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Luke 4:1-15

On this first week of Lent, we think of Jesus being driven out into the wilderness, by the Spirit of God.

· Because the Spirit did this, we must assume that there is something good about a wilderness experience. Wilderness gave Jesus space to make sense of the identity he had had confirmed at the time of his baptism.  This is my own dear Son in whom I am well-pleased.  

· It gave Jesus an opportunity to wrestle with his demons as it were.  To hear the voice of temptation which arises within all human persons (and Jesus was no exception); to recognise it as the voice of the evil one, and to resist it utterly.

Wilderness or desert can be a figure for us, as we wrestle spiritually with the knowledge that God is for us.  God loves and values us, and God calls us into new life.  This knowledge that we are loved and valued is made real for us in Lent, as we are called into a deeper relationship with God.

· We have to find our own wilderness places, then, in our spiritual life.  And during Lent we are challenged to do so more than at any other time of the year.

· Wilderness means space: we need to make space in our lives for God; space in our day, space in our schedule, space in our imagination.

· Wilderness means vulnerability and exposure of self:  we need to meet God where there is nowhere to hide away: no room for subterfuge, or posturing or distraction, or interruption.  Just God and me, meeting in the gaunt landscape of the heart.

When I consider this wilderness experience, I am helped by a book by Rowan Williams called Silence and Honey Cakes.  It is a book about the lives of the desert fathers and mothers in the Egyptian deserts in the 4th and 5th centuries. 

· It is not merely a history, in that it uses the desert as a metaphor for a number of things.  One meaning of the metaphor is that it suggests staying in the one place where only God is your companion, away from the hubbub of everyday life and action.

We often associate Lent with the giving up of something.  Rather than giving up food or caffeine or alcohol or other physical indulgences, Williams looks upon the “giving up” in terms of little relinquishments in the spiritual life that allow God access to our spirit.  

· Williams encourages us to give up the distractions of life: too easy pursuits that keep us away from God’s companionship

· Williams suggests that the monks and nuns he was writing about would have recognised the benefit of the instruction: “Sit in your cell and your cell will teach you everything…”  He is suggesting here that  praying and meditation are about staying put.  Not at all glamorous.

· Williams suggests that we all have to withdraw from other people for a while: without people around us we are unable to play the kind of games in our relationships that we human beings often find ourselves involved in: adopting little gestures of manipulation; adopting postures of insincerity and distancing of others. 

· We give up fantasising about life because the harsh reality of our desert encounter with God makes such fantasy seem indulgent and superfluous.  This desert place that we open up within us is a place where our sense of reality is very sharp.

· Williams gives us the challenge to allow ourselves to be prepared by God for ministry.  We Christians have understood ourselves as merely followers too long, but often don’t have a sense of our own role as ministers for God.  

· Williams challenges us to see ourselves as fiery pillars representing God’s presence in the places where we live and work.  We are to stand in the furnace of divine action which unites heaven and earth, to become those pillars of fire.

· We can only learn the ways of God’s heart and of God’s desire for us if we place ourselves in a wide and open space where God can touch us with that love of God that is almost too immense to be borne.  

Jesus was driven by the spirit into the wilderness.  Here he ceased to be just a follower and assumed the stature of a Son.  

In this Lenten season we are challenged to find time and space for God for prayer, study and meditation so that we can cease to be just followers, and assume the stature of disciples, ministers, beloved sons and daughters.

It is only when we find the time to let ourselves be known by God, that we find the clarity of vision to truly know ourselves.

I ask that you will not turn away from that task this Lent.
Amen

