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In our church’s membership orientation class, I typically ask our newcomers to give words to describe this church.  “Watts Street Baptist Church is…”  We usually get a good summary of this church’s ministry, with mention made of solid worship and music, vital community, caring for one another, vigorous mission in the world, willing to take risks for what we believe. 

  

Some years ago I asked a newcomers group that same question:  How would you describe this church?  One person chimed in, “This church is a wildlife refuge.” 

  

We all know that we have a lot of different kinds of birds and critters here.  And all this variety makes this place a fascinating, never dull, always exciting community.  To call us a “wildlife refuge” is indeed a compliment. 

  

A refuge is a place where we go to seek protection and safety, a haven from the threats of life. 

  

The season of Lent is all about seeking refuge---not escaping from life, but turning to find the source of life, the center, the calm at the middle of the storm.   

  

In our text today Jesus sought refuge in an odd place---a wilderness.  Sometimes the easiest place to hide is in a crowd.  Jesus was often teaching and preaching to crowds; but he also frequently left the crowd to go pray, to find his way back to the Center, to God.  Jesus understood Psalm 91:  God is “my refuge and my fortress, my God in whom I trust.” 

  

Jesus went to the wilderness to come to terms with who he was and to ward off any obstacles to his refuge, his trust, in God.  In many ways Jesus’ time in the wilderness was the defining moment in his life.  We are now bombarded by the heavy media attention to the Mel Gibson film about the Crucifixion, “The Passion of the Christ.”  But it was the 40 days in the wilderness that gave Jesus the clarity, resolve and courage that kept him focused on his mission and his journey toward the cross. 

  

In the wilderness Jesus had to face his demons---his temptations for security, reputation and power.  This same struggle is ours.  How do we turn away from putting our trust in the wrong places—security, reputation, power, or greed or ego?  Satan has a thousand disguises, and we can easily be tempted to trust in the wrong thing.  In the early church there was a saying, “To reach the savior of souls, you must pass by the demons.”  We all have to face our demons, or they can take over.  

  

In any wilderness we have to choose:  Will we place our trust in God—or in demons, the false gods?  Where will we find our true refuge? 

  

“This church is a wildlife refuge.”  At first this image sounded amusing, but it begins to make sense.  This church is a place where wild things come, where wild ones can find a home.  All of us need a place where we can come to terms with our wildness, with who we are.  In Lent, especially, can this church become a wilderness, a refuge for wild things? 

  

Recently I’ve been reading a book called Learning to Fall: the Blessings of an Imperfect Life.  In this book Philip Simmons suggests that we should become more like wild things.  Oh, he doesn’t mean that we should become ferocious and out of control; he means that we can learn from the animals, to be more like them.  To live like animals, he says, would mean that we would not spend inordinate amounts of time kicking ourselves for being “bad.”  Which is how some of us may tend to see Lent—a time to repent from being bad. 

  

But to live like animals – like wild things---is to live without casting severe judgments on ourselves.  Simmons says living like animals would mean “living without doubt as to one’s life purpose.”  It would mean living in “perfect alignment” with that purpose.  Whether we are foraging for food or caring for our young, or working or struggling, as animals do, we would do it without distraction, without judgment, without taking one step off life’s true path.  If we can approach our life in this way, we can imagine becoming a wild thing. (Simmons, p. 57) 

  

That’s what Jesus did.  He became a wild thing, that is, he became who he was.  He went into the wilderness to align himself with the purpose for which he was created.  And he did that alignment during his Lent, his 40 days in his “wildlife refuge.” 

  

  

Philip Simmons wrote his essay while struggling with a terminal illness, Lou Gehrig’s disease.  He was looking for clarity in how to face his own coming death.  He said:  I’m learning to be a wild thing.  I’m cultivating my own wildness that is seeking to be true to who I am.  He was doing what Jesus was doing in his Lenten wilderness--aligning himself with God’s purpose. 

  

In his process Simmons says that to cultivate your own wildness takes practice.  That is, you must have a practice, which means setting aside part of each day for solitude and silence.  Jesus showed us how to do this.  He regularly left the crowds, he left his disciples, to go and be silent with God.  In his Lent he went to the wilderness, his wildlife refuge, for extended solitude.  

  

I think what Jesus was doing was showing us how to ground ourselves in God, how to find our life by communing with God at a deep level.  We too can do this in many ways---walking in nature, sitting, knitting, sewing, singing, making bread.  Any of these practices can propel us to get lost in the moment, being totally absorbed in the task at hand, with an attitude of total self-acceptance.  Just being who we are.  

  

The animals—the wild things---don’t have to accept themselves, Philip Simmons says.  They can simply be.  But we are thinking animals, and we must find ways to create space for our wild natures.  We have to allow our true self, our “better angels,” to emerge.  

  

We help that to happen by our practice---our prayer, meditation, silence, solitude.  It’s what Jesus did in the wilderness.  When we develop our spiritual practice, we “open a space within us.  Call it a wildlife preserve, a space where our wild selves can breathe while our judging,…worrying, doubting minds are kept safely on the other side of the fence.”   In this space, this inner space, we come to find our true home.  (Simmons, p. 60) 

  

This is what Lent is about---spiritual practice that helps us in finding our way home, finding our wildlife refuge where we can commune with our deepest self, where we can say No to our demons and Yes to our God-given selves, our true selves.  

  

  

  

We enter into Lent to stay with Jesus, to follow his way.  In the words of the poet W.H. Auden: 

  

“He is the Way. 

Follow Him through the Land of Unlikeness; 

You will see rare beasts, and have unique experiences.” 

  

Welcome to this wildlife refuge.  Welcome to Lent.  Welcome home! 

  

Amen. 
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