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Matthew 4.1-11

I am taking one of the texts usually used on the first Sunday of Lent

· to help us identify some areas where maybe we need to be penitent as we enter this season of Lent

· and I want to do this by talking about Christian leadership 
· I shall be using some of thoughts from Henri Nouwen’s book – ‘In the Name of Jesus’ Reflections on Christian Leadership
Jesus’ great retreat into the wilderness is one of those events that we envy and fear
· we love to sing “Be still for the presence of the Lord” or “Be still and know that I am God”

· then when the opportunity arises for us to take this opportunity we find some reason to be noisy, busy or useful – well, I do anyway

· and I think Jesus had the same temptation - to be reluctant

· Matthew says that Jesus was led by the Spirit
Mark says that Jesus was thrown out – same word that describe Jesus throwing demon and evil spirits out of people – reluctant??

· We are all (mostly) reluctant 

It is here in isolation, loneliness and solitude that Jesus faces three major temptations as he starts his own ministry
· these are I believe typical temptations for all in ministry (hence my leadership theme)

· and I want to talk about three invitations as my headings 
· as it relates to ordained ministry, but also other forms of Christian leadership too

1st INVITATION
To move from the priority of Activism to the priority of Attentiveness

The passage says, “After being in the wilderness for 40 days Jesus was famished”
Then the Tempter comes to him and says, “If you are the Son of God command these stones to become bread”

One of the great temptations in ministry is to get on and do something

we are told that there is an urgency that must not be ignored

· and (if you are a paid minister) you must show that you are worth the money you are paid 

· demonstarte that you are not a waste of space – (implication: others ministers are??)

All our adverts for new church ministers reinforce this attitude - looking for supermen and women (as in most jobs nowadays)

You have heard it said, “Don’t just sit there do something!”

One of our Bishops has said the opposite, “Don’t just do something, sit there!”

· yet we as church leaders often take the bait to get on and do
· here Jesus had to sit for 40 days –only then did he see more clearly the temptations

In these days of church decline (or at least stagnation) two of the main sufferings experienced by church leaders are: low self-esteem and long-term weariness
· many (most?) clergy see themselves as having very little impact

· even though they are busy, it does not seem to lead to much fruit

· or feel the increasing need to justify themselves in front of their church committees and overseers, bishops or superintendendents

“Why haven’t you turned stones into bread, empty churches into full churches, and unbelievers into believers?”

And seems too that the secular world is also saying in a loud voice, “We can get by without you, we don’t need God, the church or a minister”

· then church leaders feel increasingly marginalised and irrelevant 

· and feel this temptation to turn stones into bread – to at least do something that will make an impact
The invitation of Jesus here is to turn from our knee-jerk activity to attentiveness to him
“You don’t live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.”

Sadly in our driven culture, we as the church have come to feel that if only we have a few more skilled hands at the pump and a bit more commitment from our other church members then we could turn things around
· but then, we will have become like any other human organisation, making things happen by sheer human energy and busyness
· what ever happened to ‘the words that come from the mouth of God’
· we have got to the point where we somehow feel it is all up to us – but actually it is all up to God

Peter and Jesus’ encounter post-resurrection

· Looking forward - what did Jesus want from Peter as he heads for ministry?

· a good CV and an excellent reference from his previous church
· an improvement in his behaviour and a commitment to try harder

· did he want to know he was up to the job, with the relevant skills
· did he want to test his Bible knowledge, how often he prayed

· No – he just wanted to know “Do you love me?” 
         –  talk about ‘words that come from the mouth of God’

2nd INVITATION
To move from Heroes to Servants 
So then the Tempter took Jesus to the top of the temple

“If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down and, “as it is written”, the angels will come and bear you up”

Jesus quotes from the scriptures “Do not put the Lord your God to the test”

The 2nd temptation for the Christian leader is to be heroic and spectacular, to do the dramatic, to be exciting – so that others can look on and wonder
· Earnest Becker in his book ‘The Denial of Death’ makes the case that we are all haunted by the presence of death that accompanies us through life

· we are wrong to think that death only comes at the end of life – that’s physical death

