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Exactly two weeks ago, Sus, Loren, Ari, and I were somewhere in northern Nevada 

between Sacramento and Elko. It was the first leg of our two-day drive to Pocatello. Back at the 

start of this year, I would not have been able to place Elko or Pocatello on a map: I had never 

heard of them, I didn’t know they existed. But life is surprising and there we were, trying 

unsuccessfully to find a place in Nevada where Ari could hop out onto the ground and pee 

without being burned by the sand or stickered by the weeds or overheated by the sun. I’m pretty 

sure that that drive through Nevada is closest thing I’ve experienced to the faraway region east of 

Jerusalem and west of the Dead Sea that the Bible calls wilderness.   

Wilderness. One Bible atlas describes it as “a desolate, variegated landscape of plateaus, 

rounded hills, dramatic scarps, deep canyons, and cliffs.” The Judean wilderness sees only 4 to 8 

inches of rainfall per year. For comparison, Pocatello receives an average of 13 inches, and 

North Carolina, where we moved from, gets 46. It was a dry place, the Judean wilderness, and 

treacherous, haunted by hyenas, mountain lions, bears, snakes, wolves. The roads were rough 

and watched by thieves. Even so, when the fullness of time had come, John the Baptist appeared 

in this barren land. 

 Why?  

Why, when most people treated the wilderness as something to go around or get through 

as fast as possible, did John make it his home, living in harmony with it and sustained by the rare 

gifts the land provided: locusts, honey, and a river for baptizing. Why was this place the 

launching point for Mark’s story of Jesus Christ, for the good news?  And why did so many 

people – the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem – flock to such an 

inhospitable place to receive the hospitality of God through a washing away of sin and a baptism 

of forgiveness?” 

 To answer those questions, we need to remember some stories from the Old Testaments, 

particularly the story of the newly liberated Israelites wandering in another wilderness, between 

Egypt and Canaan. Even though they had been freed from slavery and seen the wonders of God, 

the wilderness terrified them. They did not know where they would come by the basics of food, 

water, and shelter. Their trust in God and in God’s appointed leader, Moses, flagged. And so, 

when Moses went away from their company to speak with God, the people melted all their gold 

together and created an idol, a golden calf, which they desperately hoped would provide them 

with safe passage and sustenance.  

Of course, the inanimate calf had no power to save. Only the living God could sustain the 

people. But their panic is understandable. When we are uncomfortable, when we are uncertain 

about the way forward, when all around us feels precarious, we instinctively thrash about 

searching for ground to stand upon.  

    



For the Israelites, that ground was an idol, the golden calf. In Mark’s gospel, the same 

sentiment gets expressed geographically – as literal ground. The whole Judean countryside and 

all the city of Jerusalem were coming into the wilderness. Country folk and city folk, each 

abandoning their territory in order to be together in one place. (In North Carolina, there was a 

great antagonism between the people of the countryside where I pastored and the people of the 

city where I lived. The country folk thought the city dangerous, and the city folk thought the 

country irrelevant.)  Where people come from strongly influences what they care about, how 

they move through the world, the values that they hold, the assumptions they make about others.  

In the wilderness, all this gets stripped away. It doesn’t matter if a person is from 

Jerusalem or Judea, because they have decided to make a journey away from home into a no-

man’s-land which becomes, by grace, land for everyone. In the wilderness, no one has a better 

foothold than anyone else. All are at the mercy of the landscape and that strange man beckoning 

toward the water.  

