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Dust - where the breath begins (Matthew 4.1-11) 

© Susanna Pain  

First Sunday in Lent 

I live in Canberra and have done so for most of my life coming and going and returning again and 

again. Most recently Nikolai and I have lived here for four years. I love the changing seasons. I love 

the river valleys that move through the centre of this town and I love the mountains that surround- 

Mount Ainslie, Mount Majura, Black Mountain, Mount Taylor. And I love the beautiful purple/blue 

Brindabella ranges in the distance. This place lives within me, in my bones, and it carries the stories 

of much of my life. I moved here when I was seven years old. It is here that I first fell in love, and it 

is here that I heard that the man I planned to marry had died in a car accident. It is here that my 

brother and my father and mother have died, and my niece conceived her son. It is here that I 

studied theology and have ministered for many years with seasons in different states and towns. 

Canberra lives in me and has crafted my contours and memories, sitting by the lake, grieving, 

exploring Tidbinbilla, celebrating birthdays and graduations and weddings.  

Jan Richardson suggests that Lent calls us into a landscape. She suggests that we enter Lent to 

enter our own earth to make a pilgrimage into our own terrain, to meet again the God who 

inhabits every layer of our life.  1

Lent—the name for this season in the Christian tradition comes from an old English word that 

means “lengthen” as in the gradual lengthening of the days in late winter and early spring which 

happens at this time of year in the northern hemisphere, but needs to be interpreted here in the 

southern hemisphere. Lent is the 40-day period of reflection and turning that precedes Holy Week 

and Easter.  And on this day as we begin our Lenten pilgrimage, we tend what needs healing, 2
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moving towards wholeness and opening to the call of love in our lives, and as we do, we hear of 

Jesus, freshly baptised and knowing that he is a beloved child of God taken to a wild place, a desert 

place to face himself, his present and his future. We hear that God went with him, indeed that he 

was led there by Spirit. We hear that Jesus fasted for 40 days which is the number representing a 

very long time, a number quoted in many stories of the Hebrew scriptures. Then he was tested.  

Jesus’ temptations are about power. The question is ‘who is in control?’ ‘Whose authority and 

power inspires and enables Jesus’ ministry’?  

The first test is simply to change stones into bread. The issue from the standpoint of Deuteronomy 

which both Jesus and the tempter quote is ‘where does the community turn for bread and other 

resources necessary for survival— to the living God, or somewhere else?’  3

It’s not really about being hungry. It is about who is in control, it is about trust. It’s not about doing 

a bad thing. It’s not about the act itself, for indeed Jesus by God‘s grace enables thousands to be 

fed, but then it is for others and not for himself. It is all about trust in the Living God. 

In the second test the invitation is to jump off a temple roof. Again I’m sure he could do it but 

that’s not what it’s about. It’s not about spectacle. It’s about deepening that trust, leaning into 

God. Indeed he escaped crowds a number of times. He moved away to pray when he needed to. 

It’s about ‘whose world is this anyway?’ 

 And the third temptation set in the context of the Roman Empire was to have the whole world. 

God already has the whole world. Jesus is offered the leadership of a world where the privileged 

control the resources while repressing the many people in the middle and at the bottom of the 

pyramid. The God of Deuteronomy seeks a community whose structures engender mutuality. For 

Matthew’s congregation, the temptation is to go along with the Empire and its idolatry and 

exploitative behaviours. The Matthean Jesus invites the community to an alternative: worshiping 

God, which means living towards God’s way of love, peace, justice, and abundance for all.   4

After 40 days in the wilderness, three temptations, three refusals to submit, and angels who attend 

him, Jesus chooses love. He gets on with the task at hand, not to posture, not to parade his power, 

but in humility and love to serve and heal, enabled by his strong and enduring connection with the 

Holy One, with God. Our challenge too this Lent is to be single minded in turning towards the 
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source of our power, the source of our love, to the Holy One, to God. And as human beings we 

need to do this again and again, to disentangle our egos and turn again, to release our desire for 

power, to release our hope of being in control, to trust enough to let go and be ourselves and in 

that way live into the service of God through our meditation and action in the world. 

When we are at the extremity of our being, we face ourselves for real and know our questions, our 

doubts, our hopes and are invited to face them, to let them be sifted so that we become honed 

and know who we are. Jesus went to this desert place knowing he was beloved of God. We enter 

this Lent knowing we too are deeply loved. But the loving doesn’t stop the hurting doesn’t stop the 

anxiety, the frustration, the angst. It just has our backs like the angels who were there for Jesus. 

And God is present in this wilderness in this tough time in our world. Our temptations may be very 

different from Jesus but they are tough nonetheless. For some of us it’s the inside voice that says 

“I’m not good enough. I’m not loved. I’m an impostor.” For others of us, it’s the temptation to be 

something that we’re not.  

In a poem, “For Alex Jeffrey Pretti” Murdered by I.C.E. 24 January, 2026, Amanda Gorman writes 

"our greatest threat isn’t the outsiders among us, but those among us who never look 

within." This looking within is also the invitation of Lent. 

Jan Richardson says that we move into this season of Lent to look at our life again, afresh, to 

consider what has formed us, where we have come from, what we carry within us. She notes that 

Lent invites us to look at the layers that inhabit us: our stories and memories, our imaginings and 

dreams. She goes on, ‘this season invites us to notice what in our life feels fallow or empty, where 

there is growth and greenness, what sources of sustenance lie within us, where we find our inner 

earth crumbling to reveal something new’. She asserts that ‘Lent opens our own terrain to us, that 

we might know or meet anew the God who lives in every layer of our life.’  5

She asks as we begin Lent, ‘How might God be inviting you into the landscape that inhabits you?  

Is there a space within your soul that needs your attention, your compassion, your prayer?  

How might it be to open that space to the presence of Christ, who knows what it means to enter a 

difficult terrain and who found sustenance and angels even there?’  6

Shana Bowman wrote these words for Ash Wednesday: 
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“..Blessings … on the dust in which you journey,… 

knowing you are not alone, 

That you are made from the same dust 

that busted forth at the birthplace of creation, 

And you belong, in life and in death 

to the one who calls you 

Beloved. 

You belong to God.”  7

Take a moment to take this in. ‘You belong to God’. Take this in in the midst of whatever is going on 

for you, in the midst of the desert. Breathe deeply. Then, listen to Jan Richardson who offers this 

prayer. Listen carefully and hear its invitation. 

Where the Breath Begins 

Dry 

and dry 

and dry 

in each direction. 

Dust dry. 

Desert dry. 

Bone dry. 

And here 

in your own heart: 

dry, 

the center of your chest 

a bare valley 

stretching out 

every way you turn. 

Did you think 

this was where 

you had come to die? 
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It’s true that 

you may need 

to do some crumbling, 

yes. 

That some things 

you have protected 

may want to be 

laid bare, 

yes. 

That you will be asked 

to let go 

and let go, 

yes. 

But listen. 

This is what 

a desert is for. 

If you have come here 

desolate, 

if you have come here 

deflated, 

then thank your lucky stars 

the desert is where 

you have landed— 

here where it is hard 

to hide, 

here where it is unwise 

to rely on your own devices, 

here where you will 

have to look 

and look again 

and look close 

to find what refreshment waits 

to reveal itself to you. 



I tell you, 

though it may be hard 

to see it now, 

this is where 

your greatest blessing 

will find you. 

I tell you, 

this is where 

you will receive 

your life again. 

I tell you, 

this is where 

the breath begins. 

—Jan Richardson  8

from Circle of Grace 

‘This is where the breath begins.’  
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