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The wonderful French painter Pierre Bonnard, it is said, would sometimes sneak 
like a burglar into the houses of people who bought his paintings and repaint 
something in the “finished” painting that would not let go of him.   
 
He once persuaded a friend to distract one of the guards in a museum while he 
quickly touched up a work of his that had been completed long before.  
 
A story that is likely apocryphal is told, that on his death-bed he told his son to 
sneak into the house of someone who had purchased one of his works and 
change something that was eating at him, even as he was dying. His son, it is 
said, did, but found that to modify the painting according to his father’s wishes, 
he would have had to paint over his father’s signature.   
 
In any case, Bonnard was one of the lucky, to have his work bought and 
celebrated, but he was of the peculiar temperament that could not settle for being 
good, being celebrated – he would not settle for anything but being his absolute 
best.   
 
I want to talk about that impulse today, because this morning’s text leads me to 
believe that Jesus was similarly compelled.  
 
Fresh from his baptism he is driven into the wilderness where he faces the very 
demons that will define his ministry. Contrary to popular belief about the 
temptations, Jesus faces choices that are NOT between the good and the bad, 
but between the good and the best. 
 
Consider: the things Satan offered to do for Jesus.  They don't seem so awful 
when you think about it. Turning a rock into a piece of bread when you are 
hungry? What's so terribly wrong about that? We're only human; we all need to 
eat. Thousands are starving in Somalia right now.  If you could make bread out of 
a rock, why not do so?  
 
He would not turn stones to bread because though he knew that people need 
bread to eat, people live by more than bread alone. 
  
No, to be really alive and vibrant, people need purpose and meaning;  
something to be passionate about; something worth giving one's life for. 
 
The second temptation:  Jump off a tall building. To what purpose?  To prove to 
those who might doubt it that Jesus was someone special. Why not do it?  
Haven't Christians through the centuries been saddled with the task of convincing 
a doubting world that Jesus was special?  



Why couldn't he have made the job a little easier with a few acrobatics off the 
pinnacle of the temple? 
 
Why?  Because Jesus refused to water down his cosmic calling.  He would not 
turn being the Son of God into some ridiculous circus act in order to please a few 
extra followers who wanted him to be like David Copperfield or Philippe Petit. 
   
Finally, Satan showed Jesus the kingdoms of the world in a vision, and said that, 
if he liked, he would see to it that the kingdoms were given to Jesus. We have to 
wonder, why not do it? 
  
What could have been better for the world than if Jesus had taken the reins of 
world government right then and there? Not such a very awful thing for Satan to 
offer him. Looking at the violent history of the past century, we might even be 
forgiven for wishing Jesus had taken him up on it.   
 
Jesus would not bow down to Satan's authority in order to rule the world 
according to God’s dictates. Allegiance gotten from people without their free will 
is no allegiance worth having. 
 
In short, three times Satan tempted Jesus with the most insidious of temptations, 
the temptation to do what on the surface APPEARS to be attractive and good. 
         
But to go after what on the surface LOOKED good meant that he would have to 
bypass the excellent, and he could not do that. 
 
Once again, the most difficult choices in this life are not between good and evil, 
no, they are those choices between the good and the best. 
 
Jesus was tempted to settle for half-measures, but that would mean settling for 
being someone he was not.   
 
Consider the following fable:   
 
A man found an eagle's egg and put it in a nest of a barnyard hen. The eaglet 
hatched with the brood of chicks and grew up with them. All his life the eagle did 
what the barnyard chicks did, thinking he was a barnyard chicken. He scratched 
the earth for worms and insects. He clucked and cackled. And he would thrash 
his wings and fly a few feet into the air. 
 
Years passed and the eagle grew very old. One day he saw a magnificent bird 
above him in the cloudless sky. It glided in graceful majesty among the powerful 
wind currents with scarcely a beat on his strong golden wings. The old eagle 
looked up in awe. "Who's that?" he asked. "That's the eagle, the king of the 
birds," said his neighbor. "He belongs to the sky.  



We belong to the earth - we're only chickens." So the eagle lived and died a 
chicken, for that's what he thought he was.   (Anthony de Mello) 
 
Jesus decided to be an eagle right out of the chute.  
 
Such things take courage.  They involve weighty choices that involve matters of 
character.  Consider a single day in the life of president, John F. Kennedy.  
 
The day: June 10, 1963.  
 
That morning the president woke up in Honolulu where he had been addressing 
the U.S. Conference of Mayors the day before. Tensions and some violence over 
racial matters were erupting all over the country.   The mayors were on the front 
lines of these battles.   
 
From Honolulu, the president flew to San Francisco where Air Force One picked 
up Ted Sorenson, the presidents senior speechwriter.  They were on their way to 
American University in Washington D.C. where the president would give the 
commencement address that morning at 10:00am.  
 
That address is considered to be Kennedy’s greatest speech. In it, for the first 
time, he questioned the assumptions of the cold war.  
 
Maybe atomic war with the Soviet Union, something most people took for granted 
as an eventuality, wasn’t inevitable after all. Kennedy and Premier Khruschev 
had developed mutual respect since the time of the Cuban missile crisis the year 
before. They had also established a hot line, having come so close to ending the 
world as we know it. Kennedy felt the moment was ripe for reaching out to the 
Russians. 
 
