
 

Fourth Sunday in Lent Luke 4:1-13; 6:37-45 
 I Corinthians 11:23-32 

A SEARCHING AND FEARLESS INVENTORY 

Step Four 
Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves. 

 

 This is one of those steps that everybody realizes would be very 
good for everybody else to take. It is also one of those steps few people 
take with any thoroughness unless life starts to fall apart on them. 
In our society, we normally put it off until we have to pay somebody $125 
an hour to make us do it. Sometimes even then we fight the process and 
act like it is the psychologist’s job to do it for us. 

 The AA version of this spiritual step is somewhat limited. That is, 
AA is concerned specifically with alcoholics and is focused primarily on 
that part of the spiritual step most necessary for reconstructing a life 
torn apart by drinking. So AA doesn’t focus, in the beginning, on a full 
inventory. It wants a moral inventory. Around AA tables, people don’t 
spend much time talking about accomplishments, achievements, honors 
won, distinctions earned, how to carry on the dream of perfecting society. 
They are busy with the wreckage. The focus is on a moral inventory, and 
the focus of that is on what they have done wrong. A true inventory, 
of course, is not just moral; it’s spiritual, relational, personal, social, 
practical – the whole scope. And it would include the full spectrum of life, 
not just the negative side. 

 There is also that little ending phrase, “of ourselves.” Inventory of 
ourselves. Obvious, you say? From the evidence all around us, one of 
the hardest lessons of life is to learn to stop taking the inventories of 
others and to start taking inventory of ourselves. Jesus underlined it 
clearly in the story of the speck and the plank. (Matthew 7:3-4) 

 Legend says the inscription “Know thyself” was written by the gods 
on the Temple of Apollo at Delphi, the true center of the world, maybe 
five hundred years before the birth of Jesus. The Fourth Step is not new 
to the spiritual path. 

 Let’s try to get clear from the beginning: The Fourth Step calls each 
one of us to take a searching and fearless inventory. But perhaps you 
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don’t like the language of an accountant. Then this step calls us to take 
a thorough and honest look at our lives – not ducking anything we find; 
not skipping over anything embarrassing; not minimizing the good or the 
bad, and not exaggerating it either. Inventory, assessment, evaluation. 
Calm, honest, unblinking. 

 We can talk and muse about this step forever, which is what we are 
doing right now (at least it will seem that way to some of you). But taking 
the step is the only thing that will bring benefit. It doesn’t matter how 
good or boring or interesting this sermon might be. What matters is: 
Will you actually go home and work this step? Do it. Take it. 

 Last week we talked about turning our wills and our lives over to 
the care of God. The Fourth Step is the beginning of the practical side 
of that caring. God knows us. God cares for us (loves us) through, around, 
under, and beyond all that God knows of us. The problem is, we do not 
know ourselves. As Paul says: For now we see through a glass, darkly, 
but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully, 
even as I have been fully understood. (I Corinthians 13:12) Now that we 
have turned will and life over to the care of God, the first practical task 
is to take inventory – to get some clear concept (to the best of our ability) 
of what it is God has to work with and care for. We try to get all this 
information and perspective about ourselves into our heads – into our 
conscious minds – so God can have a better chance to talk with us, to 
communicate, to put ideas into our heads. That is why it’s so important 
to be fearless and honest and thorough. Any way in which we warp the 
picture, doctor it up, smooth over the rough places, leave out the painful 
stuff or the motives that scare us or make us ashamed – any way in 
which we “touch up” or obscure or leave out things in this inventory of 
ourselves – will dramatically affect the level on which God will be able to 
care for us, heal us, work with us. What we “touch up” or delete, God 
cannot fix because we have erased it from the agenda. This makes it 
extremely difficult for God to get on that subject with us. 

 Our inventory will turn out to be the agenda of God’s caring for us. 
The good we acknowledge from the inventory, God will lift up and 
re-create, empower, and build into our futures. The wrong and the 
painful, God will correct and forgive and redeem and heal. We will leave 
things out, but not if we can help it – not because we are careless or 
afraid or secretive or proud. Some things are buried so deep we simply 
cannot find them anymore. And God will help us get to them also, in due 
time. Some of our memories are partial and confused, so the inventory 
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will not be perfect. But it will be the clearest and most honest look at 
ourselves and our lives that we can manage – no-holds-barred. That 
is the step. It is all that is asked in the Fourth Step, and it is the next 
thing that’s required if we are to proceed on the spiritual path. Made a 
searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves. And if you are not 
coming out of a particularly painful and traumatic time, then make it the 
full-scope inventory, not just moral, and not just what you’ve done wrong. 

