Matthew 4:1-11 (CEB)

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. After he had fasted forty days and forty nights, he was starving. The tempter came to him and said, "Since you are God's Son, command these stones to become bread." Jesus replied, "It's written, People won't live only by bread, but by every word spoken by God." Then the devil brought him into the holy city and stood him at the highest point of the temple. He said to him, "Since you are God's Son, throw yourself down; for it is written, I will command my angels concerning you, and they will take you up in their hands so that you won't hit your foot on a stone." Jesus replied, "Again it's written, Don't test the Lord your God." Then the devil brought him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory. He said, "I'll give you all these if you bow down and worship me." Jesus responded, "Go away, Satan, because it's written, You will worship the Lord your God and serve only him." The devil left him, and angels came and took care of him.



This morning we’re talking Pippin, and I think I figured out that this is the show where I know the most music, but had no idea what the show was about. But I know that I’ve sang it.
And you have too! Last summer, during our first Fanwood on Broadway series, we adapted a song called "Magic to Do" — the opening number from Pippin — as part of our weekly worship. So every single Sunday last summer, this congregation sang from Pippin. 
Then there's "No Time At All" — a big, sing-a-long number sung by Pippin's grandmother. I sang that song when I was about ten in a musical review called Curl Up and Dye — yes, that was really the name, it was set in a hair salon. I had absolutely no idea it was from Pippin.
And then there's Morning Glow. A few years later I was at a theater workshop and part of what they did was assessed your voice, and then they assign you an audition piece. And the song they gave me was called Morning Glow. And it’s great, I loved the sentiment, it’s just so happy, especially the last verse:
Morning glow, by your light
We can make the new day bright
And the phantoms of the night will fade into the past,
Morning glow is here…at last!

It felt so optimistic, so full of pure possibility, like the whole world was just opening up. I sang it for years. 
And then, this week, for the first time, I watched the whole show.
And imagine my surprise to learn that Morning Glow, it turns out, isn’t a triumphant finale song, or a song of innocent hope at the beginning of a journey. No, it comes at the end of Act One right after Pippin kills his father. It is the euphoric, completely deluded cry of a young man who has just seized a kingdom through violence and is convinced — for about ten seconds — that he has finally found the extraordinary thing he has been searching for. All this talk about change and beauty and light – it’s all fantasy. 
Some of you might remember last year we talked about the musical Into the Woods, in which the first Act is all the fairy tales we remember – Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood – and we think that the show really ends at Act One, with everyone happily ever after. But Act Two shows us what happens when life keeps going after “The End,” and how it can be destructive and violent and tragic. Pippin is doing something very similar, it’s putting the happy ending in the middle of the show and saying, this is NOT what you think it is.
And it certainly wasn’t what I THOUGHT it was. Author Scott Miller says that “the optimism of the song Morning Glow serves to highlight the tragic irony of Pippin’s superficial understanding of power and the disastrous, suicidal path his reign will take.”[footnoteRef:1] Oops.  [1:  https://www.newlinetheatre.com/pippinchapter.html] 

So clearly, I needed to do some research because I had no idea what this musical was saying. 


