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Sermon, First Sunday in Lent, February 21, 2021, Jane A. Beebe 
 
“And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. He was in the 
wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the 
angels waited on him.” (Mark 1:12-13) 
 

 The imagery of the Holy Spirit dove descending on Jesus, and God’s voice 

declaring, “This is my Son, the Beloved...” has now appeared several times in our 

recent Gospel readings. I have imagined the touch of the dove as tender, warm, 

life-giving. In the Matthew and Luke versions of this scene we hear that Jesus was 

led by the Spirit into the wilderness. There is nothing in that description to take 

away from a suggestion of gentleness. We also learn a bit about Jesus’ physical 

condition: Jesus fasts during the forty days in the desert and becomes famished. 

This heightens the intensity of the temptation itself. However, Mark’s spare story 

has a different feel entirely. We hear nothing about the content of Jesus’ encounter 

with Satan, or the nature and meaning of the temptations. Instead Mark covers the 

entire temptation scene in two sentences.  

Rather than merely leading, the Holy Spirit in Mark’s depiction impels Jesus 

into the wilderness like a forceful tailwind. Time and space seem to be collapsed 

on themselves. There is a sense of urgency. We go from a public scene at the 

Jordan River to a more solitary, wilder place. As in Matthew, Jesus is attended by 

angels. Yet Mark has a detail the other Gospels do not: he is “with the wild 

beasts.” It is not clear what being “with” the animals might mean. (While it is not 
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Biblical, I think of the children’s Christmas carol “The Friendly Beasts). I may be 

inferring this, but there seems to be no sense of danger. 

When prophets in the Hebrew Bible are in the throes of urging the people in 

their care to turn back to God, they employ striking imagery taken from details of 

their surroundings. Life without God is seen as a stark, desolate landscape. Things 

do not grow as they should; water and rain are scarce. Often exotic or scary 

animals appear such as jackals, lions, and ostriches—or my favorite: demon goats. 

The presence of wild animals heightens the sense that wilderness spaces are 

uninhabitable, even places of terror. God is seemingly distant.  

Yet this is the space that Jesus has entered. The wilderness is a pivot point 

between our learning who Jesus is and the beginning of his ministry. In Mark’s 

Gospel Jesus’ road to Jerusalem is focused and relentless. Still, even in Mark, there 

is a pause. While we see it less frequently in Mark than the other Gospels, Jesus 

continues to seek out deserted places to pray, to replenish his spirit. (Mark 

1:35) Kathleen Norris has written a beautiful book about how certain landscapes 

can shape spirituality. She speaks of the wide-open spaces of South Dakota where 

she lived on the farm she inherited from her grandparents. She observes, “A person 

is forced inward by the spareness of what is outward and visible in all this land and 

sky. The beauty of the Plains is like that of an icon… what seems stern and almost 
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empty is merely open, a door into some simple and holy state.” (Norris, Kathleen 

Dakota: A Spiritual Geography, p. 157) 

In the same way I think it is important that Jesus was baptized, thus entering 

the water ahead of us, and with us, I think it is meaningful that he was impelled 

into the wilderness, making it a place that we, too, can enter without fear. Jesus 

ensures that the wilderness landscape is indeed the door into that holiness Norris 

describes. The fact that Jesus was driven into the wilderness emphasizes that the 

desert times of our lives are not necessarily circumstances we choose, or have the 

least bit of control over. Yet we may be surprised by the angels and wild beasts 

that appear. We may not even know who is who. Lent can be that sort of pivot 

point if we are open to the Holy Spirit. “Those who go through the desolate valley 

will find it a place of springs.” (Psalm 84:6) 

I had to think hard to come up with a time when I felt I was not merely led, 

but driven into a wilderness. Early in my recovery from debt I had to be careful of 

every penny. Many of us in this program rely on a great book by Jerrold Mundis 

called How to Get Out of Debt, Stay Out of Debt, and Live Prosperously. 

Throughout he assures his readers that they will not lack. At first, I could only take 

his word for it. It took several years to pay everything off; there was no quick fix. 

Yet in some ways I still miss those days. “One day at a time” became real for me, 

not a cliché. The “wild beasts” of my imagination were gradually tamed. I could 
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embrace Dame Julian of Norwich’s words: “All can be well, all will be well, all 

shall be well.” This wellness was something I began to feel on this inside. It did 

not depend on external circumstances. What appeared to be a diminished, 

straightened  life was actually the source of solace and peace. And, yes, there were 

angels all around. 

There is a hymn in our hymnal with words from W.H. Auden that come 

from his text for a Christmas oratorio: 

“He is the Way. 
Follow Him through the Land of Unlikeness; 
You will see rare beasts, and have unique adventures. 

He is the Truth. 
Seek Him in the Kingdom of Anxiety; 
You will come to a great city that has expected your return for years. 

He is the Life. 
Love Him in the World of the Flesh; 
And at your marriage all its occasions shall dance for joy.” 

  Apparently Auden borrowed the evocative phrase “land of Unlikeness” from 

St. Augustine who used that phrase to convey a life lived without God’s presence.  

(Confessions, Book 7, Chapter 10). According to commentator Craig A. Phillips, 

“This “land of Unlikeness” was equated in later monastic literature and scholarship 

with the “far country” to which the prodigal son journeyed: “the younger son 

gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered 

his property in reckless living.” (Luke 15:3).” Again it seems to me that Jesus has 
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traveled to this “far country,” this wilderness, on our behalf. It is in these places—

where we need him most of all—where we are most likely to find him. 

“He is the Way. 
Follow Him through the Land of Unlikeness; 
You will see rare beasts, and have unique adventures…” 
 

 

 
 
  


