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As you have probably picked up on by now, today is the first Sunday in the season of Lent. I 

suspect we have varying degrees of familiarity and comfort with the liturgical seasons of the 

church, depending on your religious background and upbringing.  If you have spent a few years 

in the Presbyterian Church or other more liturgical denominations like Episcopal or Catholic 

then you are probably very familiar with this season of penitence, self-examination, and 

sacrifice. Perhaps it has even become something you participate in out of duty and obligation 

without any reflection on its deeper significance for you personally. If you come from a Baptist 

or non-denominational tradition, or if you just never paid much attention to things like the color 

of the fabric in the sanctuary, you might wonder what all the fuss is about. Shouldn’t we be 

practicing repentance and spiritual discipline all year long? Do we need to have a special season? 

 

Of course we can and should practice repentance and spiritual discipline all year long. But the 

truth is that we do not. We tend to find the soft and comfortable places in our faith and hang out 

there, leaving the difficult work of repentance and growth for another time. Or, if faith is not so 

comfortable, we might leave it behind altogether for the shiny things in this world that help us 

escape our troubles and our fears. We observe Lent because we need to shake up our 

comfortable, self-serving faith – the faith of lush meadows and bubbling springs – with a faith 

that confronts us in our sin and pushes us to more perfect love – the faith of wilderness sand 

storms and dried-up river beds. It is in the wilderness that we begin our Lenten journey, the same 

wilderness where Jesus began his. 

 

I will be on a little bit of a high these next few weeks as the experience of traveling in Israel 

makes the Scriptures come to life in fresh ways. I wish you could adequately share the starkness 

of the wilderness with you. It is not a sandy desert. It is rocky and rough, the color of milky tea 

punctuated by occasional tufts of gray-green scrub. I have never been to Utah, but someone in 

our group mentioned that the Judean wilderness reminded them of the Utah desert. We had the 

privilege of driving through the wilderness from the comfort of an air-conditioned bus. The sun 

glistened through the clouds and onto the rocks in a way that takes your breath away. Another 

day, we made a short group hike through a wilderness canyon. The downhill trail was marked by 

bright red and white blazes, and we were accompanied all the time by a Bedouin and his donkey. 

When we reached the end of the trail, we were greeted by another smiling Bedouin eager to sell 

us each a refreshing glass of fresh-squeezed pomegranate juice.  But this is only the tourist 

wilderness. 

 

The real wilderness, the wilderness that Jesus entered 2000 years ago and that you can still enter 

today if you choose, is a lonely place. The real wilderness does not come with air conditioning, 

tour guides, or fresh-squeezed juice. The trail is not blazed and you could very easily get lost and 

dehydrated. Most of the time we enter the real wilderness as Jesus did: alone, without the 



2 

 

comfort and reassurance of familiar faces. The wilderness is not finally about the geography of 

the land. It is also about the condition of the soul. It is the place where your spirit is withdrawn, a 

place of loneliness and vast emptiness. You are in the wilderness of the soul when all around you 

is trouble and danger and you cannot find the trail. You are in the wilderness when trials and 

tribulation comes one after another and hope grows dim. It is the land of grief, the land of guilt, 

the land of hard-feelings, and the land of fear. That is the real wilderness. That is where Jesus 

made his home for forty days and forty nights.  That is the land of Lent. 

 

I have always been a little troubled by the way Jesus ended up in the wilderness of Judea. Just 

before this story is the story of Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan by John. It must be one of the most 

remarkable and treasured moments of Jesus’ life so far to hear his heavenly father say, “This is 

my Son, my beloved, with whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17). But suddenly, immediately 

as Mark tells it, Jesus is led out into the wilderness by the Holy Spirit to be tempted by the devil. 

It unsettles me to think that the Holy Spirit led Jesus out into the harsh landscape of the Judean 

wilderness and the harsher landscape of the wilderness of the soul. The Holy Spirit is supposed 

to lead us to green pastures and still waters, not a barren wasteland. It unsettles me even further 

to think that the Holy Spirit led Jesus into temptation. Do we not pray every week, “Lead me not 

into temptation?” If Jesus offered such a prayer on that day, he did not get his wish. 

