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GOSPEL READING Mark 1:9-15
9 In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in 

the Jordan. 10 And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens 

torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. 11 And a voice came 

from heaven, "You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased." 12 And 

the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. 13 He was in the 

wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and 

the angels waited on him. 14 Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, 

proclaiming the good news of God, 15 and saying, "The time is fulfilled, and the 

kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news."
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SERMON
Two weeks ago Bethany hosted something called the Winter Wander Nature 

Walk, down at the Consumnes Nature Preserve. We had a memorial service here 

that same day, and so I was not able to join the wanderers. I’d like to say that 

“having looked at pictures of the preserve online, some of them by very good, 

professional photographers, I have a decent idea of what I missed.” But if I’ve 

learned one thing as an amateur admirer of nature, it is that pictures simply 

cannot do justice—even if they are very good pictures—to the full sensory 

experience of having one’s feet in the dirt, sun beaming down on your arms and 

neck, the soft push of wind against your walk, the sounds of birds and bugs and 

beasts filling your ears … even the view—what the camera is supposed to be able 

to capture—is finally rendered static, cropped off, flattened out, when compared 

to the experience of being within nature.

A few weeks after I graduated from college, my friend Tommy and I set out on 

my first cross-country road trip. Along the way, we stopped for lunch at the 

Grand Canyon, which I had never seen before. 

With our homemade sandwiches and bags of chips, we sat down on the edge of 

this land’s most impressive scar, speechless 

for amazement, undistracted by the bustling 

crowds hovering all around us. For the hour 

or so that we were there, nothing short of a 

meteor landing on our little Toyota Tacoma 

could have distracted me from that view. 
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Before we got up to resume the road trip, I pulled out my little point and shoot 

camera—which was not incredibly nice, but certainly nice enough—snapped 

about two dozen pictures from every angle I could find, hopped back in the car 

and headed for California.
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I remember the first time I looked at these on a bigger screen … I was so 

disappointed … and until I started writing this sermon, I don’t think I’d ever 

looked at them again.

You just kind of have to be in it to fully appreciate nature. 

 It is not incidental, in my view, that in all four gospels Jesus’ ministry is 

preceded by some significant event that takes place out in nature—what the Bible 

calls ‘the wilderness,’ away from the city lights, surrounded by all the sounds 

and smells and company of God’s creation. In the synoptic gospels—Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke—Jesus actually spends a significant amount of time by himself 

out in the wilderness, among the wild creatures of the world. John’s Gospel skips 

the temptation part of narrative we read today, but not the wilderness altogether, 

for in every account, Jesus is baptized by John in the wilderness. John, you 

remember, is “a voice of one crying out … IN THE WILDERNESS … prepare the way 

of the Lord.”

And there is good, symbolic reason for this wilderness location at the beginning 

of the Gospel—the first books of the Old Testament document Israel’s 40 year 

journey in the wilderness, which begins by crossing through the waters of the 

Red Sea to escape slavery in Egypt and ends crossing through the waters of the 

Jordan River to enter the Majesty of God’s promised land. An entire generation—

by some accounts, the first generation of the nation of Israel is formed along this 

wilderness journey, between two countries, and without a land to call their own.
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There can be no doubt that all of this is purposefully recalled in Jesus’ baptism in 

the waters of the Jordan followed by 40 days and in the wilderness, for he is the 

one who will lead not just a nation, but all creation out of slavery and into the 

eternal promise of God. 

But there is still more revealed by this wilderness allusion, which begins our 

lenten journey—a journey this year, not of giving things up, but taking on new 

and life-giving practices. 

And so our first life-giving, LentOn practice, from the first chapter of Mark’s 

gospel, and already a part of the ministry of this church, is nature walks—or 

wilderness wandering. 

With a sermon title like that, it should come as no surprise that at least for today, 

we’re going to take up one side in a long-standing debate among Jewish folks, 

concerning the center of God’s revelatory activity to the children of Abraham. 

Some Jews find God most truly and clearly through the wilderness revelation at 

Mount Sinai: the revealing of the divine name, and the giving of the Law. This is 

our side — at least for today.

