
Week three

In the wilderness

1. Abandonment

The  Judean  desert  stretches  to  the  south  of  Jerusalem.  It  is
not  the  desert  of  popular  imagination,  with  undulating
dunes of soft sand.  It  is  a rocky area of hills,  steep cliffs and
deep  canyons,  rising  from the  shores  of  the  Dead  Sea  to  the
Judean  mountains  in  the  west  and  Mount  Hebron  in  the
south.  The  brown-grey  hills  look  smooth  from  a  distance,
with  rounded  humps  whose  flanks  are  folded  and  wrinkled
like  an  elephant’s  hide,  but  the  ground  beneath  a  traveller’s
feet is rough and stony.

It is a place of extremes; fierce, dry heat in the day and bitter
cold  at  night;  a  sky  which  is  blue  and  cloudless,  then  black
and bristling with stars.  Snow falls  on the hills  in  winter  and
then after  the spring rains,  grass and flowers bloom briefly in
the  wilderness  before  being  scorched  and  withered  by  the
sun. In the middle of a dry, rocky path which is a stream bed
in  the  Spring,  an  acacia  tree  grows,  offering  a  little  welcome
shade  and  a  rare  splash  of  green  in  the  landscape.  Rocks
shaped  by  the  wind  seem  bare  and  inhospitable,  but  offer
shelter;  the  vast  emptiness  of  the  desert  is  full  of  pure,  deep
silence?20

Throughout  history,  the  Judean  wilderness  has  been  a  place
of  escape  and  refuge  for  fugitives  and  outlaws,  for  kings

20  See  Judea  in  Wikipedia;  also  BiblePlaces.com:Judean  Wilderness  under Judah and
Dead  Sea  sites;  also  Wilderness  under  Negev  and  Wilderness  sites.  I  owe  this
description of the desert’s  unique silence  to Sam Maitland's  A Book of  Silence,  Granta
Books, 2008, Chapter 6, Desert Hermits



fearful  of  revolt  and  for  people  of  faith  seeking  a  simpler,
purer  existence  away  from  civilisation.  For  these  pilgrims,
retreat into the wilderness

.  .  .  represented  in  its  solitude  and  its  simplicity
the  absolute  priority  of  the  spiritual  life.  It  was  the
abandonment  of  everything favour of  nothing.  .  .  Or
rather:  it  was  the  abandonment  of  everything  in
favour of God - and God alone.21

Today,  take  some  time  to  retreat  from  everything  in  favour
of  nothing.  lf  it  helps,  find  your  own  wilderness,  your  own
wild  and  empty  place,  and  abandon  yourself  to  God  for  a
time.  Abandon doing  in  favour  of  simply  being,  and be  with
God in silence and solitude.

21 John Moses, The Desert, Canterbury Press Norwich, 1997, p5



2. Testing

The  people  of  Israel  have  seen  the  plagues  which  their  Lord
brought  down  on  the  Egyptians;  they  have  lied  from  slavery
as  the  morning  air  filled  with  the  grief-stricken  wailing  of
bereaved  Egyptian  mothers.  They  walked  on the  sea  bed  and
saw  an  entire  army  drowned;  they  have  spent  three  days  in
the  wilderness  without  water.  They  have  every  reason  to  feel
exhausted,  fearful  and  desperate.  But  they  are  not  alone.
Through  Moses,  the  Lord  gives  them  water  and  then  speaks
directly to them:

There  the  Lord  made  for  them  a  statute  and  an
ordinance and there he put them to the test. He said,
‘If  you will  listen carefully to the voice of the Lord
your God, and do what is right in his sight, and give
heed to his commandments and keep all  his statutes,
I  will  not  bring upon you any of  the diseases  that  I
brought  upon the Egyptians;  for  I  am the Lord who
heals you.’22

It is quite simple: listen, have faith, do as you are told. But in
spite  of  all  the  evidence  so  far  that  the  Lord  will  look  after
them,  before  two  months  have  passed  they  are  complaining
again:  they  wish  Moses  had  just  left  them  behind  in  Egypt
where  there  was  plenty  to  eat,  rather  than  leading  them  out
into  the  wilderness  to  starve.23 Even  when  the  Lord
responds  instantly  by  providing  miraculous  bread  from
heaven,  they  fail  to  follow  his  instructions  about  observing
the sabbath, and his frustration is evident:

22 Exodus 15:25-26
23 Exodus 16:2-3



The Lord said to Moses,  ‘How long will  you refuse
to  keep  my  commandments  and  instructions?  See!
The Lord has given you the sabbath, therefore on the
Sixth clay he gives you food for two days; each of you
stay  where  you are;  do  not  leave  your  place  on the
seventh day.'24

