Lightening the Load: Voices That Pull at Us
Matthew 4:1-11
Lent can seem puzzling.

I remember a particular Lent a number of years ago. I was serving on the staff of a congregation in central Kentucky. A lot of what I did seemed puzzling to my next-door neighbors, who weren’t the church-going type.

But nothing puzzled Chris, who was about ten years old, more than something I did that Lent. I gave up chocolate.

Chris asked every question he could think of to try to figure out why anyone would give up chocolate. It just didn’t make sense.

Skip to the Saturday night before Easter. My doorbell rang. When I answered the door, there stood Chris. He was holding a huge basket filled with chocolate. And he yelled, “Happy end of Lent!”

I think sometimes Lent can seem puzzling even to those of us who choose to travel its journey. We’re not sure what we’re supposed to do or feel or accomplish. We take tentative steps with feet that feel leaden. We trudge along with a too-heavy pack we feel we have to strap to our backs. And all we really want is to hear, “Happy end of Lent.”

 This year maybe we can experience Lent a bit differently. Maybe we can find things—other than chocolate—that we need to give up. Things that might lighten the load as we travel the Lenten journey.

One of the plays currently in production at Trinity Rep is Yellowman. It tells the story of Alma and Eugene. They’ve known each other since they were young children growing up as African-Americans in South Carolina in the ‘60s. Their childhood friendship blossoms into teenage attraction and then young-adult love. But Eugene and Alma both carry the weight of voices that pull at them.
Eugene’s light skin—his “high yellow color”—traps him between the voices of his darker-skinned father and his lighter-skinned grandfather. Both men are bitter because of the prejudices they’ve experienced—within both the African-America community and the larger American culture. That bitterness fuels the voices that eventually pull Eugene away from a possible escape and toward a tragic destiny.
For Alma, the struggle is against the voices of both her mother and society. The voices pull at her, telling her that she’s too big, too black, too ugly. That she shouldn’t expect anything, hope for anything.

 When the teenage Alma gets a summer job at Woolworth’s, she’s able to buy makeup and new clothes. She begins to feel pretty. To walk and talk differently. But her mother’s voice still pulls at her:

I hear Odelia’s voice shooting me down. Trying to shoot me down—shoot me down. She’s trying to shoot down my new walk/talk. She says “Wearin’ all dat ole mess on ya face an still don’t look lak nuttin—you ain’t NEVA gon look good.”

But Alma refuses to give up. She decides she can have a new voice of her own. She finishes high school early and receives a scholarship that allows her to escape South Carolina for college in New York City. There she tries out a new voice, a new walk, a new identity.

A world of possibilities seems within Alma’s reach, but the old voices still pull at her. Those voices are so strong, that an adult Alma declares: “I am my mother’s daughter after all. I had no walk/voice of my own.”


Neither Alma nor Eugene are able to free themselves from the voices that pull at them—the voices that prevent them from living into the new identities they want to claim for themselves.


The pull of voices plays a major role in today’s reading from Matthew. 


Fresh from his baptism, Jesus spends forty days in the wilderness. There a voice challenges the identity another voice had given Jesus at that baptism. The question is: Which voice will Jesus trust?


The wilderness voice pulls at Jesus to turn away from trust in God in three different ways. The voice first invites Jesus to prove his identity by displaying his own power and abilities. Then the voice encourages Jesus to test God’s willingness to back up this new identity. The voice finally offers what amounts to a bribe, promising Jesus all the power and glory the earth can offer in exchange for a shift in Jesus’ commitment.


Jesus must decide whether to allow this voice to pull him in a direction different from the one to which God has called him. By resisting the pull of this wilderness voice, Jesus places his trust in God and accepts the identity God offers him.

In many ways, identity is at the heart of this story. “If you are the Son of God,” the wilderness voice begins. In other words, “How do you know you’re God’s son?” The voice continues its pull: “Wouldn’t it be better to know for sure? Turn stone to bread, jump from the temple, worship me. Then you won’t have to wonder or have any doubts. You’ll know for sure. You can prove it for yourself.”

