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In the name of the one who names us and claims us and makes us whole, Amen. 

You’ve got to hand it to Mark. Especially in contrast to Paul’s verbosity, the man is brief to the 

point of terseness. He is the Hemingway of the gospel writers and still a remarkably effective 

storyteller. In the translation we just heard, it only took six sentences to tell us of Jesus’ baptism, 

the descent of the holy spirit, the retreat and temptations in the wilderness and, AND the startup 

of Jesus’ ministry. Six sentences. I might as well sit down now. 

Bruce Epperly, a UCC pastor in Cape Cod, commpares Jesus’ time in the wilderness to our 

experience of Lent, and that’s certainly not a new idea. But he feels it is so important for us now, 

in this time, to recognize our need for creative transformation. He says that during Lent we “let 

go what keeps us from experiencing God’s presence in our lives and awaken to God’s new 

possibilities for us and our communities. During Lent, we need to repent, turn around, and move 

from deathful behavior to life supporting action and attitudes.” And why now especially? I 

would not be alone in feeling that this past year, this past week even, has not been an example of 

all of us living up to our best natures. As Reverend Epperly says, “we are aware of the 

precariousness of our global situation, politically, economically, and ecologically…We are, to 

quote Martin Luther King, experiencing midnight in America. We need divine refreshment and 

to find our way through the wilderness.”  

We need divine refreshment.  We need a box lunch to take with us on our journey through the 

wilderness. I had a grandmother who felt like we were all always too skinny- I wasn’t- and that it 

was her job to feed us up. And since, until I was six, I lived in the same small building as all four 

grandparents, an aunt, an uncle, two cousins and someone in the basement whose status was 

never really explained, it was hard to escape her loving ministrations. When we all gathered for 

her funeral years later, all the cousins packed leftovers to take with us because that’s exactly 

what she would have given us: food for the journey. 

In this little gospel, Mark is explaining that Jesus is beginning his journey, he’s leaving home. In 

his great blog, Interrupting the Silence, the Episcopal priest Michael Marsh talks about leaving 

home, physically, emotionally and spiritually. We all do it, over and over again. He tells us that 

“leaving home can be difficult, frightening and risky. It invites us to change and opens us to new 

discoveries about ourselves. It challenges our understandings of where we find significance, 

meaning and security.” Which all sounds horrible to me. I don’t like to do risky. But he 

continues that “ultimately, though, leaving home is the beginning of our spiritual journey and 

growth. We are more vulnerable to and in need of God when we leave home.” Again, not 

comforting to me. I am also not real big on vulnerability. 



“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.” 

Forty days. That’s significant, isn’t it? The number forty peppers the scriptures, old and new. 

Rain fell on Noah for forty days and nights. Moses spent forty days on Mt Sinai to receive the 

Ten Commandments. The Israelites left Egypt and wandered in the wilderness for forty years. 

We now begin a Lenten period that lasts forty days. As it happens, we humans have a pregnancy 

that lasts forty weeks, forty followed by new birth. 

Jonathan Davis asks if the number forty then has something to do with being reborn, with 

finding new life in the midst of our current lives. Of leaving home and comfort. He writes, “One 

could say that the earth was reborn after the forty days of rain in Noah’s story. For the Israelites, 

coming out of slavery and wandering in the wilderness for forty years was rebirth for their 

people. They were going to start again in a new land and under new leadership. They were not 

going to be enslaved people anymore. They were set free, birthed into a new life.” 

This has not begun as one of the better years on record; in our individual ways we all have 

experienced losses and for some of us, we’ve had the awareness that even as we are sitting in one 

memorial service, someone else we know and care about is planning another. Speaking only for 

myself, I have felt driven to remind my children how I much I love them to the point of clingy 

annoyance. Geez, Mom, okay. I GET it! And although we all lose our security over and over 

again in so many ways, we need to remember the sentence in this deep little gospel that said 

“You are my son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” Because even though- or because- 

Jesus was beloved, he was sent into the wilderness. Into the difficult, the frightening, the risky. 

And he was never really alone. 

Neither are we. We also, as God’s beloved daughters and sons and claimed by God as his own, 

we go into the wilderness too, the wilderness of Lent. 

There are places on the earth that are described as thin places, places where the distance between 

heaven and earth collapse and we can catch a glimpse of the divine . The Celts had a saying that 

heaven and earth are only three feet apart, but that in the thin places it’s even shorter. The veil is 

lifted and we can see where the door between this world and the next is cracked with light and  

shining.  Metaphorically speaking. 

The wilderness in which we find ourselves during Lent is like that. Reverend Marsh describes it 

as “a threshold, betwixt and between, neither here nor there. We have left behind what was, and 

what will be is not yet clear. In the wilderness we come face to face with the reality of our lives; 

things done and left undone, our hopes, our fears and dreams, our sorrows and losses, as well as 

the unknown. These facts of our life are the source of our temptation.” 

Back to that gospel; there’s an awful lot in those six sentences. “repent, and believe in the good 

news.” 



Yes, I need to acknowledge my failings, my things done and left undone, my sins of commission 

and omission. I need to repent. I need to enter the wilderness. But I also need to remember that, 

as Jesus was never really alone in his forty days of temptation, neither am I. And neither are you. 

I can turn the focus away from my deficiencies, away from my inability to live up to my own 

Lenten standards and instead recall God’s compassion, forgiveness and mercy. I read once that 

mercy is God’s response to sin. So focusing on God’s mercy allows us repentance without fear. 

For Jesus, baptism happened in the river, but the baptismal life began in the wilderness. Lent, an 

invitation to our baptismal life, rather than being a season of heightened guilt and anxiety, am I 

doing this right or well enough, is a wilderness that is a thin place, a threshold, a view of what 

can be. Lent is a leavetaking from our old selves but with a box lunch under our arm. Because 

the heavens have been torn open and the descending spirit of God has entered into all of us. And 

in the wilderness though we may be, we are never alone. 

Amen. 

 

 

 