 

I have not suffered much in my young life, but I walked on the edge of the wilderness during my 

seminary years. There was no apparent cause for my melancholy, no one to blame. I was not 

grieving the death of a friend or family member. I was not experiencing the loss of my faith in 

the face of academic study. In fact, I thrived academically, but my spirit shriveled. It is difficult 

for me even now to understand what purpose was served by that suffering, except maybe to teach 

Eric something about patience and me something about unconditional love. Even so, I still recoil 

a little bit to think that the Holy Spirit might have led me there. It is stranger still to think about 

being led by the Spirit into the place of temptation. Wilderness and temptation are the territory of 

the evil one. What business does the Holy Spirit have bringing Jesus, me, or anyone else there?  

 

Spanish mystic St. John of the Cross writes about his own pilgrimage through the wilderness, 

which he calls the dark night of the soul, marked by dryness, aloneness, and being lost. This 

wilderness may come with the sense that we are withdrawn from God, despite continually 

observing the practices and disciplines of the life of faith. Rather than look at these dark nights as 

moments to be avoided and fought against, Saint John suggests that we see them as a drawing 

away of every distraction – even spiritual distractions – so the we can commune with God more 

fully. 

 

When Jesus enters the wilderness and is confronted with his deepest and darkest temptations, he 

is not finally alone. While we might not like to think that the Holy Spirit leads us into the barren 

lands, there is great comfort in knowing that even in the vast emptiness of the wilderness, the 

dark night of the soul, the Spirit is present whether we can detect him or not. The Spirit that led 

Jesus into the wilderness surely knew that a greater wilderness would await Jesus in just a few 

years as he prayed in Gethsemane and hung on the cross at Calvary crying out, “My God, my 

God, why have you forsaken me?” Could it be that this first wilderness journey prepares Jesus 

for the one that is to come? Could it be that our own wilderness wanderings are forming us and 

preparing us for a life of union with God and ministry for God? 
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Surely the Spirit that led Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted knew that Jesus would also be 

tempted during his ministry. Like us, he would be tempted to prioritize his physical needs over 

his spiritual needs; to wield his power and control the world; to earn the honor, respect, and 

adoration of men. Here in the wilderness the Spirit lets Jesus face these temptations head on so 

that he is equipped to conquer them again and again as he ministers to a world that wants so 

much from him. Could it be that despite our earnest pleas to be led “not into temptation,” there 

are times when the Spirit not only leads us into temptation but also meets us there with the 

strength and the faith to resist and triumph until we at last walk in joyful righteousness? 

 

Surely not every suffering is a dark night of the soul that brings us into deeper communion with 

God. Not every wilderness journey serves to form us and prepare us for a life of faithful and 

joyful obedience. Not every temptation is met with strength of spirit. But during Lent we are 

invited to look again at our sufferings, our wanderings, our temptations and seek out traces of the 

Holy Spirit. If you are in a lush and fertile place today – if life is good and you are at peace – use 

these forty days of Lent to reflect on the moments when you have suffered or been tempted. How 

has the Spirit been with you in those moments and used them to form you and prepare you? 

Perhaps the work of exhuming and examining the pain of the past will be a wilderness journey of 

its own, but one that leads you to more abundant life. 

 

If you are already in the wilderness – if life is taking you into a frightening and threatening 

unknown – remember that however alone you might feel, you are not alone. During these forty 

days of Lent, remember that the Holy Spirit leads you continually. You may not see her, but 

make it your discipline to keep walking and keep listening, for she is there. Also remember that 

you are not alone because you belong to a community of faith who holds you in our care. To the 

best of our ability, we will walk through this wilderness with you, offering you a smile and a 

glass of fresh-squeezed pomegranate juice, until you come out on the other side equipped with 

new strength and new purpose. 

 

This Lenten journey is no Caribbean getaway. It is no tourist trap. It is a wilderness journey the 

likes of Outward Bound. But for those who will accept the invitation, it is an opportunity to be 

shaped, tested, and refined into the men and women we were created to be – men and women in 

the image of Christ – cared for all along the way by the Spirit of God. Will you come?  


