
Today, we catch up with a community on the banks of the River Jordan in the wilderness.  
The verses just before our text tell us, we are in the wilderness. 
 
In the wilderness.  
The wilderness is a place, yes. And, in the poetry of the bible, 'the wilderness' is symbolic 
shorthand for an in-between time. A wandering place. Moses took the people out of slavery 
and then into the desert wilderness. It was a time after the people of Israel left Egypt, but 
before they arrived at where they were supposed to be. And they wandered for a whole 
generation. Being in the wilderness feels like the time of waiting for a medical diagnosis, 
waiting for a test result, waiting for a legal judgment. The wilderness is a metaphor for that kind 
of time. The wilderness is a symbol for a time when we feel lost, or like we do not have enough 
information and we look forward to certainly.  
 
In the wilderness, the people are waiting and wandering and also busy. In the wilderness, the 
people engaged and learning. It is in the wilderness that Moses receives the ten 
commandments from God.  And In the wilderness, the community learns the laws of God and 
practices a life energized and made beautiful by those laws. Truthfully, first, there are also a lot 
of mistakes and wrong turns. 
 
Because the wilderness is a time of temptation. When the people of Israel wandered in the 
desert, that's when they made the golden calf and worshiped an idol instead of God. The 
people complained so much against God in the wilderness that God sent poisoned meat and 
serpents to punish them. Jesus is tempted in the wilderness. The wilderness is a time of 
temptation.  
 
Mostly, humans don't do very well in the biblical, symbolic, wilderness. Still, poetically, this is 
where you go to find the straight path. I genuinely mean you need to find it. Which means you 
are lost for a while.  
 
Here, in our Gospel story, we have another group following a prophet into the wilderness. 
These people have left Jerusalem and the certainty (or slavery) to a set of ritual rules that some 
Jewish leaders imposed on others. Because humans are tempted to do that. Don't we? Every 
faith has put some people in power. And in every faith tradition, some people have misused 
that power to impose their will on others. In the temple, the high priests, in the royal courts, 
the Pharisees were following Jewish law with a rigor that, according to Jesus, was a misuse of 
power. Some people have left that slavery and gathered in the wilderness to look for God 
through this new prophet John. 
 
Just before our passage today, John and the people have been busy. John has been instructing 
the people. John has been busy correcting mistakes, calling for repentance, re-turning to the 
straight path of God, and teaching the community. 
 
And the people who wander into the wilderness are tempted. They want to set up a new idol. 
We read, today, that the people in the wilderness were waiting expectantly, and all were 
wondering if John the Baptist is the Messiah. 



 
John the Baptist tells us, nope, it is not him. He says he is not worthy to untie the shoelaces of 
that person who comes next.  
 
And then, in a passage that we do not read (verses 18-19-20), Luke tells us that John is arrested. 
He is locked up. Exit John the Baptist from the stage. John the Baptist is absent. The Messiah 
cannot be John; John's gone. The temptation to make John the Baptist an idol is removed. 
 
Jesus, in this story, arrives after John the Baptist has left.  
 
In every other gospel story, John baptizes Jesus. But Luke removes any temptation to mistake 
John for an idol. You may then ask…who does baptize Jesus? This text does not say. 
 
But we do hear that Jesus got baptized in the community. When all the other people were 
being baptized. Jesus was too. Jesus joined us in the community for baptism. 
 
Luke has a couple of features that are unique to this Gospel story. The first is this absence of 
John the Baptist in the actual baptism of Jesus. The second is a detail distinct to this story. It is 
that moment that heaven opens, and the Holy Spirit descends, and we learn of God's love. At 
that moment. Jesus is praying.  
 
We read as Jesus was praying, heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended on him in 
bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: "You are my Son, whom I love; with 
you, I am well pleased." 
 
In the wilderness, that place of wandering uncertainty, that place of temptation. Jesus prays. 
 
And we are invited.  
To enter into this story. 
I mean, step right in. 
 
Today we wander in uncertainty. We wander through new sets of laws to regulate Covid 
restrictions that change every few months. We watch supply chain shortages, track inflation, 
and maybe invest in cryptocurrencies, money outside government regulation. We wander 
through escalating military conflict in China and Russia. At the same time, this week, as we 
notice a year has passed since Capitol Hill in Washington was raided by its own citizens. We 
wait for new regulations about the climate crisis while we walk through a time of heat domes, 
wildfires, mudslides and floods. 
 
And here, at Holy Cross. This time feels in-between too. We are wandering as we look to rent 
out the hall space to a daycare. We are wandering as we work to meet and get to know our 
neighborhood. We are not yet who or what we will be in two or three years.  
 



And through all this uncertainty, this is a busy time. We practice new technologies, new 
hygiene. We talk to real estate agents and go out to meet the neighborhood (when Covid 
allows). While we wait to discover who we will be and where we will arrive in our future.  
 
And we are tempted. Because times in the wilderness are tempting. What is tempting you? 
Common temptations include hoping that if we just wash our hands enough, we will feel like 
we are safe, like we are in control. The sense that we, not God, is in control is always a 
temptation.  
 
And we are tempted because we are human. We are tempted by idols. Idols are people, things, 
or even ideas that we make more important than God. Anything we think has more power, 
more control than God, is an idol. We can make idols of human regulations, kind of like the high 
priests in the temple once did. We can make idols of traditions and imagine tradition is more 
essential than God, kind of like Jesus said the Pharisees did.  
 
But I remind us, the wilderness is also a time of learning. A time of re-turning to God, of re-
learning God's lessons and commandments. And when he was in the wilderness Jesus chose to 
pray.  
 
Since we are (always) re-learning and re-turning to God, I remind you how to pray. Praying is 
not necessarily specific or special words like the ones we find today in our bulletins. Praying is 
first and mostly, being present, honest, and vulnerable before God. Then with words, actions or 
breath, send out who you are, and all that you need and want and wish before God. Trusting, as 
best as we are able, in the mystery of the power of God. 
 
Today, in this, our in-between time, we wander through our own wilderness and walk through 
our own temptations. This passage invites us to celebrate the baptism of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
He chose to be baptized in the wilderness with the community. And we are invited to prayer.  
 
This year I pray that we, a community of faithful, will pray ourselves into the future by praying 
the actions of our baptismal covenant. 
 
I pray with God help, we will 
• continue in the apostles' teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the prayers 
• persevere in resisting evil and, whenever we fall into sin, repent and re-turn to the Lord 
• proclaim by word and example the good news of God in Christ 
• seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving our neighbor as ourself 
• strive for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every human 
being 
• strive to safeguard the integrity of God's creation and respect, sustain, and renew the life of 
the earth 
 
Amen 
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