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First Sunday in Lent • March 10, 2019 
Deuteronomy 26:1-11  •  Psalm 91:1-2, 9-16  •  Romans 10:8b-13  •  Luke 4:1-13 
  

 There is one thing you need to know about Lent. The season of Lent is all about baptism. 
The early church celebrated baptisms much the same way we do today, except for one major 
difference. They celebrated all of their baptisms on the same day at the great Easter Vigil mass. And 
because the people who were being baptized needed to prepare for their baptisms, they would 
engage in disciplines of prayer, fasting, self-reflection, catechesis, and charity in advance. And so the 
time before Easter became their most intense time of preparation. And eventually it became not just 
a thing a few people did to prepare for their own baptisms, but a time in the church where everyone 
was invited to reflect on what it meant to participate in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  
 So what does that mean for us? What does it mean to observe Lent well? Well, you notice 
that I said that because Lent is about baptism, it is about being joined to the “death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ.” Lent is about anticipating Easter, not slogging to Good Friday. So here is what we are 
not going to do. We are not going to mope through these forty days or pretend to be sad or try to 
make ourselves feel guilty. We are going to create a space to think about and reflect on and celebrate 
our own baptisms.  

If you want to understand what Lent and, by extension, baptism is all about, today’s Hebrew 
Bible reading from Deuteronomy isn’t a bad place to start. The book of Deuteronomy gets a bad rap 
for being a book full of rules you can’t keep and a plot you can’t follow. But it’s actually a very 
moving book. After God leads the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt, Moses takes the people through 
the wilderness for forty years. And as they stand on the border of the promised land, the land that 
Moses can’t go into, he gives this long speech to the crowd. Some of the people in that crowd 
escaped from Egypt. Some of them have known only the wilderness. They have all taken different 
journeys to get to where they are, but they are all about to enter something new together. 

So why does Moses give this long speech?  It is Moses’s way of creating some space for the 
community to remember their identity and their history. Moses doesn’t simply say, “We’re at the 
Promised Land. Go for it. Have fun.” No, they pause. They take some time to appreciate the 
moment and the significance of the transition they’re about to undergo.  

It’s sort of like when you have a major life experience: a wedding, a kid, a funeral, a divorce, 
a diagnosis, a move. Whether it’s a good experience or a bad one, you want to take some time to 
stop and acknowledge that this thing is happening. Going through life on auto-pilot is nice, but 
sometimes you want to stop and make sure you appreciate the gravity of the moment so that you’re 
not just reacting to things. That’s not a bad way of thinking what Lent is. It’s a way of saying, “Slow 
down. Stop. You don’t have to rush it. Take a moment to remember that you’re doing this and 
you’re doing it with God.”   

And that’s what the ritual Moses outlines in today’s reading is about. Moses is saying, “When 
you get to the promised land, you are going to create some space to remember your identity as the 
people of God.” Because you don’t just get tempted in the wilderness. You get tempted in the 
promised land, too. The temptation in the promised land is that you’re going to get there and think 
that you made it there on your own. The temptation is that you’re going to forget about God leading 
you out of slavery.    

So what does the ritual actually involve? It’s about giving the first fruits of the harvest to 
God. But it’s really not just about the food. It’s not like you just hand your fruits to the priest and 
say, “Do the ritual for me.” It’s about what you say and who you do the ritual with. You say, “A 
wandering Aramean was my ancestor.” You say, “When the Egyptians treated us harshly and 
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afflicted us, by imposing hard labor on us… the Lord heard your voice.” You say, “The Lord 
brought us out of Egypt.” Recalling the history of your people means that you have to pause to 
consider the ways that God has been generous to you. 

And what else is the ritual about? It’s not just about what you say. It’s about who you do it 
with. How does this ritual end? This is the most important part. “Then you,” Moses says, “together 
with the Levites and the aliens who reside among you, shall celebrate with all the bounty that the 
LORD your God has given to you and your house.” Who celebrates? You and all the aliens who reside 
among you. You celebrate with the people who have showed up in your promised land. Because you 
remember that you were a wandering Aramean. Because you remember that you were an alien in a 
foreign land. You encounter those people the same way God has encountered you. Loving. Live-
giving. Liberating. God doesn’t lead you to the promised land just for you. God leads you to the 
promised land so that when the alien and stranger show up, it becomes the promised land for them, 
too. 

