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    On Ash Wednesday I tried something new.  I recently bought a Clergy Collar shirt and I wore 
it that night.  It was only the second time in 22 years of ordained ministry I have worn a Clergy 
collar shirt.  The first time was two years ago, here at Emanuel, we were celebrating Historical 
Sunday as part of our 125th anniversary.  Back then I had to borrow a collar shirt from Pastor 
Mike Fazio at Whitnall Park Lutheran.   
 
    Last week I got my own.  So, I wore it on Wednesday and everything changed.  I was now 
instantly identifiable to anyone and everyone as an ordained clergy.  I found myself hyper-
aware of every move I made, every word I said.   
 
    At a place where I grabbed a sandwich a lovely older couple sitting down next me said, “Good 
Morning, Father.”   On my commute to the office I drove extra carefully because if I cut 
someone off, it was clear that a Clergy person had done that.    All of a sudden the world 
changed drastically. 
 
    Today Mark tells the story of Jesus’ baptism and then immediately, as Mark likes to say, 
immediately everything changes for Jesus as the Spirit drives him out into the Wilderness.  
Mark doesn’t give us the details of Jesus’ encounter with the Satan.  We just hear how Jesus 
was in the wilderness for forty days, tempted by Satan; he was with the wild beasts; and the 
angels waited on him.    
 
    I think this gives us the opportunity to talk about the Wilderness.  Last year as part of 
Sabbatical I spent time in the Sonoran Desert in Southern Arizona.   I had signed up to complete 
3 weeks of work providing Humanitarian Aid to the migrants coming north across the border, 
working with a group called No More Deaths.   
 
   This Desert was the wildest place I have ever been.  Nights were very cold and we had no heat 
in our accommodations.  I would sleep in two layers of wool socks and pants, 5-6 layers of shirts 
and coats, under a 20 degree blanket, with hand warmers in my pockets.   That’s how cold it 
was.   And rugged, we slept on concrete floors with only a 1 inch mattress under us.   
  
    Days were Hot and we were traveling for hours on foot with sun beating down on us as we 
journeyed miles to drop food and supplies.  We used a 5 gallon bucket to go to the bathroom.  
We used solar energy to charge everything; this meant no light at night.   
 
    I had the first mild panic attack of my life during those days.  And to top it all off the guides 
kept reminding us to be careful if we got up at night -- because the population of mountain 
lions and Bob cats had been growing.  They assured us thankfully there hadn’t been any 
reported incidents that year.  It was one of the few times in 48 years of life I thought… I actually 
could die here.   



     We have all been in our own kind of metaphorical deserts; having to move away from family 
to a strange city, or strange country, helping the last child move out of the house, an extended 
illness of a family member, having to care for our children and our parents at the same time, an 
unexpected ultimatum from a loved one, a sudden death, we have known our deserts.   Some 
we have navigated fairly well, others we have tripped up miserably. 
     
    Jesus displays an ability to survive the desert of Temptation and the threats from wild beasts 
and by doing so our Savior sets an example for all of us.  It all begins here in Mark’s gospel with 
his baptism.  The Protestant Reformer Martin Luther in Germany, when he would find himself 
in a particularly low or transitional time would remind himself, “I am baptized, I am loved, I am 
God’s child.”  This assurance, this mantra gave Luther the courage to endure the many deserts 
he faced in his personal and public life.   
 
    We enter our own deserts with the assurance we are baptized into the family of God.  We are 
loved, we are God’s child.  It is a vital starting point to know who we are and be prepared to 
stand strong against harsh conditions in the wilderness, where we know some will seek to bait 
or seduce us.    
 
    When faced with temptation remember God’s promise.  In fact, turn to someone sitting close 
to you, someone who may be in a desert of their own right now and no one else knows it, look 
them in the eyes and say, “You are loved, you are God’s child.”  Baptism assures us no 
Wilderness has to be navigated alone when we are part of the body of Christ. 
 
    Finally, in this story Jesus embraces the Wilderness.  In this harsh place Jesus deciphers those 
who want to lead him astray, from the angels who are there to guide him to life.  And he stands 
firm in his convictions and his calling.  He realizes the Wilderness is a place all of us will have to 
pass through -- so he sets an example for us to follow.  We can fight it every step of the way, 
but if it is as harsh, and massive, and powerful as the Sonoran, we hardly stand a chance.  So 
Jesus embraces the wilderness.   Jesus walked the lonesome valley so that none of us who 
follow him will ever have to walk it alone again.  
 
    When we find ourselves in the wilderness, we can find hope in the good news that Jesus has 
gone to the wilderness before us and overcome the temptation and confusion that define 
wilderness places.  When we find ourselves in the wilderness; we find comfort in the knowledge 
that God will be with us, just as God, through the angels, was with Jesus.  When we find 
ourselves in the wilderness, we can find encouragement in the knowledge that when Jesus left 
the wilderness, he was more fully prepared for the life and ministry God set before him.  Just 
like Jesus, when we face and overcome difficult times, we can emerge stronger, more confident 
and more connected to God. 
 
   The wilderness is an unsettling place.  In rustles our soul; it confuses our routine.   But 
transformation comes in life’s wilderness experiences, when God begins to gently send angels 
of courage and hope, messengers with light to lead us.  God helps us discover our self again, in 



a new and faithfully improved form.   Then we find we are at the doorstep of new, resurrection 
life.   
 
  Welcome to Lent!  
 
Amen 

 