· and we want to do something significant in our lives to prove ourselves, to overcome this death
· this is most enticing for the church leader

· and for the church congregation

e.g. “Do you remember the minister who came and . . . . ?”  
      “Do you remember what happened after they left?” - it all fell apart

the seeds of failure are sown during the heroic rise

As leaders we don’t want to be the same as other leaders – we actually want to be better

Congregations want heroic ministers who will save them from their sense of threat and vulnerability

We don’t want to be the same as other churches – we want to be better

· and the one drives the other

· and we push on with frenetic outward activity – and wonder why our soul is dying within us

But as church leaders we are not superwomen or supermen – we are jars of clay with lead feet - in which there is not a hero

but there is something ever-so precious

· and Jesus addresses this preciousness in Peter, “Do you love me?”

· only then did he say, “Feed my sheep” – give them ‘the words that come from the mouth of God’

True leadership is about ministry (service) – it is not about how we look, perform, or whether we are highly regarded or not
· Peter looked a right pratt after the resurrection – what an idiot!  made a right fool of himself!
· but looking a pratt was OK

INVITATION 3.  
To move from Leading (others) to being Led (yourself)
So the Devil leads Jesus to a very high mountain and shows him all the kingdoms of the world in all their splendour

“All these I will give you, if you fall down and worship me”

The third temptation for the church leader is to be powerful by selling his/her soul

· this builds on the first two weaknesses

1. the need to do something when we feel weak and ineffectual

2. the need to be heroic – to show that we are relevant 
From what I have researched, one of the main reasons why people have given up on the church during recent decades has often been to do with issues of power

· all through the years of our history we have seen the church compromised with political, military and economic power

· even though we claim to follow a Jesus who did not cling to his divine power but rather emptied himself
· and we continue to have power struggles in our churches and on our councils and committees – and church leaders play the game too
Henri Nouwen asks “Why is it that we are so attracted to power?” 
(not just ministers, but churches and church members too)
· and he wonders if power offers us an easy substitute for the hard task of love – attentiveness

· it seems it is easier to be God than love God, he says

· and easier to control people than love people

John O’Donohue in his book Anam Cara, A Book of Celtic Wisdom, says, 

· “Many people who are desperately hungry for power are actually weak.  They seek powerful positions to compensate for their own fragility and vulnerability.  A weak person in power can never be a generous with power.”

· We see this in church life and the secular world

· Also, he says that you can only safely give power to those who don’t need it

Peter had the urge to power, to lead Jesus when Jesus made it clear that his way was a path to crucifixion 
· but Peter had to accept the invitation to be led

· John 21.18  “When you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to go wherever you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not wish to go.”

Henri Nouwen says that here we touch the most important quality of Christian leadership for the future

· what we need as the church faces the future is not a leadership of power and control
· but a leadership of powerlessness and humility in which the suffering servant of God, Jesus Christ, is made manifest

· these are not spineless people, but those who know that:
   their life starts in the love of God, 
   continues in the love of God, 
   and will end in the love of God.

· ironically, this is true power, because no-one can take it from you

Let me end by telling you a story: 
A journalist wanted to interview an old South American Indian chief.  The chief agreed, on the condition that they could have sometime together beforehand.  The journalist presumed that they would meet and have a normal conversation.  

Instead, the chief took him aside and looked directly into his eyes in silence for a long time.  Initially, this terrified the journalist, he felt like his life was totally exposed to the gaze and silence of this stranger.  After a while the journalist began to deepen his own gaze.  Each continued this silent gazing for more than two hours.  After this time it seemed as if they had known each other all their lives.  There was no longer any need for an interview.                  (from John O’Donohue)
Usually it seems as if we want to interview, examine and study God, but not look into God’s eyes

to gaze into the depths of God is to gaze into eternity

· this silence and gazing is needed between all people on a journey of love

· and this is why Jesus was here in the wilderness – with nothing to distract him from attentiveness 

Unless we do this, we will continually give in to these three major temptations (as church leaders or congregations)

and miss the invitation to attentiveness, to being a servant, and to being led
· if it was a battle for Jesus, how much more do we need to look at ourselves and ready ourselves

· and the starting point is silence and penitence

