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Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the 

devil. He fasted for forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was 

famished. The tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, 

command these stones to become loaves of bread.” But he answered, “It is 

written, 

‘One does not live by bread alone, 

     but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 

 

Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the 

temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is 

written, 

‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ 

and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, 

so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” 

 

Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the 

test.’” 

 

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the 

kingdoms of the world and their splendour; and he said to him, “All these I will 

give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away with 

you, Satan! for it is written, 

‘Worship the Lord your God, 

and serve only him.’” 

 

Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.1 

 

* * * * * 
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Facing the Wilderness. A quick Google search and one discovers that “wilderness” can be 

defined as “an uncultivated, uninhabited, and inhospitable region.”2 Our minds might quickly 

rush to hot, dry deserts; lifeless wastelands; dark, dense forests; and even isolated islands like the 

one that Tom Hanks’ character experienced in Cast Away. In any case, most often our 

imaginations take us to those places far removed from civilization; to places beyond our daily 

comfort zones filled with our fears of its unknown inhabitants. It’s the place of “lions and tigers 

and bears, oh my!” 

 

Some people thrive in these environments. There are plenty of reality television shows and game 

shows like Man vs. Wild, Survivor, Naked and Afraid and Alaska: The Last Frontier, to name 

just a few, that witness to the thrill that some people discover when they decide to experience life 

in the wilderness for a period of time with just the bare essentials. Thank God for the folks 

among us like Noa Ervin who are trained as wilderness first responders, especially when our own 

egos get the best of us as we face the wilderness and we suddenly find ourselves in need of a 

good rescue. 

 

There is something about the wilderness that some of us find intriguing, while others find it 

frightening. Some seek out the thrill of a wilderness expedition, while still others avoid it all 

together. Some might describe the wilderness as a place devoid of God’s very presence, and 

others would contend that they discover God in the quiet solitude of the wilderness. Can God be 

discovered in the wilderness? After all, our scripture lesson begins, “Then Jesus was led up by 

the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.” 

 

I don’t know that I’ve ever felt led by the Spirit to journey into a literal wilderness. As a youth, I 

was a Boy Scout, and that instilled in me a natural love of the outdoors and camping. I still love 

to go camping, but Dawn and I do that from the comfort of a 28-foot travel trailer that we 

lovingly refer to as “The Marriott on Wheels.” It has all of the comforts of home. We often say 

that we’re “roughing it” when we don’t have a full hook-up and have to use our generator and 

ration the supply of water in our 40-gallon tank. As much as we love the outdoors, you won’t 

catch me on Survivor.  

 

On the other hand, I can relate experiences in my life that leave me feeling like they are 

wilderness moments; as if I’m in some place or time that is “uncultivated, uninhabitable” or 

“inhospitable.” Some of those places can leave us feeling uncomfortable, isolated, alone and 

fear-filled. I’m not so sure that the wilderness has to be the jungle, or a desert, or a wasteland.  

There are places and times in our lives that leave us with similar feelings at times; those places 

and times that make us long for the safety and security of “home.” 

 

Brené Brown, in her book, Braving the Wilderness: The Quest for True Belonging and the 

Courage to Stand Alone, writes: 

 

Theologians, writers, poets, and musicians have always used the wilderness as a 

metaphor, to represent everything from a vast and dangerous environment where 

we are forced to navigate difficult trials to a refuge of nature and beauty where we 

seek space for contemplation. What all wilderness metaphors have in common are 

the notions of solitude, vulnerability, and an emotional, spiritual, or physical 

quest.3 
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Perhaps a broken relationship, a medical diagnosis, the loss of a loved one, and even our own 

faith journey with God at times can leave us feeling as if we are in a wilderness of sorts. These 

wilderness moments are filled with unknowns about what the future holds. It’s these moments 

that leave our world shattered. We’re unsure what steps to take next. We could get lost out there.  

We may find ourselves facing the wilderness, famished and, like Jesus, even looking for the way 

out. How did Jesus face the wilderness and survive? How might we? What happens if we lose 

our very selves? 

 

We often think of this as a story of Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness. We find ourselves 

pondering how Jesus resisted the strong temptation to do something wrong and remained 

faithful. I wonder, however, if the temptation that Jesus experienced was so much about the 

temptation to do something wrong, or bad, or if the tempter’s work was really to steal Jesus’ 

identity away from him; to redefine who Jesus was and who he would be. 

 

Notice that when the tempter shows up on the scene, he says, “If you are the Son of God…” “If 

you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.”  “If you are the Son 

of God, throw yourself down (from the pinnacle of the temple)….” It’s as if each time, the 

temptation is for Jesus to allow someone else to define who he is and who he will be. Even the 

last temptation to be given all the kingdoms of the world is a temptation to define who he might 

be as the Son of God; God—who created all that is within the earth and has ultimate claim on it. 

The tempter shows up as an identity thief, trying to redefine who Jesus will be in the wilderness.  

 

Have you ever had your identity stolen? It’s a common fear in this day, isn’t it? Several years 

ago, someone somehow stole my debit card number. I found out when the bank called and 

wanted to review some purchases with me. It seems that I had spent a good deal of money at 

Armani and a few other really high-end stores out in Vegas. I laughed at first, thinking that 

anyone who knew me would have known that was beyond my budget at the time.  

 

When it hit, however, I really felt violated. With a few numbers they had taken what was a part 

of me and redefined me in that moment. Had the bank not seen it right away, it could have been 

much worse than it was. Someone had taken my identity, even if for a time, and it left me feeling 

a little voided. 