Jesus’ refuses to try to establish his own identity, to determine his own purpose, to depend on his own sufficiency. Instead he trusts that his identity and his purpose will emerge from his relationship with God. 

As we begin the Lenten journey, perhaps we can lighten our load by giving up some of the voices that pull at us. Voices that tempt us to abandon the identity God offers us. Voices that tempt us to allow others to stop us from living into the purpose God intends for us. Voices that tempt us to try to go it on our own rather than embrace the relationship God desires to have with us.

Over the centuries theologians and philosophers have talked about the human need for such a relationship with God. Pascal described this need as having a “God-shaped hole.” And Augustine said we’re always restless until we rest in God.

A contemporary writer suggests that perhaps “to be Christian is not to have that hole, that need, that awareness of finitude erased once and for all. Rather, to be human is to accept that we are, finally, created for relationship with God and with each other. Perhaps the goal of the life of faith isn’t to escape limitation but to discover God amid our needs and learn . . . that God’s grace is sufficient for us.
“Perhaps faith, that is, doesn’t do away with the hardships that are part and parcel of this life, but rather gives us the courage to stand amid them, not simply surviving but actually flourishing in and through Jesus, the one who was tempted as we are and thereby knows our struggles first hand. This same Jesus now invites us to find both hope and courage in the God who named not only him, but all of us, beloved children so that we, also, might discover who we are by recalling whose we are.”

Giving up some of the voices that pull at us may allow us—not only to accept the identity and purpose God desires for us—but also to find our own voice. In Yellowman, Alma fails to free herself from the voices that prevent her from fully claiming her own voice. But the film The King’s Speech offers a different possibility.


This Academy Award-winning film tells the story of the man who would become King George V of England. But we first meet him as the Duke of York, who’s known to his family as Bertie.


Despite accomplishing himself in the military, Bertie’s stuttering shapes how his father and brother view him. And their voices shape the way Bertie views himself.


But another voice enters Bertie’s life. The voice belongs to a man named Lionel, who works with individuals who struggle to speak. Some because of traumatic experiences in war, others because of painful experiences in childhood.


Bertie and Lionel enter into an unlikely and sometimes bumpy relationship. As they work together, Lionel learns about the voices from early in Bertie’s life that continue to pull at him as an adult. Voices that told him he wasn’t good enough, that he was a disappointment—to his family and his country.

But Lionel sees something very different in Bertie. He sees a gifted man who has the promise to become a gifted king. And so he begins to speak to Bertie about this possibility. He also encourages Bertie to let go of the old voices that pull at him.

After Bertie’s father dies and his brother abdicates the throne, the crown is pressed on his reluctant head. The thought of having to speak to the nation terrifies the new king with the old stutter.


He confides in Lionel, who tells him: “Every stammerer always fears they will fall back to square one. I don’t let that happen. You won’t let that happen.”


But Bertie resists: “If I fail in my duty . . . David could come back. I’ve seen the placards ‘Save Our King!’ They don’t mean me. Every other monarch in history succeeded someone who was dead, or about to be. My predecessor is not only alive, but very much so. What a bloody mess! I can’t even give them a Christmas Speech.”


“Like your dad used to do?” Lionel asks.


“Precisely,” Bertie agrees.


Lionel reminds him that his father’s not there.


But Bertie counters: “Yes, he is. He’s on that bloody shilling I gave you.”


Lionel’s tender voice then speaks a message the new king most needs to hear: “You don’t have to carry him around in your pocket. Or your brother. You don’t need to be afraid of things you were afraid of when you were five. You’re very much your own man, Bertie.”


And it’s this voice, this relationship that helps Bertie let go of the old voices that pulled at him, to acknowledge that he does indeed have a voice that deserves to be heard, and to claim his new identity.


As we travel our Lenten journey, perhaps we can allow the relationship God offers us to empower us to do the same. To let go of the old voices that pull at us, to acknowledge our own voices, and to claim the identity God desires for us. Amen.
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