*          *          * 

 Let’s tie back into the spiritual path as we think of it and under-
stand it, in light of the Christian tradition. Last week we talked about 
conversion (Third Step). It is my understanding that “inventory” always 
comes after conversion. That is, each time a person goes through a 
genuine conversion, there inevitably follows the step of assessment. 
It is mixed with humility and often with feelings of deep inadequacy 
that God must first heal before bringing reassurance. Nevertheless, the 
Fourth Step is the next step after every classic conversion I have ever 
known about. 

 Moses is saying, “I cannot speak well enough. I do not have suffi-
cient reputation. I already blew it back in Egypt. Nobody will listen to me; 
why should they?” and so on. Right after the burning bush, Moses is 
taking inventory. And God is dealing with him according to that inventory. 
Isaiah is a man of unclean lips who doesn’t feel that his parental and 
cultural background has given him sufficient maturity or self-esteem 
with which to speak to or for the Almighty in his troubled, complex, and 
indeed convoluted time. And he would probably still be talking like that 
if the angel hadn’t purified his unclean lips with the burning coal. The 
inventory follows on the heels of his conversion, and it is necessary 
before he can accept the commission – the call to get on with his life. 

 The entire concept of Lent itself is understood in the context and 
tradition of taking a Fourth Step. Lent is a time for taking inventory. 
Traditionally and formally, Christians have considered it necessary to do 
a serious Fourth Step at least once a year. Lent, in turn, comes out of 
Jesus’ own Fourth Step (which is patterned after Elijah’s Fourth Step, 
which is patterned after Moses’ Fourth Step, and it is clear to me that 
Jacob and Joseph knew the Fourth Step). After Jesus’ own conversion 
(baptism), He goes into the wilderness for forty days and nights – to be 
with Satan and with angels; to deal with the negative and the positive, 
with darkness and light – for a searching and fearless inventory the likes 
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of which the world had never seen before and has never seen since. 
And we are His followers, so we get baptized like He did (turn our wills 
and our lives over) and we also take inventory like He did. At least that 
is what the Lenten season hopes for on our behalf. 

 In a letter to the church at Corinth, Paul says: If we examined 
ourselves, we should not fall under judgment. (I Corinthians 11:31) If I 
were a fundamentalist, I could surely wale on that one: “You want to 
stay out of hell? Take a Fourth Step now!” That is not my language, 
but the point is just as good. Don’t wait until God has to do it for you. 
A Fourth Step is a necessary part of the spiritual journey, and it needs 
to be very clear among us that this Fourth Step has always been a major 
step on our Path – one of the pillars of the Christian WAY. Why does it 
seem that there are so many Christians in our time who do not know 
this, who do not think it’s important, who have never taken a serious or 
earnest Fourth Step? Certainly every person thinks about themselves 
and their lives from time to time – this or that desire or problem or 
choice, as it comes up, as it’s happening. That’s the Brylcreem theory 
of Christianity: “A little dab’ll do ya.” But a true Fourth Step, like any 
true inventory, is not very useful unless we get the whole picture laid out 
and clear before us. And that takes work. It is not just a casual musing 
here or there, missing the real issues forever. 

 What are some of the reasons people do not take a Fourth Step? 
The first and clearest reason is time. It takes a lot of time to sit down and 
go over your life in a thorough and fearless manner. The information 
and learning patterns were different in Jesus’ day, and memory was on 
an entirely different plane. Most modern people need to write it down 
in order to get a clear inventory. A good Fourth Step is not unlike writing 
an autobiography, except it’s shorter because you write it for yourself to 
understand. This requires a lot less polish and explanation, and includes 
things you wouldn’t publish. Many people think they don’t have time for 
such a task, or that it is self-centered to spend so much time thinking 
about themselves. Interesting that there is a direct correlation between 
having no time to ponder about ourselves, and being people who do great 
damage to ourselves and others. As John Dryden commented: “Look 
around the habitable world: how few know their own good, or knowing it, 
pursue.” (JUVENAL, X) Or Geoffrey Chaucer: “Ful wys is he that can him-
selven knowe!” (THE MONK’S TALE, line 251) People who do not do Fourth-
Step work do not know themselves. They do not know who they are. 
They do not know why they are here. They do not even know what makes 
them happy or sad or angry, or what makes them behave the way they do. 
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 It is not just a time problem. Behind our busyness, we suspect 
there is fear – avoidance, denial. We assume it would be no fun to find 
out that much about ourselves. It would be no fun to be reminded of all 
our mistakes, to see the remains of dreams and ambitions we once held 
dear, to face the waste of time and talent – to look into the eyes of God 
(so to speak) and say, “This is what I have done with the life you gave me.” 
We think it would be no fun at all. And nobody ever did a sincere and 
earnest Fourth Step without a lot of tears. But there are huge surprises 
in the Fourth Step as well. Though you feel the ravages of Satan in the 
past, you will feel the closeness of God in the present. Though you feel 
the draw of Satan’s plans for your future, you will know the power of 
God’s caring, and you will know you can have a different future. But at 
the very center of the Fourth-Step experience, you will encounter a new 
clarity about your own life and the path you have been walking. No matter 
what the wreckage or the accolades, it will feel good and clean to have 
things so open again between you and yourself – and between yourself 
and God. 

