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JESUS … HIS STORY, OUR STORY 
WILDERNESS ADVENTURE 

Mark 1:9-13 
 

 
 JESUS … HIS STORY, OUR STORY: The question over these next 40 days of Lent 
and on into Easter is this: How does JESUS’ story define, shape, impact OUR story?  We 
ALL have a story to discover and share.  Maybe you’re a little unclear about it, but I’m going to 
do my best to help you arrive at an understanding through my sermons and on our 
Wednesday nights together through March and on to Easter, as we examine stories from 
Jesus’ life from the Gospel of Mark ... the original Gospel … the first of the four to be written. 

 So what’s YOUR story?   
 In the light of JESUS’ story, how do you see YOUR  life?  

 
 Jesus’ story begins, for Mark, with his baptism in the Jordan River by John.  No 
miraculous birth, no angel’s proclamation to the shepherds, no visit of the magi, just a simple 
baptism, not unlike ours … but oh, what a BAPTISM it was!  For “…as he was coming up out of 
the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.  And a voice 
came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’”   
 For Mark, what was it that set Jesus apart?  A voice, of course, but also the SPIRIT … the 
same SPIRIT that Jesus provides each of us.  Speaking of his death in John’s Gospel, Jesus says, 
“I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Advocate will 
not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.”  The “Advocate” is the Spirit … the same Spirit 
that John the Baptist tells us Jesus will baptize us with in the 8th verse of Mark’s first chapter.  
For Mark, it is the SPIRIT that sets JESUS apart and it is the SPIRIT that sets US apart! 

 However, before any ministry began, before any stories, parables, truths were told … 
what happens next to Jesus?  Verse 12: “And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the 
wilderness.” 

 
 THE WILDERNESS …  
 Jesus’ story in Mark begins with a “Wilderness Adventure.”  Before he began his 
ministry, Jesus was alone for forty days and nights in the wilderness where he sought 
discernment about the nature of his ministry as the Son of God.  It was a wrestling, fierce spiritual 
testing, and God gave him what he needed.  But it also taught him that throughout his, albeit, 
brief ministry, just three years, he needed those “Wilderness” times … times alone, to be by 
himself with God … “alone with the ALONE” as the mystics say. 

 Depending upon the translation you use, or the Gospel account you read of this part 
of Jesus’ story, these “Wilderness” times are described as the “desert”, a “deserted place”, a 
“lonely place” (yes, they can surely be that), a “secluded spot”, or just simply: “a place where he 
could be alone to pray.”  Yes, indeed, throughout his ministry Jesus developed an ongoing 
rhythm of ENGAGEMENT and DETACHMENT … CONNECTING and DISCONNECTING … 
MINISTRY and BEING MINISTERED TO. 

    
 Just a few paragraphs later in Mark 1:35 we see the pattern emerging: “In the morning, 
while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.”  It 
was from that place alone with the ALONE … alone with God … that he re-entered his public 
ministry, preaching, teaching, casting out evil spirits, and healing. 



 A little later in Mark 6:31-32 he called his disciples to do the same: “Come away to a 
deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.”  And it says, “And they went away in the boat to 
a deserted place by themselves.”  

 As I’ve mentioned, it is not only in Mark, but in the other Gospel accounts that we see 
the pattern. 

 In Luke 6:12-13 we see that on the day before he chose and called his twelve disciples, 
he went out to a mountain and spent all night in prayer “And when day came, he called 
his disciples and chose twelve of them, whom he also named apostles…” 

 In Matthew 14:13-14 Jesus had just learned about the tragic death of John the Baptist, 
beheaded by the Roman ruler, Herod Antipas.  He needed to be away to pray and 
ponder the meaning of this.  So in a boat he went to a “deserted place.”  When he 
returned, he saw the needs of the crowd, “had compassion on them and cured their 
sick.” 

 I’ll share one more passage from John’s Gospel (John 6:14-15).  Jesus had just fed the 
multitude.  Amazed by the miracle, the crowd was seized with messianic fever.  John 
writes: “When the people saw the sign that he had done, they began to say, ‘This is indeed 
the prophet who is to come into the world.’ When Jesus realized that they were about to 
come and take him by force to make him king, he withdrew again to the mountain by 
himself.” 