Other Jews say that they find God most truly and clearly in the promise of 

David’s eternal kingdom in Zion, which is just a religious name for the land 

given by God to Israel—usually centering on Jerusalem, the location of the 

Temple, which for ancient Israelites, is the dwelling place of God. 

Both Sinai and Zion—both wilderness and city—are held up positively in Biblical 

tradition, Old and New Testaments. As a whole the Bible cannot be said to value 

one over the other.
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But there are some Jews—and some Christians, actually—who call themselves 

Zionists and their cause Zionism—you’ve probably heard the term before. 

Zionists put most of their religious stock in the promise of land ownership, and 

kingdom or nation building. It’s not that they don’t care about God’s more 

nomadic activity in the wilderness at Sinai, but simply that their primary concern 

is for Zion, and Israel’s eternal presence there. 

And just like not all Christians are Evangelicals or millennialists or Calvinists, 

not all Jews are Zionists—there is a actually surprisingly large number of Jewish 

people, for instance, who go around protesting Israel’s occupation of Palestinian 

lands, in spite of those lands location in Zion. In other words, they don’t care that 

much about divine rights to a particular piece of property. They’re not 

renouncing their Judaism by protesting, but simply put more stock into the social 

instruction of their faith—the Torah or Law that was given to Moses and the free-

but-nationless people of God at Mount Sinai.

To my knowledge this non-Zionist group doesn’t have an official name—but for 

the sake of our sermon today, we’ll call them, wilderness wanderers.

Jesus, a devout Jew, seems to have been a wilderness wanderer. This doesn’t 

mean that he scorned the city—Jesus loves Zion—weeps for Zion. But it is 

through his wilderness wandering, where hierarchies of royal and commoner, 

elites and dregs have no standing, that Jesus reveals the final word on the 

identity and intention; the location and activity of God.
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God is not contained by our buildings. God is not accurately represented by our 

kings and rulers. God did not create a world of  stratified social classes and 

waring tribes and nations. 

That’s all our doing, a significant portion of which it is God’s sovereign intention 

to undo.

And so, before beginning his ministry in and around the city centers, the Messiah 

of God heads out to the wilderness … to be baptized by the counter-culture 

prophet John. He then descends even further into the wilderness to live among 

the non-nation building creatures of God’s world, and it is here and nowhere else 

in the gospel—feet in the dirt, sun beaming down on his arms and neck, the soft 

push of wind against his walk, the sounds of the birds and bugs and beasts 

filling his ears—it is here in the wilderness that Jesus finds himself ministered to 

by the angels—the entirely necessary precursor to what will come next, when the 

messiah returns to Zion, not to uncritically affirm, as we tend to do with our own 

land and our own people, but to confront and confound and call to repentance. 

It is also in the wilderness that Jesus is tempted by Satan—a detail Mark has no 

time to explain, but Matthew and Luke reveal as the temptation to what? — 

Dominion over the land, and security, status and power within it. 

But this is not why God has come among us in Christ. 

And so neither can it be what drives us as the people of God. 

We often think of the wilderness as a scary place … but maybe it is precisely this 

wilderness location, when he is saturated in the life-giving creativity of God, that 

strengthens Jesus to resist such universally human temptations.
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If we are to carry out Christ’s ministry within and among the nations of the 

world—that is, to confront systems of injustice and oppression, to confound the 

assumption of uncritical loyalty to manmade institutions and nations, to call 

ourselves and our societies to repentance—if we decide to tangle with all the 

stuff that threatens life as Christ did—then we ought first to ensure that we are 

deeply connected to the Source and giver of life—the God of all Creation—the 

God over every Nation. 

And how are we to do this?

Take a nature walk, or a wilderness wander, or a forrest bath … let your feet be 

grounded in God’s life-giving soil, sun shining down upon your arms and neck, 

warming your body along with every other body on this planet. Let the breath of 

God push softly, yes against your back, but also against your chest, ears filled all 

the while with the sounds of every God-given expression of life.

When we have done this, we will love God’s world. 

When we love God’s world, only then may we rightly love God, joining in 

Christ’s mission to redeem it all, even ourselves.


