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It was a very strange question for the final exam. The course was titled, “Liturgical History,” and 
I had enjoyed the class very much. But this question surprised me. 
 
It was the essay question for the exam. And the question was: “Discuss the role of possessions in 
Roman Catholic Worship.”  
 
Possessions? 
 
We hadn’t really talked about that in class.  Was she referring to things like chalices, vestments, 
and candles? These are ‘possessions’ of the church which we use at Mass. Is that what she 
meant? 
 
Or, did she mean those readings we hear at mass, where Jesus tells us that it’s ‘difficult for the 
rich to enter to the kingdom of heaven,’ that we ‘cannot serve both God and money.’ Is that what 
she meant by ‘possessions?’ 
 
Well, I started writing. And I kept writing. My essay ended up to be a pretty good summary of 
the basic Christian approach to money and possessions. I felt confident as I handed in my test 
paper. 

 
Imagine my surprise when she sent the test back to me. I had flunked the exam!  
 
My teacher stapled the exam questions to my answer sheet. She circled the essay question, and 
wrote just five words in red ink. Those five words were: You answered the wrong question. 
 
I looked, and there it was. The essay question did not say, “Discuss the role of possessions in 
Roman Catholic Worship.” The question was: “Discuss the role of processions in Roman 
Catholic Worship.” 
 
I answered the wrong question. 
 
Have you ever answered the wrong question?  
 
Adam and Eve answer the wrong question in today’s first reading. And their mistake is still at 
work here and now, in all human beings. 



 
Let’s remember the context from the Book of Genesis. God created everything that is. God 
breathed life into the mud, creating woman and man in the Divine image.   
 
God has given them everything they could possible ever need. They have more than enough to 
eat, and they don’t have to work for it.  
 
(Apparently, body fat has not yet been invented, because they can eat everything and still walk 
around naked!) 
 
Human beings are relating correctly to creation, to each other, and to God. We call that 
‘paradise,’ Eden. 
 
Satan, the tempter, comes along and asks a question: “Did God really tell you not to eat from any 
of the trees of the Garden?” It’s the wrong question.  
 
As soon as Eve starts to answer on Satan’s terms, she’s making a mistake. She’s answering the 
wrong question. 
 
What do I mean?  
 
Satan’s question is designed to get Adam and Eve thinking about what they DON’T have. “as a 
matter of fact, there IS that one tree we’re not supposed to touch.” And, as soon as someone says, 
“You can’t have that,” all we do is FOCUS on it! 
 
The story would have a different ending if Eve had said to Satan, “You’re asking the wrong 
question! Don’t ask me about the one thing God told us we couldn’t have. The right question is: 
tell me about all of the things God has already given us! That’s the right question!  
 
The right question is: what’s is like to be so loved by God that he has given you everything you 
could possibly need?  
 
The right question is: what’s it like to live in world that you did not create, and you did nothing 
to earn that privilege? 
 
The right question is: What was it like when God blew his breath into the mud and you came to 
life? What’s it like to realize that the only reason you’re alive is that God wants you to be alive 
and God loves you every moment you’re alive!” 
 
That’s the right question! That’s the question that should be answered. 



 
Instead, Adam and Eve answer the wrong question… about the one thing they think they still 
want… that tree in the middle. 
 
Eve and Adam answer the wrong question. By the end of their answering, they’re convinced that 
they don’t need God – they can be their own god! – they don’t need anyone else to tell them how 
to live. 
 
Wrong answer. We call it sin. Original sin. And you and I keep doing it.  
 
Satan, the tempter, comes along in today’s Gospel and tries to trap Jesus in a similar way. But 
Jesus always seems to know what the right question is, and how to answer it. 
 
Again and again in today’s Gospel, Satan tries to distract Jesus in a conversation which can be 
boiled down to the wrong question: ‘Are you really the Son of God? If so, how are you going to 
prove it?’ 
 
Satan wants Jesus to stop paying attention to the plan of God, the purpose of God, the presence 
of God. He wants Jesus to do what Adam and Eve did – take God the Father out of the equation, 
and put your human self in God’s place.  
 
But Jesus refuses to answer on Satan’s terms. Because Jesus knows the right question. The right 
question is: “Why am I here, and how should I live?” 
 
And the right answer is: “I am here because God loves me enough to give me life. I am here to 
love and serve the Lord. I am here to trust in God. I am here to do things God’s way, not my 
way.” 
 
Right questions. Right answers.  
 
Lent is a season when we can hear the right question, and seek the right answer. 
 
Why am I here, and how should I live? 
 
You are here because God continues to breathe into the clay of the earth, and the miracle of life, 
including your life, still happens. 
 
You are here because Jesus died and rose, and is with you right now, walking beside you. 
 



You are here because this beautiful world that God created still needs gardeners,  co-workers 
who will toil with God to make this an even better place. 

 
You are here because there is something only you can do which will bring glory to God. 
 
And how should I live? Ah, this is where – sometimes – I still answer the wrong question. 
 
I sometimes ask, “why don’t I have what others have?” Wrong question. The right question is, 
“when’s the last time I thanked God for what he has given to me so freely?” 
 
I sometimes ask, ’how can I get even with that person who hurt me?” Wrong question. The right 
question is, “How has Christ been merciful to me? And how can I be merciful?” 
 
I sometimes ask, “why should I give money to people that appear to be lazy, to people who don’t 
seem to want to help themselves?” Wrong question. The right question, “How can I act with the 
justice and generosity of Jesus?” 
 
I sometimes ask, “Why did mom die? Why is that guy sick? Why does suffering happen?” 
Wrong question. The right question is, “How am I meeting the crucified Jesus in the world’s 
suffering?” 
 
I sometimes ask, “What more do I need in order to be really happy, or really successful.” Wrong 
question. The right question is, “Do I know that God loves me. Do I know that Jesus died for 
me? Do I sense that Christ is right beside me? Isn’t that enough for me?” 
 
Lent calls us to consume less, to pray more, and to become more generous as we prepare for 
Easter.  Take Lent seriously. 
 
 If you do, Christ will show you the right questions, and help you know the eternal answers. 

 

 

Copyright 2014 by Rev. Michael A. Renninger. All rights reserved. 


