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“Beasts and Angels”

I’m going to start today with a confession – maybe it’s more of an admission.

Lent is confusing me this year and I am struggling with what to make of it.  The times in

my life where I was lost and confused or grieving and hopeless, this season of being in

the wilderness for 40 days with Jesus made perfect sense.  The time when I was 5-years

into pastoring a congregation that was yearning for spiritual depth and growth, studying

Jesus intently during these 6 weeks was an easy match for this season of spiritual

reflection.  But having just begun my relationship with this congregation, the excitement

of getting to know your hopes and dreams for the church and for your spiritual journey,

the newness of finding fun and creative ways to be in ministry with one another – this

season of wilderness and self-reflection and repentance doesn’t quite fit for me this

year.

Lent is an interesting season – a journey into the wilderness: a time of self-

reflection and preparation; a time of waiting and wandering; a time of improving our

spiritual health and perhaps even our physical health (if you are like many Christians

who use the time to refrain from chocolate or make a promise to work out more

regularly). Lent is a time of being intentional about our living; a time to prepare
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ourselves for that treacherous walk with Jesus through the streets of Jerusalem during

Holy Week and that blessed Easter morning when we discover the empty tomb.

Its paradox is that Lent is a season we embark on together as a church, yet one

that is so intensely personal.  We celebrate this time of preparation for Holy Week with

ashes and special songs, with Bible study and weekly worship, yet the spiritual journey

of Lent is often an inward journey that is ours to plod, alone with God, as we search out

what in our lives needs to be changed or redirected or deepened to prepare ourselves for

the journey to the cross and the amazing, awesome gift of the Resurrection.

Whether you are certain of what these next 6-weeks will mean for you, or

whether you are struggling with its purpose like me, ready or not, intentionally or not,

we begin our journey with Jesus, thrust into the wilderness.

This is where we begin:  with Jesus driven out into the wilderness; his clothes still

dripping wet from his baptism, the Spirit leads him out into the wild for 40 days.  He

was with the wild beasts and the angels waited on him.  We get such scant details about

this wilderness experience from Mark’s Gospel.  Both Luke and Matthew talk about

specific temptations, with a dialogue between Jesus and Satan.  He is tempted with

power, with authority, with might. But not here, not in Mark.  Jesus’ wilderness

experience is a deeply personal one; we are only left to guess about those 40 days and

nights, only knowing that he was with the wild beasts and the angels waited on him.

We know it was lonely; we know there were beasts; we know the strength of God’s

angels sustained him.



3

The wilderness is a desolate, lonely place, that for some may indeed be a physical

location, but for most of us represents a hard time in our lives when we felt scared,

alone, confused, and lost.  Being in the wilderness is a starkly lonely time - even if we

are surrounded by others. Our friends don’t quite get it, colleagues just don’t

understand, even our closest beloved partners struggle to really know what is going on

with us.  The wilderness is a strikingly lonely time.

The wilderness of grief and mourning; the wilderness of divorce and relationships

ending; the wilderness of job loss and financial uncertainty; the wilderness of addiction

and mental health issues; the wilderness of anxiety and fear; the wilderness of uncertain

health diagnoses and serious life circumstances that have no solution. Whether we have

ventured out there on our own, or we wind up there without knowing how on earth this

happened, or we made poor decisions, or we were cast off from the life we held so dear:

being in the wilderness is a hard, lonely time.

Once you live long enough, we all encounter these times of wilderness. As we

greet one another as brothers and sisters in Christ after worship, we know there’s a

depth to each one of our lives; a story that includes wilderness time. So I know you

know too well that often the hardest part is its lack of timeline; its open-endedness that

keeps you wondering when and sometimes even if, you will find your way out of it.

Either because there really is no solution in sight, or the emptiness of grief will not let

go, or there just is no personal progression; no proof that you are getting any closer the

end – its open-ended timeline is perhaps the wilderness’s most ruthless quality.
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Our time of Lenten wilderness is 40 days (46 if you count Sundays…).  Our time

of mourning Jesus’ death is three days.  Our time of Advent waiting for the Messiah is

four weeks.  Our church calendar has nicely slotted periods for us to wander in the

wilderness (Lent), mourn a tragic death (Holy Week), and wait for something we long

for deeply (Advent). It almost seems callous to have such trite start dates and end dates

to something as deep and hard as wilderness times; as if our emotions and spiritual

journeys were scripted and neat and predictable. Our Christian calendar has it neatly

contained, but we know our experience is much different.  When we are thick into it,

our faith is challenged, our very purpose for being is questioned, even the trust we put in

God is held to the test and we cry out with the psalmist – how long, O God?  How long?

When we find ourselves in wilderness times, as lonely and hard as they may be,

God sends us angels to sustain us with just enough to get us through.  Sometimes those

angels are everyday people, sometimes those angels come in the form of people of faith

who have gone before us; even those we read about in Scripture. The psalms are the

heart of the Bible; those poems of lament and anger, of pleading and longing, of

desperation, and finally, of praise and thanksgiving. The psalms give us a glimpse into

the secret wilderness of the faithful who have gone before us.  The psalms give us

permission to feel all sorts of feelings direct, directly at God.  They are an uninhibited

release of our inner struggles:  the fear that the wilderness is forever; the frustration that

we have already paid our due and this is not fair; the longing for a closeness with God

that just doesn’t come; the anger over the good-fortune of far less God-fearing people.
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The psalms are a good companion for our wilderness journey; the psalmist is one of

those angels that sustain us.

