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The First Sunday of Lent 

Mark 1:9-15 

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 
And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit 
descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the 
Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 

And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness 
forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on 
him. 

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and 
saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in 
the good news.” 

 
The Wilderness of Lent 

 
What is the longest you have ever been in the wilderness? 
 
I once took a canoe trip from the Okefenokee Swamp down the Suwannee River for four nights. 
I think that is my longest time in the wilderness with the wild beasts of the deep South. My wife 
and I did camp on our honeymoon for eight weeks, driving from Florida to California and back. 
People told us that if we survived our honeymoon then our marriage would be fine. Even though 
we were camping, I don’t think that counted exactly as wilderness time because we were around 
people a good bit. We weren’t too far off the beaten path  
 
What about you? What is the longest you have ever been in the wilderness? If we were to ask 
Jesus that question, he would tell us about when he spent forty days at the beginning of his 
ministry in a wild and desolate place. He left the baptismal pool, dried off with his towel, and 
then the Spirit drove him into the wilderness. I’m not sure how much he had to say about it 
really. For Jesus, the wilderness was a place of incredible trial. He met the tempter there. In 
Matthew and Luke, the dialogue is creepy, as Satan offers Jesus power and control through 
perversions of what is good. For forty days, Jesus is with the wild beasts. Forty days is a long 
time in the wilderness.  
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Biblically speaking of course, this was nothing new. You have heard the stories. Abraham left a 
thriving metropolis called Ur and traveled 700 miles from present day Iraq and into Syria, before 
going another 800 miles into Egypt. Noah, his family, and a lot of furry friends were on the ark 
when the wilderness of water carried them away. It rained for forty days and forty nights, then 
they spent another five months floating around in a rutter-less, sail-less, tub of sorts. 
 
There are other examples too. The people of Israel left slavery in Egypt. One commentator said 
that it should have taken them about 11 days to travel to the Promised Land. Instead, it took forty 
years. Apparently that 11 days was long enough for them to show God that they were not ready 
to be his people. That’s a long time in the desert.  
 
What about you? What’s the longest you have ever been in the wilderness?  
 
I read a novel recently by a fellow named Wiley Cash. That’s a good Appalachian name. 
Sometimes entire communities get lost in the wilderness and can’t find their way. Wiley Cash 
wrote a novel about a church way up in the mountains near the Tennessee border. It took place in 
another time. It was a loving and welcoming church until a new minister started to lead it deeper 
and deeper into the woods. His authoritarian demeanor and manipulative ploys combined to 
create an insular fellowship. He insisted on displays of power to demonstrate Divine favor. He 
introduced venomous snakes into worship which could be handled by those with genuine faith. 
Occasionally, God chose for someone to get bit; sometimes worship became deadly. The 
minister covered the windows of the church with paper to block out the outside world and even 
the light itself. That church journeyed through the wilderness for a long time before God did 
something new. 
 
Marriages go through desert places, sometimes with the couple going in different directions in 
search of a way out. Many people who have had long and lasting marriages will say in all 
honesty that they were lost at times -- not for weeks or months -- but that they went through 
years of hardship on their journey to learn how to love well. Some of you have been through the 
wilderness before. 
 
Maybe you’re in the wilderness right now. It’s not hard to lose your way. Just a couple of steps 
in the wrong direction is all it takes before right pathways are out of sight. How long have you 
been walking down this path, all alone, hoping you have the strength to press on? The 
expectations, anxieties, resentments, and shame -- they’re a heavy load to carry on your back. 
You can keep on trudging along looking for some kind of direction, some kind of sign, 
something to tell you where in the world you’re going. It’s a hard thing to forge a path through 
the jungle! The energy we spend trying to make sense of all of our wrong turns! The frustration 
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at ourselves for digging in and pressing on. Pride can be a powerful engine, especially when 
you're lost. 
 
I think we have all been in the wilderness in some way or another over the last year. We are 
coming up on one year in our liturgical cycle since our life as The Church of St. John took a 
drastic change. It’s been a year in the wilderness for planet earth, for the United States, for North 
Carolina, for Hendersonville, for our parish.  
 
Now we begin Lent again. It’s as if we get to voluntarily walk into the Wilderness this time -- 
though the Spirit drives us -- and we get to make a journey with fasting and prayer, with wild 
beasts and temptation. When we take on this wilderness journey through Lent, we find that we 
have a better compass when wandering lost in other parts of our lives. It’s our Wilderness 
Training School where we learn to pray, learn to find deeper nourishment, learn to trust in God’s 
guiding hand. I know that I have always found times of struggle to be also when I have learned 
what prayer really is, or where I can find nourishment, and when I have remembered how to trust 
God again. It’s fascinating that Jesus may have been driven to the wilderness the first time but 
that he voluntarily went back there again and again. The wilderness is the place where we 
encounter ourselves spiritually wide open, our souls exposed by trials, and where even 
messengers of God wait on us and give us strength. That’s all here for us as we begin Lent, as we 
enter the wilderness for these forty days. That’s all here for you. Even if you’re lost now, this 
wilderness might just be your way out.  
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