
Voice in the Wilderness

Joel 1:8-10; 17-20; Psalm 18:6-19; Romans 8:18-27; Matthew 3:13-4:2

As we continue our journey in the season of Creation, today is called Wilderness Sunday. Our

gospel reading from Matthew ends with Jesus being led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted

by the devil and where he fasted for forty days and forty nights.

Now I don’t know what images the word “wilderness” evokes in your minds but I know that for

me, wilderness simply means a place where there are no other people or at the very least, not many of

them. For someone who loves the outdoors, being in the wilderness might mean an opportunity to be

refreshed, to experience God in the beauty of the world around them. It is a time to be “unplugged”

from the constant demands of our technology, to think without distractions, to have quiet times away

from the hustle and bustle of city life.

For others wilderness can be a place that doesn’t offer peace and quiet but is a place that is

feared. If you are “lost” in the wilderness it can cause a loss of hope. Wilderness can be that place

where we feel that God is not. It can bring on feelings of hopelessness or abandonment.

In Jesus’ case his time in the wilderness is one where he is away from the centre of power in

Jerusalem and it recalls the testing of Israel wandering in the wilderness for forty years in their journey

from Egypt to the promised land. In Jesus’ time the wilderness was also seen as a traditional place

where demons dwell.

Moses also fasted for 40 days and 40 nights before receiving the ten commandments so there is

the connection with the prophet Moses through the mirroring of Jesus time as well.

In the Bible wilderness is also a place where one can encounter God. Elijah ran into the

wilderness after Jezebel put a price on his head for slaughtering the prophets of Baal and there heard

the “still small voice” of God. John the Baptist was described using the words of the prophet Isaiah as

“The voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.” (Mt
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3:3). Jesus now spends time in the wilderness as well. Many spiritual journeys are marked by

experiences of wilderness, in which we risk change as we seek to know God’s presence more deeply.

In the reading from Romans, Paul writes a personal message to the community of Jesus’

followers in Rome, knowing that life may seem hopeless to these people who are trying to follow Jesus’

way while living under the rule of imperial Rome. This sense of being in a different kind of wilderness is

compounded by dissent within the Christian community. Paul has already said that he will deal with it

all when he gets to Rome (1:10–13); in the meantime, this is his letter of encouragement. 

Paul writes as a faithful Jew, shaped by traditional Hebrew narratives such as the expulsion of

the human ones from the Garden of Eden. The third chapter of Genesis tells of the curse on the land

resulting in human suffering, including a woman’s pain in childbirth and a man’s toil on the land. Paul

links the future of humankind with the future of creation itself: the suffering of the oppressed community

is like the suffering of creation. It follows for Paul that all creation waits for release from this imposed

bondage, just as much as humankind longs for it. 

What does prayer sound like in such a time? Two of Paul’s words are key: groaning and sighing.

Paul hears the groaning of his community and of creation, as do we. And Paul lives buoyed by hope in

his conviction that the will of God, through the Spirit, is at work in all Creation “with sighs too deep for

words” (v. 26). That is as close to describing the essence of wilderness, both real and metaphoric, as

we may ever come. 

Perhaps it was those “sighs too deep for words” that Jesus heard when he walked into the

wilderness of Jordan, insisting on receiving John’s baptism, as told in Matthew 3:13—4:2. Later, Jesus

told his followers that the experience was like “a voice from heaven” (v. 17). No sooner had he been

immersed in water than he was thrust into the wilderness to be with the devil. Why was Jesus “led up

by the Spirit” (4:1) into the wilderness of Jordan rather than into the Garden of Eden? Clearly, this was

a time to receive the gift of wilderness – unwavering clarity of purpose, held in deep relationship with
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the Spirit. 

In the depth of his wilderness experience, one might imagine Jesus singing and sighing the

psalms of his tradition. Surely this one – Psalm 17 – would have comforted Jesus among the shadows

of rock and sand. In the midst of calamity, in the heart of chaos, God is there guarding “the apple” of

God’s eye and sheltering him in the shadow of God’s wings. 

In Joel, we also encounter a time of wilderness for plants and creatures, as well as for the

humans who depend on the crops and animals sustained by the land. A plague of locusts has left the

land wasted for all creatures. In Joel’s time, a disaster like this was interpreted as a sign of God’s

judgment. Today we don’t interpret climate change as God’s punishment, but we can understand it as a

consequence for consuming beyond the limits of God’s creation. For Joel, human and non-human are

thrown together in a relationship of mourning: “The priests mourn...the ground mourns” (vv. 9–10). Is it

possible that a new relationship founded on respect among all in the community of creation can be

born from this common experience of desolation?

The created wilderness is not the only place that tests us or offers up temptations though. When

Joseph was betrayed by his brothers, he didn’t get his big temptation when he was put down in the pit

by his brothers, but when he was in power in Pharaoh’s palace standing in the boudoir of Potiphar’s

wife, she beckoning him toward the adulterous couch, he for the moment transfixed.

On the other hand, St. Augustine battles his biggest temptation no when he was revered as a

saint but when he was down and out as a struggling youth. One day when he was desperately hungry.

Augustine recounts in his Confessions, he agonized over stealing a few pears. It bothered him that he

was tempted because he didn’t even like pears.

We are always searching for answers to find our way through the wilderness journey. A little boy

answered the phone one day when a telemarketer called and the following conversation took place:
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“Is your mother at home?’

“No.”

“Is your father home?”

“No.”

“Is there anyone else at home that I can speak to?”

“Yes, my sister.”

“Would you mind getting her to the telephone?”

“Okay.”

There was a long pause. Finally the little boy returned: “I’m back.”

“Where’s your sister?”

“I can’t lift her out of the playpen.” There are times we can’t life our burdens “out of the playpen”

either but the good news is that God can.

If you find yourself in a “wilderness” today because of loss, illness, or any of the other burdens of

life that you carried into this space with you as you came to worship this morning, I want you to

remember the words of Psalm 139 from last Sunday: There is nowhere in all of Creation, from the

depths of the sea to the far expanses of the universe that we can flee from God. Not from God’s

judgement, but from God’s love. Paul responded: God cares, and the Spirit intercedes on behalf of all

creation “with sighs too deep for words.” Even when we are so burdened that we cannot speak, for fear

we will burst into tears, the Spirit intercedes for us “with sighs too deep for words.” Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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