He summed it all up with these final words:  For in the final analysis, our most 
basic common link, is that we all inhabit this small planet, we all breathe the 
same air, we all cherish our children's futures, and we are all mortal. 
 
He came back to the White House to find that George Wallace was standing in 
the door of the University of Alabama at Tuscaloosa, trying to prevent two black 
students from entering the university.  
  
Around noon he signed what was called, The Equal Pay Act (EPA), which 
prohibited, in his words, “the unconscionable practice of paying female 
employees less wages than male employees for the same job.”  At the time, one 
in three American workers was a woman--25 million women in all--many of whom 
were working mothers and/or the sole breadwinner in their family. Despite this, 
women earned on average 59 cents to the dollar earned by men in the same job.  
 
 



The crisis at the University of Alabama took most of Kennedy's attention that day. 
He was reticent to do anything.  He didn’t want to alienate Southern Democrats, 
but his brother, Robert Kennedy, the Attorney General, insisted that it was time to 
take a stand.  He said the president shouldn't go on merely bowing 
meaninglessly in the direction of civil rights. The times called for action. 
 
The blacks thought he was with them from his rhetoric, while the white 
segregationists thought he was secretly with them because it was all rhetoric and 
he’d done nothing about it.  A choice had to be made because George Wallace 
was forcing that choice.  
 
President Kennedy took his brother's advice and went on TV that night and gave 
what is remembered as another great speech given with almost no notes.  He 
said that this was not a political question, it was not a question of legislation; it 
was a moral question, a question that he posed this way: "What kind of people 
are we?  We as a people say we believe in equality, yet who among us would 
choose to be black?" 
  
A field secretary for the NAACP, Medgar Evers, a black man, was on his way to 
a meeting that night in Jackson, Mississippi. When he heard the speech on his 
car radio and he was so excited by it he turned his car around to go home to tell 
his children what it meant – that for the first time, a president of the United States 
had taken a stand on civil rights. Medger Evers was shot to death that night on 
his porch … and the president had that to deal with the next day.   
 
The president had been dragging his feet on all these issues for the first two 
years of his administration, issues he felt strongly about privately.  Would he be 
an eagle or a chicken, as it were? Would he stand up for his own principles? 
 
It took a citizen leader like Martin Luther King Jr. to make the Kennedy brothers 
move ahead.  In his letter from the Birmingham Jail, MLK speaks of the need to 
stop the foot dragging on civil rights:  He is speaking directly to white clergymen 
who were saying to him, “be prudent – wait – the time isn’t ripe yet.” 
 
Again, the hardest choices are not between good and evil.  They are between the 
good and the best. So Dr. King said the following . . .  
 
For years now I have heard the word "Wait!" It rings in the ear of every Negro 
with piercing familiarity. This "Wait" has almost always meant "Never” . . .  
"justice too long delayed is justice denied … There comes a time when the cup of 
endurance runs over, and men are no longer willing to be plunged into the abyss 
of despair.  

 
In one place in the gospel Jesus speaks to Peter who has done a lot to try and 
slow Jesus down – Jesus says, “Peter, Satan will sift you.”   



Satan is the one who, as he did with Jesus in the wilderness, whispers in our 
ears a message that sounds very reasonable, very prudent:  “Just wait.”   
 
Navigating such choices, moments full of potential takes keen self-awareness.   
It requires self-examination. To make a choice between the good and the best 
requires character.  It’s about the difference between eagles and chickens. 
 
As a final example, let me give a shout out to Jordan Horowitz, the producer of 
the movie, La La Land, that was mistakenly announced as Best Picture at the 
Academy Awards Gala last Sunday might.   
 
Did you stay up to see the bitter end?  I did.   
 
After giving an acceptance speech for a film he produced that hadn’t won, 
Horowitz was informed of the mistake and then took full ownership of the 
moment, and in the midst of unprecedented chaos he took full control.  
 
I’ve seldom seen an example of such supreme grace.  He didn’t miss a beat.  He 
announced the mistake. He then went on to make it absolutely clear without 
blaming anyone, and then went further, over and above what could be expected, 
to say, “I’m going to be very proud to hand this Oscar to my friends at Moonlight.” 
 
Now here’s the deal.  Many of us live long enough for life to present us an 
awkward moment like that where we have an opportunity to step up and show a 
grace that puts others in awe.  But look, here’s the deal, those kind of moment’s 
don’t give us time to gather our wits.  You can’t fake something like that. You 
either have the grace in you to face the music and make the best of it, or you will 
just walk away, you know, crushed.  
 
I suppose they will long be talking about how the Academy and Price 
Waterhouse messed up in 2017.  But look, Jordon Horowitz brought it Sunday 
night, and it will be there for all time.  When people look for an example of 
supreme grace, they will remember that man and that moment in front of an 
audience of a billion.    
 
Jesus was Jesus because among other things, he knew the difference between 
the truly great and the merely good. He captured the moment.  He rose to the 
occasion.   
  
Bring the little you have, the little you are, to me says Jesus, and if you are intent 
on being or becoming who you really can be, I will help you make that into  
something beautiful.     
 
Amen  
 
 



 


