Driven into the Wilderness

Posted on Sat Mar 11 2000:

Mel Williams
b> 

DRIVEN INTO THE WILDERNESS 
Mark 1: 9-15

a sermon by Mel Williams
Watts Street Baptist Church
Lent 1

 

Does anybody you know like Lent? We could probably pick a quarrel with Jesus for landing in that Lenten wilderness; and we could quarrel with the church for instituting the season of Lent. Surely Jesus could have avoided those 40 days of unrelenting trouble in a wilderness. Who likes pain, hardship, suffering? Let’s find some way to escape all this unpleasantness. Who cares about Lent?

We could try to avoid it. But sometimes what we try most to avoid is what we need most. Despite my own resistance, I’ve concluded that this season of Lent is crucial to our spiritual health. It is Lent that teaches us to remove obstacles between us and God. (When we talk about "giving up something for Lent," we mean that we’re removing one obstacle that could stand between us and God.) It is Lent that teaches us to lament, to face the grief and pain in our life. Lent teaches us to find resources we didn’t know we had. Yes, we might rather avoid Lent; but sooner or later, pain visits all of us. What then can we learn from Jesus to help us when we are driven into the wilderness?

"Driven" is the right word. Jesus wasn’t merely invited or encouraged to head to the wilderness. He was DRIVEN there --- forced!-- into the wilderness. Mark’s description is terse: Jesus is baptized in the Jordan. He comes out of the water, and the Spirit descends upon him, like a dove. "You are my beloved." Then the Spirit shifts from being like a dove to a more aggressive bird like a diving hawk, forcing/driving Jesus into the wilderness for 40 days. (Mark 1: 9-13)

The verb "drove" suggests that Jesus may have been trying to linger around the scene of his baptism at the Jordan. It would only be natural for him to want to relish that moment--- the feeling of love, security, blessing that surrounded him. But then the Spirit drives him into the wilderness. Before he starts his anointed mission, Jesus is driven into struggle, confrontation and suffering. Why?

It seems like a kind of test, an initiation. Jesus is clearly anointed, baptized, loved--- and then WHAM, he is driven into a wasteland for a mighty struggle with the devil. It’s as if God is saying, "Okay, let’s find out if you have what it takes. Do you have the stuff to withstand Satan’s wiles?

Do you have the patience to face hardship? When you’re up against the enemy, can you trust God to provide for you? Or will you be seduced by Satan’s temptations? If you can survive the wilderness, perhaps you’ll be fortified for the life you will face in a hostile world."

And isn’t that the way it is with us? If we live long enough, we will fall upon hard times. The pot holes in the road will now be on our road. The obstacles we notice in others’ path will eventually be in our path. The hardship others face will at some point be our hardship. You go for a medical appointment, and the report is in: The cancer has returned. The early morning phone call comes: Your father has died, or some other loved one has died. You go through a season of depression. It seems that you are losing your way.

Eventually, pain and struggle happen to all of us. This is the world of Lent! It’s probably the most crucial time of the church year. And we might rather avoid it, skip it, escape it. But skipping Lent would be settling for a Pollyanna, summertime faith – summer spirituality, as Martin Marty calls it. All sunshine and no clouds; all rejoicing and no lament. But life is not that way, and Lent will not allow us to live with rose colored glasses. Lent calls us to develop what Marty calls a "wintry spirituality." When we are faced with our wilderness testing, we have an opportunity to learn from Jesus what is really important.

The testing seems to show up at the transition points of our life--- at graduation, at marriage, when the kids leave home, when the marriage breaks up, when you retire, when you get sick, when you leave one job and look for a new one. 

Over the years I’ve been interested in hearing why people take off on long hikes on the Appalachian Trail. As I’ve heard the stories, it seems that those who head out for a lengthy hike on the Trail (three or four months) have a somewhat different purpose than those of us who walk for only 2 or 3 days (as some of us do each winter). Most people who head out on long hikes on the Trail are doing it at one of these transition points in their lives: after college, between jobs, at retirement, at the end of a marriage. "I came out here to get my head clear," some will say. "I came out here to get back in touch with what’s really important." Wilderness time.

