
Into the Wilderness

Genesis 9:8-17; Psalm 25:1-10; 1 Peter 3:18-22; Mark 1:9-15*

“Since I’ve become a Christian, my life is totally changed,” said the young man. “It’s like I’ve

been freed of all my anxiety and my daily life is so fulfilling.”

I too experienced that my early days of faith were so fulfilling. And yet, even as I listen to his

initial enthusiasm as a disciple of Christ, from my perspective at this point in my life I am thinking,

“Just you wait. All your days with Jesus will not be as fulfilling and joyful as this.”

Welcome to our forty-day journey with Jesus to the cross otherwise known as Lent. The

church gives us forty days for honesty, truth-telling, self-examination, and candor about ourselves

and our discipleship.

Therefore, it’s appropriate that we begin reading of the beginning of Jesus’s ministry. Jesus

has been baptized, and in his baptism the heavens opened and the Holy Spirit descended upon him.

There was a voice from heaven proclaiming to Jesus his true identity as the beloved Son.

But immediately after his baptism, what is the first thing that happens to Jesus?

Jesus is cast out into the wilderness. Out in the wilderness, alone, he is surrounded by “wild

beasts.” It is an evocative image of Jesus’s first days of ministry. One of the things that this story

about Jesus’s time of testing in the wilderness says to me is that early on, from the very beginning,

the way Jesus walked was a way of peril, difficulty, and testing. And by implication, if we are going to

follow the way of Jesus, walking with him, then it’s reasonable to expect peril, difficulty, and testing

too.

Former Bishop Will Willimon writes: It’s been a long time, but I can still remember a few things

from my earliest days of ministry. Early in my ministry, very early, at what was my first, or perhaps my

second United Methodist Annual Conference I was accosted by an older pastor who said to me,
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“Son, I can tell you’re a young man with talent. You are ambitious, which is a trait all too rare in your

average pastor.”

Thank you, I guess.

“Please allow me to give you some advice that I wish someone had given me when I was

about your age, just starting out. Buy property at Lake Junaluska.(a resort area in North Carolina,

USA)”

What?

“Name me one person on the Bishop’s committee who does not have a house at Junaluska.

You don’t have to start out with the house. An apartment or condominium would be a good start. It’s

the key to success in this church.”

Three years of Greek to lay down my life for an apartment at Lake Junaluska? Are you

kidding?

Looking back, I’m almost grateful for that conversation. It gave me an opportunity, prayerfully

to decide: which route am I going to take? Will I walk a way that attempts to use the church as a

means of my upward mobility? What is it that I’ve just got to have to be happy in this vocation?”

At the beginning of his ministry, as Jesus was just starting out, he faced temptations to turn

away from his God-given mission. When Matthew or Luke tell the story of Jesus temptation, they give

details of his dialogues with the Tempter. Mark, on the other hand renders the temptation of Christ in

just a couple of verses. He says that Jesus was alone in the wilderness and their he was threatened

by “wild animals.” Or is some translations have it, “wild beasts.” Mark doesn’t specify just who these

wild beasts were. But maybe he doesn’t have to. Tell us that Jesus was alone in the wilderness,

exposed, vulnerable to these “wild beasts”—our imaginations can do the rest.

Do you know the species or the names of these wild beasts? What are those wild things, out
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there waiting in the dark to jump? Maybe the beasts we most fear are different for each of us.

Will also tells the story of meeting with a group of youth. They had all made a covenant to be

serious about walking with Jesus, to fully commit to the rigors of Christian discipleship. They had

asked me to speak on, “the most important at things to think about in becoming a Christian.”

Maybe they were looking for a word of encouragement, or suggestions for spiritual disciplines

they all had to follow—Bible study, prayer, regular church attendance, membership in a prayer group.

As I recall, I simply said to them, “I think an important thing to be said, as you begin your Christian

discipleship, is this: It isn’t going to be easy. There are good reasons why every kid in town is not in

this group. I know you may have had Jesus presented to you as the solution to many of your

problems. I’m here to tell you that, from what I’ve experienced, Jesus is often the beginning of

problems you would have never had before you met Jesus!”

