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In the name... 

Bread and Circuses. It wasn’t the noblest tactic — far from the glorious ideals of 
the mythical founding of Rome — but it was one that proved to be a remarkably 
successful and, for that reason, durable feature of Roman politics for centuries. Any 
time the Republic — or later, an Emperor — would run afoul of public opinion, 
Rome would fall back on the politics of distraction to appease the people’s flaring 
tempers. Unrest in some corner of the Empire, a war that went badly, an outbreak 
of smallpox, or an unpopular new tax: giving the people bread and some 
spectacular game at the public expense was a cynical but effective pacifier time and 
again. Bread and circuses were never quite enough to win the people’s undying 
love and affection, but it always seemed adequate to mollify their dissatisfactions, 
at least until the next crisis. 
In this morning’s Gospel, the devil shows himself to be well-versed in the politics 

of distraction. The three temptations he presents to Jesus at the culmination of his 
fasting in the desert have less to do with what he has just been through than with 
what will happen next. After all, Jesus has just fasted for forty days in the 
wilderness; he’s shown that he can do without bread. Besides the Holy Spirit, he’s 
had no companionship there let alone adulation; the cheers from kingdoms of this 
world are clearly dispensable. God has protected him every step of the way; no 
more angels are needed. No, it turns out that that these temptations are aimed 
squarely at the shape of Jesus’ imminent ministry. The devil has conceded that 
Jesus is the Son of God; but what kind of Messiah will he be? How will he draw the 
whole world to himself? Will it be expedient and painless, albeit superficial; or will 
it be slow and costly for the sake of being immutable? This is not the last time the 
devil will present him with these temptations, but how Jesus answers in this 
morning’s Gospel will set the course for the rest of his life. 
“If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread,” 

taunted the devil. Imagine the power and influence to be wielded by a 
wonderworker who could command even the stones that filled the wilderness to 
become a day’s provision for a family. The Emperor could marshal the whole 
apparatus of state and Rome’s enormous economy to provide a grain dole for the 
people, but not even he in all his power could make loaves from the desert’s rubble. 
When Adam and Eve were expelled from the garden, they were told that from then 
on the earth would only give nourishment begrudgingly; bread would come by the 
sweat of the brow. Would Jesus be the sort of Messiah who would undue that curse 
with a word? No, there would be no shortcuts because Jesus sought the obedience 
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of human hearts and not bellies. He sought to glorify his Father in heaven by 
commanding the people’s love and not their necessity. To be sure, he would in time 
feed his people. He would multiply loaves and fishes, already the product of sweat 
and toil, as a way of disclosing God’s ongoing provisions for them. Yet, even this 
was only a way station toward the true food that Jesus would give to his people, his 
own flesh and blood for the life of the world. There would be no shortcuts or 
appeasement that would keep Jesus from giving the people the true food and drink 
rung out of his suffering and death, the bread and the cup that would satisfy their 
eternal hunger for God. He would be the kind of Messiah to make daily bread out 
of his flesh and not out of stones. 
“Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the 

temple, saying to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from 
here.’” Daring public spectacles have always enthralled human beings; those 
responsible for them have always commanded their attention. The Colosseum in 
Rome seated perhaps 50,000 who could watch gladiators slay lions or elephants or 
even one another by the dozens to distract from the hardships and sadness’s of life. 
Perhaps they wouldn’t love the Emperor but they could be at least grateful for the 
diverting entertainment he provided for a day. Imagine, then, a magician who 
commanded angels to rescue him as he lept from the top of the Temple in view of 
all of Jerusalem, perhaps 600,000 or more at a time. He would surely command 
their fascination. His celebrity would be instant. His special protection from God 
would be on full display, for all to see. But fascination isn’t a substitute for 
devotion; enthralled eyes are one thing, but souls are another. No, Jesus would take 
the harder, quieter, lonelier path that would, in time, entail forfeiting God’s divine 
protection for the sake of those who would bring about his suffering and death. He 
would follow the path that led, not to the Temple’s pinnacle, but to its altar of 
sacrifice, becoming himself the spotless lamb offered to takes away the sins of the 
world. The temptation would be renewed in the midst of that suffering on the Cross 
— “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah” — and he would 
resist it there also, even until the end. 
He would be the kind of Messiah who would show his power chiefly in his 

weakness and God’s love through his suffering. 
There’s no denying that the devil is a wily, successful political operative. Full 

bellies and entertained gazes have always had a powerful hold on human beings, 
and these are among the devil’s specialties. Bread and circuses kept generations of 
Emperors firmly in control of Rome. And while Rome may have fallen, the cynical 
politics of distraction have remained. We shouldn’t delude ourselves by denying 
how much of our lives today revolve around food and entertainment also. Football 
is the most recent iteration of gladiatorial combat; reality television and cable news 
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the latest in circuses to fascinate and placate the people. The Emperor’s grain dole 
has been replaced by two-for-one deals at Pizza Hut and all-you-can-eat Chinese 
buffets; the leash attached to our appetites remains the same. 
And so we begin Lent with a Gospel that reminds us that Jesus, from the outset of 

his public ministry, chose a path of suffering and humiliation for our sake. He 
sought to win our love and devotion rather than capture our attention. He would not 
resort to politics of distraction to gain power over us, but instead abased himself for 
us to set us free from the bonds of sin. An observance of a holy Lent, then, is an 
invitation to step back from the bread and circuses that continue to distract us to see 
more clearly the Messiah who seeks our heart and devotion instead of our attention 
and appetite. The whole of his public ministry would be an answer to the devil’s 
temptations in today’s Gospel: he is the kind of Messiah who would draw the 
whole world to himself through the hard wood of the Cross. He is now the one who 
invites us to walk in the way of the Cross for these forty days so that we might 
know him more fully and love him more deeply, without distraction. 
I have said... 


