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Matthew 4:1-11 
“No More Bowties” 
March 5, 2017 
Rev. Lou Nyiri 
 
This past Wednesday the liturgical season of Lent began in many worshipping communities with 
the observance of Ash Wednesday.  We mark our finiteness and God’s steadfastness with the 
smudge of an ashen cross on our foreheads and those jarring words “… From Dust you came 
and to dust you shall return….” 
 
That phrase usually reminds me of little Johnny who asked his Mom the question, “Where did I 
come from?”  This theologically astute Mother answered, “From Dust you came and to dust you 
shall return…”  Fascinated by the response, this seven-year-old ran off to play, saying over & 
over, “From dust you came and to dust you shall return.”  
 
A little while later, Johnny came running to his mother…breathing winded breaths, he said, “I 
looked under my bed for a toy and there’s either someone coming or going under there…” 
 
Where did I come from?  & Where am I going? ~ are good questions to ask during Lent.     
 
Our search for identity begins in childhood and surfaces throughout our lives, particularly in 
moments of decision or crisis.  We ask these questions with greater intensity and urgency as 
move closer to our own death.  Our responses to these questions are vital…they shape the way 
we live… how we relate to each other… how we interact with the world… and with whom we’ll 
surround ourselves.   
 
And that is why I like and dislike Lent. 
That is also why I need Lent – to help me… intentionally focus on life’s tough questions. 
 
To avoid the inclination to sugar coat it and instead face it head on – and to face it in the one 
who stares me back in the mirror every morning and night. 
 
To remind me of God’s lifelong promise that I am not alone & how that promise provides me 
strength to make it through each day – even if each day is made one moment at a time. 
 
To remind me that darkness will not win & how when we keep kicking at darkness it will 
eventually bleed through with daylight – and how even the faintest glimmer of daylight can 
illuminate darkness. 
 
To remind myself of the saying, “Life is good…but sometimes…living is hard.” 
 
And that is why I’m giving up bowties for Lent. 
For me, the bowtie represents celebration and joy. 
I put on a bowtie and all feels right with the world. 
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However, lest it just become a fashion statement, I am turning it into a faith discipline. 
It is my way of doing what some of our Anglican friends do during Lent – to bury their Alleluias.   
Some communities take those things which bring them joy and write them on a piece of paper 
– place them into a box on Ash Wednesday – then bury the box. 
It is a reminder to them to look at their lives and ask themselves, what would life look like 
without joy or hope – without faith. 
 
Now, do they hold firm to this and live devoid of hope during these 40 days of Lent – of course 
not, for to be human is to experience joy and to cling to hope – even if the hope and joy we 
cling to belong to other people who love us and who will hope for us when we cannot 
ourselves…. 
 
Those who bury their Alleluias for Lent, then force themselves to ask tough questions to come 
to grips with their faith and what that faith means for the living of life each day! 
 
Every time I forgo the bow tie hanging in my closet or look at the long tie around my neck, it 
will be my reminder to ask faith questions – how would this life look if I didn’t have faith…if I 
didn’t believe in prayer’s strength…if I didn’t think this body of Christ we call the church could 
help me in any way to become who it is God knows I can become…what does it mean to live life 
believing that I am not alone & that God is with me? 
 
Lent is an amazing gift – a time for spiritual formation no matter our age or stage in life.  It is a 
time for growth both individually and corporately as the Body of Christ… 
It is a time to reflect on our identity as God’s beloved children as we intentionally prepare 
ourselves for Holy Week, Easter and beyond.   
 
Our Matthew text offers us insight about our identity, especially as we journey through the 
wilderness.   
 
We’re in good company when we ask life-defining, faith-forming questions during these 40 
days. 
 
In his humanity, Jesus needed to know who he was.   
He didn’t look inward, nor did he let others tell him who he was…he didn’t look to his 
achievements to find his sense of identity.  
Instead, Jesus turned his attention toward his Heavenly Father.   
Jesus drew answers from his relationship with God, the One who had shown up at his baptism, 
along with the HS, and said this is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased. 
 
In this Gospel story, Jesus is led into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.  
The devil offers Jesus an easy way out, to give up so to speak, to forget who he is and to whom 
he belongs. 
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By the way that name, "Devil," comes from the Greek word, “diabolos” where we get the word 
“diabolical” and it means the “one-who-throws-everything-around.”   
Life can feel that way at times? 
Like everything is being thrown around & at us… 
 
Every time diabolos offered Jesus something more--more bread, more power, more protection 
– and every time Jesus turned him down.  No to the bread, No to the kingdoms, No to the 
angelic bodyguards.  His answers relay that he knows who he is and to whom he belongs.   
So, can we…for we have been claimed by God & we are not alone… 
 
It’s important for us to remember that this story of the temptation in the wilderness is the 
precursor to Jesus’ public ministry narrative.  These events confirm Jesus’ call and identity and 
direct his action as he carries out his mission.   
 