That’s what baptism is all about. It’s about being joined to the death and resurrection of 
Christ so that the way God loves you becomes the same way you love other people. When we pray 
“Lead us not into temptation” in the Lord’s Prayer every week, that’s what we’re getting at. Lead us 
not to forget where we came from. Lead us not to forget where we’re going. And, most important, 
lead us not to forget who we are there for. The temptation is that once you get to the promised land, 
once you satisfy your own needs, once you become rich, you forget that you were ever poor, you 
forget that you were ever vulnerable, you forget that you were ever an alien. 

There’s a problem with temptations, though. They don’t show up with big flashing lights and 
a sign that says, “Temptation.” They usually come with a gift basket and a nice hand-written note. 
Oftentimes, we don’t realize we’ve given into temptation until it’s too late.  

This past Wednesday was the thirty-fifth anniversary of Martin Niemoller’s death.1 From 
1937 to 1945, Niemoller was imprisoned in concentration camps for his opposition to the Nazi 
government. Unlike his contemporary Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the outspoken Lutheran martyr 
everyone wants to lay claim to these days, Niemoller is a morally complicated figure. We aren’t quite 
sure what to do with him. If Bonhoeffer represents the best of the Lutheran tradition, Niemoller 
represents something more common and more tragic. And because of that his life is equally if not 
more instructive.  

After being liberated from Dachau in 1945, Niemoller took his wife Else to show her the cell 
where he had been imprisoned. While they were talking around the camp, a plaque affixed to a tree 
caught Niemoller’s eye and rattled his conscience. It read, “Here in the years 1933–1945, 238,756 
people were cremated.” The number that caught his attention was not 238,756. The number that 
wouldn’t let Niemoller go was 1933.  

Those four years from when Dachau opened to when he was arrested, 1933 to 1937, 
would haunt Niemoller for the rest of his life. During those four years, Niemoller had been the 
pastor at a large church in Berlin. And like many of German Lutherans, he was frustrated by the 
church’s waning influence in society. And so when the Nazi party promised a new, greater 
German nation with the churches at its center, Niemoller supported them. And so as the Nazi 
party tightened their grip on power and began shipping people off to camps, which Niemoller 

                                                           
1 Matthew D. Hockenos, “Martin Niemöller before the Nazis Finally Came for Him,” The Christian Century, 

September 18, 2018, https://www.christiancentury.org/article/critical-essay/martin-niem-ller-nazis-finally-came-him . 
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was fully aware of, he rationalized it away. A little anti-Semitism. A little xenophobia. All for the 
greater good.  

So, you might be wondering, what changed Niemoller’s mind? How did his support turn 
into criticism? That’s the problem. That’s why Niemoller is complicated. Because Niemoller 
supported the Nazis until they tried to take over the churches. He didn’t think  it was bad until it 
happened to him.  

After seeing that plaque at Dachau, Niemoller famously wrote: 
 

First they came for the Socialists, and I did not speak out— 
because I was not a Socialist. 

Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not speak out— 
because I was not a Trade Unionist. 

Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out— 
because I was not a Jew. 

Then they came for me— 
and there was no one left to speak for me. 

 
Niemoller never chose temptation. People almost never do. But he rationalized his way 

into it. To put it in baptismal terms, he forgot where he came from. He forgot where he was 
going. And, most important, he forgot who he was going with. Niemoller was not a Socialist. 
But because of his baptism, he was. Niemoller was not a Trade Unionist. But because of his 
baptism, he was. Niemoller was not a Jew. But because of his baptism he was.  

Because we have been united with the crucified and risen body of Christ, the risen body 
that includes all of God’s people, we can never again resort to Niemoller’s excuse. And, thanks 
be to God, we don’t have to.  

Because whenever we gather around that font and affirm our baptisms, we are saying, I 
am the alien. I am the stranger. I am the one told to go back where they came from. I am the 
one told they don’t belong in this part of town. I am the survivor who should have come 
forward sooner. I am the one who must be a diversity hire I am the one sacrificed on the altar of 
church unity. And I am the one crucified on a cross of rationalizations.  

And in Jesus Christ, that’s exactly who God is, too.    
  
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


