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Gifts of the Dark Wood 

Part 5: The Gift of Temptation 

by Rev. Eric Elnes, Ph.D. 

First Congregational Church of Eugene 

April 6, 2025 

 

Scripture: Luke 4:1-15 

 

I. The Right Good vs. The Wrong Good 

 

Some of the greatest temptations we face in life aren’t temptations to do wrong but to do the 

wrong good.  

 

In his book Violence Unveiled: Humanity at the Crossroads, Gil Bailie recalls asking the great 

theologian and mystic Howard Thurman how best to make the world a better place. Thurman 
replied: 

 

“Don’t ask yourself what the world needs. Ask yourself what makes you come alive, and go do 

that—because the world needs people who have come alive.” 

 

At first glance, Thurman’s response might sound self-centered. With so much suffering in the 

world, how can we justify focusing on what makes us come alive? 

 

But that reaction exposes a deeply rooted Western assumption: that being “fully alive” means 

escaping struggle—living a life of comfort, ease, and admiration. 

 

Frankly, I’ve never understood how anyone who claims to follow Jesus could find that vision 

appealing, much less aspire to it. If Jesus is the model of what it means to be truly alive, then 

fullness of life hardly includes residence on Easy Street. Jesus shows us that life’s fullness is 

found where our deep gladness connects in some way with the world’s needs. And he shows us 

that heaven may be found in the heart of our struggles, not merely in their absence.  

 

Really, this insight isn’t exclusive to Christians. What champion athlete believes that success 

means facing easier opponents? What renowned architect or engineer thrives on simpler, less 

demanding projects? And what serious gamer devotes themselves to leveling down? 

 

Whether you’re a musician, writer, teacher, or scientist, the joy is in the challenges that align 

with your passion. The right ones don’t wear you out. They light you up.  

 

Of course, outside your passion or calling, even minor tasks can be draining. This is often how 

we begin to discern where we’re truly called: by paying attention to the difference between 

what drains us and what energizes us. My wife Melanie and I have used the same accountant for 

thirty years. He absolutely loves what he does and takes great pride in knowing his field. But for 

me? I’d rather hang myself than be an accountant. (No offense to him—I’m sure he’d say the 

same about being a minister, even though he’s a preacher’s kid!) 
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The point is: it’s not just any challenge that brings us alive. It’s the challenge that activates our 

gifts—our soul’s joy. 

 

This is where temptation can become a gift. 

 

When we’re tempted to do something far outside our soul’s calling, we become exhausted 

quickly. Likewise, we grow weary when we stay too long in a place that no longer challenges us. 

 

There are plenty of good things we can do—but not all are our good. If you’re feeling drained, 

you may be outside your calling or stuck too long in familiar territory.  

 

You might protest, “But it’s the whole world that’s exhausting me right now! Too many 

demands. Too many directions.” If that’s your experience, then ask yourself: how many of those 

challenges truly align with your gifts and passions? If they don’t, why allow them to consume 

your time, energy, and peace? 
 

Treat your exhaustion as a holy clue. Let it invite—maybe even demand—that you let go of 

concerns that do not light you up. If only one area stirs your spirit, that’s more than enough. 

Focus there, and you may find the energy and strength to meet even the biggest challenges that 

come with it.  

 

I know people in this very congregation who have discovered this great truth. We’ll come back 

to one such story shortly. But first, let’s focus on Jesus. 

 

In our passage this morning, Jesus is confronted by Satan with three powerful temptations—his 

very best offers, designed to throw Jesus off course. Because let’s face it, Jesus wasn’t going to 

be tempted by the obvious stuff. If Satan hoped to derail him, the options had to be so good, so 

right-seeming, that even Jesus might be deceived. 

 

Now, if talk of Satan makes you uncomfortable, feel free to replace him with a metaphor: 

imagine three different signs at the head of three different paths, all labeled “Your True 

Calling.” 

 

One path invites Jesus to devote his life to ending hunger—that’s what the temptation to turn 

stone into bread represents. Another path tempts him to pursue political power. And the third 

tempts him to dazzle the world with miracles, proving once and for all that he is the chosen 

one of God. 

 

“What’s so wrong with these paths?” you might ask. (That’s what Satan was hoping Jesus would 

ask, too.) After all, feeding the hungry, governing justly, and revealing the divine—these are good 

things. In fact, Jesus did all of them at various points in his ministry. 

 

But he never made any of them his sole mission. 

 

If Jesus had devoted himself only to feeding people, he might have filled many stomachs, but left 
deeper hungers untouched—especially the hunger for justice, compassion, and purpose. If he 
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had seized political power, he might have rewritten the laws—but not the human heart. If he 

had eliminated doubt by offering proof through endless miracles, he would have robbed us of 

something essential: the space for faith to grow, and the humility that comes with uncertainty. 

 

Besides, how many atrocities have been committed in the name of absolute certainty? 

 

I believe Jesus resisted these temptations not by ignoring them, but by taking them seriously—

imagining each path fully, and what it would cost to give himself entirely to it. 

