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 I tend to think of wilderness as a good thing.  We say that we are "in the city for good," 
but we know that time in the wilderness is good for the soul.  One of my favorite quotes has 
become that we humans "are not made for pavement and escalators but for thunder and mud."1  
Time in the wilderness gets us out of our daily routines.  It makes us use and develop new skills.  
It pulls our face away from the screens that occupy too much of our time.  Wilderness can help 
us to experience the presence of the holy. 
 
 The prophet Jeremiah (2:2) says that Israel felt closest to God in the wilderness.2  The 4th 
century Christian theologian, Archbishop John Chrysostom wrote, "For the wilderness is the 
mother of quiet; it is a calm and a harbor, delivering us from all turmoils."3 
 
 Wilderness is a good thing.  That is part of why we encourage kids to go to summer 
camp.  That spending time outside is a good thing.  It is why we have participated in 
environmental projects.  It is why we are announcing not one but two adventure trips for men 
this summer. 
 
 But in our passage today, wilderness has a different connotation.  Jesus was driven out (it 
was not his choice).  He was driven out into the wilderness where he was vulnerable.  And alone.  
Forty days Jesus spent out in the wilderness.  And in that 1st century Galilean context we are not 
thinking deep blue lakes and pine trees and a nice cabin without wifi and a little vegetable 
garden, but sand and the stinging winds of the desert.  If Jeremiah reminds us that Israel felt 
closest to God in the wilderness, Isaiah ( 34:4) tells that the wilderness is a dangerous place, 
undomesticated, unsafe, a place where demons roam.4 
 
 In the wilderness.  Of all the gospels, Mark is the most spare in its sharing of details.  The 
Gospel of Mark moves rapidly from scene to scene.  Immediately is one of the gospel writer 
Mark's favorite words.  Some people say, "Um."  Others overuse the word, "Awesome" for 
things that do not provoke awe.  “Like, totally.”  A word or phrase can be a signature habit, a 
device, a literary fingerprint.  For Mark, the word immediately is a favorite, and demonstrates 
how urgent and important Mark feels this good news of Jesus is.   In Mark, transitions are not 
subtle but sudden.  Jesus does one good thing and then immediately does another.  Things do not 
unfold gradually or slowly, but immediately.  The word immediately is used fifty-one times in 
the entire New Testament.  Forty-one of those fifty-one immediatelys can be found just in the 
Gospel of Mark.5 
 
 Today we are right at the beginning.  The beginning of the season of Lent.  The 
beginning of the Gospel of Mark.  Verse nine of the first chapter.  Jesus has been baptized by 
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John in the Jordan . . . and he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove 
upon him and he heard the voice from heaven say, “You are my Son, the beloved, with you I am 
well pleased.” 
 
 From that, the next words are, “And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the 
wilderness.”  Driven out.  No bag packed.  No supply of food meticulously checked.  Unlike the 
transfiguration story in which Jesus and three disciples may have had a tent packed - a dwelling 
place ready; this time he is driven out.  From the security, the blessing, the reassurance of 
hearing those private words at his baptism, Jesus gets driven out into the wilderness immediately. 
 
 It is one thing to know that walking in the wilderness is safer than driving to get 
groceries, but time in the wilderness can also put us in touch with primal fears.  What about 
bears?  What about those wolves howling, someone might rightly ask on a trip to the Boundary 
Waters.  City kids don’t have to contend with those fears.  Mark says, concise as ever, that Jesus 
was with the wild beasts.  But the gospel is ambiguous.  What does that mean, Jesus was "with 
the wild beasts?" 
 
 Are we to imagine it being like that wonderful children's story, Where the Wild Things 
Are in which the wild beasts rage and threaten but then quickly bow down to the boy king who 
rules over them and everything else?  Or are the wild beasts between Jesus and anyone who can 
help?  A barrier between Jesus and every other human?  Are they intended to be symbolic, like 
the sly cunning of the fox coming to visit?  A glimpse of an owl, and the sudden awareness of 
the importance of vision and perception.  Or was it a visit from the the so-called 'black dog of 
depression?" 
  
 In the wilderness, Mark tells us, temptation happens.  At his baptism, Jesus had heard 
words about his identity.  Now he faces questions about who he is, and what he is to do.  Mark is 
sparse with details.  Unlike Matthew and Luke, there are no details about the nature of the 
temptations faced.  Those we are left to imagine.  What we learn is that it is a cosmic battle.  
Angels – heavenly messengers - are deployed to provide courage and comfort in this battle with 
Satan – the tempter.  The accuser. 
 
