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Sermon for Lent I Year C 2022 
Promise and Risk 

 
The older I get and the more of life I experience, 
the more tentative life becomes. 
There are no guarantees. 
The certainty of naiveté and youth have long since  
given way to the unknown and unpredictable. 
That is both exciting and frightening, promising and risky. 
I don’t know what tomorrow will bring. 
(Which is why after making a plan, some of you have heard me say. . . 
See you then “if the crick don’t rise!”) 
We can plan and prepare, and chances  
are many of those things will happen, will become a reality, 
but then there are those surprises that were never expected, 
uncertainties and interruptions that could not be foreseen or planned for. 
Some are welcome, others are not. 
 
Many of you can offer examples but here are a few of mine: 
One is that the path to renewing my flagging faith two decades ago 
was agreeing to serve on Council, then becoming President of the 
Council, then resigning in order to become Director of Parish Education, 
and then to go through the candidacy process and enter seminary . . . 
at the tender age of 46. 
Looking back, I still am amazed at the enormous sea-change in my life 
that occurred between the year 2000 to 2009 . . . let alone what has 
happened since 2009 to today. 
You could say quite a few unexpected things have gone down in my life, 
my family’s life, and in our life together here. 
Not all of them welcome, some especially heartbreaking and unwanted. 
And yet, through all these very risky and challenging times,  
I believe God’s grace was present, the promise of being sustained, 
the promise of love protecting us—not from experiencing bad things, 
but from completely descending into despair and bitterness. 
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And I haven’t even gotten to the pandemic and the current threat to 
world peace! 
 
As I said, I’m sure you also have those kind of stories. 
Think about how your life has been interrupted in unforeseen and 
unpredictable ways—even before the last two years— 
for better and for worse. 
When has the future taken you completely by surprise? 
That’s when life becomes really real. 
That’s what it means to enter the wilderness. 
The wilderness is not so much a place or a landscape. 
It’s our life. 
And life is . . . wild, it’s uncontrollable, and it’s risky. 
 
The future is always coming to us in ways we cannot foresee or plan for. 
And it always comes with promise and risk. 
I am not talking about promise as a simple and predictable process by 
which an intention becomes a reality, 
but something that is completely open-ended, 
something that holds endless possibilities. 
It’s the kind of thing that depends on hope and faith  
more than it does the passage of time or the completion of an action. 
The promise promises that something is coming. 
What that is, we don’t know. 
That’s what makes life so wild. 
Every promise of life, every promise we make,  
every promise made to us, 
is accompanied by the risk that it might not be fulfilled  
or that it won’t be fulfilled in the way we want or expect. 
But if the promise had no risk, it would have no value. 
Promise and risk are two sides of life. 
And isn’t that the wilderness story of today’s gospel? 
 
The way Luke tells it in his gospel, one minute Jesus is the Beloved Son, 
the One with whom God is well pleased. 
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He leaves his baptismal waters full of the Holy Spirit. 
The next minute he is in the wilderness empty and famished. 
He’s been tempted by the devil for forty days. 
“Turn these stones into bread.” 
“Worship me and all this will be yours.” 
“Jump and let God catch you if you really are God’s Son.” 
 
The promise in Jesus’ baptism and the risk in the wilderness  
are not two separate stories. 
We might read them that way but that’s not how we live them. 
Every promise carries risk and every risk carries promise. 
 
The promise and risk of life come to us asking for a response. 
Jesus had decisions to make. 
And so do we. 
We make decisions everyday of our life— 
decisions and choices about what to do, 
who we want to be, 
how we want to live. 
We sometimes call them temptations. 
We feel torn and pulled between the promise and the risk. 
Temptations hold before us the illusion of promise without risk. 
But that’s not the way the wilderness works, and Jesus knows that. 
 
The wilderness is full of promise and the full of risk— 
for Jesus and for all of us. 
You don’t get one without the other. 
And it’s always about more than whether we say yes or no. 
 
Think about the decisions before you today, 
the ones that carry consequences,  
the ones over which you fret and with which you struggle. 
What are they? 
What is it you are really seeking? 
 



 4 

My guess is that regardless of what the decision is about, 
what we really want, what we are really after is life; 
the chance for more life, the possibility of a new life, 
the opportunity to be reborn when all has been lost,  
for ourselves or for another. 
 
With each decision we’re betting that the future will be better, 
not because it necessarily is, but because it might be. 
And that “might”—the possibility of a better future, of more life, 
is what gives us the strength, the faith, the hope, to risk a decision 
and remain open to the future,  
even when we don’t know how it will turn out. 
And more often than not we don’t. 
We don’t know how it will turn out. 
 
Most of us, at one time or another, look back over our lives and wish we 
had done a few things differently, made a different decision, 
taken a different path, chosen something else. 
Actually, I think we all have. 
We’ve all been left wondering what life would be like now if we had 
gone a different direction. 
Where would we be now? 
How would our life be different? 
What did we miss out on? 
(Actually, I think there is an entire TV series  
based on just this question.) 
 
It would be easy to look at those situations and label one as failure and 
another as a success, one in which we made the wrong decision 
and one in which we made the right one. 
Often that’s how we live and view life. 
And I think that’s how we tend to hear today’s gospel. 
Jesus made the right decisions and we should too. 
We turn the gospel into an imperative rather than an opening to life. 
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Now, of course, I’m all for making good and thoughtful decisions, 
but what if it’s more than that? 
What if the desire for more life is what underlies all those situations? 
What if this isn’t so much about whether we get it right or wrong, 
but whether we remain open to the coming future? 
 
In many ways that is what is happening with Jesus in the wilderness. 
It’s not a question of just saying no to temptation. 
It’s not a question of whether Jesus will prove himself, 
whether he will make the right decision,  
but whether he will stay open to his future. 
And that is also true for us. 
 
What if that is what Lent is all about? 
Learning to stay open to life, to the coming future. 
The things we do or give up for Lent are absolutely not about gaining 
God’s approval or love for us . . . nor are they about self-improvement. 
What if observing Lent—in any way you that you have chosen, just as 
long as you have chosen to set this time apart in some way— 
What if it’s about helping to keep us open to the future, 
to the life that is coming. 
 
That’s the wilderness struggle, the struggle of life,  
the struggle to remain open.  
It’s so easy and tempting to close ourselves to the future. 
We do that in so many ways: fear, anger, hurt, guilt, disappointment, 
selfishness, shame. 
What parts of our lives have we closed to the future? 
What would it take to reopen them? 
That’s the Lenten work before us, to continually remain open to life, 
to our future. 
 
We don’t know what the future will bring to you or to me. 
But I believe where there is a future there is also the possibility of 
abundant life. 
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God speaks to the psalmist in Psalm 91 saying— 
I will deliver those who cling to me; 
I will uphold them, because they know my name. 
They will call me, and I will answer them; 
I will be with them in trouble; 
I will rescue and honor them. 
With long life will I satisfy them, and show them my salvation. 
 
The one who promises is faithful. 
There is promise in the risk of living by faith. 
And promise brings abundant possibilities. 
I don’t want to close that possibility. 
Do you? 
 
 
 


