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*** 

 

As we press deeper into this first chapter of Mark’s gospel, let’s keep a key observation 

before us: although Mark opens his story with the words, “The beginning of the good news of 

Jesus Christ,” these first several scenes have revealed that the main character, Jesus, is primarily 

acted upon; he is the recipient, not the conjurer, of experiences. Very soon, the time will come 

for Jesus’ ministry to surge forth publicly over the Galilean countryside. He will preach, teach, 

heal, and forgive. He will focus others in his loving gaze and extend to them his compassionate 

concern. But, for now – and perhaps this is strange to us –, Jesus is mostly an object, not a doer, 

of verbs.  

 

I say “mostly” because Jesus’ has acted once, and with great significance. Remember, he 

“came” (v.9) to join the seekers in the wilderness, to take up as his own the craving of the masses 

for freedom and release. But once he was there among the people, Jesus offered his body to the 

sight and touch of other actors. John baptized him. The spirit descended upon him. The heavenly 

voice delighted in him. This more passive Jesus already offers good news. His receptivity, his 

willingness to be touched by the world, reveals a God who is with us in a visible, embraceable 

human person. Likewise, Jesus truly feels the touch of the human family and all of creation upon 

him, and he draws his experience into the inner life of God. 

 

 After his baptism in the Jordan River, Jesus continues to be acted upon. He feels himself 

thrown into the very center of a spiritual battle where benevolent and malicious forces are 

engaged in combat over him. Notice the verbs in the passage: The spirit drives Jesus into the 

wilderness, Satan tempts him for forty days, the angels wait upon him. Notice who is being 

pushed, who is being tested, who is being helped – Jesus, at the center, thrust into circumstances 

beyond his understanding and bombarded by spiritual powers beyond his control. His forty days 

in the wilderness were an intense and solitary time of such chaos. There, too, Jesus was drawing 

the fullness of human experience into the redemptive life of God. 

 

For don’t you and I know what it is like to endure seasons of spiritual intensity that elude 

our understanding? Don’t we know what it feels like for our life circumstances to feel heavy 

with spiritual significance – anguish here, mercy there; a Tempter’s voice, an angel’s touch – and 

yet not at all within our control? 

 

God can initiate a season of spiritual chaos. We do not always know where we are being 

sent, or why. The Holy Spirit drives Jesus away from the baptismal waters and the glow of the 

opened heavens – it throws him out into the wilderness. The wilderness is the place that strips 

away whatever is superfluous and refines whatever is essential in us. God sometimes drive us out 

into strange territory to teach us something new, to bring us to repentance, to prepare in us a 

fresh work, a fresh call. 

 



And it seems like whenever God unsettles us to help us grow, the hiss of the snake, the 

roar of the prowling lion (1 Pet. 5:8) starts to fill our ears. We cannot escape these sounds. Like 

Jesus, we can only endure them. The name Satan means deceiver or liar, and this evil power 

afflicts Jesus for forty days. Two of our other gospel writers, Matthew and Luke, elaborate on 

this scene and give us some specific information about the temptations. Mark does not. Instead, 

he leaves the forty days open to the imagination. Perhaps, as in the garden of Genesis, Satan 

tempted Jesus to reach beyond the limits of creaturely dependence and grasp for ultimate 

knowledge. Perhaps, as in the story of Job, Satan attacked Jesus with boils and rashes in order to 

test his faith in God’s goodness. Maybe, as in the other gospels, Satan offered Jesus the power to 

be biologically, politically, and economically sovereign. Whatever they were, the temptations 

plunged him further into spiritual chaos, attempted to derail and distract him, to win over his 

attention and his heart.  

 

God disrupts, lies fly like arrows, and then angels arrive to see us through. In this story, 

the angels wait upon Jesus. They serve him and provide for his basic needs. From the verb 

ascribed to them, we get our word for “deacon” and “Diaconate.” Just as Jesus finds himself at 

the center of the Tempter’s attacks, he also finds himself at the center of angelic concern. Once 

again, the specifics of the scene are left to our imaginations. Perhaps the angels brought him food 

or led him by the hand to hidden springs of water. Perhaps they shielded him from the burning 

sun, or embraced him in the cold of night. Perhaps they rubbed his battered feet or supported his 

weary head. Maybe they helped him to laugh at the end of each day, or woke in the morning to 

have his heart fortified by the sunrise. There are forces – also outside our control! – that come to 

us in the midst of our chaos and astonish us with their acts of generosity and kindness. They are 

legion: the presence of a friend, a financial gift we weren’t expecting, our daily walks through 

the valley. Sometimes, we remain unaware of their assistance until after the season is over. 

Always, they are with us, parrying the blows of the evil one. 

 

Spirit, Satan, angels – they converge upon Jesus. 

