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Well, it’s Lent now, and since Lent is, after all, a season of repentance, I’m 
going to start this sermon with a confession.  We don’t know each other 
well, so I’m counting on your to go easy on me with this.  Given that Allen 
is perhaps one of the most forgiving and understanding friends that I 
have, and you have called him as your rector, I figure I’m in safe territory 
here. 

And here is my confession: over the past six months or so, I really 
haven’t so much been going to church.  This might not sound like such a 
monumental confession to all of you, but in case you haven’t noticed I’m 
actually a priest.  In September my husband and I sold most of our 
worldly possessions so that we could take six months off together and 
one of my big goals was to go to church:  To see what it was like from the 
pews again after four years of being behind the altar, to sing with the 
choir, to sit in the very back row.  Oh I had big plans. I was going to go to 
church every week, and in between Sundays I was going to spend my 
days reading all the books I never had time to read when I was working: 
books by great theologians, church historians, mystics, and teachers.   
What did I do instead?  On Sundays I spent the morning doing the NY 
Times Crossword and during the week I read Twilight.  I do feel smarter 
now, but only because of the crosswords. 

I did go to church on Christmas Eve.  Because come on – it was Christmas 
Eve!  But I couldn’t help but notice that I was one of those people that 
only go to a place on Christmas Eve and the regulars were probably 
looking at me thinking, “she’s sitting in my pew!!”  I sang my heart out on 
those Christmas Carols anyway, even though I felt like there was a big 
flashing arrow over my head letting everyone know I’d been sitting 
around in my pajamas all Advent they had been preparing for Jesus.  But 
despite that little twinge of guilt I went right back to my dry spell and 
haven’t really been back since.

So this Sunday marks my official re-entry to the church world.  I am 
employed again, and I’ll be visiting churches around Rhode Island as a 
supply priest on Sundays while during the week I’ll work as the director 
of our diocesan camp and conference center.  I’m very happy to be 
jumping back into this with you all.  I thought in preparation for this re-
entry I’d go ahead and go to a service this past Wednesday in order to 



“get my Lent on” as I told my husband.  That was a sacrifice for me too, 
let me tell you, because I interrupted a brief visit with my 18month old 
niece in order to go to church.  She just started hugging a couple of 
weeks ago, which is just about the best thing in the whole world.  So I 
gave up baby hugs to go to church.  

But it was really important for me to be at that Ash Wednesday service, 
because it helped me to remember how much I don’t care for Lent.  (And 
if you are now wondering why Allen has asked his non-church going, 
Lent-hating priest friend to come and preach today I don’t blame you.)  
But it’s always good for me to come clean about not liking Lent because 
that’s how I end up really benefitting from it.  I suspect I’m not alone in 
my Lent aversion, because it takes a special kind of person to look 
forward to a season of penitence.  I’m much more of a Christmas Eve 
kind of girl.  And I love me some Easter.  Pentecost.  You know, the really 
joyful times in our church year.  But forty long days of repentance and 
fasting and the Lenten hymns…?  Not so much.  In fact, I think a perfect 
Church calendar would be Christmas Eve, baby hugs, Easter.  I would like 
this morning’s gospel to only contain this beautiful baptism story in the 
Jordan River.  When we have this mountaintop experience, the heavens 
break open, the dove comes down from heaven, and there is the 
undeniable and extraordinary presence of God at the beginning of 
Christ’s transformative ministry.  But we aren’t so lucky.  Instead – with 
the water still glistening on Jesus’ forehead he is immediately driven into 
the wilderness by that same Spirit that had just descended on him like a 
dove.  No post-baptism brunch for Jesus.  And we are immediately 
plunged into a different experience, wandering through the wilderness, 
and facing our demons.  

So of course there are at least some of us who dread this season a little 
bit.  Because who in their right mind wants to head into the wilderness?  
If anything I think we go to incredible lengths to avoid the wilderness in 
our culture, allowing ourselves any number of distractions, obsessions, or 
addictions to try and keep the wilderness at bay.  And I can hardly blame 
us for wanting to numb out a little bit because being in the wilderness – 
facing whatever is in there that we are most afraid of – it is extremely 
uncomfortable.    So we do everything we can to avoid our wilderness:  
we drink. We shop.  We sit in front of our computer screens until our eyes 
are dry and tired.  We play angry birds.  We watch Keeping up with the 
Kardashians.  We shove our bodies full of food that’s so terrible for us, 
and then sometimes we force it back out.   We look desperately at 
anything and everything else around us that will keep us from looking 
directly into our darkness.  And then, as if being afraid of our own fears 



isn’t enough, we get a little twitchy when we are around others who for 
whatever reason weren’t able to avoid their wilderness.  Because of 
course, being fully present with someone else while they are wandering 
through their own wilderness serves as an all too clear reminder that we 
are always just on the periphery of our own.  This is just part of being 
human – that it is very hard for us to be present when there is deep 
longing, profound loneliness, or raw fear.  

