
A common question that I have received as a pastor from people about God goes like this.  Why?  Why is this happening to me?  I’ve been a good person.  I’ve tried to live right, not out there getting drunk every night or slacking off on the job.  I’ve lived a good life, why is this happening to me?  And you can tell when this question is asked one thing.  That whoever is asking it, is in a wilderness that is very hard to understand.  Their whole view of the world is being challenged. 

The question of course reveals two assumptions.  Assumptions about God, about religion, and about the spiritual life.  Assumptions that are so deep that its hard to speak of them.  First of all, there is the subtle assumption is that if you are “religious” and if you “believe” that means that your Christian life will be in some way trying to be good.  And maybe even more importantly not doing things that are wrong.  And the second deeply held assumption is that if you live this good life, that God will keep you safe from that scary wilderness, where suddenly you’re not sure anymore of where you are going, or what you are doing, or what you’re life is about.  Our culture abounds in Christian philosophy that promises that being a Christian will lead to your “best life” or at least that increase and prosperity you’ve always wanted.

This belief system lies at the very core of our being, the very core of our self-understanding.  Probably the most obvious example of this kind of religion is found in our blending of religion and patriotism and our understanding of America and freedom.  The religious foundation of much of our culture is grounded in a religious doctrine called manifest destiny.  Many, many religious people came to this country convinced that if they built a society based on Christian principals and Christian values that God would be pleased and bless them with an abundance of land and prosperity.  When I was growing up this was probably the core of my Sunday School teaching.  Behind most of my Sunday school curriculum was a blending of American success, wealth and God.  We were blessed so much in America basically because we were good Christian believing people, and if we wanted to continue in that blessing we would have to continue being good people, proving our belief in God through our obedience to these Christian principals and values. 
If however we turned away from our core beliefs and values, our country and our success would begin to diminish.  And it doesn’t take much time if you listen to most of media driven Christianity and the voices of those Christians who are the loudest and most self-assurred, before you begin to understand that the problems and break-down of our culture, and our many, many other increasing problems are due, from this religious orientation, to the fact that in the end, as a nation, we have not been “good”.  Our decline, our “break down” as it is usually called is specifically caused by the fact that we have lost our Christian principals and our values.  This is simply assumed I believe, if not taught directly by the vast majority of people who would call themselves Christian in America.  
And so this wilderness experience of not knowing where to go or what to do or losing ones way, of finding ourselves increasingly in a world that is more and more terrifying is seen as a punishment from God to a nation that is no longer pleasing to God.  Our nation has “lost its way” we often hear.  This is the wilderness experience.  And furthermore, if we once again turn back to our Christian principals and values, understood primarily as “being good”, our wilderness experience will diminish and once again we will be restored to glory of once again being in charge.  This is backed of course with certain passages out of the Old Testament, specifically the book of Deuteronomy.

Its not hard to understand then, why so many people who I know have tried to be “good” have asked me, “Why is this happening to me?”, when their body or a relationship begins to breakdown.  This scary wilderness experience of losing ones way, shouldn’t happen to good people.  I remember the horrible experience of walking into a congregation members office once to tell her that she had just lost her husband in a car accident.  The first thing she said was, “What did I do wrong?”.  This just runs so deep.  Somehow in some way there are beliefs about how life works and what it means to be religious that causes us when the wilderness finally comes to us to think its because God is no longer pleased with us, and to think that if we’re good or faithful this shouldn’t be happening.

So our Gospel lesson today is an interesting one.  We are right at the beginning of the Gospel of Mark and the whole point of these first few verses has been to say that Jesus is the Good News, that He is what everyone has waited for.  John the Baptist has just baptized him and the heavens have opened up, the Spirit of God has descended on Jesus and a voice from heaven has said, “You are my beloved Son, with you I am well pleased”.  Not bad affirmation from God right?  This is the highest affirmation of anyone that the Bible gives us.  I am so pleased with you!  This is how we are to live.