 

Driven, tempted, waited on – Jesus battered yet tethered, like a buoy in the sea.  

 

Do you ever feel simply walloped by life, yet surprised at the mercies of each new day? 

Have you ever lived like that for not just one day, but two, or three, or forty or more? It wears on 

a person. What does Jesus have to teach us about these seasons? How does he draw them into his 

redemptive life, into the salvation he offers to us all? 

 

The answer is there in the passage, but it is easy to miss. Jesus models a healthy and wise 

way of endurance. He shows us that it doesn’t do us any good to grasp for control or 

understanding in times of chaos. Instead, when the spirits converge upon him, Jesus chooses to 

be “with the wild beasts” (1:13).  

 

With the wild beasts. 

 

With wild animals in wild places. 

 

Jesus chooses to keep company with creatures. 



This may seem strange to us at first glance, but anyone who has ever had a wild animal 

arrest their attention, anyone who has ever waited for the emergence of a wild animal, anyone 

who has ever realized suddenly that a wild animal has been watching them, knows that with the 

creatures comes a deep and mysterious peace. 

 

There are at least two dynamics at work in the company of animals that bring peace. 

 

The first dynamic has to do with the difference between other creatures and ourselves. 

You see, the wild beasts are present to each moment in ways that we, as humans burdened with 

self-awareness, struggle to be. Animals do not dwell on the past; they don’t harbor anxieties 

about the future beyond what their instinct dictates. The writer John Berger has observed that, for 

animals, fear is a perfect and encapsulated response to an event or external stimulus; it comes 

and then it goes. But with humans, fear is an existential condition. We can live in in fear, 

carrying old wounds, projecting our anxieties forward. 

 

In the terms we’re using today, the wild animal is not at the center of combating spiritual 

forces; it does not get blown about by the Holy Spirit or tempted by Satan or ministered to by 

angels. It goes about its business, so long as it can. In the wilderness, Jesus was with creatures 

who were not like him, who reminded him to simply be present to the moment, to trust in the 

earth’s daily bread, in God’s daily grace. The animals reminded Jesus that God sustains the 

whole world every day, including all those countless and diverse lives that we rarely even see. 

Just breathe, the animals taught Jesus. Be. Knowing their places, they taught him the humility 

described by the psalmist: “I do not concern myself with great matters or things too wonderful 

for me” (Ps. 133:1). 

 

The second dynamic has to do with the similarity between animals and ourselves. We, 

through our intertwined origins, are all children of life. We live, and animals live. In the 

wilderness, in the out-of-the-way place, Jesus was surrounded by lives other than his own. 

Perhaps they startled him at times: the wolf, the deer, the hyena, the bear, the bee, the locust, the 

raven, the snake. During this season, Jesus learned to look for life everywhere, to be a witness to 

those lives that typically escape the notice of the world. Slowly and deeply, the truth captured 

him: there are lives being lived out here in the wilderness, in this marginal space on the edge of 

the world. 

 

As Mark’s gospel unfolds, Jesus will keep company – will be with – people who need 

him. He’ll be with his disciples, who need his friendship and his teaching. He’ll be with those 

who grieve, who need his healing power. He’ll be with the sinners and tax collectors, who need 

his forgiveness and his intimacy. He’ll be with the masses of the hungry and poor, who need his 

grace. And finally, at the end of his life, he’ll be numbered with the transgressors, with the 

criminals. He’ll be raised up onto that ultimate marginal, wilderness space: the cross. Jesus’ 

whole ministry of “with-ness” will take place on the edges of human society, among people who 

tend to escape the awareness and concern of others. 

 

So, is it all that strange to suggest that Jesus learned how to better notice us, appreciate 

us, and commune with us by first having his focus drawn earthward by the wild beasts of the 

wilderness?  



Couldn’t it be that the one who fought the ultimate spiritual battle, who won a victory 

over every power and principality, learned from the animals that the way to overcome the world 

and to not be overcome by it is to remain grounded, to offer attention and concern to life on the 

edges? 

 

Especially in the 2021 world, where the suffering and marginalization of animals always 

portends what is coming to those on the margins of the human family, couldn’t it be that it had to 

be the animals first? That the spirit-dove had to drive him there, had to know? Is this the one 

we’ve been waiting for? The one who can recognize life here, and honor it?  

 

I am one who has kept company with the animals. And I believe that if we neglect their 

teaching, we neglect the way of Wisdom, for her voice rings out across the angels: 

 

But ask the animals, and they will teach you; 

    the birds of the air, and they will tell you; 

ask the plants of the earth, and they will teach you; 

    and the fish of the sea will declare to you. 

Who among all these does not know 

    that the hand of the LORD has done this? 

In his hand is the life of every living thing 

    and the breath of every human being. (Job 12:7-10) 

 

 In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