 The wilderness deprives; it also blesses. It takes so that it can give. When people are 

forced to live together in this way, they learn to depend on the mercies of God. And God, 

unencumbered by our layers of labels, masks, and assumptions shows up in miraculous and 

intimate ways. Remember: in their forty years of wilderness wandering, the Israelites woke every 

morning to dew that had turned to daily bread, to quail blown in by the wind. Remember: pillars 

of smoke and fire accompanied their travels, protected and guided them. God’s shining presence 

filled the tabernacle; God’s voice thundered out from the dark cloud over Mt. Sinai. And that is 

just one story. Remember, too, that the prophet Elijah retreated to the wilderness during days of 

drought, and in the wilderness the ravens fed him. King David fled to the wilderness to save his 

life, and it was there that God filled his heart with the songs of faith that we sing and recite down 

to this very day. For in the wilderness, we are reminded of what is most essential about us, and 

it’s not city, country, or any other idol. It’s our creaturely need for God’s grace. And in feeling 

our need, we find release from all that keeps us from sensing God’s nearness, taking hold of 

God’s gifts. 

 This is precisely what John offered the people: release. It was for release that they came 

to him in droves. Mark describes John’s ministry as “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness 

of sins” (1:4). That word for “forgiveness” most literally means “the act of freeing or liberating 

from something that confines.” Release. John offered the people release from their sins, a release 

from all that confined, trapped, hindered, or bound them. He offered them a cleansing wash in 

the Jordan River. The wilderness helped them let go. The waters helped them get free.  And in 

doing this together, the people became one unencumbered people. In being released, they were 

ready to receive. This is why John says that he’s only preparing the way, that he’s washing away 

the sin with water. This’ll make the people lighter, able to catch the wind of the Holy Spirit when 

it comes. 

We now have an answer to our question of why the gospel begins in the wilderness: we 

need to be released in order to receive. If that’s true, then we would do well as a church to have a 

kind of wilderness quality about us. I mean that we come here with the understanding that this is 

a strange land that none of us own, that here we seek release and find it, we let go of what binds 

us, seek freedom from what ensnares us. We come here to share our burdens with each other so 

that we might be prepared for the arrival of the Holy Spirit.  

If the church is a kind of wilderness, then, friends, be released! 



Be released from fixating on those circumstances of life that you cannot control or 

change. Be released into seeing the world as the dwelling place of God, and find a kind of peace 

that defies understanding. One meaning of “release” in the Bible is “amnesty,” exemption from a 

legal status, like taxation. So, be released today from what taxes your energy and creativity. Be 

released into life. 

If the church is a kind of wilderness, seek release from those external powers that grind 

you down, weigh you down, attack and afflict you. Seek release from prejudices, enemies, the 

powers and principalities, from those forces that seek to confine you to poverty, obscurity, 

loneliness, fear, and despair. Lives are released in the wilderness. 

If the church is a kind of wilderness, then you are released to be yourself, to set aside, 

leave behind, let go or let be, those things that keep you from answering God’s invitation to 

fullness of life. Another meaning of release is to “allow” or “permit.” Here, in this wilderness 

church, you are permitted to grow and become all that God means for you to be. 

If the church is a kind of wilderness, hear now the proclamation of release over your guilt 

or shame. Receive pardon for your failures, forgiveness for your faults. Be released from judging 

yourself apart from God’s own judgement. No longer deficient, unlovable, unworthy, you are 

released into your status as the chosen and beloved child of God. 

If you are not sure you can be released, look around you. You don’t seek release by 

yourself. You have come to the wilderness with people from all over Pocatello, each of us 

confessing our sin.  

And do you know what else? Jesus is here. Jesus is here. Jesus has come too, come a long 

way down from Nazareth in Galilee, to join us in the wilderness. He is among us, confessing 

alongside us, going into the water to receive from John that great gift of personal release. For a 

moment, Jesus is a Seeker, not a Savior. Or better yet: His salvation begins with his seeking. In 

seeking with us, Jesus saves us. In being released to love us, he receives us all. 

 Jesus is the liberated one. We can find freedom because he has found it, and all we must 

do, when we come to our own wilderness, is pray in his name, abide in his love, lean on his 

presence, and act with his faith. 

 Jesus will eventually leave the wilderness to carry his gift of freedom to the world. And 

every week, we leave this wilderness as well, to live out our callings. But it all begins here, in a 

place that is neither city nor countryside but church. Here, we are released into forgiveness and 

freedom, so that we can receive all that God has for us. 

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

 Amen. 