 

Could it be that one of the greatest challenges in facing the wilderness is not the wilderness itself, 

but losing our identity in the midst of the wilderness experience? When a diagnosis hits, how 

does it define us? We’re identified by the illness. When a relationship fails, do we take on the 

identity of “failure”? When we lose a loved one, what part of us struggles to identify with who 

we are without the one that we loved? Life is suddenly different. When someone steals your 

identity, or claims to be you, or tries to redefine who you are, how should you respond? We can 

either let the wilderness define us or we can rediscover who we are in the midst of whatever 

wilderness life brings our way. And yes, friends, sometimes life just has a way of bringing the 

wilderness right to our doorstep, doesn’t it? 

 

I said earlier that I’m not one to seek out a wilderness survival opportunity. On the other hand, 

most of you know that a few years ago, I did go on a 500-mile backpacking pilgrimage across 

northern Spain. It’s not exactly wilderness, but I was out of my element. At the time, I said that I 
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wanted to spend some time in prayer, connecting with God, and remembering my Spanish 

language skills. 

 

What I didn’t say was that I also needed some time to think about my calling. I was in my third 

year of church administration. I missed being able to connect with people as a pastor in the local 

church. I also had begun to wonder what the future held in store for me. Would I ever return to 

serving in the local church doing the work that I loved? Could I do it again when the time came?  

Did I ever connect with people as pastor? Those identity questions swirled in my head as I 

started to walk. 

 

By my fourth day of walking I was headed towards Pamplona, when I stopped by St. Stephen’s 

Church at the top of a steep hill in Zabaldika. When I arrived, I was met by Sister Mary of the 

Assumption. She belonged to the Order of the Sacred Heart. She asked me where I was from and 

what I did for a living. I told her that I was a United Methodist pastor on this Catholic 

pilgrimage. 

 

She showed me around the beautiful church and invited me to stay for their meditative Taize 

service that night. They had a hostel that was supported purely by our donations. She let me 

know that I’d be more than welcome to share with them in the service and the community meal if 

I stayed the night. My calves were hurting quite a bit that day and I just wanted to press on to 

Pamplona. I was still learning how far I could walk in a day on my long journey. So I told Sister 

Mary that I still had a few miles to walk since I wasn’t quite as far as I felt I needed to be that 

day. 

 

Sister Mary said, “Before you go, I have a question for you.” She asked me, “Did you attend the 

pilgrim’s mass when you crossed over the border into Spain?” I told her that I did and that I 

received the pilgrim’s blessing that night as well. She then asked, “But did you receive 

communion that night?” I said, “No, the mass was entirely in Spanish that night, except for one 

part. When it came time to receive communion, they said in Spanish and then in English that 

only those who were Catholic were welcome at the table. I told her that I wasn’t surprised by that 

because as a United Methodist pastor, I knew the table wasn’t open for me, and I felt like I 

should honor that request.” 

 

Sister Mary scowled at the thought. She turned to me and she said, “Elbert, I don’t know why 

they do that. Nowhere else on this journey will you be turned away between here and the end. I 

don’t understand the priests there. I have served all over the world and received communion with 

Catholics and Lutherans and even Methodists. Even here, the priest doesn’t ask what your faith 

background is. On this journey, you are a pilgrim, a peregrino, and that is enough for you to 

receive. From now on, when you are at mass on this journey, you receive communion because 

you are a pilgrim and that’s all that matters.” 

 

That night I journaled these words: “My greatest joy of the day...St. Stephen's Church...Sister 

Mary of the Assumption, a Sister of the Sacred Heart...welcomed me warmly and reminded me 

who I am. I cried and kept looking back with gratitude. I wish I would have stayed the night 

there. I have a feeling I could have learned so much more. I’ll pay closer attention next time. The 

journey and those we meet along the way are what matter most; not so much the destination.” 
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Some of you may have heard me tell this story before. That day, in my wilderness moment, 

Sister Mary reminded me who I was. I was a pilgrim, set out on a journey of faith. That day, I 

began to have a peace about whatever might come my way on that journey of faith and calling 

because I was a pilgrim, first and foremost; a pilgrim open to God’s presence on my way. And 

the table of grace would remind me of that all along the journey. 

 

When I finally arrived at the end of the journey in Santiago, I heard again the words that I had 

heard at the beginning of the journey about who was welcome at the table and again that I should 

refrain. Instead, I remembered the words of Sister Mary and I went up to receive. God knew who 

I was and that was enough. Yet, that day, some of my companions who made the journey with 

me also went up for communion. They said, “We saw you go up and we felt welcome as well.” 

 

You know, friends, there is plenty in this world that defines who we are. I’d be lost without my 

laptop, filled with my work, that represents the hours that I put in as a pastor. I often refer to my 

cell phone as “my life” because it has my calendar and my most important contacts on it. If it 

crashes or is lost, so am I, at least for a time. And where would we be without our wallets that 

contain our formal identification? In this day, however, all of it can be hacked! Even the 

strongest of passwords can be broken. Can they not? The wilderness can either rob us of our 

identity or give us the opportunity to remember who we really are. 

 

Perhaps it’s why we return to this table frequently. Because here at this table, we remember that 

we are claimed by God and there’s no one that can ever take that identity away from us. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Matthew 4:1-11, NRSV. 
2 https://www.google.com/search?q=define+wilderness&rlz=1C1CHBF_enUS748US748&oq=define&aqs= 

chrome.0.69i59j69i57j69i59l2j35i39j0l3.1100j0j9&sourceid=chrome&ie 
3 Brown, 36. 

 