I have experienced this aversion to wilderness first hand lately because a 
good, good friend of mine very recently discovered that her body is 
ravaged with cancer.  She is active and healthy and beautiful and as 
young as 55 could possibly be and it seems so impossible that she might 
be dying.  Her husband, also young and healthy and vibrant, dropped 
dead unexpectedly over ten years ago and that somehow makes her 
illness that much more devastating because of the sheer unfairness of it 
all.  She has had half of her insides taken out in a seemingly impossible 
surgery and she is, even as we sit here, in the midst of the longest, 
hardest recovery that I have ever seen, and with no promise that the 
cancer will be gone for good. I have sat with her in recent weeks in her 
hospital room while she writhes in pain, have looked her in the eyes when 
she holds my hand and says “this is so hard” and in those moments I 
can’t help but notice how I itch for escape.  It mystifies me that I could 
simultaneously want to do anything in the world for her and so 
desperately want to run from her side and away from all of her pain.  And 
I’ve been trained to be present with people in these very moments!  But 
all the training in the world can’t make the wilderness any brighter.  Our 
humanity is with us always, and consequently so is our most natural 
inclination to flee from discomfort and pain: ours and that of others.  

I wonder if Jesus had that inclination too.  I wonder if he was afraid to go 
into the wilderness.  Our gospel story just doesn’t give us enough 
information today.  Did Jesus fight with the Spirit?  Did he weep on his 
way into the darkness?  Was he afraid that he wouldn’t come out?  Did he 
plead for just a quick glass of wine to take the edge off his meeting with 
Satan or did he try to grab John’s hand as he left the river, begging for a 
little distraction as he faced his fate?  He was human.  We know he felt 
pain, we know he knew heartbreak.  So was he like us  - wanting only to 
rejoice in his baptism instead of facing his mortality?

Left to my own conclusions I’d like to think that he was a little bit afraid.  
I always like to think that Jesus is just a little bit like we are because it 
gives me greater hope that we can be a little more like Jesus.  So yes, I 
think he might have dreaded the wilderness just a bit.  He might have 



preferred to do something else in that moment.  But not knowing for sure 
I can’t dwell on his trepidation.  I can only take note of the fact that he 
went – that he was driven – to wilderness.  And maybe he dreaded having 
to go because he was human, but perhaps he knew what awaited him 
because he was divine.  Perhaps he knew – unquestioningly – that God 
would be with him in the wilderness in every single moment, when we 
humans are so prone to forget.  

Because of course God was with him in the wilderness.  It says it right 
here in the text- though I think I have missed it before because I’m so 
focused on his being driven into the wilderness in the first place- but it 
says right here, six short words:  “and the angels waited on him.”  This 
time around that one little line stopped me in my tracks, the image of it 
taking my breath away.  Have I really never heard that before? In all my 
years at church did I never embrace the image of Jesus surrounded by 
angels?  Or am I so programmed to be afraid of the wilderness that I 
forget how magnificently grace abounds there?   

Fear just comes so naturally to us.  I think it’s why coming to church is so 
important, and I can say that now that I’ve explored other alternatives.  I 
think we need constant reminders to choose faith and love instead of 
fear.  That’s why we need Lent.  So we know that while part of life is 
wading into and out of the wilderness, we also know that we will not be 
consumed by that wilderness.  Instead we have a gracious and merciful 
God who sends angels to wait on us there.  
So maybe this Lent we can try to remove a layer of the distraction that 
keeps us from the wilderness – our own or that of our loved ones.  Not 
everyone likes to take on a Lenten discipline, or give something up, and 
you certainly don’t have to choose that this year either, Lord knows I 
won’t be around to check up on you.  But if you do choose to take on a 
practice, or give up a vice, I’d like to encourage you to make it a 
meaningful one.  I would also encourage you, especially if you are giving 
something up, to notice what comes up for you when you don’t have that 
thing you have sacrificed.  Don’t rush to replace it with something else.  
Because giving up dessert doesn’t mean that you can just drink more 
wine.  Instead, whatever your Lenten practice, invite yourself into the 
wilderness a little.  Realize what it is that you are most afraid of, and 
spend some time with that fear. And maybe, just maybe you will spend 
this Lent with angels that you don’t have time to notice in the busy-ness 
of our normal lives.   Maybe you will find yourself closer to God, more 
able to love, more present to those who are wandering through 
wilderness themselves.  What a glorious resurrection it will be if at the 
other end of these forty days we are living with less fear and more 



openness.  If we can have a fuller understanding that baptism and 
wilderness, repentance and resurrection are all bound up together in our 
messy lives.  And maybe we can grow to move more seamlessly between 
the two.  

Welcome to Lent, friends.  Welcome to baptism, and open heavens, and 
baby hugs.  Welcome to ashes, and fasting, and repentance.  Welcome to 
the wilderness: there are angels here.  

Amen. 

  


