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The season of Lent brings with it the ambiguity of  

introspection. Examining oneself can be helpful. It can 

also be damaging. Take Samuel Johnson, of whose 

detailed concern with the state of his soul there can be no 

doubt, though opinions may vary about how much 

benefit came to him from his introspective scrutiny. What 

is not a matter of doubt is the beauty of his language, as 

in this prayer he wrote and offered a week before he died, 

before receiving Holy Communion: 

 

Almighty and most merciful Father, I am now, as to 

human eyes it seems, about to commemorate for the last 

time, the death of thy son Jesus Christ, our Saviour and 

Redeemer. Grant, O Lord, that my whole hope and 

confidence may be in his merits and in thy mercy: 

forgive and accept my late conversion, enforce and 

accept my imperfect repentance; make this 

commemoration of him available to the confirmation of 

my faith, the establishment of my hope, and the 

enlargement of my charity, and the death of thy son Jesus 

effectual to my redemption. Have mercy upon me and 

pardon the multitude of my offences. Bless my friends, 



 

 

have mercy upon all men. Support me by the Grace of 

thy Holy Spirit in the days of weakness, and at the hour 

of death, and receive me, at my death, to everlasting 

happiness, for the sake of Jesus Christ. 

 

The beauty and piety of that prayer does not remove the 

question of whether such detailed concern for one’s own 

soul is good for the soul or damaging; and ever since I 

read it, in 1975, I have been drawn to thought by this 

statement about Dr Johnson in the life of him by the poet 

John Wain: 

 

‘Christianity, even  more than most religions, is highly 

marriageable to the pre-existing character of the convert. 

When a man embraces Christianity, the pattern of his 

nature is not changed; it is merely engrained more deeply 

and in stronger colours. When men of such different 

temperaments as, say, G.K.Chesterton and Graham 

Greene accept the Roman Catholic version of 

Christianity, it can hardly be said that their faith brings 

them together; it seems, if anything, to accentuate their 

temperamental differences. In Johnson’s case, once he 

had made up his mind, at  nineteen or twenty, that 

Christianity was true, the warring elements in his own 

mind proceeded at once to their action stations. 

Christianity provided fuel both for the constructive and 

the destructive forces in him. On the constructive side, it 

directed and energized his innate benevolence and 

generosity. ….Destructively, his Christianity helped to 

bring out, and to make more vehement,his tendency to 

irrational guilt and self-accusation.’ 

 

Religious devotion, then, seems to bring out and 



 

 

strengthen those qualities already present in our 

personalities. 

 

The temptations of Jesus bring out the character of his 

mission and how he regarded it.  It is, I think, widely 

agreed that ‘testing’ would more accurately describe 

what was happening than the word ‘temptation.’  Jesus 

was being put to the test. 

 

When the testing of Jesus comes round, at this time of 

year, I usually look again at Teresa Hooley’s poem, Retro 

me, Sathanas: 

 

How strange of the Devil 

With his unerring aptitude for putting the wrong thing in 

the right place, 

To try to tempt the Christ 

With all the kingdoms of the world and the glory thereof. 

 

He might have guessed 

That a soul so ancient, 

Treading the echoing corridors of the past to its last goal  

of simplicity, lowliness and degradation, 

Would, in its journey, 

Have worn the purple of kings, 

The scarlet of conquerors, 

Would have known all pride, pomp, wealth and 

dominion, 

Weighing them less, in its final immense cumulative 

wisdom, 

Than the feather of a sparrow or the petal of a poppy in 

the corn. 

He might have been sure 



 

 

That it is no use bribing God with unrealities. 

 

He should have offered  Him 

A quiet cottage in Nazareth, 

A little child listening to the birds, 

And a patch of field flowers. 

 

How do we make any comparison of ourselves with the 

life and experience of Jesus?  When I quoted the passage 

about Samuel Johnson with the suggestion that religion 

can both help and harm us, I was not saying that this is 

clearly true, but that it was an opinion worthy of our 

attention. Similarly, when we ask how our response to 

the testing challenges will be related to how Jesus 

responded, a passage comes to mind about which I have 

thought for years, and which seems to me to be worthy of 

our consideration, whether or not it is clearly true. It 

concerns the way in which the life and character of 

Christ affects our lives, and comes from The Old 

Patagonian Express,  by Paul Theroux. 

