, but the wilderness. And that already challenges how we
tend to think about faith, because we assume wilderness means something has gone
wrong. We think wilderness is where people end up when life slips out of control,
when plans fail, when prayer feels quiet. But Luke tells us something different.
Jesus is led by the Spirit into the wilderness — not lost, not abandoned, but led.
Sometimes the Spirit leads us into places where distractions fall away so truth can
finally speak.

The wilderness does not create new problems; it reveals what was already carrying
us and what was never strong enough to carry us at all. Anyone who has waited
through a long medical test knows this. Anyone who has stepped into retirement
after decades of structure knows this. Anyone who has sat in a quiet house after life
suddenly changed knows this. There comes a moment when activity stops and we
meet ourselves again. That is wilderness. And Scripture insists that God meets
people there — not after escape, but there.

In Deuteronomy, the people bring their harvest and tell their story: “My ancestor
was a wandering Aramean.” Before gratitude comes memory, and before blessing
comes honesty. They remember uncertainty, dependence, and fragility. They
remember they survived because God sustained them long before they secured
themselves. Faith begins when we tell the truth about what actually holds our lives
together.

Luke then brings us to Jesus — hungry, alone, emptied by forty days in the
wilderness. The temptations that follow are striking because they do not look evil.
They look reasonable. They look responsible. They look like survival. The first
temptation comes as hunger: “If you are the Son of God, turn these stones into
bread.” Jesus is hungry. This is not selfish desire; it is need. Yet Jesus answers,
“Human beings do not live by bread alone.” The temptation is not bread. The
temptation is believing everything rests on our shoulders. We know that life. We
are taught to stay useful, to stay productive, to keep contributing. Productivity



quietly becomes identity. If I am useful, I matter. If [ am needed, I am secure. We
call it staying productive, but sometimes it is simply our fear of slowing down,
because stillness asks questions busyness helps us outrun.

The second temptation offers control: “All the kingdoms of the world can be
yours.” No waiting, no uncertainty, no vulnerability — just control. And we
recognize that temptation too. Control often disguises itself as responsibility. We
tell ourselves that if we do not hold everything together, everything will fall apart
— families, schedules, finances, expectations. Slowly we begin carrying things we
were never meant to carry alone. We rehearse conversations that have not
happened yet. We lie awake solving tomorrow before tomorrow arrives. Some of
us have been responsible so long we would not know what Tuesday feels like
without something to worry about. Somewhere along the way, responsibility stops
guiding us and simply feels heavy.

The third temptation promises certainty: “Throw yourself down, and God will
catch you.” Prove God is real. Remove doubt. Guarantee safety. Our culture
understands this temptation deeply. We check headlines before we check our own
breathing, not because we are careless, but because fear now feels like wisdom. We
brace ourselves constantly, preparing for futures that have not yet arrived. None of
these temptations look rebellious. They look like survival.

If we stop here, Lent feels uncomfortable because we recognize ourselves. We
work harder than we rest. We control more than we trust. And Lent does not rush to
fix that, because before grace comforts us, truth must find us. The turning point of
the story comes not when hunger ends or circumstances change, but when Jesus
remembers something deeper than fear. Jesus remembers who sustains life.
“Human beings do not live by bread alone.” Life is not held together by
productivity. “Worship the Lord your God.” Life is not secured by control. “Do not
put the Lord your God to the test.” Life is not sustained by certainty. Jesus does not
escape the wilderness; he trusts God within it.

And this is where Lent becomes more than reflection. If everything does not rest
on our shoulders, then some things we are carrying must finally be set down — not
someday, but now. The worry we rehearse every night, the conversations we replay
in our minds, the outcomes we try to control that were never ours to control, the
quiet belief that our worth depends on staying endlessly useful. Lent is not asking



us to try harder; it invites us to trust differently. And trust always shows up in
choices. So the honest question Lent places before us is this: what will you stop
carrying this week?

I have sat with people in moments they never imagined surviving — hospital
rooms, quiet afternoons, seasons when life suddenly felt smaller than it once did.
Eventually someone says, “I don’t know how I made it through, because looking
back, I realize I didn’t carry myself.” Strength arrived they did not create. Peace
appeared before circumstances changed. They were not rescued from the
wilderness; they were sustained within it.

When people begin to trust that truth, something changes among them. Imagine a
church where people do not have to pretend strength, where saying “I need help” is
normal and someone actually listens, where grace matters more than performance,
and where we remind one another that none of us are held together by achievement
alone. That i1s what grace creates — not perfect people, but sustained people.

The world tells us maturity means carrying more and more. The gospel suggests
maturity may be learning what we can finally set down. The world says achieve;
the gospel says receive. The world says control; the gospel says trust. The world
says prove yourself; the gospel says belong.

So when people later say, “I didn’t know how I was going to make it, but somehow
I was carried,” they are not describing escape from wilderness but discovery within
it. God meets us in the middle of the journey — not after we figure things out, not
when we finally become strong enough, but right here. Amen.