Pippin was written by Stephen Schwartz — the composer of Wicked, Godspell, and the movie Prince of Egypt. He first wrote it as a college student in 1967, and it opened on Broadway in 1972, directed and choreographed by the legendary Bob Fosse, which is probably why it won 4 Tony Awards. You can watch the original Broadway production on YouTube, or find a later revival on Broadway HD through Amazon Prime.
And the style of Pippin is interesting it’s self-consciously theatrical. The show knows it's a show. The whole production is a performance within a performance. A troupe of traveling players arrives on stage at the opening, led by a character called the Leading Player, basically the narrator or the ringmaster in this large performative circus. The Leading Player promises the audience – us! – a night of extraordinary entertainment, simply described in Pippin as “magic.”
And then the story begins: Pippin is a young prince, the son of the great medieval king Charlemagne. He has every advantage. But he is desperately searching for what he calls his "corner of the sky." Something that will make his life feel complete. Something extraordinary, and befitting a prince. So he tries everything the Leading Player puts in front of him. He goes to war, hoping glory will satisfy him. It doesn't. He tries women, but pleasure and indulgence leave him feeling empty. Then revolution, overthrowing his own father the king. Still nothing. 
And Morning Glow is that moment after the revolution — the false dawn, the Act One finale, and the expression of the belief that now, as king and with all the power and authority that goes with it, now Pippin is really at home. He can even use his power to do good for his subjects, to try and treat them fairly unlike his father had done. Pippin has this the brief, blazing certainty that this time he has finally found it.
He hasn't. Because that’s just the end of Act One.
In Act Two Pippin is still struggling and stumbles into the life of a young widow named Catherine and her son Theo. Catherine is not glamorous or extraordinary, she lives a life much like ours. She’s been through a lot, and now she has a farm with a leaky roof and a child who needs help with his homework. And she gets one of the most beautiful songs in the show called “I Guess I’ll Miss the Man”— a song about grief, about what she has lost and what she has left. My fellow widows should take a listen, it’s so good. She is not searching for the extraordinary. She is just honest. But that humble honesty is more compelling than anything the Leading Player has offered, and Pippin chooses to forgo the crown and live a simple life with Catherine.
This causes panic in the Leading Player. When Pippin seems close to choosing Catherine and this ordinary life, the Leading Player pulls out every stop — sets, costumes, lights, the full spectacular of theater itself. We will give you everything, he says, if you forget this boring life and return to the place of glory. Just say yes. 
It’s a fantastic moment in the show, when you see all these elements of the theater highlighted and then stripped away, one by one, until the spots are off and the music is done and the stage is bare – the Leading Player even yells at the orchestra to stop playing – and at the end it’s just Pippin, Catherine and Theo, and the final decision to live a life that, at least to the players, seems normal, boring, and completely unextraordinary. 
Schwartz says the Leading Player represent: "the part of all of us that is never satisfied." The voice that keeps moving the goalpost. The voice that says: not yet. Not this. More.
And interestingly this is exactly what happened to the historical Pippin. Schwartz changes his story but not what it means. 
The musical is very loosely based on a real historical figure: Pepin the Hunchback, the eldest son of Charlemagne, born around 770 AD. The real Pepin was born with a spinal deformity, which in the medieval world was enough to question his fitness for to be king. He was loved at his father’s court, and treated with genuine affection by Charlemagne, but there was always this lingering question of whether he would ever inherit what he felt was rightfully his. 
And then a group of angry nobles got into his ear. Just like the Leading Player does in the show, these nobles told him he deserved more, he was being cheated. They convinced him to lead a conspiracy against his own father. But unlike the end of Act One of Pippin, Pepin’s plot was discovered. Every other conspirator was executed, but Charlemagne commuted his son's sentence and sent him to a monastery, where Pepin spent the rest of his life and died around 810.
It’s feels like a strange story to set as a musical. But Schwartz was writing this in 1967 as a college student in the midst of Vietnam. He’s watching his generation being handed the postwar American Dream and finding it persistently empty. All these promises of glory and wealth and are ultimately meaningless compared to the simplicity of family and love. 
Now on one hand this is a problem specific to the Baby Boomers. Very few of us these days struggle with the problem of being handed tons of money and power and finding that we don’t like it, or it doesn’t satisfy.  But Schwartz he understands that is that the voice itself — telling you that you deserve more more more, you haven't found it yet, keep going — this is not a medieval problem or a 1960s problem. It is a human problem. The voice finds all of us, whatever our circumstances.
It even found Jesus, in the wilderness. In the fourth chapter of Matthew's gospel, Jesus has just been baptized; and the Spirit descended like a dove, and a voice from heaven says, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” Before Jesus has healed a single person. Before he has preached a word. Before he has done anything extraordinary, he is already Beloved. 
And then immediately the Spirit leads him into the wilderness, and another voice begins to speak.
Since you are the Son of God, turn these stones to bread.
Since you are the Son of God, throw yourself from the temple and let the angels catch you.
Since you are the Son of God — here, I'll give you all the kingdoms of the world. Just bow down.

That is exactly what the Leading Player is telling Pippin. You are extraordinary, you deserve more than the average person. Glory. Power. Spectacle. The extraordinary life. And at the finale, when all else fails: the full magic of theater itself. We promise you everything. Just say yes.
Jesus says no. Three times. Not with miracles or demonstrations of force, but with the word of God drawn from Deuteronomy — the same wilderness texts that formed the Israelites through forty years of wandering. The same patient, faithful, ordinary trust in a God who provides what is needed.
Scholar Richard Swanson notes that the wilderness temptations were perhaps more for us than they were for Jesus. They prove to us what kind of God Jesus is — and what kind of life Jesus is choosing. Not the spectacular life. The life of presence, healing, and relationship. The life that was already, from before the wilderness, beloved.

So what gave Jesus the strength to refuse all these glorious opportunities?
I think the answer is in what happened right before the wilderness. God says, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” Jesus went into that desert already knowing who he was. Beloved. Not because of what he had accomplished. Not because of what he was about to do. Beloved, period.
When you know that — really know it, in your bones — the voice loses its grip. Because the voice operates on the assumption that you are not yet enough. That you have not yet done the thing that will make you worthy. If you already know you are beloved, that assumption has nowhere to land.
The Leading Player can only work on Pippin as long as Pippin believes the voice. The moment he chooses Catherine and Theo and the leaky roof and the ordinary, imperfect life right in front of him, the Leading Player has nothing left to offer. The magic evaporates. There's a line near the end of the show that stopped me: “If I'm never tied to anything, I'll never be free.” That's Pippin finally understanding what the whole show has been trying to teach him. Freedom is not the absence of commitment. It's the presence of love.
The voice of devil in Matthew, or the Leading Player in Pippin, does not discriminate. It finds the person who has everything and tells them it isn't the right thing. It finds the person who has nothing and tells them they'll never have enough. It finds the successful and the struggling, the young and the old, the certain and the searching. It is, as Schwartz said, the part of all of us that is never satisfied.
The only thing that silences it — the only thing that has ever silenced it — is knowing, in your bones, that you are already beloved. Not when you find the right thing. Not because of what you've done. Not when you prove yourself.
But before the wilderness. Before the temptation. Before the ministry even begins. Before you do a single thing to earn it. Before the morning glow, before any of it. As you are, as you were created by God. Beloved.
The voice of the players will come back. It always does. We will be tempted to think that we need to do more to find love.
And that’s why we come here. Every Sunday we gather and hear the ancient word — that we are God's beloved. Not because your Act One ended well. Because of who you are, and whose you are. 
You are beloved, and knowing that is enough.
May it be so, this day and always. Amen.
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