
I talked a little last Sunday about an event which opened up a new life for me

back in 1977. In the same year the world witnessed the end of the life of

someone just a little more well-known than me. I mean of course one Elvis

Aaron Presley. He was a great man, idolised by millions. And yet, in spite of it

all, he wasn’t happy. Very early on, in the midst of all his wealth and success he

experienced an emptiness in life, and he complained of loneliness and

boredom. Even at the tender age of 22 he found there were no more worlds

to conquer. This malaise could have been an opportunity for him to make

some changes in his life, but sadly he never took it. Material things ultimately

destroyed him. At the age of 42 he was gone. His life, for all the pleasure he

gave to millions of people, was a stark witness to the truth that human beings

cannot live on bread alone.  Material things alone do not create life.

This weekend has seen the death of another great, an Australian cricketer,

Shane Warne. With the possible exception of Muttiah Muralitharan of Sri

Lanka, he was the best spin bowler the cricket world has ever seen. But his off

the field lifestyle left much to be desired and may also have contributed to his

early death at the age of 52. It wasn’t wealth so much for him but other

fleshly, material excesses that were a disappointment to those who much

admired his skills on the cricket field. It was all a far cry from the example of

the greatest Australian cricketer of all time, Donald Bradman, whose discipline

and simplicity of life were almost as remarkable as his brilliance with the cricket

bat, and he lived a long and dignified life. He certainly knew that life was more

than about material success. Perhaps it was partly because he was brought up

and flourished in a different era.

The material or physical world, and ourselves as part of that is of immense

importance. The universe itself, the creation, is a huge expression of God’s love

for us.  Matter is an important means of God’s communication with us.

We use material things in our worship services, most significantly bread and

wine, the stuff of earth. They are a sign of the closeness to us of the Divine

Presence. They signify that God became incarnate, flesh and blood, matter, in

the human life of Jesus. But in that one special life we see true humanity. We

see matter and spirit working together as they should. Matter is important,

1



matter is sacred. The problem for so many people is when matter is all there is,

when it dominates their lives.  We are all created to be more than matter.

We can’t live on bread, on material things, alone, not if we want to be fully

alive and fully nourished as human beings, children of God. We need more

than that. When we pray, when we worship, we are investing in that other very

important aspect of life: the spiritual, that sense within us that seeks meaning

and purpose and wholeness, that reaches out to what is eternal, to that reality

that we call God, the ultimate reality, the ground of our very being.

The season of Lent calls us to be more attentive to our spiritual nature and our

investment in it. We are urged to face the question: which part of my life

really has control? The Lenten tradition of giving up or cutting down on certain

pleasures in life, usually the culinary or liquid kind, can be a useful little

exercise to find out how much or how little we, the spiritual we, are actually in

control of our life and lifestyles. But more important is that we focus on the

question of how important is the spiritual, how important is God in our lives,

and time spent consciously with God.

If you consider it second nature to take time out for a quiet cup of coffee or a

long therapeutic gin and tonic, and believe me I was grateful for one of those

as I watched the football results coming in yesterday! Or maybe you give some

time every day on social media to tell everyone what you’re doing like some of

my friends do, or you never miss your favourite TV soap….. or those football

results that I’ve just mentioned, or watch your favourite team play, do we also

make such room for time with God? Is that not equally important, and even

more important. ‘Be still and know that I am God,’ says the psalmist echoing

God’s word to the world; be still; be…. God is always present anyway because

God can never be absent, but are we always present to God; do we find it so

difficult to draw on the presence of the One who is infinite Love and who is

closer to us than we are to our own selves? Just 5 minutes a day, or 15 or 30

minutes.

It is all a case of embracing integrity, wholeness, the right balance in our lives

as material and spiritual people. In our Gospel reading today, we find Jesus

engaged in a natural human struggle. It is imaginatively written up in a

metaphorical way as a conversation between Jesus and the tempter. Jesus
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wrestled with the voices that come to us all at some time. For him, the voices

tempted him to take the easy way, perhaps the most enjoyable way, the short

cut, the purely earthly and selfish solution. But ultimately, he chose the right

way, God’s way, even though from a purely human point of view it proved

costly for him. We too, as his followers, his disciples, that is, those who have

placed ourselves under his discipline, also have to face choices, and hopefully

come to recognize the futility of over investment or dependence on purely

material or earthly solutions.

And so we are reminded today that turning stones into bread, whether literally,

which is impossible, or metaphorically, which is quite easy, does not create life.

Turning stones into bread represents me meeting my material needs and

desires and serving my interests only. Turning stones into bread does not

create love; it does not create community, does not help us attend to the needs

of our neighbour, our fellow human being, does not enable us to embrace the

whole package of what it means to be human and a child of God.

As human beings we are both matter and spirit. We need both. But we cannot

rely on matter alone. It is as spirit that we hear and recognise the voice of God,

even as God’s presence and word often comes to us through material things, as

in this Eucharist. God’s words create life, true life, life that draws us into the

mystery of God’s continuous outpouring love. It is to God that we must look

and place our hope and trust; it is in God that we must have the confidence to

invest our lives and our future.
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