We can look at these events then as a way of shaping Jesus as a person.   
 
Jesus called by the Spirit in baptism, is tempted away from God in the wilderness and finally 
chose to remain faithful to his mission and ministry.   
 
The wilderness is a lens for us to better understand our relationship with God — a reminder 
that we are not alone in the world.  
We do not face the troubles and fears and heartbreaks of the Wilderness on our own.  
 
Jesus temptation in the wilderness helps remind us about our human relationship with God, our 
connectedness as God’s people – a people dearly loved and never abandoned. 
It helps calls to mind the divine promise, that nothing in all creation can separate us from God’s 
love and that God will never leave or forsake you. 
We can become prisoner to our sin and shortcomings when we forget or lose sight of the 
promise of Emmanuel:  God is with us. 
The story of the wilderness is about learning to trust that God’s love and presence is real.   
 
One of life’s truths is that we all have or we will journey through the wilderness.   Maybe the 
wilderness looked like a hospital room to you, or the long walk to the parking lot when you lost 
your job or after receiving that letter with the news you didn’t get accepted to that 1st choice 
school, or the numbness you felt when a relationship didn’t turn out the way you had hoped, or 
the gray days following a loved one’s death… 
It may have been the feeling of a lump stuck in your throat and tightly clenched fists, when you 
were trying to hold on and you longed to hear from God… 
 
Episcopal preacher and bestselling author Barbara Brown Taylor says, “…the way you can tell 
you are in [the wilderness] is [when you] look around for what you normally count on to save 
your life and come up empty.”  
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Taylor goes on, “Needless to say, this is not a situation many of us seek.  Most of us, in fact, 
spend a lot of time and money trying to stay out of the wilderness it; but no one succeeds at 
that forever.  Sooner or later, every one of us will get to take our own wilderness hike, our own 
excursion to the desert to discover who we really are and what our lives are really about.” 
 
She goes on to talk about how this might be a bit of good news, “…even if no one ever wants to 
go [in the wilderness], and even if [we] want out [as soon as possible], the wilderness is still one 
of the most reality-based, spirit-filled, life-changing places a person can be.  Take Jesus, for 
instance:  

• How did he end up there? ~The Spirit led him. 
• What was he full of?    ~He was full of The Holy Spirit. 
• What else did he live on? ~Nothing.  
• How long was he there? ~Weeks & weeks. 
• How did he feel at the end? ~He was famished. 

 
Brown points out that the long, famishing stretch in the desert freed Jesus: 
from all devilish attempts to distract him from his true purpose… 
from the craving for things with no power to give him life… 
from the illusion, he might have had that God [or the devil] would make his choices for him...   
 
After forty days in the wilderness, Jesus had not only learned to manage his appetites; he had 
also learned to trust the Spirit that had led him there to lead him out again, with a clarity and 
grit he could not have found anywhere else. 
No greater power exists in our lives then the power of the Holy Spirit. 
 
What Matthew tells us happens next is vital:  Jesus having gained clarity during this wilderness 
time begins his ministry by calling disciples to be with him ~ he chooses to not go it alone… 
 
Today is the first Sunday in our Journey toward holy week; the cross and Easter.   
These 40 days are a precious gift of grace.   
Each day invites us to live life in the Spirit, to grow in faith; to trust in God’s presence with us 
and to be the presence of Christ in the wilderness of this world. 
 
May our Lenten examination lead to renewed focus and our willingness to seek companionship 
along the way.  
 
But first, we need nourishment for after we fast, we go into the world, and that is where this 
Holy Table comes in. 
 
I invite the elders who are serving Communion to join us down front. 
 
Amen & Amen. 
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Because at the end is a grand and glorious celebration. 
 
Which is why those Anglican communities which bury Alleluia’s have a practice on Easter 
Sunday – they dig that box up – open it in worship and proclaim aloud their Alleluias by reading 
the words and phrases written on those slips of paper! 
Which is why I can promise you this, on Easter Sunday, there will be a bowtie around this neck. 
 
In Native American cultures, there is a ritual of sending adolescents out into the wilderness for 
an overnight as a ritual marking their growth from childhood to young adult…a young person is 
sent to set up camp in the deep woods far from home with nothing but a tarp for protection…  
The young person spends time in prayer and crying out for help as the night closes in and the 
sounds grow stronger and fears creep in… hopefully sleep comes at some point….IN the dawn 
as the sun rises, the young person wakes and it is then that he realizes that he had not been 
alone at all—several yards away leaning up against a tree his father had been watching over 
him throughout the long scary night… 
 
 (With appreciation to Sharron R. Blezard, Karoline Lewis, Christopher Girata,Barbara Brown 
Taylor ) 