 

Each path left him feeling depleted. Not because they were bad paths but because they were too 

small for him. 

 

Jesus was called to something greater than performing miracles, feeding the hungry, or 

reshaping politics. He was called to transform lives from the inside out—even if it cost him 

everything. 
 

And when he envisioned that path—the one that would eventually lead him to the cross—it 

didn’t exhaust him. It energized him. It made him come alive. 

 

Before moving on, I suggest taking a few moments to consider those areas of your life where 

you feel exhausted, asking yourself whether those things that exhaust you are aligned with 

where your deepest gifts and passions lie—or whether they’ve pulled you off to the side. Or 

perhaps you’re simply not engaging your deepest energies at a high enough level of challenge.  

 

II. Sidekick 

 

Jesus knew the difference between a good path and the right path. That kind of wisdom isn’t 

limited to saints and sages—it’s alive here, too. 

 

Since arriving in Eugene, I’ve had over a hundred one-on-one conversations with many of you. 

Through these conversations, I’ve come to see just how many members of this congregation 

have stood at a crossroads—facing multiple good options—and had the courage to choose the 

harder, deeper, more life-giving path. 

 

This morning, I want to lift up two such people: Laura and Robert Illig. 

 

Both Laura and Robert were thriving in successful careers they enjoyed. Laura worked in 

marketing, most recently as Vice President of Marketing for SELCO Credit Union. Robert was 

a law professor at the University of Oregon. Their work was meaningful, and they were happy 

doing it. And yet, when a deeper calling began to emerge, they became like the person in Jesus’s 

parable who discovers a pearl of great price and sells everything just to obtain it and make 

something wonderful with it. Laura and Robert left their jobs and even sold their home to 

create something new and beautiful in the world.  
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Their call started as a concern. A concern regarding Gen Z college students—including their 

own daughter. Raised entirely in the age of social media, GenZ is more connected than any 

generation in history, yet they are also profoundly lonely. 

 

As Laura and Robert listened closely to the lives of students around them, they discovered a 

pattern of isolation and anxiety that was hard to ignore. And it wasn’t just limited to young 

adults. Influenced by voices like former Surgeon General Vivek Murthy, they began to see what 

others have called an epidemic of loneliness—one that stretches across generations and social 

groups. They recognized that in a time of deepening social, economic, and political division, 

more and more people of all ages are spending upwards of five hours a day on smartphones—

many of them locked into algorithms that promote fear, outrage, and distrust, and pull people 

further apart. 

 

Rather than retreat or simply lament this reality, Laura and Robert began to dream: What if we 

could meet people where they are—on their phones—but invite them into something more 
life-giving? What if a mobile app could actually help people spend less time on their devices and 

more time connecting in real life? 

 

That dream eventually became an app called Sidekick. 

 

Sidekick is a mobile application that helps people identify the kinds of activities that bring them 

joy—especially ones that are more fun when shared with others. Whether it’s bicycling, 

classical music, board games, pickleball, or volunteering, Sidekick offers a catalog of over 3,000 

possible activities (with the ability to add more). 

 

The idea is simple: you enter your interests, and the app connects you with others who share 

those interests. These connections can be local—like people in your city, at your university, or 

even in your church. Imagine, for instance, that you love fly-fishing and want to find other FCC 

members who do too. Sidekick can help you find each other. Want to expand that circle? You 

can lift the church filter and find other fly-fishers in Eugene or nearby clubs. 

 

The deeper hope behind Sidekick is that friendship and community can grow from shared joy—

not necessarily shared ideology. You might not vote the same way as the person across from 

you, but you might both love ping-pong. You may not share the same theology, but you both 

love rockhounding. Each shared interest becomes a seed for friendship—a way to gently move 

people off their screens and into real, embodied relationships. 

 

Each time someone sets down their phone and steps into a shared experience, the epidemic of 

loneliness lessens—if only a little. 

 

Over the last couple of years, Laura and Robert have partnered with a team of programmers to 

build Sidekick. The app is now in beta testing here in Eugene. Could it become the next big 

thing—like Nike, which also started in Eugene, solving a simple problem with far-reaching 

impact? Who knows? 
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But here’s what we do know: Laura and Robert have chosen a path that demands more from 

them than ever before. They’re working harder. Taking bigger risks—and yet, they have never 

been more fully alive. 

 

They didn’t leave behind a bad path. They left a good one. For one that was even better. One 

that aligns more fully with who they are—and with what the world most deeply needs. 

 

By following their “right good,” they may help millions of others come more fully alive as well. 

 

If you find yourself at a crossroads—whether in your work, your retirement, your relationships, 

or your commitments—don’t just ask what’s good, or even what’s needed. Ask what makes 

you come alive.  

 

Ask what challenge calls to your deepest energies, even if it scares you. This may be where God 

is leading you—not toward ease, but toward impact. The truest temptations are to settle for 
something less than your calling. But the greatest gift is what temptation reveals: the path that 

makes you most fully—and faithfully—alive. 

 

 


