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 The day before Bill’s 14th Birthday, he was forced into the wilderness. 
At least that is what it felt like to him, because that was the day Bill’s father 

was committed to a State Hospital because his father was beginning to show 
indications of having a severe mental illness. The year was 1964, and 

unfortunately, at that time there was often a terrible stigma attached to 
families who had a family member who suffered from any kind of severe 

physical or mental illness. And Bill was instructed to never talk about it with 

his friends or teachers. If asked where his father was, Bill was told to say he 
was away on business.  

 It was fair to say life became uncomfortable for Bill the day his father 

was admitted to the State Hospital, that change made Bill’s life forever 
different. He was also afraid of the hospital, so you might imagine his 

feelings when, several months later, his mother told Bill and his two sisters 
that she wanted them all to accompany her to the hospital to visit their 

father on his birthday. Bill became adamant as only a 14 year old boy can be 
and refused to go. No amount of threats or insisting from his mother 

worked. So his mother tried another approach and asked Bill if there was 

someone he wanted to bring with him when they went to the hospital. 

 Bill thought for moment and said he wanted to bring his 4-H teacher, 
Mr. Moore, who was also a close family friend and one of the few who knew 

the truth about Bill’s father.  When asked, Mr. Moore agreed to go, which 
made all the difference in the world. 

 Many years later, Bill still remembers that first visit to the State 
Hospital, how he was frightened by the sights and sounds and smells of the 

hospital, but when he looked at Mr. Moore, the man showed no sign of 
anxiety. When they saw his father, Mr. Moore hugged him and teased him 

about getting older, and this helped ease so much of the fears and tension 
Bill had been feeling. Before he knew it, hours had flown by, and visiting 

time was over and it was time to leave. 

 Mr. Moore was not anyone who had any special training in therapy or 
psychology. He was not an ordained minister or anyone who had experience 

working with the mentally ill. He was simply a good friend who was there for 

someone who needed him. To Bill, Mr. Moore was angel because he wasn’t 
afraid to go with him into a wilderness situation: a place he didn’t know, 

didn’t understand, and was afraid of, a place outside the norm for him, and 
showed him how to be in such a place. It is a day and experience Bill has not 

forgotten, and has inspired Bill to be an angel himself, when called upon. 



 In our Gospel this morning we heard about another wilderness 

experience. Every year, on the first Sunday of Lent, the Gospel lesson is 
about Jesus being in the wilderness after his baptism. All three of the 

Synoptic Gospels, that is Matthew, Mark, and Luke, tell their version of this 
event.  Since each Gospel has its own theology and style, each version 

reflects its author’s theology. Today we get Mark’s version, which although it 
seems to lack the dramatic details of the temptation found in Luke or 

Matthew, Mark is not without depth of meaning.  If we take a closer look, we 
might get a deeper understanding of what that time in the wilderness might 

have been about for Jesus, at least as far as the author of Mark’s Gospel is 
concerned, and what that might mean for us today. 

 Only Mark has the Holy Spirit play such a forceful role in getting Jesus 
into the wilderness; in Matthew and Luke, the Spirit led Jesus, but here we 

get a sense that Jesus doesn’t have that kind of choice. Lots of ink has been 
spilled about the implications of this, and I wonder if the insistence that 

there was no time to simply sit and bask in that beautiful moment of Jesus’ 
baptism was that Mark was trying to say Jesus has an important job to do, 

and part of that job is to face Satan while that baptism experience was still 
fresh. 

 The author of Mark doesn’t give us any juicy details about what that 

temptation was like. He simply mentioned it, as if that was something just 

between Jesus and Satan. What Mark did say is while Jesus was in the 
wilderness, he wasn’t alone, he might not have had much in the way of 

human companionship, but he did have company other than just the 
tempter. He had the wild beasts and he had angels. 

 Scholars basically have two different points of view when it comes to 

those wild animals. Some say that Mark mentioned them to show that while 
Jesus was on their turf, the wild animals didn’t hurt him because God was 

still looking out for him, protecting him. Other scholars say the wild animals 
brings to mind the tradition that before the fall, humans and animals lived 

together in peace, and that prophets like Isaiah wrote about what is called 

the Peaceable Kingdom, where the Messiah would be at peace with wild 
animals. Either might be true for Mark, or both might, either way, we can 

begin to see something is going on with Jesus that even the wild animals 
sense.  

