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I'm going to tell you something you probably already know. And that is, as a minister, I love doing 
baptisms! I mean, what could be better? Either, with a baby in my arms, walking among you while 
proud, loving parents stand by, or standing there with a youth or an adult who has just made this new 
commitment in their lives, what could be better? For clergy types, like me, what could be better than 
getting to enact both the reality in which we all live, the love of God that claims each and every one as 
a beloved son or daughter, and the response, the commitment that that knowledge calls forth in us. I 
mean, if baptism is initiation into the church, into the body of Christ, then that is what we are initiated 
into, isn't it? ...a community that seeks to live together with each other and with the world, lives that 
reflect that reality of God's love that claims each one. What's better than that?! 
 
And here's the thing, once we know that we are part of that reality, once we claim the meaning of our 
baptism, we'll understand something else about our lives that's crucial, and that we may not have 
realized, and that is, God will never leave us alone. God will never leave us alone when we're lonely 
and feeling forsaken, despairing, grieving. And, God will never leave us alone, even when we really 
want to be left alone! So, you see, the church has long understood that being baptized means you have 
a lot of work to do, both inner and outer work. After all, our model is Jesus! 
 
Just look at today's text. Jesus is baptized which, as Mark tells it, means times-a-wastin' you have some 
work to do! I mean, look at this. It had to be one of the best days of his life. He had just been baptized. 
And then, as he's coming up out of the Jordan River, he sees the heavens torn apart and the Spirit 
descending on him as a dove. Which remembering what the dove meant for Noah is a way of saying 
that he felt himself filled with the life and the love and the peace of God. He hears a voice claiming 
him, “you are my beloved Son; with you I have well pleased...” you are my pride and joy. That had to 
have been a pretty good day. But, the water hadn't even quit dripping off his hair, or running down his 
leg when the Sprit “drove him,” not led him, “drove him out into the wilderness where he would be 
tested and tempered, tempted by Satan and out with threatening wild beasts. Immediately, the Spirit 
drove him, as if to say enough standing around, there's work to do, some vital inner work and then the 
outer work.   
 
Life after baptism is probably what this story is all about for us. Sometimes it's a wilderness. The 
wilderness, for Jesus, was probably the desert south of Jericho, where the Jordan River feeds into the 
Dead Sea. You can see for miles in every direction there, and it is all sand-colored: the hills, the rocks, 
the brush, and the scorpions. It is also very quiet, both because the sand absorbs sound and because 
there are not many living things to make any noise.  Barbara Brown Taylor has noted that if you sit for 
awhile by yourself there “you will soon notice a mechanical humming between your ears, roughly 
equivalent to the sound of a small electric clock. This is the sound of your nervous system at work, 
with all its elaborate wiring and sparking synapses. Once you have gotten used to it, you will begin to 
notice how much noise you make when you breathe.  Your lungs might as well be fireplace bellows, 
with all that wheezing in and out.” 
 
She also tells of a “man who went on a camping trip in the badlands of South Dakota near the Rosebud 
Indian reservation. The first night he could not sleep, he said, for the beating of native drums. The 
second night he discovered that the drum was inside his own chest.” But, not everyone's wilderness is 
quiet, is it? For many of us, wilderness seems much more like a jungle with cackling birds, and 
buzzing insects, growling bears and  screeching mountain lions. For many of us it feels more like 
noise and clutter than it does quietness and space. And all that senseless noise is disturbing enough 
during the day, but it's a whole different thing in the darkness, isn't it? In the darkness, sometimes it 
becomes hard to tell the difference between the sounds of those wild beasts and the endless tapes 
playing in our heads. And given the choice, I think I'd prefer a growling bear. At least then I'd know 
exactly what I am dealing with. But, the thing that's usually farthest from our mind when we're in our 



wilderness is that God has anything at all to do with it. In fact, it can feel like the opposite, can't it, that 
somehow God has left us alone to struggle.  
 
But, this story in Mark says just the opposite. It says God has everything to do with it. It says that it 
was not the world or the Enemy that drove Jesus into the wilderness; it was the holy spirit of God. Its 
life after baptism, see? We're baptized so we have work to do! We're baptized, which as Mike 
Slaughter says, means “we're dead, buried, and out of the way!” Which means nothing is about us, 
anymore. It's all about Christ's love for each one. It's all about reaching out in love and acceptance to 
each one where they are, because we're dead, buried, and out of the way. But, the fact is, it's also a 
lifetime's work getting ourselves out of the way, isn't it? We're baptized, which means we have some 
inner work to do. 
 
Listen, again to this story. The wilderness turns out to be good news! You see, despite the struggles of 
temptation he faced there, and despite all the threatening things he confronted there, the “wild beasts,” 
be they beasts without, or tapes within, it was there that he learned that God's angels, God's messengers 
would feed him all he needed in life. He is fed on the Word of God. What else would God's 
messengers feed him on? He is fed on God's eternal speaking forth of love through creation, through 
his scriptural tradition and through his own mind and heart. And then, even in the face of John the 
Baptist's arrest, he goes forth speaking that same word of God's love. “The time is fulfilled, and the 
Kingdom of God has drawn near; repent and believe in the good news.”  
 
So, according to Mark, Jesus' experience in the wilderness is essential to everything that comes after it! 
It is the great wellspring of both Jesus' humanness and his holiness. And after he came out of it, he did 
not leave it behind. He carried it with him, inside him thereafter. And indeed, not only did he not try to 
avoid it thereafter, but he sought it out intentionally...to keep learning of the faithfulness of God, to 
keep grounding himself in the steadfast love of God known most clearly in the midst of threatening 
forces...in the wilderness. You see, after his experience in the wilderness, he wasn't afraid of anything. 
The wilderness turns out to be good news! 
 
There's a great story that goes like this: Once there was a seeker of truth that came to a saint for 
guidance. “Tell me, wise one, how did you become holy?” “Two words.” “And what are they, please?” 
“Right choices.” The seeker was fascinated. “How does one learn to choose rightly?” “One word.” 
“One word! May I have it please?” the seeker asked. “Growth.” The seeker was thrilled. “How does 
one grow?” he asked. “Two words.” “What are they, pray tell?” “Wrong choices.” Our wrong choices 
are perhaps just the opportunity God needs to drive us into the wilderness; just the opportunity to give 
us that gift. For there, we can grow. There we can learn to rely on God's endless speaking forth of love, 
in creation, in our scriptures, and in our hearts and in countless other ways and countless other people. 
We can learn that we need nothing else. 
 
We have been baptized and so we know the true reality in which we live, and the Kingdom to which 
we are called. So, we have work to do. Friends, that's what this holy season of Lent is all about. In this 
season, the church seeks to provide us with a reminder to go again to our desert places; to seek out and 
remember the knowledge, the growth in faith, the courage that we gained there. Barbara Brown Taylor 
writes: “If Jesus' own life has anything to do with ours, then these deserts, these jungles, are God's own 
gifts to us. They are the Spirit's doing.  They are offered to us for our humanness, as well as for our 
holiness, if only we will sit down and register where we are.  Will you do that? Will you each one 
individually, use this season to remember whose you are, so that we as a church can be renewed in 
fulfilling the only reason we exist...to reach out in love to others where they are? If so, we can do that. 
We can reach out as Christ, for Christ's sake. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 