A young man in his mid-twenties was a volunteer with the young people in his church. But he knew this was not his goal. He said he had been frittering away his life, looking out for Number One. In the middle of his restlessness, he accepted an invitation to join a group of people going to the Virginia mountains to make a "vision quest." Similar to Outward Bound, Vision Quest is a program that offers training in survival tactics and various spiritual exercises, and then the participants are sent out individually to spend four days by themselves in the mountainous wilderness. 

After this young man had concluded his wilderness experience, he met with a group of friends to reflect on what happened to him. First, he said that out there in the wild, there was extraordinary quiet and a lack of the usual distractions: no tv, radio, computers, video games, phones, pagers, Palm Pilots, and all the devices that have become so much a part of our daily lives. It was, he said, so quiet. He began to hear sounds he might usually have missed: the breeze, songs of distant birds, the crunch of his own footsteps, insects buzzing, his own breathing.

He also began to hear his own inner voice. Questions were being put to him about his life. One day as he walked he came across a dead animal in a field, and a little later he saw a fragile newborn doe. As he reflected on these events, they became statements to him, one suggesting that he needed to give up dead-end paths, and the other reminding him of how fragile and hopeful life is, especially the lives of the young. During those four days he decided to turn his life around and dedicate himself to ministry with youth. He decided to quit his current job, accepting a lower paying position to be a youth minister in his church. 

In that reflection session the group asked him if he had found being alone in the wilderness dangerous. "No," he said, "All the while I felt as if the wilderness were sustaining me." (from Jude Siciliano, "First Impressions," The Order of Preachers, The Dominicans, Southern Dominican Province, USA)

Maybe that’s what our Mark text means when it says that angels ministered to Jesus in the wilderness. "The wilderness sustained me." Maybe this young man’s experience might also encourage us to take some time apart this Lent to listen to our own inner voices. We may not be able to go off to the mountains, but we could decide to set some extra time aside to pray and listen. We might begin by eliminating at least an hour a day from our tv viewing and using that time for a "vision quest" in our own homes – with the scriptures, or in conversation with family and friends, or before a lighted candle in quiet. We can all find our particular way to let the Spirit drive us toward clarity and cleansing.

In my late 20’s as I struggled with some of my own life issues, I remember asking myself, "If the worst thing in the world happened to me, could I go on? If my parents died, if my marriage failed, if my friends moved away, if my health failed and I could no longer be a minister, could I go on? What inner resources do I have to bear me up if the worst thing happened? 

It was just three years ago that I drove home late one afternoon in the middle of a terrible July thunderstorm and found our house on fire, with fire trucks surrounding the house. Jan, Mark and Jenna had gotten out just after the lightning jolted the house and started the fire. It was a scary time. About a third of the house was burned, and smoke damage permeated everything. 

We didn’t know what we had lost. But we kept saying, "We are all safe. That’s what really matters. Things can be replaced." After being terribly shaken from that ordeal, we began to deal with being displaced and disoriented. Part of our stability was taken away. We learned to be a little more detached about the things in our life. In the middle of this disorientation and displacement, we also knew with firm confidence that we were held by the presence of God. There were many angels who showed up to minister to us. 

Through that time I found new meaning in the hymn "How Firm a Foundation":

When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie,

my grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply.

The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design

thy dross to consume, and thy gold to refine.

And I’ve thought of the people of eastern North Carolina and the floods they faced last year. In the middle of that struggle, there have also been angels showing up to lift their burden.

When through the deep waters I call thee to go,

the rivers of woe shall not thee overflow.

For I will be with thee, thy troubles to bless

and sanctify to thee thy deepest distress.

When difficult times come—wilderness times, I keep hearing an inner voice say, "Trust the process. Trust God at work in the process." Our Lenten struggle may come in various forms. We may be coping with an individual demon. We may be reaching for long-needed reconciliation with God or with a friend or family member. We may be struggling to understand our church’s relationship with those who are homosexual. We may be groping with a vocational decision, a call that keeps tugging at us. In all these struggles, we are called to TRUST THE PROCESS. Trust the process of your own abilities and perceptions. Trust the process of the faith community around you. Trust your own faith. Trust God at work with us. Trust the process.

Through whatever ordeal we face, we can expect our faith to be tested. But we will also find resources we didn’t know we had. And we will find blessings that come in unexpected ways.

Don’t forget--- God has a habit of sending angels in the middle of Lent.
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