 

Theroux was travelling through Peru, and a group of 

fellow Americans in the train kept grumbling about the 

crucifixes and other objects in churches which they had 

seen that day, and which had offended their taste and 

aesthetic judgement, when Theroux intervened, having 

heard enough of their judgemental moralistic superiority. 

 

‘It looks exaggerated because it is exaggerated’ I said. 

‘It’s possible that the churches here have bloodier Christs 

than those in Spain, and they’re certainly a lot bloodier 

than anything you’ld see in the United States. But life    

is bloodier here, isn’t it? In order to believe that Christ  



 

 

suffered you have to know that he suffered more than 

you. In the United States the Christ statue looks a bit 

bruised, a few tear-drops, some minor abrasions. But 

here? How is it possible to suffer more than these 

Indians? They’ve seen all sorts of pain. Incas were 

peace-loving and pious, but if anyone broke the law he 

got unbelievable punishment…..Pain wasn’t brought here  

by the Spanish priests,   but a crucified Christ was part 

of the liturgical scheme. The Indians were taught that 

Christ suffered, and they had to be persuaded that his 

suffering was worse than theirs. And by the same token 

that Mary, the world’s mother, was healthier and 

better-dressed than any woman in their society. So, yes, 

the statues are exaggerations of their lives, because these 

images represent God and the Holy Mother. Right?’ 

 

He continued, ‘ In order for you to believe in God it was 

necessary to see that God had  endured a greater torment 

than you. And Mary had to look more motherly, more 

fecund and rich, than any other mother. Religion 

demanded this intensity in order to produce piety. A 

believer could not venerate someone like himself - he 

had to be given a reason for the holiness of the God 

statue. And he responded  by praising it in the  most 

appropriate way, by enshrining it in gold.’ 

 

That passage raises for me questions about how far we 

remake Jesus to suit our situation, how greatly the culture 

in which we live determines the way we see Jesus, and 

how inevitable is the contemporary cultural filter through 

which we perceive and respond to the man from 

Nazareth.  When we ask how our response to a testing 

situation can be measured by our knowledge of his 



 

 

response then and there, how far is that comparison 

already coloured by the way our present situation colours 

our understanding of him. 

 

I am attempting to pursue a sort of argument, beginning 

with Christ’s temptation, or his testing, in the wilderness. 

Knowledge of human nature can help us appreciate that 

introspection is not always right or helpful, and 

scrutinising our failings, in Lent or any other time, is not 

always helpful. 

 

Next, we can reasonably assume that when we do ask 

ourselves questions about our response to the testing 

situations of living, as Christian people it is good for us 

to look again at how Jesus rejected the Devil’s 

suggestions and try to relate our response to his, while 

bearing in mind how greatly our picture of him is 

affected and even determined b y the culture in which we 

live. 

 

But one step farther is called for - that the example of 

Christ will lead us to a broad and welcoming humanity, 

in support of which I turn to Robert Louis Stevenson’s 

essay on Father Damien, who had ministered to a leper 

island, and rumour persisted that he had contracted 

leprosy from sleeping with women who had leprosy. 

A missionary published a letter reporting the rumour and 

repeating the damning references to Damien. Stevcnson 

was furious, and wrote to C M Hyde, who had written the 

original letter. 

 

‘ I fear you scarcely appreciate how you appear to your 

fellow-men; and to bring it home to you, I will suppose 



 

 

your story to be true. I will suppose..that Damien faltered 

and stumbled in his narrow path of duty…(that) he, who 

was so much a better man than either you or me….that 

he, too, tasted of our common frailty….The least tender 

should be moved to tears; the most incredulous to prayer. 

And all you could do was to pen you letter to the 

Reverend H B Gage.’ 

 

Stevenson then makes his position clearer. ‘You had a 

father: suppose this tale were about him, and some 

informant brought it to you, proof in hand; I am not 

making too high an estimate of your emotional nature 

when I suppose you would regret the circumstance? That 

you would feel the tale of frailty the m ore keenly since it 

shamed the author of your days? And that the last thing 

you would do would be to publish it in the religious 

press? Well, the man who tried to do what Damien did , 

is my father, and the father of the man in the Apia bar, 

and the father of all who love goodness; and he was your 

father too, if God had given you grace to see it.’ 

 

Christ’s testing leads to our testing, and our testing, with 

Christ’s help, to a broad and generous humanity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


