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Deuteronomy 26: 4-10
Psalm 91

Romans 10: 8-13

Luke 4: 1-13

Listen to this, if you will:

“One learns that the world, though made,

is yet being made…..
That this is still the morning of creation.

That mountains, long conceived,

are now being born, brought to light by the glaciers,

channels traced for rivers, basins hollowed for lakes.

When we try to pick out anything by itself,

we find it hitched to everything else in the universe…

The whole wilderness in unity and interrelation is alive and familiar…

the very stones seem talkative, sympathetic, brotherly…

Everybody needs beauty as well as bread,
places to play in and pray in,

where Nature may heal and cheer and give strength

to body and soul alike.”

With these words,

Ken Burns began his documentary on the National Parks,
that aired on PBS about a month or two ago.

The words belong to the naturalist, John Muir,

who, in the 19th century, was a sort of ‘godfather’
to America’s national parks.

Raised in Wisconsin by a strict father, who was also a minister,

Muir was required to memorize most of the Bible as a boy.

But as an adult, he found God, not so much in the words of the scriptures,

as in the silence and poetry of America’s most moving geography.
I was blessed, as a young boy,

to visit many of the National Parks out West with my family ---

Rocky Mountain National Park in Colorado,

The Grand Canyon in Arizona, Bryce and Zion in Utah,

Yellowstone and the Grand Tetons in Wyoming,

Glacier in Montana.

Having been raised here in the ‘vertically challenged’ Midwest,

I remember being thrilled and awed by the beauties of the parks;

they may have been among my earliest experiences of a ‘foreign’ world,

a world totally new to my younger self.

There is a power in the wilderness

that can be both restorative and healing, on the one hand,

and intimidating and humbling, on the other.

In our day-to-day urban experience

we can slowly lose touch with the natural world

and forget our own place within it.

Mr. Burns develops the insight

that the National Parks are ‘America’s Best Idea,’

in that they preserve and protect our country’s most beautiful landscapes,

not as playgrounds for the wealthy,

but as a treasured inheritance for all of our citizens,

both now and into the future.

Filled with the Holy Spirit, Jesus returned from the Jordan

and was led by the Spirit into the desert for forty days,

to be tempted by the devil…

It is no coincidence, I think,
that before he began his public ministry,

Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert.

All of the features of wilderness ---
solitude and human silence,

a minute-by-minute balance
between breathtaking beauty and terrifying danger,

a proving ground of human strength and character ---

all of the features of wilderness create a sort of laboratory

where the human soul can be tested,

and its nobility can be revealed.

We have begun the season of Lent.

Intended as a sort of metaphorical wilderness,
Lent is the annual challenge for believers
to wrestle with our human limitations

and exult in our divine election as God’s own sons and daughters.

The season of Lent

each year reminds us

that character matters, and in hidden and dark places, most of all.

That’s the desert, after all --- a hidden, dark, unobserved place.

A place to find what you’re truly made of,
and a place to remember by whom.

Sisters and brothers, let us take Christ’s hand

and step into the wilderness of Lent,

to confront, with him all of our human temptations,

and to embrace, with him, the splendor of God.
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