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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
I think it might be fair to say that, for the most part, people aren't big fans of wilderness. Sure, you might spend a 
weekend camping, or going on hikes in the great outdoors, but overall I'd imagine that most of us are thankful that 
being in the wilderness isn't a permanent reality. 
 
If anything, we do all we can to avoid it in lots of other ways. Like in what our society values the most when it comes to 
design -- that all around us we want clean streets, an abundance of sidewalks, town centers and shopping malls, highways 
and subdivisions. When there are open, green areas, they are cultivated in such a way that "wilderness" would never 
begin to describe it. 
 
And in those subdivisions and neighborhoods, we do even more to tame what little wilderness is left. I know personally 
how content I am when I finish making a yard as far from wilderness as it can be -- cutting the grass, weed whacking the 
edges, cleaning up the leaves and the trimmings, and I'm left with straight lines, perfectly manicured blades of grass, not 
one piece of mulch out of place. It's wonderful, but it's manufactured. It isn't real. It certainly wouldn't look like that if I 
didn't put all the effort into making it so. 
 
These kinds of efforts and preferences might reflect something deeper, though, and perhaps it isn't just the outdoors 
part of the idea of wilderness that isn't appealing -- it might be the lack of control, the apparent absence of order. We're 
generally ok with lawns that are cared for, or neat, cut-out walking paths in the woods, but the second the grass gets too 
long or the pathway ends, we bust out the lawnmower to fix the overgrowth, and we turn around to the safety of the 
cut-out path, to the places where we feel comfortable, returning to what we already know. Clearly the feelings these 
experiences evoke apply so many other places in our lives, and any notion of what it's like to be lost in the wilderness 
bears with it a heavyweight metaphor -- that many times when we crave control, order, and safety, we're hoping once 
more to tame some sort of wilderness in our lives. 
 
For many, to be in the wilderness is to be outside our comfort zone. Away from our sense of normalcy. Threatened by 
something that doesn't go to plan. Surprised in a way that might unsettle us. It might be so strange for us to end up in a 
place like this or in a time in our lives that encompasses these feelings that we immediately reject it -- but when we when 
we ourselves are in the wilderness -- when we can't seem to find anything familiar, when everything is outside our 
influence or control, when we don't know when to turn, we just might find God waiting for us there. 
 
And for all of the wilderness we might try to avoid, it may be the true and living God whom we are trying to avoid. 
Because it is easier to think of God as the god who exists and operates only in times of comfort or plenty or contentment, 
or a god who only promises that things will be easy, but that is not the God who has been revealed to us from the 
beginning. We worship a different God: 
 
We worship the God who freed Moses and the Israelites from captivity in Egypt, leading them to a wilderness place. Our 
God was with them as they wandered, they who needed direction to turn from their ways of idolatry -- and their desire 
to be in control -- and turn back to their God. 
We worship the God who brought Elijah back from the brink of death when he didn't know what to do or where to go 
-- the God who provided the sustenance and the rest to go on. 
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We worship Jesus who withstood temptation in the wilderness and knew God more deeply through it. And we worship 
the Spirit who led him there, to this place that we probably would not choose to visit -- let alone remain -- voluntarily. 
But until we know what it is like to be in a place where there is no control, where we do not find comfort, when we are 
not strong, we will never truly know what it means to depend on God, to find our comfort in God, to find our refuge in 
God. 
 
In this season of Lent, we are especially asked to turn again to God -- and I might add, to turn to the places in which we 
might come to find God and be found by God -- in our prayers, in giving alms, in fasting, in repenting and confessing 
our sins, and perhaps even by venturing into the wilderness, to those places where we must give up our desire for 
control, power, comfort, and our own glory that we might grow in our dependence on God. We see this best in Christ 
Jesus -- he who sought not his own will but became obedient to God even through his Passion; he who gave up his power 
for the sake of the world he came to save; he who gave up his comfort as he was nailed to the cross;  and he who looked 
not for glory but to abide in and depend on God, the God who could rescue him even from death. 
 
We who seek to follow Christ and be like him in his faithfulness must look upon his courage in the wilderness and 
embrace the fact that it may be to that very place that our following of him requires us to go. To the places that are 
uncomfortable or different for us. To places that are new and untested. To experiences that are challenging and 
difficult.  
And once we decide to follow Christ there, we must resist our own temptations to tame what we find there -- because 
consciously or subconsciously, it can be our tendency to avoid the God who makes himself known in the wilderness just 
as much as we avoid the wilderness itself. Often we prefer the straight lines of the Christian faith, not the overgrowth; 
the safety of the cut-out path, not the messy and wondrous places where God truly may  be asking us to go. 
 
I encourage you, then, in this season of Lent, to follow Christ into the wilderness -- to be drawn to places that bring new 
experience, to go into the unknown, to a place in your life in which the Spirit may lead you -- or drag you kicking and 
screaming -- that you might know in a new way what it means to look not to our notion of control as comfortable but to 
cast your eyes upon God as comfort; to look not to our routines that we might be consistently fed but to depend on God 
who provides daily bread and manna in the wilderness that we might be sustained through him; to look not to our own 
desires to find a sense of fulfillment and contentment but to God who is our stronghold, the one in whom we put our 
trust, and the one who leads us through the wilderness, leads us even through the midst of death, that in him we might 
come to know true and lasting joy in the life eternal. 
 
Amen. 

 