 So, with all of that said, can you see that Jesus’ story demonstrates for US that 
“Wilderness” is a time not just for rest but for wrestling, a time of deep discernment, for re-
centering oneself in God and in OUR truest self. 
 “Wilderness” is where we confess we’ve lost our way, where we let go of the props that 
sustain the fantasies and compulsions of the false self.  It’s where we learn that WHEN we are 
weak, God is strong!  And WHERE we are weak God is strong.   
 “Wilderness” is where we discover the places we are SINNER and the places we are 
GRACED.  It’s where we experience the MERCY of God for OURSELVES and thus learn 
COMPASSION for OTHERS. 
 “Wilderness” is where we stop fleeing self and God and turn to the ONE who is our 
salvation and life.  And it’s ALL GRACE.   
 “Wilderness” is where one of prolific author, Wendell Berry’s characters, Jayber Crow, 
says, “...yet this feeling had come over me that I had strayed back onto the right path of 
my life.” 

 
 MY WILDERNESS … 
 In the winter of 1996 I almost decided to leave the ministry.  It was a time for me that 
can only be described as a “Dark Night of the Soul” … a state of mind Spanish poet and Roman 
Catholic mystic Saint John of the Cross wrote about in the 17th Century and has become an 
expression used to describe a phase in a person’s spiritual life, a metaphor for a certain feeling 
of loneliness and despair that many of us encounter in the course of our spiritual lives.   
 I’ll not bore you with ALL the details, but simply say that my gay brother, Mark, had 
died of AIDS three years earlier, and after struggling with my theology of the issue and 
realizing God’s love and acceptance for ALL God’s children, a situation reared its ugly head in 
my church forcing me to take a stand.  Some of our members were not pleased with my 
position and in fact, two of my closest friends decided I needed to be removed as the pastor 
of the Goodyear Heights Presbyterian Church and they made sure the congregation knew it.  
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Well, I didn’t leave and as a result the congregation grew stronger and way more loving and 
accepting of EVERYONE.  But it was truly a battle for almost six months. 

 It was in the middle of those six months that I hit bottom ... my “Deep Night of the Soul.”  
I wasn’t sure what to do.  I pleaded with God to help me, but felt no answer.  Maybe I should 
leave the ministry, go back home to St. Clairsville and work with my other two brothers in the 
carpet store again … a thought that began to haunt me day and night. 
 It was at this darkest time, significantly depleted in mind, body and spirit with its 
attendant furies of depression and anxiety, that I began to have the feeling that I should get 
away for a few days, to think and to pray.  I had things to work on and places I needed God’s help 
and healing.  And so I packed a suitcase and headed to a monastery in Youngstown, Ohio.  
That feeling to get away, you see, was Jesus saying to me, as he said to the disciples, “Come away 
to a deserted place.”  It was the SPIRIT driving me to MY Wilderness … to be “alone with the 
ALONE”, to go to a deserted place and seek from God what I most needed from God and what God 
most wanted to give. 

 Well, I’m here today … so obviously something significant happened to me.  
Through a lot of prayer and a lot of listening … in the words of Jayber Crow, “this 
feeling had come over me that I had strayed back onto the right path of my life.”   
 As I prayed and listened in that monastery I found myself saying to Christ, “I 
renew my vows to you as a follower and a pastor.”  It was also a renewal of vows to ALL I 
hold dear, my wife, my family, the church I love, and my dearest friends.  Vows that have 
carried me through these last thirteen years and to you, this church I now love. 

 
 YOUR WILDERNESS … 
 My condition that I described for you in 1996 is one that, if left unattended, will revisit 
me.  It’s a condition that is also YOURS as part of this American culture we find ourselves living 
in, a culture that kills the spirit and hampers the true self and the wholeness we seek.  We all 
need a time to detox from our culture with its compulsions, addictions and demands.  Like 
Jesus, we must develop an ongoing rhythm of ENGAGEMENT and DETACHMENT … 
CONNECTING and DISCONNECTING … MINISTRY and BEING MINISTERED TO. 

 On this, the First Sunday in Lent, how can we here at LPC find minutes in the day, hours 
in the week, times during the year when we go to our “deserted places” … our “wilderness” … 
and be “alone with the ALONE” … alone with GOD and our TRUEST SELF?   
 That is the challenge … the challenge of Lent and its forty days of reflection and 
introspection … and not just these 40 days but beyond.  

    
 In that little room where I stayed in the monastery in Youngstown, Ohio, there on the 
desk in a picture frame were these words from Proverbs: 
  More than all else, 
  keep watch over your heart,  
  since here  
  are the wellsprings 
  of life.   
     – Proverbs 4:23 
 
 “Keep watch over your heart.” 
 That’s what I’m talking about …  
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 That’s what Jesus’ Wilderness story is all about …  
 That’s what YOUR story needs to include … 
 A WILDERNESS ADVENTURE! 

Amen and Amen. 


