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Going to the Wilderness

As a priest when the world seems to be crumbling around me. When it feels as though things couldn’t get
any worse. Even more so when someone comes to me in the midst of suffering and pain, or loss and
tragedy. I am always somewhat hesitant to respond by saying let’s, or I’ll, pray about it. It always feels as
though it’s not enough. It feels as though the offer of prayer may come off as disingenuous, superficial,
even inadequate for the weight of all we are experiencing in our lives and our world. But, what if prayer is
exactly what we need?

This Sunday as we find Jesus, where he always is on our First Sunday Lent, out in the wilderness. Freshly
baptized, filled with the Spirit, and sent out to combat the devil face to face, mono e mono. It also feels
somewhat inadequate, maybe even futile. I mean this is Jesus we’re talking about. The son of God. Whom
we are told is perfect. What does it mean for a sinless God child to face the temptations of sin. But, if
Jesus is both the son of God and the son of man, then it might actually be completely necessary work for
Jesus to take on. Especially as he is about to embark on his ministry. Work that will allow him to be fully
present, embodied, and prepared for the good, holy, and hard road of ministry that is ahead of him. And,
more so it seems right and fitting that this work be carried out in the wilderness. A space that is both
breathtakingly beautiful, assuredly sacred, while still terrifyingly dangerous and unpredictably wild.

As Spirit leads Jesus out into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil for forty days and forty nights. He
is being called to gaze into the eyes of the beast that is temptation. Required to confront his own demons
head on. And asked to listen to the voice of the devil reverberating in his ears. In a way that actually, and
necessarily, allows him to fully address all the ways in which he has been and will be tempted. All the
ways in which others, the world, and his own desires can and will call him to turn away from God, from
his community, and from living out a life rooted in Divine grace and love.

What if prayer was about more than simply being still, grinding the knobby bones of our knees into the
hard wood of the floor, or pleading for the needs we imagine only God can fulfill. What if prayer was
actually about whole hearted living. Fully embodying what it means to be created in the image of God.
Embracing the inextricable truth that we are so intimately connected to one another and all creation. The
infamous shame and vulnerability researcher, viral TEDtalk speaker, author and podcast host Brene
Brown recently argued that we, as a nation, are facing a Spirituality crisis. Arguing that we have turned
away from our understanding of what Spirituality is, and how we live it out in our daily lives. Spirituality,
as Brown defines it is, “recognizing and celebrating that we are all inextricably connected to each other
by a power greater than all of us, and that our connection to that power and to one another is grounded in
love and compassion.”

If prayer had the power to connect you more fully to yourself, to God, and to one another would it change
how you thought about it? Or more so how you participated in it?

In her book “Braving the Wilderness”, Brene Brown states that tragically, “Right now we are neither
recognizing nor celebrating our inextricable connection. We are divided from others in almost every area



of our lives. We’re not showing up with one another in a way that acknowledges our connection.” Instead
we are dividing ourselves into fractions. Surrounding ourselves only with people, media, and ideas that
look, sound, and feel like “me”. Neglecting to  embrace what Jesus taught us, that it’s about we.

We may be in the midst of spiritual crises, as a nation, and as the human race. If we want to address this
crisis we are going to need to find a way to reconnect with the belief, and reinforce the fact, that we are
inextricably connected to one another. And reclaim the truth that we are all God’s creation, God’s
children, God’s beloved community. We cannot deny that this world is full of pain, heartache, trials and
tribulations. And, as Jesus found in the desert, full of temptations, sins, and demons that are constantly
vying for our attention. Attempting to lure us away from one another, and towards fear, selfishness, hate,
and ideological bunkers.

But, this, I believe, is where prayer comes in. Because prayer can allow and empower us to face the
discomfort of an unknown future, to sit with the pain that is the uncertainty of this life, to embody the
vulnerability of our uncontrollable universe. And, it may be one of the most powerful tools we have at our
disposal. As we seek to live into the fact that we are so completely inextricably linked to one another. In a
way in which our survival, our future, our hope lies. In our ability to stand both in shared pain and in
shared joy together. As John O’Donhue, the beautiful Irish poet and priest put it, “Only holiness will call
people to listen now. And the work of holiness is not about perfection or niceness; it is about belonging,
that sense of being in the Presence and through the quality of that belonging, the mild magnetic of
implicating others in the Presence….This is not about forging a relationship with a distant God but about
the realization that we are already within God.”

This Lent, during our Wednesday night Soup Suppers, we will take five weeks to look at the varied forms
and practices of prayer that are available to us. Our Book of Common Prayer defines prayer as
“responding to God, by thought and by deeds, with or without words.” This Lent I pray that we make time
and space to quiet our hearts, our minds, and our bodies. Room that will allow us to go to the wilderness
so that we can respond to God’s call. Jesus, in our Gospel passage today, makes real for us that going to
the wilderness takes real courage. Because it asks us to be fully present with ourselves, in a way that
reveals who we truly are. Here solitude offers a space where we can lean into the vulnerability required to
brave the wilderness. It is dangerous for sure. There are beasts and creatures we may have never even
known were there, for sure. But, there are also completely breathtaking views and a peace like no other
when you are able to stand on that sacred ground, with steady feet, that root you not only to this earth, not
only to yourself, but to all of creation. Allowing us to see and know how inextricably connected we are to
everything and everyone. As we make space, time, and room to know ourselves. And our truth. The truth
that the pains of this world can only be shouldered in our ability to come together, and the joys of this life
can be more fully celebrated in our ability to share them with one another. This Lent, I pray as we journey
together through various forms and practices of prayer that you are able to find what speaks to your heart
and fills your soul. As we seek to more fully open ourselves to the power of prayer, the power of God, and
power of connection to one another as the Body of Christ.


