
G. K. Chesterton, 1874 – 1936, was a great philosopher, lay theologian,

historian, a literary, social, and art critic, playwright, a prolific author of some

80 books, hundreds of poems and short stories, and thousands of essays. He is

probably best known to the wider public for his Father Brown stories. He was

clearly a gifted man with a great mind. He also had a social conscience,

informed not least by his deep Christian faith, and he was indeed a prominent

apologist for Christianity. But he was by no means perfect. He had discipline

problems in terms of his physical health which may well have contributed to his

death at the not so old age of 62. He drank too much. And it appears that his

eating habits were similarly excessive, judging by the girth he gained as he

grew older. It was the subject of some humour. He once remarked to his much

slimmer friend George Bernard Shaw, "To look at you, anyone would think a

famine had struck England." Shaw replied, "To look at you, anyone would think

you had caused it.” And during the First World War, some lady asked

Chesterton, ‘Why aren’t you out at the Front?’ He replied, ‘Madam, if you look

at me from the side you will see that I am.’

Lent invites us to an exercise in growth, but not that kind of growth! It is about

ensuring that we get the balance right in our Christian life, and that balance

involves the flesh as well as the spirit. Discipleship, as its name implies,

requires us to discipline ourselves so that we can identify and remove those

things in our lives that hinder our growth in Christian faith and witness. And

that includes ensuring as far as possible that we are physically as well as

spiritually healthy human beings.

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

importance. It is an expression of God’s love for us. We use material things in

our worship services, most significantly bread and wine, the stuff of the 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. In

that one special life we see true humanity. We see matter and spirit working

together as they should. Both have their origin in the creator God. So the

flesh, the body, and the material world are sacred. The problem for so many

people is when matter is all there is, it is the dominant force in their lives. We

are all created to be more than matter, to invest in more than the body and

material possessions.



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, the sense within us that seeks meaning

and purpose and wholeness, that reaches out to what is eternal, to the mystery

that we call God, who is ultimate reality. Hopefully, our relationship with God

influences how we relate to the world and to our fellow human beings,

informing our outlook, our political views, our consciences, and our behaviour.

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 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.

It is all a case of embracing integrity, wholeness, the right balance as material

and spiritual beings. In our Gospel reading today, we find Jesus engaged in a

natural human struggle. It is imaginatively written up as a dialogue between

Jesus and the tempter with metaphorical journeys thrown in. Jesus wrestled

with the voices that come to us all at some time. For him, the voices tempted

him to take the easy way, the short cut, the purely earthly and selfish solution,

including the worship of gods that are not God.

(What are the gods that draw the devotion of so many people today? We have

many interests, and gadgets and resources which are helpful to us, like the

mobile phone, the internet, and social media. But they are a problem when

they become controlling or all-consuming. More seriously, there is the

relentless pursuit to acquire more health, wealth, and success in this world).

Ultimately, Jesus chose the way of the real, the living God, the way that leads

to life in all its meaning, even though from a purely human or earthly point of

view it proved costly for him. In this, as in all things, he gave us a path to

follow, and example to copy. As his followers, we are reminded today that

turning stones into bread 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 beings, 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 to be fully

human. But we cannot rely on matter alone. It is through our spiritual nature

that we hear and recognise the voice of God, even enabling us to recognise

that 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, a love that enables us too to be

outpouring, to give of ourselves to the world and its needs in whatever way we

can, and while we can. 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

futures.


