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It has now been almost fifteen years since I spent a little over a week in Israel. I have memories of that trip which come to my mind iterally every day. That is not because I am particularly sentimental, but because I read the Bible every day. My perspective on the Bible changed dramatically when I acquired a direct sense both of what things look like over there and of where places are relative o one another.

Imagine standing at Jericho, site of the first battle Joshua fought after Israel entered the Promised Land. To the north lies the valley of the Jordan River, with the Kingdom of Jordan to the right and the Israeli-held West Bank to the left. Directly south is the Dead Sea and beyond it the sites of Sodom and Gomorrah.

Directly across from Jericho to the east is the mountain where Moses was buried. God punished Moses by not letting him go into the Promised Land. He saw it from the mountaintop, delivered his farewell address, and died. Moses's farewell address is the Old Testament Book of Deuteronomy.

Turning to the west of Jericho we see another mountainous plateau high above us on the way to Jerusalem. That is the Mount of Temptation, where the events of today's Gospel--when the devil tempted Jesus--took place.

The way St. Matthew tells this story is reinforced by the geographical picture I have tried to give you. The forty days Jesus fasts in the wilderness corresponds to the forty years Israel wandered in the wilderness, led by Moses. Each time the devil tempts Jesus, Jesus rebukes him by quoting Moses. Each of those quotations comes from Deuteronomy--the speech Moses gave just across the valley.

Each of the verses Moses uttered in Deuteronomy refers back to an event when Israel was tested during their wanderings just as Jesus is being tested now. The difference between the two sets of temptations is, of course, that Israel failed theirs and Jesus resisted his.

All this should matter to us in at least two ways. First of all, it deepens our understanding of who Jesus is. We know that testing and temptation are part of life. It would be hard to believe that Jesus is really a human being if he did not have the same sorts of experiences we do. Hebrews tells us, "He was in all points tempted as we are, yet without sin."

He is, in fact, the only human being who really knows how strong testing and temptation are. We cannot know how strong they really are, because we give in to them.

We also come to see that the two periods of forty are not just a preview of the forty days of Lent. Israel's wandering in the wilderness represents human existence--our lives on this earth. Moses asked the Israelites, "Don't you wonder why it took us forty years to get from Egypt to Israel when a direct route would have taken far less time?

"The reason God put us through these forty years was

so he could send hardships to test us to find out how we would deal with them and whether we would continue to obey his commandments." Moses' explanation is not a bad way to begin to answer the question, "Why am I here? What is my life supposed to mean?"

Moses would say, "You are here so God can let things happen in your life so he can find out how you will handle them and whether or not you will trust him and obey him. Trusting him means living your life as if you are confident that no matter what happens, he knows what he is doing. Obeying him means trying to do what he wants you to do, no matter what happens.

Does this make God a cosmic sadist, enjoying watching us suffer, like a little boy picking the wings off flies? Not at all. We are better off than 4oses. We have no doubt that at the end of all this we are going to enter our own Promised Land which is heaven.

Jesus has gone up there to get our places ready. All we have to do is to hang on with trust and obedience no matter what sorts of testing and temptation may come our way.

So let us make this Lent the time we resolve, in the words of Hebrews, to "lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God."