 And there are those angels: which rarely make an appearance in 

Mark’s Gospel, so when they do we might want to pay attention to them. 
Writer and theologian Jane Williams has written that when angels show up in 

the Bible, they represent an important message, not just the one they are 
delivering to the particular person or persons but what their presence says in 

general.  Angels, she writes, always show up when God is up to something 

new, whether it is forming a new kind of relationship with God’s people, 



announcing a birth, or reminding someone not to be afraid, angels are the 

harbingers of God at work in the world in a new way. In other words, angels 
represent a change that is about to happen. Here we see that these angels 

not only cared for Jesus’ needs, their presence does indicate a change, and 
perhaps they helped prepare Jesus for living into that change, which is how 

our Gospel this morning ended, with Jesus leaving the wilderness to begin 
his mission, a mission that we will see play out in the weeks ahead. For 

today, we have this story of wilderness, wild animals, and angels. 

 A story that is somehow familiar in Bill’s wilderness story when his 
father was put in a hospital. A story that might be familiar to any of us who 

have been pushed out of our comfort zones, whether we went willingly or 

not. I once heard of wilderness as being described as just that: any place 
that is outside our comfort or normal zone. By comfort I don’t just mean 

things like our soft beds, I mean places or situations we know well, like a 
hometown we’ve lived in all our lives, or a relationship that we are 

comfortable with, or a job we’ve had for many years, or anything that we 
know and understand inside and out. That can be described as a comfort 

zone; when we leave that zone, because of a change we decided to make or 
because of something that just happened: such as a person losing their job, 

or when someone we love gets sick we can feel uncomfortable. This week 
my husband and I met a family whose house had burned down, they were 

definitely out of their comfort zone. We don’t have to leave comfort zones 
for negative reasons, 3 years ago I chose to leave my comfort zone of being 

single when I got married. It is a change I am glad I made, it was a happy 
thing, and still is, but there were plenty of uncomfortable transitions because 

for me married life was a bit of wilderness: although a beautiful and 

wonderful wilderness.  

 As we grow together as a parish and priest, there might be times when 
we might be able to relate to being in the wilderness, even though this is a 

change we all want, and feel God is calling us to just as the Spirit drove 
Jesus into the wilderness, we might have times of transition where might 

feel a little uncomfortable.  When that happens, first we all need to 
remember that it is normal, because we’ve all chosen to step out of what we 

knew by coming together in order to get to know each other and work 
together. And we can remember Mark’s Gospel this morning and the 

author’s reminder that we are not necessarily on a journey of suffering, we 

are on a journey of renewal because we aren’t alone. God is up to 
something, and that means angels must be among us. One might be sitting 

very near you right now.  

 Bill’s story reminds us angels don’t have to only be heavenly beings, 

they can be any one of us when we are there for each other when things are 
unfamiliar, and that is how we can be nourished, inspired and empowered to 



do the work God has given us to do, instead of giving into temptations like 

fear.   

 As we begin the season of Lent, I am heartened that we have Mark’s 

Gospel with its reminder that when God is up to something, which might 
sometimes feel uncomfortable, maybe like being in a wilderness God won’t 

leave us or abandon us, God may give us angels to help us. Lent is often 
seen as time of sacrificing and giving up something we love or taking on a 

discipline to help us grow closer to God, and can often be misinterpreted as 
a dry or difficult season, a time only for fighting temptations and not one of 

refreshment or renewal. Yet Mark’s Gospel shows us Lent can be a renewing 
time, even if we find ourselves in a wilderness situation, whatever that 

situation might be for you, especially when we notice the angels among us. 
Perhaps a good Lenten discipline for all of us this week might be to look 

around for those kinds of angels. Perhaps like Bill we could remember times 
from our past when someone was willing to walk through a rough time with 

us, or think of a time when someone reached out to us, and then look 

around for the angels we might encounter today, those who we feel like we 
can always ask for help. We might even prayerfully consider how we can be 

angels, and together not only grow closer to God and each other, but into 
the mission God has for us. It could be the start of a beautiful season 

together. 