 Can Jesus stay true to his identity?  As we listen to the beginning of this story of good 
news, this gospel we begin to wonder right here in chapter one about what it will cost Jesus to be 
faithful to his true identity that has already been revealed.  All of this is implicit in the spare 
telling of his time spent in the wilderness.   
 
 Many of us have spent time in our own wildernesses.  Where we face questions and feel 
lost and alone.  And in the wilderness, threats and temptations abound. 
 

If you are so strong now, if you have been sober for ten years – a voice might say, “go 
ahead, let’s see if you can stop after just one drink.” 
 
You’ve been working in the same job for ten years, but it is no longer satisfying and 
every passing day feels like more and more of a grind.  And a voice says, “but are you 
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smart enough to learn new skills?  Are you brave enough to make the jump?  Are you 
worthy of being fulfilled and happy?”   
 
Your marriage has fallen into some bad patterns.  The same fight, over and over, with no 
resolution.  Or worse yet, you have given up fighting and now you are both just apathetic.  
And in that wilderness you hear a voice that asks, “Is it even worth trying to make things 
better?” 
 
You live here now, but your home country, your home state, weighs heavily on your 
heart.  And no one seems to know or can imagine how beautiful Togo or Kenya or 
Afghanistan or Mississippi is, or seems to care about the problems there.  And you feel a 
bit lost in the wilderness, caught between the home of your past and the home of your 
present. 

 
For those going through dry periods in your life where you cannot seem to quench your thirst or 
see through the dust storms that obscure your vision, it can feel like those forty days in the 
wilderness will never come to an end. 
 
 Churches sometimes have to endure dry seasons, where the way forward is not clear.  
Some of you have come from congregations that closed or became mired in conflict or 
unpleasantness.  We understand. 
 
 This church had a long desert season.  Like many churches, membership and attendance 
peaked in the late 1950s and early 1960s.  Then I-94 was built, cutting off neighborhoods, most 
notably the strong black Rondo Community, but also isolating our part of downtown.  And then 
people were encouraged, offered a blessing, to leave Central to help launch suburban churches.  
At the same time people were encouraged to settle elsewhere, the church had the first of a series 
of conflicts that added fuel to the exodus. 
  
 A season of wilderness and uncertainty began, marked by declining attendance, 
membership and contributions.  So much so that  in 2004, I was approached by a pastoral search 
committee to be part of a "best, last chance" to see if this church could live, or whether it would 
die. 
 
 In that wilderness period, temptations were faced (maybe a praise band is all that we 
need!  We should be all things to all people!) and winds whipped at our face, making vision 
difficult.  But during that wilderness period, already in place by the time I arrived, core values of 
our identity had been forged and clarified. 
 
 That this church belonged in the city.  For good. 
 That part of our culture would be to welcome people from diverse backgrounds and 
experiences.  That we will engage new ideas and invite new folks into leadership.  That a 
developing sense of new possibilities and new callings from God would not be blocked by an old 
guard. 
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 A few weeks ago we announced that this church recently received a major gift.  1.65 
million dollars.  That is roughly the total budget for four years of operations.  It is a wonderful 
gift, and it will allow us to do more good, and to think about new possibilities built upon our 
current strengths and unique character. 
 
 But we will not forget those wilderness years.  The years when it was clear that we must 
either live or die - and to do either with courage and grace.  For we experienced gifts from the 
Spirit during that wilderness period that will and should endure.  The times of temptation and 
trial should not be forgotten.  For in that period an identity was forged and our faith was fortified.  
And as hardships were survived and risks faced with courage, guiding values became clear. 
 
 Sometimes churches and individuals have to undergo a period in the wilderness.  That 
should not surprise us.  It happened to Jesus, after all.  It may feel lonely, but God does not 
abandon us.  In this story messengers, angels, waited upon Jesus.  And in our wilderness times, a 
way may eventually become clear and unexpected gifts may be received, and our identity may 
deepen and grow. 
 
 The wilderness times yield great stories that should be retold and serve as guides.  The 
wilderness brings stories of enduring things you weren’t sure you could survive.  On one canoe 
trip, as they were driving up one participant said that he had always been lucky.  He had never 
had to set up and take down his tent the next day in a rain storm.  The rest of the group, sitting in 
the car, all groaned.  Someone muttered – don’t ever say that at the start of a new trip.  And as 
they got closer to their entry point, the clouds started to get a bit darker, and wouldn’t you know 
it, it rained.  Nonstop.  For the first four days of the trip.  But they survived.  And lived to tell the 
story.  And now when they gather they remember it fondly.   
 

Wilderness challenges develop character and forge a faith that will endure.  The gospel, 
the good news of Jesus, begins to be written when the winds of the wilderness still sting.  But 
God's great love will not give up, but only get stronger.  May it again be so.  Amen. 
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