The forefathers and foremothers of our faith – the characters in our holy

scriptures – the wise words from prophets – the writings of faithful authors in our day:

even as the wilderness is a lonely venture, God sends us angels to sustain us. We read

the Israelite’s wandering in the wilderness for 40 years; we listen to Job’s heart-

wrenching losses; we watch Mary at the foot of Jesus’ cross.  We read these sacred texts

and know that others have been to this wilderness place and survived.  We read these

sacred texts and know God uses them to throw us a life line when our lives are too much

to bear. We read this morning’s brief retelling of Jesus in the wilderness and know that

we have a God who has personally been there, who has endured similar suffering and

loneliness.

I have a friend who was going through a hard time in her life – a lot of change

and the loss of relationships.  She was adjusting to spending so much time alone and

figuring out how to adapt to her new circumstances.  She told me once on a particularly

sad and distressing day she was in Wawa picking up a sandwich for lunch; an older

gentleman held the door for her and shared some sort of sweet sentiment, like, “hope

you have a great day, sweetheart” or “you have yourself a good day now, dear.”  She

doesn’t even remember his exact words but they took her aback and nearly brought her

to tears – these where the kindest words she had heard in what seemed like awhile.  It

was funny to her that something so casual as a man’s kind gesture would have such a
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profound impact – it felt to her as one of God’s angels seeing her through that

unbearable moment.

Times of wilderness test us to the core.  And the best we can do is keep that little

spark alive that believes in God’s faithfulness.  And when that fails us, the best we can

do is believe other people when they assure us that God is always faithful to us.  We

reread the stories of God’s faithfulness in the Bible, even as far back as the Genesis

passage today where God marks the sky with a rainbow and promises never to destroy

humanity in such a way.  We search our lives for clues that the loneliness and

uncertainty won’t be the end for us – a new day’s sunrise, a special song in worship, the

kind gesture of a man at the Wawa, friends who are praying because we can’t anymore.

We remember Jesus’ own time of being in the wilderness and know that our God has

been in those same hard, lonely places that we experience. God’s angels show up with

just enough to see us through.

We are a people of the resurrection.  We are resurrection people.  Of all the

differing beliefs that are held in this room – we could debate for hours original sin, the

virgin birth, universalism, national politics, what is righteous and what is unrighteous,

what is sin and what isn’t, is the bible fallible or infallible: we could debate for hours.

But our commonality lies in the truth that we are resurrection people.  We believe in the

New Life that God raises up from the ashes of death.  We believe in God’s faithfulness

that darkness does not overcome the light of Christ.  We believe that new beginnings are
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always possible.  Always.  We believe that God does not leave us to die in our own sin

and short-comings.

It’s hard to remember this when you’re in the wilderness, let’s be honest.  It’s

hard to feel deep in that space of emptiness and fear that God cares enough about you to

bring the promise of New Life – which is why our seemingly arbitrary dates on the

Christian calendar are so meaningful.  When that dawn rises on Easter morning, we

know, for sure, that times of wilderness do not and will not last forever.  When we live

through this cycle of Lent, the rhythm of life, death, and New Life become the rhythm

of our faith and the rhythm of our lives.  Living through these seasons of the church

year, it starts to sink in that our faith is not a plateau of platitudes, but a cycle of exciting

life, awful wretched death, and surprising, unexpected New Life.

When I was serving as the Associate Pastor at Flourtown, the friend of one of our

young adults tragically died.  I spent a lot of time talking with Laura and helping her

process her grief and the shock of this unexpected loss.  She kept bringing up the

deceased’s girlfriend, Sam.  She wanted me to help her and talk to her and council her –

Laura expressed how much I was a comfort to her in this confusing time and she wanted

Sam to have that, too.  I of course said to have her call me or to be in touch, but I knew

nothing would come of it.  Sam didn’t attend a church or have a pastor, and well, a cold

call might be okay, maybe, but the framework just wasn’t there.  Some people say the

emergency room isn’t the place to start your faith.  Laura had the framework in place;

she attended worship and helped on committees, she and I knew each other for over 5
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years at this point.  She lived out the rhythms of her faith in a way that loss and hardship

had a place to be reconciled.  She had the faith pattern that helped her deal with her grief

and what came next. Because of the relationships she had formed and her trust that

God’s redemption always comes, Laura was able to be comforted in her grief in a way

that her friend Sam was not.

So even when we’re not really sure what we’re doing here in this Lenten

wilderness this year, we are going anyway.  We are heading out with Jesus into 40 days

of beasts and angels.  We will wonder what it was like for him and how he felt; we will

walk with him as he preaches the Good News of God’s saving love to the people; we

will accompany him through the streets of Jerusalem and even watch as he is hung on

the cross.  We will go with the women to peer into his tomb on Easter morning,

shouting with glorious praise that, “He is risen!  He is Risen Indeed!”

And while this may not mesh with your personal experience right now…  While

your wilderness longings may pass by the Easter hope without so much as a blink, we

will remember that God is always faithful to us, that our wilderness time will not last

forever, that New Life will surprise us in unimaginable ways.  And when our next

wilderness time approaches, we know it will be lonely, we know there will be beasts,

we know the strength of God’s angels will sustain us.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.


