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Some years ago a movie titled “The Last Temptation of Christ” created quite a furor among some Christians.  While they loved the more recent movie, “The Passion of Christ,” they had hated the movie based on Nikos Kazantzakis’ book, hated especially the final portion of the movie, the portrayal of a hallucination Jesus might have had on the cross as he died.  Might have had, a figment of Kazantzakis’ imagination, yet such a furor that imagined hallucination inspired, that Jesus might have wanted to escape from the cross, might have wanted to go on living and to live as an ordinary human man, might have wanted to marry Mary Magdalene, have children and grandchildren, grow old surrounded by family and ordinary family life.  Such a furor it spawned, even just to imagine Jesus hallucinating about yielding to temptation and leaving the cross.  All that furor, really it had to do with the portrayal of Jesus as just as human as we are, with all the human longings and all the human fears and all the human weaknesses that we have.

In that movie there’s a certain scene which I’ll never forget.  As the scene opens, Jesus is picking up large rocks, first one, then another, and another.  What he’s doing with those rocks isn’t clear, until the camera moves way up to let you look down on the scene.

The rocks have been placed in a perfect circle.  Huddled in the center of the circle is Jesus, the very human Jesus, who didn’t want to do this, didn’t want to stop being a carpenter, a carpenter who, in Kazantzakis’s imagination, ironically was a maker of crosses.  At the center of that circle of rocks is the man named Jesus, who had resisted mightily God’s claim on his life, who’d experienced that claim as physical seizures which threw him to the ground, this Jesus who didn’t want to explore the meaning of his baptism, didn’t want to go into that wilderness.  At the center of that circle of rocks is Jesus, the human being, sitting hunched into himself.  And there is nothing else, nothing else in the circle, nothing beyond the perimeter of that circle of rocks, the surrounding terrain completely empty as far as the eye can see.  Jesus is alone, utterly alone in the wilderness, a portrait of complete existential aloneness.

Wilderness experiences, some of them do involve literal wilderness places.  But think with me today about those experiences metaphorically called “wilderness”.  Those wilderness experiences, the ones which may feel the worst of all, often are prompted by losses – a death, a divorce, a job ending – losses which can leave us feeling enormously lost ourselves, and enormously alone, as if all alone and lost in uncharted wilderness, not knowing where we are or what direction to go.
However, there’s a certain experience of wilderness in which you don’t feel lost, not knowing where you are or which direction to go.  This experience, it’s almost the opposite of that really, but it’s no less difficult, because this wilderness experience also includes a struggle in profound aloneness.  Oh, to be sure, God is there.  And there may be other human beings around you, but for a little while, it’s as if they disappear – your family, your friends – and you’re alone, existentially alone, a human being alone, just you and God.

It’s what happens when you know very well where you are, not in the sense of a particular geographic locale, but that you are in a spiritual state of being that’s acutely intense.  It’s what happens when the Spirit of God takes you to be alone with God, takes you there for one purpose, so that you can see which way to go.

This wilderness place, it may feel like the Spirit hasn’t just gently led you there, but that you’ve been compelled, the Spirit having pushed you there.  But this wilderness is not a place of coercion, not a place of dire threat, not a place in which God says, “Now, be this, do this, go this direction, or else.”  No, God says something like this:  “Beloved, you’ve been living your life right up to this wilderness.  You’ve been a carpenter or something else.  Now, I want to show you some possibilities for the next leg of your journey.”
There in the aloneness God brings to your mind and to your heart possibilities, not an authoritarian, coercive demand, but a possible direction, a possible road, a possible calling, life possibilities.  True, some people prefer the clarity of divine dictates, Do this.  But here there aren’t dictates, only possibilities.  And the possibilities are wonderful, and the possibilities are beautiful, because they are all about the wonder and beauty of God’s kingdom.  These possibilities, they are all about living in God’s living, living the Kingdom’s way of life.  They are all about being authentically alive, and fully alive, within your own belonging place in God’s Kingdom.

But, there in the wilderness, there is complete honesty.  The possibilities are not sugar-coated, to suggest that, if you go in this direction, if you live ever seeking the Kingdom and its way of living, then you can live in the proverbial rose garden all your days, midst roses which don’t have any thorns.  No, in this wilderness place, God is completely honest with you, about the beauty, and about the thorns.  And you are honest with yourself about your own questions, answering them as honestly as you can.

Do I want to live the wonder and beauty of Kingdom life?  Yes.  But my life to this point – maybe it hasn’t been that beautiful, but it’s been comfortable, and it’s been safe, as safe as I could make it, to guard myself from thorns.
Do I want to leave that life, put my guard down, to be vulnerable, to live loving the roses but also touched by their thorns?  No.  Do I trust God?  Yes.  Do I trust God so much that I’m willing to claim these new possibilities, thorns and all?  I’m not sure.  Am I willing to make the priorities of God’s Kingdom my priorities in everything I do, to seek first the Kingdom and its righteousness?  I’m not sure about that either, not at all sure that I have what it takes to do that.


God responds, “Beloved child, I know you; I am pleased with the you who you are; I know that you do have what it takes.  But it’s up to you.  I won’t make the decision for you.”
This wilderness experience, you don’t feel lost, like you don’t know where you are or what direction to go.  You know where you are, and the direction to go, the direction God is showing you, the direction God is hoping you’ll go, is toward and into those possibilities.  But it’s still a difficult experience because there’s that difficult decision to be made, to go forward, or not.  And God doesn’t make the decision for you.  And other human beings can’t make the decision for you.  It’s your decision to make, and only you can make it, because it’s your faith journey, your own on-going conversation with God.  So, you think about the wonder, the beauty in the possibilities.  But you can’t escape thinking about the thorns.

You can’t stop thinking about the thorns, and the thorns loom so very, very large, and suddenly the wilderness experience and the Garden of Gethsemane experience merge, the existential aloneness of both the same, and what may come forth from you is angst-filled prayer, God, why must you mess with my life?  Why are you stirring up in me these thoughts, these feelings?  I was okay as I was; should I now be different; should I now do something that’ll bring my courage, and my faith, to the test?  Please remove this cup from me.
This wilderness place:  if we’re honest about it, we have to confess that we human beings never really want to go there.  We do want to go to the mountain tops, to those wonderful, spiritually nourishing mountain top experiences of aloneness with God, but we never really want that wilderness experience, never really want to go there, and wouldn’t, were it not for the Spirit taking us there.
See, maybe that feeling of being lost, of not being able to see which way to go, isn’t the most difficult wilderness experience after all.  Maybe it’s this one, when you see all too clearly God’s claim on your life, and you see the direction in which God is pointing, and deep down you know that it’s the very best way for you to go, but then the struggle begins, that struggle with the temptation to stay as you are.

Well, we can’t get through Lent without talking about temptation, can we?  But let’s leave the topic of temptation for next Sunday.  For this week in Lent, how about doing some thinking about the next leg of your life journey?  Think about what it would be like to move toward and into the possibilities God lays out before you.  Think about you, a human being, praying that prayer as Jesus, the human being, also did, but then completing the prayer as he did, “Please, please, remove this cup for me, yet, not what I want, but what you want; not my will but yours be done.”  Think about what your life could be like, were you to set your priorities around the priorities of the Kingdom, what your life could be like were you daily to seek first the Kingdom of God.
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