 Therefore the Fourth Step is worth your time, and worth overcoming 
your reticence and fear. St. Augustine, in his CONFESSIONS (which came 
out of his own Fourth Step), made it clear that the search to know the 
self and the search to know God, though quite different in motive, are 
absolutely necessary to each other. The path to knowing the self and the 
path to knowing God are the same path, the same journey. I guess that’s 
because God made us. In any case, both require contemplation, reflection, 
time to think and ponder, time alone, time to listen and pay attention to 
threads and themes deep within – all the things our society dislikes, and 
most people are sure they have no time for. 

*          *          * 

 There are many ways to approach a Fourth Step. Typing your 
inventory on a computer is a big help because you can insert things 
as your memory clears. I will suggest one approach for those of you who 
need a technique to get started. Divide your life into increments of 
five years. It may take a little time to figure out which grade you were in 
and where you lived, etc., for each five-year increment. After you have 
the five-year segments mapped out, put the names and events you re-
member in each of the five-year sections. Some people, of course, will 
appear over many segments; others will appear in only one. Put them  
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all in anyway. Then for each five-year period, go back and start writing 
everything you remember about those names, those events, and what 
was going on with you. 

 You may discover, for instance, that “Mother” was not the same 
person in all the five-year segments, or that you were not. You will 
discover many things, some beautiful, some ugly. And as you write, 
memories will come back that you had no idea were still in your head 
at all. If you are new to the Fourth Step and if you give it a reasonably 
high priority (that is, all or most of your spare time), it will take three 
or four months to complete. Just so you know approximately what we 
are talking about. 

*          *          * 

 Before I close, I should mention that the Fourth Step is virtually 
impossible if we have not already walked through Steps One, Two, and 
Three. Of course, anyone can take an inventory of sorts, if they set their 
mind to it. But apart from the presence and reassurance of God’s caring, 
the human psyche cannot face the inner self. Human beings are afraid, 
on some deep inner plane, that at the core they are evil and dark and 
satanically selfish. We cover it up and try to make sure we don’t act that 
way. But deep within, we are always afraid that somehow the veneer will 
be torn away and we will be exposed for what we are, and then nobody 
will have anything to do with us ever again. Only in God’s presence and 
reassurance do we dare to believe that at the core we are children of 
Light – and that the darkness is the veneer, coming from all the hurt 
and betrayal and pain and abandonment that happen to us in this 
broken world. 

 Having taken Step Three, Step Four reveals the darkness – brings 
it out where we can face it for what it is. And Step Four also reveals 
that we are more than our mistakes and our evil. The Light begins to 
glow and shine again, from within. And not from any game or trick or 
willpower of our own. 

 I am reminded of a poem I love by William Blake. I don’t often 
chance a poem with you, but here it goes: 
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The Lamb 

 
  Little Lamb, who made thee? 
  Dost thou know who made thee? 
  Gave thee life, and bid thee feed 
  By the stream and o’er the mead; 
  Gave thee clothing of delight, 
  Softest clothing, woolly, bright; 
  Gave thee such a tender voice, 
  Making all the vales rejoice? 
 
   Little Lamb, who made thee? 
   Dost thou know who made thee? 
   Little Lamb, I’ll tell thee. 
   Little Lamb, I’ll tell thee. 
 
  He is called by thy name, 
  For He calls Himself a Lamb, 
  He is meek, and He is mild; 
  He became a little child. 
  I a child, and thou a lamb, 
  We are called by His name. 
 
   Little Lamb, God bless Thee! 
   Little Lamb, God bless Thee! 

 – William Blake 

*          *          * 

 Just to reiterate: I hope this sermon has made it clear to you what 
the Fourth Step is about, and how it fits into our tradition and is a basic 
part of any serious spiritual path. However, talking about the step is not 
the same as taking it. Knowing about it brings none of the benefits of 
working the step. Do it. Take it. Let us pray ... 
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