As I recall, there was a collective gasp from the group. But I was serious. And then I asked

them, “I bet you have experienced some of these difficulties already. What are some of the

temptations that you think you’ll have to deal with in order to be a faithful disciple of Jesus?”

Perhaps because they were young and unguarded, they responded to my question with utter

candor.

“Popularity. I care a lot about what other people think of me, too much. I do and say too many

things trying to get other people’s approval.”

“Cowardice. I generally like to go with the flow and not make other people uncomfortable. I

don’t try to make them uncomfortable, but sometimes, just saying, ‘I found something that really

makes a difference in my life and I’d like to share with you,’ makes people nervous.”

“I’m really bothered about some of the things that Jesus says about money. I like nice things.

My parents have given me nice things all my life, and I worry that maybe I might like nice things more
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than I like pleasing Jesus.”

“Doesn’t Jesus tell us that we are to risk and help people in need. I think that was his point

with the story about the Good Samaritan. I look in my life right now and I’ve got to admit that most of

the things I do, I do for myself. I’m in high school, building what I hope is a very good resume to get

into the college of my choice. That’s just for me. I wonder what Jesus thinks of that.”

“The other day, one of the guys, after the game, told a joke that was really, really demeaning

to women. Why did I not speak up? I think of myself as a person who likes challenges. I’m not afraid

to tackle hard jobs. But I am beginning to wonder if I’m tough enough to be a Christian.”

“I enjoy school. The thing I enjoy most about school is it’s a good place to ask questions and

to pursue your questions until you get answers. When I read the Bible, I get more questions than I

get answers. I’m wondering if I’m going to be able to handle a faith when I’ve got so many doubts.”

Will concludes: “I wonder if many of us older Christians have been at discipleship for so long

that we have forgotten the compromises that we have made along the way, so long that we can’t

even remember that we made compromises. That initial rush of joy and enthusiasm that we felt when

we began our journey with Jesus has dissipated. Now we’re mostly just going along to get along.”

In other words, maybe those unnamed “wild beasts” have got us.

Please note that this dark warning of a story that Mark tells us here at the beginning of Lent,

the story of Jesus’s temptations at the beginning of his ministry, is told not simply as a warning but

perhaps as encouragement. Jesus stood up to his temptations. Angels came and ministered to him,

which is the Bible’s way of saying that he resisted temptation. So maybe, if we are trying to walk with

Jesus, this story is a reminder that Jesus will walk with us. He who overcame temptation, who stared

down the wild beasts and triumphed, will enable us to triumph as well.

The Letter to the Hebrews (4:15), says of Christ that because he was tested and tempted “in
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every way as we are,” he understands us in our times of temptation, and he can help us. I believe

that to be true.

What would “church” be like if we were brave enough to be together like the followers of John

Wesley who began a great renewal movement throughout Britain with the formation of “United

Societies” that consisted of cells of five to ten persons of the same sex and marital status, who

“banded” together for spiritual nurture and support. These Wesleyan bands, according to Richard

Heitzenrater, were “collegial groups that stressed nurture by means of mutual accountability,

confession, and growth in grace through Christian fellowship and religious conference.” Band

members would ask each other at the beginning of each meeting the following questions:

What known sins have you committed since our last meetings?

What temptations have you met with?

How were you delivered?

What have you thought, said, or done, of which you doubt whether it be sin or not?

In other words, the membership knew that the Christian life can be a struggle against

temptation, and thus there is a need for constant examination, confession, and the deliverance from

temptation.

As you continue the journey of Lent, and conclude your worship experience here to go out into

the wilderness, otherwise known as the place where we live, know this: the one who defeated the

wild beasts who would seek to harm him and change him from his course, knows firsthand what we

are going through. There is no “wild beast” that we face that Jesus has not already faced and

defeated. He will help us defeat them as well even the beast of Covid-19. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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