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Rev. K. Freeman, Feb. 21, 2021, The First Sunday in Lent:  Genesis 9:8-17; Psalm 25:1-9; 1 Peter 3:18-22; Mark 1:9-15 

 
Jesus’ Palestinian Wilderness and our Pandemic Wilderness 

 

It’s beginning to feel a bit like Groundhog Day with Mark’s Gospel!  Last Sunday we made the 

jump to Mark chapter 9, but today we’re back again in Chapter 1.  Jesus is nearly ready to start 

his ministry, but he needs one last bit of specialized training, so as soon as he is baptized by 

John in the Jordan, the Spirit drives him out into the wilderness.  The image that comes to my 

mind is of the Spirit driving Jesus out into the desert in an old pickup truck, dust rising, tires 

spinning, dodging cacti, snakes and scorpions!   

 

This gospel passage is typical of Mark in terms of its brevity, compared with the more detailed 

gospels of Matthew and Luke. Here in Mark we’re told that Jesus was tempted by Satan, but 

not what the temptations were about.  We can glean that information from Matthew and 

Luke, though, that Satan was specifically tempting Jesus to deviate from his true path and 

purpose.  And for us, the 40 days of Lent can help us to consider what tempts us and keeps us 

from following our true path and purpose.  This got me wondering:  as we are in the 

wilderness of a global pandemic, are there temptations that we experience that are specific 

to this kind of wilderness?   

 

For Jesus, the wilderness experience included isolation from other people.  We know now, 

more than ever, how that feels.  What are our temptations in this midst of this isolation?  We 

might be tempted to risk meeting with people without a mask, indoors, in spite of the 

guidelines. We might be tempted to escape the pain of isolation by numbing ourselves to it 

with alcohol.  We might be tempted to eat a lot more food, and be much more sedentary.  We 

might be tempted to “go it alone” and not reach out to others for help.  We might be tempted 

to buy more than we need or even want, especially with online shopping. We might even be 

tempted to neglect our personal hygiene, because, hey, we’re not seeing people anyway!    

 

For Jesus, the wilderness experience also included the presence of wild beasts.  What kind of 

beasts might these have been, in the Palestinian wilderness?  There could have been antelope, 

camels, wild dogs, sheep and goats, donkeys, birds of prey and other birds, and of course 

rodents, lizards, scorpions and all kinds of insects and other animals.  The wild beasts may 

have been thirsty and hungry and eyeing up Jesus as a potential meal!  I think it’s interesting, 

though, that the Message version of the bible says that the wild animals were there as 

companions for Jesus.  And so I get an image of Jesus in the wilderness preaching to the wild 

animals, kind of like St. Francis did!  
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What kinds of wild beasts do we have with us in our pandemic wilderness?  In companionship 

terms, many of us who have pets have been able to lavish much more attention on them as 

we’ve been home a lot more.  How about our neighbors?  Some of them might be considered 

“wild beasts,” but they’re often the people we see the most now, aren’t they?  Have we 

become closer to our neighbors in this pandemic wilderness?  Or have they become an irritant 

to us? 

 

What about the danger of wild beasts?  In researching for this sermon, I googled “wild beasts 

of Palestine” and I was shocked to see an article from 2016 about Israel’s prime minister 

Netanyahu planning to put a wall around Israel to protect it from what he called “wild beasts” 

– This would be an expansion to the so-called “separation wall” that Israel began to build in 

2003.  The truth is that the “wild beasts” he refers to are the Palestinian people. This calling of 

people groups “wild beasts” – and of threatening other people because they’re different – it’s 

unacceptable for people of faith who are commissioned to be a blessing to the world.   

 

We must pray for Israel and for Palestine and peace.  But we might be tempted to think of 

others in a similar way, although on a smaller scale.  Who do we consider to be the wild beasts 

or pariahs of our society?  Certain politicians; people who don’t wear masks; people who don’t 

agree with our world view – we need to watch out, because we can be tempted to build up 

our own walls between “us” and “them.”  

 

For Jesus, the wilderness experience included the angels, who waited on him. I get an image of 

an angel with a cloth over his arm, like a waiter, carrying trays of food and drinks.   What 

would Jesus want from the angels in the Palestinian wilderness?  Did they offer him five-star 

treatment or just the basics? Cool cloths, a water spray mister?  Sunscreen?  Iced tea! A fan. A 

blanket to sit on.  Was it cold at night there like it is in the desert?  Would Jesus have needed a 

sleeping bag?  One thing is pretty certain - he needed spiritual, physical and emotional 

stamina.  

 

What do we need in our pandemic wilderness?  A good supply of facemasks, soap, hand 

sanitizer and the vaccine.  But we also need a support network.  The Angels and the wild 

beasts were Jesus’ support network!  Friends, family, our neighbors, our communities, our 

healthcare providers and last, but certainly not least, our church family – these make up our 

support network.   
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With all of the challenges that come from being in the wilderness, a person is bound to get 

tired, and drained of energy.   In our pandemic wilderness, even though many of us aren’t 

going many places or doing many things, it still feels exhausting.  I wonder how Jesus felt at 

the end of his 40 days in the wilderness?  The temptations he faced probably helped prepare 

Jesus for what lay ahead in his ministry.  And I think the wild beasts and the angelic support 

group helped to energize Jesus as he got ready to leave the wilderness and go to Galilee to 

start proclaiming the good news of God.  

 

At some point, our pandemic wilderness will also come to an end and we’ll need to consider 

how to re-engage with our mission in our communities.  How well has our pandemic 

wilderness experience formed us for our future ministries?  Jesus overcame the temptation to 

gain an earthly kingdom and instead he preached the kingdom of God.  As followers of Jesus, is 

our pandemic wilderness experience helping us to see the futility of earthly kingdoms and be 

more fully committed to preaching and practicing the kingdom of God?   

 

Once we are through the wilderness, will we feel re-energized to find new ways to proclaim 

the good news of God in Fairfield and Suisun?  Is there light at the end of this horrible 

pandemic wilderness tunnel?  I repeat the words of Amanda Gorman, “There is always Light - 

if only we are brave enough to see it - if only we are brave enough to be it.”   

 

So may you be brave through this pandemic wilderness, and like Jesus, allow it to equip you 

with the stamina you need to come through it.   Amen.  

 

 

 


