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One of the things I have always liked about being a parent was the opportunity to 
have story-time with my children in the evening before bed.  I cherished it, and I 
miss it, not only because it was a nice, calm “together time” with the kids, but also 
because I got to read some really creative literature.  There are some really 
wonderful books out there for even the smallest children. 

My favorite children’s author might be the late Shel Silverstein.  You may have 
seen his books A Light in the Attic and Where the Sidewalk Ends, or read his 
moving short story “The Giving Tree.”  My Silverstein favorite was unquestionably 
one of his poems.  It is called “Zebra Question.”  

I asked the Zebra, 
Are you black with white stripes? 
Or white with black stripes? 
And the zebra asked me, 
Are you good with bad habits? 
Or are you bad, with good habits? 
Are you noisy with quiet times? 
Or are you quiet with noisy times? 
Are you happy with some sad days? 
Or are you sad with some happy days? 
Are you neat with some sloppy ways? 
Or are you sloppy with some neat ways? 
And on and on and on and on 
And on and on he went. 
I’ll never ask a zebra 
About stripes 
Again. 

When I first read this poem to Austin he was about four years old.  Even at that 
age he got Silverstein’s point: that human behavior is not consistently either good 
or bad; it is both; it exists not in black-and-white, but in infinite shades of gray.  For 
Austin, this poem kind of took the pressure off him.  He stopped asking, “Mom and 
Dad, was I good today?” and began asking “Today, was I mostly good with some 
bad times, or mostly bad, with some good times?” 
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I’ve always thought this poem was about something deeper than our observed 
behavior.  I see it as talking about human nature – our natural moral coding.  Our 
human nature is something we have in common with others; we’re born with it, just 
like the zebra is born with particular kind of hide.  And like the zebra’s outside, our 
human nature can be either dark, with some light places, or light with a few dark 
ones.     

This little poem is actually asking us a profoundly important question about the 
essence of what it means to be human.  What do you think?  Are people 
fundamentally good, or fundamentally bad?  Are we good, even though we have 
our almost constant failings?  Is our inclination towards the good, even though we 
have proven ourselves throughout history to be capable of evil – even very great 
evil?  Or is the reverse true?  Are we bad – are we fundamentally inclined towards 
evil – although we may still be capable of living with each other and doing the right 
thing from time to time? 

People can argue both sides of the question, and have, throughout the centuries.  
There are those who maintain that humanity is mostly good.  Not only that, but 
some say that throughout history we have inexorably been becoming better.  We 
are slowly transforming ourselves into a more just, more humane society.  And 
there may be evidence of that. 

The opposing argument is that we are really just like the London schoolboys who 
are marooned on a deserted island in William Golding’s novel, Lord of the Flies.   
You may remember that from one of your school’s summer reading lists.  Initially 
the children work together for survival, and succeed as a community.  But slowly 
the boys’ baser human instincts begin to take over, and they descend into a state 
of murderous savagery.  Golding’s schoolboys were, or course, an allegorical 
representation of humanity, and the story expresses the pessimistic view that 
when we can really, truly, do whatever we want to, we humans inevitably give in to 
our harmful and destructive inner natures. 

But we don’t need too pessimistic a reading of world history or even of the current 
state of the planet to agree that humankind is indeed capable of unimaginable evil.  
I don’t mean to overstate the case and start you wondering about whether the 
people sitting near you might be dangerous.  But in our more honest moments, we 
see that we are all capable of doing great harm to those around us, even those we 
love.  We have the capacity to be thoughtless, even needlessly cruel; greedy, 
envious, jealous, petty, and vindictive.  Christians are not immune to this.  We say 
we want to put God first, but we don’t.  We say we want to put the concerns of 
others ahead of our own, but we don’t.  We say we want to be forgiving, but we 
aren’t.   

Regardless of how we answer the zebra’s question for ourselves – whether we 
think we’re basically good with some bad attributes, or basically bad, with some 
good – there at least one thing that must be true from a Christian perspective.  We 
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must ask the question.  We cannot ignore it.  We cannot sit out the conflict 
between right and wrong in our lives, or in our world. For us, the question cannot 
be a part of some abstract intellectual debate.  For us, the fight between good and 
evil must be an inner, personal struggle that we engage every day of our lives. 

Today, on this first Sunday in Lent, we see this particular struggle played out in the 
life of a carpenter from Nazareth.  Today we read the account of Jesus’ temptation 
in the wilderness.  Hopefully you didn’t miss it, because it went by in a hurry.  Here 
is how Mark relates Jesus’ experience: “At once the Spirit sent him out into the 
desert, and he was in the desert forty days, being tempted by Satan. He was with 
the wild animals, and angels attended him.” (Mark 1:12-13)   

As usual, Mark uses very few words.  But what he does say is rich with meaning.  
Consider this phrase: “He was with the wild beasts…” (Mark 1:13) In the story of 
the temptation of Christ as you usually remember it, do you think about Jesus 
contending with lions and tigers?  As with many words in New Testament Greek, 
the word “beasts” has more than one translation.  It can literally mean a lion or a 
tiger, or it can mean a savage and brutal person.  So, when Mark says Jesus was 
with the wild beasts, he presents us with a dual meaning.  Jesus was alone with 
the wild animals, as you’d expect, out in the wild.  But I think that Jesus was also 
alone with his own “wild beasts.”  Jesus was there struggling with his own worst 
instincts – all that is potentially savage and brutal in our shared human nature.  

What I think is that the most threatening thing to Jesus was not what he found in 
the wilderness, but what he brought in there himself.  Remember that although 
Jesus was “fully God,” he was also “fully human.”  In his “human-ness,” he carried 
with him the potential to choose an easy pathway that led to a lesser self.  Do you 
remember how Satan tried to seduce Jesus in the temptation accounts of Matthew 
and Luke?  Satan appealed to a human tendency: to affirm and elevate “the self” 
to the detriment of those around us.  Satan tried to feed Jesus’ human desire for 
material possessions, and recognition, and power.  Jesus passed the test – He 
chose the better way.  And, no surprise, it was to refuse to conform to the ways of 
the world.   

It’s Jesus’ humanity that permits him to credibly be the pattern for our own Lenten 
journey.  If you’ve ever wondered why we even have this season called “Lent,” 
here we have the reason.   The work of Lent is self-discovery.  Lent invites us into 
serious self-examination that seeks after the truth about ourselves and our 
situation.  Lent calls us to discern in our existence a higher purpose; to purge “the 
beasts” that beset us; to listen for the better angels of our human nature; and to 
accept the power God gives us to be more than we are. 

If you think all that is a very tall order to accomplish in 40 days, you’re right.  But 
remember: even for Jesus, it was just a beginning. 

 


