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I.

One of my professors in seminary had a favorite piece of wisdom he used to tell us over and over again:  “The Devil’s greatest trick is to make you think he doesn’t exist.”  The first time I heard it, I thought it sounded a little strange.  Didn’t most reasonable Christians leave the Devil behind during the Enlightenment in the 18th century; around the same time we stopped believing in purgatory or Dante’s elaborate depictions of a multi-layered inferno? 

I admit that as an adult it’s sometimes hard to engage with stories about Satan as a real being, running around looking for unsuspecting souls to enlist in his army – since it seems so unreal.  But I think stories about Satan serve a useful instructional purpose in reminding us that evil is real in the world and, more than we care to admit, we are not merely innocent bystanders.

The text we read from Genesis a few moments ago reinforces the idea that Evil’s best strategy for getting us to yield to temptation is to convince us that evil simply doesn’t exist.  These verses from Genesis never use the word Satan, but speak only of a serpent.  When he reached the Garden of Eden, Satan took on a disguise, using the form of a snake: something that looks like it belongs in a garden, something harmlessly normal that wouldn’t be recognized as quite dangerous and out of place.  

It was under the guise of something familiar, Satan tempted Adam and Eve to reject the authority of God in favor of their own moral authority.  Hearing it in those words, it seems unthinkable that Adam and Eve could have done such a thing.  But of course, to Adam and Eve at the time, it didn’t seem like they were replacing God’s authority with their own.  The serpent tempted them into eating the apple by reframing their moral dilemma not in terms of rejecting to God’s authority, but in terms of them wanting to become like God.  What could a naive person want more than to become like God?  We recognize this thinking as horribly self-centered, but the point is that Eve, ignorant of the evil lurking in her paradise, could not.

Satan is no dummy.  His strategies for encouraging Adam and Eve’s disobedience are very clever.  First, he blends right in so they don’t recognize him, and second, he makes them think that yielding to his temptations are in their best interests.  Even though I don’t believe in the presence of a literal Satan, I still believe that there is evil in the world -- and, like a snake in the garden, I think much of the evil in the world blends into our lives in ways that do not seem out of place to us, so that our yielding to evil temptations takes on a kind of normalcy – to the point where we do not even consider that what we’re doing is wrong. The allure of temptation now, as then, is always a variation on the same theme: that we can be our own moral authority.

II.

The 20th century philosopher Hannah Arendt, writing in post-Holocaust Europe, shared this view when she coined the phrase “The Banality of Evil” in her famous book “Eichmann in Jerusalem”.  The idea of the Banality of Evil is that ordinary people are capable of extraordinary evil, even without having a single malicious thought in our hearts – by refusing to look beyond themselves for moral justification of their actions.  Her book explores the story of Adolph Eichmann, who became a high-ranking Nazi official despite not being committed to the anti-Semitic ideologies that drove their genocidal extermination plans.  What she reveals is that Eichmann participated in and even directed these deadly programs not because of any overt hatred of Jewish people, but because, in his own words, he felt the need to build a successful career.  Arendt notes that Eichmann was not psychologically disturbed, but was morally bankrupt – unable to see that his own self-interested motivations, which seemed to him morally neutral, had horrendous consequences for millions of people.  

Obviously, Eichmann’s case is an extreme example of the Banality of Evil.  But the basic point of Arendt’s moral theory is sound and broadly applicable: that a kind of narrow self-possession leads to delusional moral reasoning.  The more preoccupied we are with ourselves, our own advancement and success, the easier it becomes to essentially stop caring about the moral dimensions of our actions – or even worse, to rationalize the evil we do using a logic founded on the preservation of our own self-interest and improvement.  

In the post-modern world, it sometimes seems that self-interest is the only really honest motivation left.  In an era where we are taught to honor the diversity of human moral philosophies, it is easy to think that the need to respect a range of ethical positions, absolves each of us from having to subscribe to a moral system that governs our own behavior.  In this way of thinking, since all systems are flawed, a higher moral aim of any type seems like a kind of dishonest enterprise.  But this approach to personal morality leaves us with nothing other than ourselves and our own interests to rest at the center of our moral calculus.      

