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God’s Geography
And the Spirit immediately drove Jesus 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.
In God’s geography, there is an important area called the wilderness. Some translations interpret desert, but wilderness seems to say it best. In scripture, there are at least two related but distinct understandings of this concept, and both are found in Mark’s gospel telling this morning. 

The first understanding is of wilderness as the place without visible life support systems—the basics of food, water, community, protection: all gone. Wilderness is the place without the safety and comfort of home, without the safety and comfort of society. Isolated, desolate, and silent. You can imagine the landscape of a desert; or if you’ve ever driven through parts of the Midwest, you can picture miles and miles of flat corn or bean fields: if you run out of gas, you’re really stuck; if you make a wrong turn, it’s hundreds of miles before the next sign will tell you. In the wilderness you are locked out, so to speak, of all the usual coping mechanisms in your life: the morning coffee, the cell phone (and certainly the land line as we now say), the carpeted floor and the central heat, the pictures of family and friends surrounding you, your favorite books, the afternoon pipe, the good meal, the evening glass of wine. Here, where you went to school, how much money you make, how many people take orders from you—none of this matters. For animal lovers, the good news is there are wild beasts as companions, but the bad news is they’re just as likely to consider you a meal than consider you a friend. This is the dwelling place of forces hostile to God, the residue of the primeval chaos that threatens human life. Managing the anxiety, panic, and terror takes all your energy to do, and they all seem to be gaining on you. Life is stripped down to nothing but you and your Maker.

To be in the land of wilderness is to be in the place of intense vulnerability, the place where there’s no recourse left but to rely on the invisible God and the invisible God alone. Think of the people of Israel traveling for forty years in the wilderness after God delivered them from Pharoah’s oppression in Egypt. The only permanent thing in their life was the promise from God through Moses that some day they would get to the land of milk and honey—why they called it Promise Land. It wasn’t long into their trip, if you remember from Exodus, before the people began wondering why they had let Moses persuade them to leave Egypt in the first place—they may have not have been free there, but at least they got two solid meals a day and a roof over their head. In the wilderness they didn’t know where and when their next meal would come, how they would care for their children, their parents, themselves. And this future land of promise Moses spoke of was just a dream, something they could only imagine when Moses spoke of it. Yes, God had delivered them from the Egyptians and made a way for them through the Red Sea, but the question that would rise in the people’s minds and hearts again and again, was “where is God now, and where will God be tomorrow (when I need him), and next week, and next year, and on and on?” The total dependence of your life on a power outside of yourself caused great anxiety in the Israelite people, even though each time there was a need God repeatedly kept his promise to provide for them. As American Christians, most of us grow up hearing the phrase, or having it taught to us somewhere, that “God helps those who help themselves.” Which in many ways plays into a kind of social Darwinism or unchecked capitalism: “Eat or be eaten,” or “Help yourself to as much as you can take—the more you take, the better off you’ll be!” When God provided manna in the wilderness for the people, God warns against just this!: Taking more than the amount you need for today—in fact, the manna, as nourishing and fresh as it was for that day, always spoiled by the following day, so you could only take from God what you needed for one day; then God would provide manna the next day for that day, and so on. The Israelites’ faith was tested over and over, but despite the daily assurance that God was with them giving them what they needed each new day, more often than not they succumbed to the anxiety that trusting God meant their life was out of their hands. Now you and I understand that anxiety all too well, and involve ourselves in the world of retirement plans, social security benefits, college funds for the kids—all these things are okay, even good, but let us beware of that subtle force encouraging us to think that more for us and less for someone else is God’s will. And together, let us work on resisting the world’s anxiety over having enough stuff—it is projected onto us every day of our lives, but the Christian ethic, odd as it is, is to resist the anxiety, and trust that God provides enough each new day. And if we’re completely honest, the breath that comes out of us, the movement of our limbs, the firing of the synapses in our brains, all these we rely on God to keep going in us each new day—we cannot trust in ourselves to help ourselves do these things, but trust in God who sustains us each new moment, each new day, each new week.

The other consideration with the “God helps those who helps themselves” theology is what if you are unable to help yourself? For the young and the old, those with handicaps and disabilities, for those overwhelmed by an addiction—they are powerless, unable to help themselves—do they then deserve no help from God? I love Henri Nouwen’s observation that the reason cultures like to put members of society with mental and physical handicaps in marginalized institutions is because they remind us too blatantly of our own handicaps, our own hidden disabilities, our own secret addictions, our own frailty and mortality—so what does the culture do? It denies the whole thing by putting them where people are least likely to see. Or if a few make it out on the streets, we can secretly feel more competent and powerful, and wonder why they just don’t help themselves.  

This is the wilderness Jesus enters for forty days—a place no less vulnerable, no less isolated, no less of a testing ground for Jesus’ trust God and resistance to anxiety than Israel’s.

The second understanding of wilderness in God’s geography may seem strange, but it’s the place of honeymoon between God and Israel in their long and complex history together. The prophets Hosea and Jeremiah used wilderness to name the special time and place when there was no contentiousness but only trust between God and Israel. No priests, no judges, no prophets, no kings, no Pharisees or Sadducees or scribes stood in the way of God and God’s special people—just that pure unadulterated relationship of mutual trust and interdependence. The wilderness is ironically where Israel knew just how near, how close, how intimate God is—in the wilderness the invisible God is most present. The terror of daily dependence becomes the joy of daily gifts: manna from the ground, birds from the sky, water from the rock, the word spoken and the word heard. 

This too, is present in Mark’s gospel: It’s God’s Spirit that drives Jesus into the wilderness, the place of testing where God is most near. The wilderness is where angels will wait on Jesus. 

Each of us here knows that the stories of Israel’s wilderness and Jesus’ wilderness are also the stories of our wilderness. They are places of transition, change, conflict, and struggle. In a way, Lent is the season that marks these places in our lives. We are tempted to ask “why us?” and “just where is God present in the midst of it all?” To this, let us consider God’s response from Scripture: The wilderness shows us the truth of who we are without all the trappings the world gives or doesn’t give us—that our life belongs to God. What’s more, we can trust God with it.
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