
First Sunday in Lent – Year A – The Rev. Jennifer B. Cleveland – 2.26.23 

Lent IA: Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7; Psalm 32; Romans 5;12-19; Matthew 4:1-11 

Many years ago, I led a late March backpacking trip for a youth group during Spring Break. I was living on 
the East Coast near the Catskill Mountains. Some people in the group hadn’t been backpacking before, so 
we decided we didn’t want to be too adventurous. We would just go out for a couple of nights on one of the 
most well-traveled trails. Having grown up backpacking in the Cascades here in Washington, I figured the 
Catskills would be a piece of cake for us all. As mountains go, they are so old and worn that I have heard 
people refer to them as the ‘gentle grandfather’ of mountain ranges in the U.S. 

So we gathered early in the morning, everyone full of festive good cheer. Most of the first day was 
spectacular—blue sky overhead as we made our way along the sloped climb through the wooded trail. 
There was some snow on the trail, maybe up to a couple of inches deep here and there. Nothing 
unexpected. But you might know where this is going. Near the end of that first day, all of a sudden, the 
snow deepened. Dramatically. One minute, we were hiking along the trail, happily crunching our way 
through a little snow. The next minute, we were sinking in drifts up to our chests. The bright blue metal 
markers on the very well-marked trail were nailed to tree trunks about this high up, so as to be visible 
year-round. The snow was suddenly so deep, though, that it completely covered the trail markers. 

We were so well-prepared. Until we weren’t. The sun was beginning to go down and the weather had 
turned to a “wintry mix” of snow, ice and rain. We got up the next morning and began a hike for the next 
twelve hours to get down off of the mountain. We made it back, thanks to a couple of people driving on 
the dark mountain road late at night who stopped to pick us up in the pouring rain by the side of the road. 
It could have ended very differently. I have never thought of the Catskills as gentle or grandfatherly ever 
since. Or any other wilderness place, for that matter. I am a fan of the outdoors—but maybe not as much 
of a fan of the wilderness as I imagine. 

The wilderness that Jesus is led into by the Spirit is not a gentle or grandfatherly place, either. In Godly 
Play, the children’s Montessori-like formation program that we use here at St. A.’s, the wilderness 
stories—those experiences of the people of God that take place in the desert— begin with this 
reminder: the desert is a dangerous place. People do not go into the desert unless they have to. Of course, 
people in the Pacific Northwest go to the desert all the time, especially for the winter months, but 
not into the desert, without food and water, for forty days and forty nights—biblical language for a very 
long and indeterminate amount of time. 

We live in a place that is filled with God’s majesty, everywhere we look and go: the Salish Sea, a choice of 
beaches to walk on, forests paths, not one but two mountain ranges. We are surrounded by breathtaking 
wild spaces. Those who come here for the weekend or summer months come in search of the simpler pace 
and the wild, so very beautiful surroundings to soothe frazzled souls. 

Jesus’s experience is not a retreat to the woods, or to the mountains or to the beach—to the wilderness—to 
meet God and to become re-centered. In many gospel stories, Jesus does leave behind the mayhem of the 
crowd, in search of quieter places. But in this situation, at the start of his ministry, he doesn’t make the 
choice to go to the wilderness. He is led there by the Spirit. Notably, Jesus did not have a mountain-top 
experience while he was in the wilderness. We aren’t told about any amazing feel-good encounters with 
God during those forty days and night. He did not meet a gentle grandfather. Instead, we are told that he 
went into the desert and met the devil. It is a deeply paradoxical mystery that Jesus begins and ends his 
ministry without a strong sense of God’s comforting presence. By the end of Lent, we will hear that final 
cry, “My God, why have you forsaken me?” It seems to go against everything that I (we) want to believe, 
but there is something central about this wild and untameable God that we are asked to acknowledge 
today. “Wilderness is a necessity,” John Muir said, and while he might not have been talking about 
wilderness with today’s story of Jesus in the wilderness, it is true. 



That wilderness that Jesus was led into and was famished in, is not a destination that draws snow birds or 
weekend vacationers or anyone else looking for pleasure and refreshment. Rather, it is that most difficult, 
harsh, and lonely place we can find ourselves in—the place that we would not have chosen to go to on our 
own—where we wrestle with the most basic questions: How am I going to make it through—survive —this 
moment in my life? How do I make sense or meaning of this experience? What is the way forward? Is 
there a way forward? If you have been or are in that wilderness place, you know how harsh and exposed, 
how painful and vulnerable it is. 

Belden Lane has studied the spirituality of wilderness for a long time. (If you received Bishop Skelton’s 
email Lenten message this past week and looked at the list of suggested readings, many of his books are 
listed.) He has also studied the people who live in fierce landscapes, noting, “People…formed by 
mountains, desert, and tough terrain, celebrate, oddly enough, a sense of God’s indifference…to the petty, 
self-conscious desires that consume us.” And he goes on to say that “One of the scourges of our age is that 
all of our deities are housebroken and eminently companionable; far from demanding anything, they ask 
only how they can more meaningfully enhance the lives of those they serve.” I wonder if that is why the 
Adam and Eve story is paired with this gospel. As a stark contrast. For in the garden, Adam and Eve begin 
thinking that God is a sweet and gentle sidekick, housebroken and trained, eager to serve them. 

We don’t always or often talk about our inner wilderness experiences. They run so deep in the interior of 
our being. They are often the experiences that have most profoundly impacted us, but remain so deeply 
tender and difficult. We don’t get over them; they become essential to who we are and how we see the 
world. I am reminded of that startling revelation, after Mother Theresa’s death, that she wrote extensively 
of her experience of wilderness, of not sensing God’s loving and healing presence. Yet it drove her more 
deeply into being God’s heart. And maybe that is what is both strange and oddly comforting: that the 
untamed God of the wilderness “woos her children to a relationship of deeper maturity” as Belden Land 
says, “[where] the indifference of God turns out at last to be but another form of God’s insistent love.” 
(See Fierce Landscapes and the Indifference of God, Belden C. Lane, The Christian Century, October 11, 
1989) 

Last Sunday, we prayed together “that the Church may become…fearless of danger and reckless unto 
death, in the splendor of that Life which is the light of the world.” All of us who were here responded, 
“Receive our prayer.” If you weren’t here, you might be off the hook for whatever transpires. I am a little 
afraid of that prayer, if truth be told. We have asked the Spirit to lead us into the wilderness. I pray for the 
simple courage to go. 

 