III.

God’s gift to humanity is the capacity to know good from evil in God’s eyes – not the ability to choose for ourselves what is good and evil.  This is the theological legacy all people inherit from Adam and Eve’s adventure in the Garden.  To exercise this legacy today is not easy, but it is possible by acknowledging the ever-present temptations to act only out of self-interest and to resist them.  

Developing that capacity to recognize and avoid self-interested moral reasoning is at the heart of our discipleship.  As Christians, we have a moral framework uniquely suited to counter the post-modern temptation to put ourselves at the center of our moral universe: the ethic of Jesus Christ.  On Good Friday, Jesus established the moral validity of self-sacrifice for the sake of others, of putting the interests of others before our own.  And today, through the practice of our own Lenten fasting, almsgiving, and prayers, we work towards deepening our acceptance of this unique moral system with God’s love for all people at the center.

One area in particular in which we can resist the temptation to selfish moral reasoning is in our decision making as consumers.  In today’s marketplace, the impact of my purchasing decisions last month at the Natick Collection may well have had ripple effects all the way back to the working conditions of a thirteen year-old in Cambodia.  But how selfless am I willing to be in deciding what use of my purchasing power is morally acceptable without knowing exactly where my products come from?

Kristen and I felt this tension most acutely when shopping for an engagement ring a year and a half ago.  We tried to do some research about conflict diamonds and the consequences of the American market’s preference for diamond engagement rings on the lives of African miners.  We were considering the moral (and financial) trade offs between open market African diamonds, Canadian diamonds, and different kinds of pearls.  After several weeks of consultation and research, what we learned is that the issue was far more complicated that we first imagined.  There would be trade-offs no matter what decisions we made. 

Whatever the ethical merits of our eventual decision, one thing was certain – when we tried to break through the banality of evil that is consumer ignorance, the process of getting an engagement ring became a lot less pleasant.  Buying a significant piece of jewelry like this was supposed to be fun, and consideration of the broader moral impact made it much more confusing.  

IV.

But it did something else, too.  It helped us begin our lifelong partnership with a shared experience of giving up something for ourselves (in this case the pleasant ignorance of luxury shopping) in order to at least try to be faithful as consumers.  We may not have gotten it exactly right that time, but, to our surprise, the experience of trying to put God at the center of our moral calculus made us feel more alive, and more faithful, rather than more constrained.   

And this is fundamentally what I think Jesus is trying to show us in the Gospel today. 

In this reading from Matthew, we watch Jesus face head-on the temptation to stray from a life lived for others.  Each of Satan’s temptations invited Jesus to act based on his own interests rather than God’s interests.  Whether it is bread to survive, fame in the marketplace, or power over earthly kingdoms, Jesus sees each of these as temptations to a moral outlook in which his own immediate interests would supercede God’s authority over his own life and the world.  Jesus’ selflessness seems almost preposterous to us.  Refusing to eat when you are starving seems uncomfortably close to the kind of self-loathing that reflects a low self-worth and esteem.  

But the point isn’t that Jesus doesn’t value himself, it is that he values himself only so far as he is faithful to his Father.  He has set a limit to the freedom with which he will pursue his own self-interests, and, perhaps counter-intuitively to us, this has brought him a strong sense of self-worth and identity as God’s child.  

We too have access to this sense of self-worth and identity as God’s beloved child, through being Jesus’ disciple.  A part of our discipleship is acknowledging that evil has taken root in our world, and challenging that evil in our own lives.  The willingness to examine our traditional habits and actions, to look for serpents in our gardens, is an inherently counter-cultural effort.  And, like I found out with the diamond ring, the process of examination often seems at first to take the joy of out of something that once was fun.  So my advice is to start small – but, in some way this Lent, do start.  For when we resist the temptation to ignore how our actions affect others, we are, in a small way, rejecting the banality of evil.  And by acknowledging an ethical responsibility beyond our self-interest, we are answering God’s call to be a faithful disciple – a journey that leads to a far deeper kind of joy.  AMEN.