 And of course we know what will happen next right?  Come on in God will say.  Join the the club.  Welcome to the good life!  Here’s you’re reward.  Success right?  Blessings right?  A comfortable and cozy relationship to God right?  Something good must happen right, at least a baptism party right?  You would think that if Jesus was so pleasing to God that God would reward him with some good thing.  

Well, it doesn’t happen that way for Jesus.  For the minute He is given this marvelous affirmation of how pleasing he is to God, immediately He is driven out into the wilderness.  The Greek word here means, “cast out”, or “thrown out” like you would get thrown out of bar, or the way you would toss out the garbage.  Jesus reward for being pleasing to God?  He is thrown to Satan and the wild beasts.  Baptism is supposed to save us from hell right?  That’s the common assumption.  Jesus baptism sends him into hell.  Thrown out into a terrifying world.  Into a world where he is not sure where to go or what to do, a very frightening and scary world, surrounded by evil and fear.


Life is like this.  Isn’t this how we come into the world at birth?  I use this analogy a lot but it bares repeating.  When God gives us life and we are born, it’s a scary thing.  Imagine your birth.  You’re all comfortable.  But suddenly you are thrust into a wilderness.  And people with masks are sticking things up your nose and slapping you on the behind, and hopefully you start breathing.  It’s traumatic.  I heard a story this week a calf that was born outside when it was 20 below.  You’re all warm and cozy then it’s 20 below and you’re all wet.  Just like that.  That’s what is happening.  And furthermore this is the work of the Holy Spirit.  Pretty wild.
And in that world he will be tempted.  And a severe temptation it will be.  The 40 days and 40 nights are a reference to the 40 year wandering in the wilderness after Moses led the people out from Egypt.  And all during that time what did the people want to do after they had been freed?  They wanted to go back.  They always wanted to live somewhere else than in the wilderness.  Jesus is thrown into the wilderness.  His temptation will be to want to live somewhere else.  That will be his temptation.  That is our temptation too.  To want to have a God that will lead us out of the wilderness rather than into it.  To want to have a God that will lead me away from evil, rather than a God who will help me face it.
And so the experience of “why me?”, the experience of a nation that seems to have lost its way,  needs to be re-examined.  For it seems here a least that when we have lost our way, and we don’t know quite where to go, or how to proceed, that this is not a sign that we are being punished or that we lack in faith, or that somehow that God is not pleased with us.  But that somehow we just might be exactly where we need to be.  That we are being led by the Holy Spirit.  To meet God and to meet each other.  Maybe when I am not so sure of where to go and what to do, I am more open to what it means to be connected to God and others in a more life giving way.  Maybe when I lose my way, I am actually beginning to find the way.  Maybe as I face the evil in myself and in my own nation, rather than constantly trying to avoid it or make it go away, I will find a kind of life that’s worth living.
I can only give you a little of my own experience.  As a pastor when I came out of seminary, I was pretty sure of myself, pretty sure of what I was about, and pretty sure of what I would be able to accomplish as a pastor.  I graduated with honors and I thought that I knew what I doing.  Almost immediately I discovered myself out in the wilderness, where what I thought would work didn’t.  And most of my career I haven’t been so certain about where to go or what to do.  I have encountered a few wild beasts too, in the church and in myself.  And often I have been tempted to leave this wilderness that the church can be, and to find a job where it would be far more clear what I was doing.

But all I can say is that slowly over time, out in the wilderness where you wonder “why me” a lot, and where you tend think that something must be wrong with you because you can’t quite get it all together, I have met other people.  Other wilderness travelers, so to speak.  Not so certain, not so sure.  But willing to listen and share what is happening to them in the wilderness of their own lives.  There’s a lot of wilderness out there.  Parenting, jobs, relationships, adolescence, aging.  The temptation is to want to escape rough and tumble of it.  But if you are willing to stay with people, and to not walk away when it gets difficult, you will find what God has in store for you.  Right here in the wilderness you will find the best life has to offer.  Amen.