The  Lord  sounds  like  every  exasperated  parent:  ‘Look  -  why
can’t you just do as you’re told?!’ Even after forty years in the
wilderness,  the  Lord  is  still  leading  his  people,  helping  and
protecting  them  at  every  turn,  and  they  are  still  falling  far
short  of  his  expectations.  He  had  instructed  them  to  take
the  hill  country  of  the  Amorites  as  their  own,  to  tight  for  it
without fear.25 Moses speaks for the Lord:

But you were unwilling to go up. You rebelled against
the  command  of  the  Lord  your  God;  you  grumbled
in your tents and said, ‘It is because the Lord hates us
that  he  has  brought  us  out  of  the  land of  Egypt,  to
hand us over to the Amorites to destroy us. . . ’ I said
to  you,  ‘Have  no  dread  or  fear  of  them.  The  Lord
your God, who goes before you, is the one who will
light for you, just  as he did for you in Egypt before
your very eyes, and in the wilderness, where you saw
how  the  Lord  your  God  carried  you,  just  as  one
carries a child, all the way that you travelled until you
reached this place.  But in spite of this,  you have no
trust in the Lord your God, who goes before you on
the way to seek out a place for you to camp, in tire by
night, and in the cloud by day, to show you the route
you should take.'26

24 Exodus l6:28-9
25 Deuteronomy 1:20-21
26 Deuteronomy l:26-27, 29-33



In  spite  of  their  weakness  and  their  failings,  God  stays  with
his  people  and  does  not  give  up  on  them.  He  had  carried
them,  as  a  father  carries  his  children  when  they  are  young,
but  now  they  are  like  the  growing  child  who  tests  parental
love  and  authority  with  his  disobedience.  Israel  becomes
wayward  and  rebellious;  God  the  Father  chides  and  corrects
but  never  stops  loving  and  wanting  the  best  for  his  beloved
child. Moses spells this out:

Remember the long way that the Lord your God has
lcd you these forty years in the wilderness, in order to
humble  you,  testing  you to  know what  was  in  your
heart,  whether  or  not  you  would  keep  his
commandments. . . Know then in your heart that as a
parent  disciplines  a  child  so  the  Lord  your  God
disciplines you.27

The  wilderness  is  where  God’s  people  are  tested  and  where
they fail again and again, and it is where God’s steadfast love
for  them  is  proved.  In  a  time  of  quiet  today,  reflect  on  this
story and take  heart:  we are  God’s  people,  and he will  never
give up on us. In your prayers, name those ways in which you
have  failed  and  fallen  short  of  God’s  hopes  for  you;  accept
your  fault  and  his  forgiveness,  and  trust  that  he  continues  to
love  you,  willing  you  to  become  the  best  you  can  be.

3. Intimacy

In  the  wilderness,  God’s  people  learned  like  wayward
children  to  love  and  trust  their  Father.  Much  later  in  their
history,  in  the  book  of  Hosea,  Israel  is  vividly  described  as
an  unfaithful  lover  who  turned  away  from  God’s  love,  lured
by the worldly promises of false gods:

27 Deuteronomy 8:2,5



For she said, ‘I will go after my lovers;
they give me my bread and my water,
my wool and my flax, my oil and my drink'28

But the Lord says:

She did not know
that it was I who gave her
the grain, the wine, and the oil,
and who lavished upon her silver
and gold that they used for Baal.
Therefore I will take back
my grain in its time,
and my wine in its season;
and I will take away my wool and my flax,
which were to cover her nakedness. . .
I will put an end to all her mirth,
her festivals, her new moons, her sabbaths,
and all her appointed festivals.
I will lay waste her vines and her fig trees. . .29

Having  stripped  Israel  of  everything  she  has  gained  from
her worldly attachments, the Lord plans to win her back:

Therefore, I will now allure her,
and bring her into the wilderness,
and speak tenderly to her.
From there I will give her her vineyards. . _
There she shall respond as in the days of her youth,
as at the time when she came out of the land of 
Egypt.30

28 Hosea 2:5
29 Hosea 2:8-9,11-12
30 Hosea 2:14-15



We  know  the  wilderness  as  a  place  of  exile  and  harsh
deprivation,  where  the  wanderer  lives  a  pared-down
existence,  stripped  of  all  worldly  comforts  and  reduced  to  a
basic  struggle  for  survival.  However,  these  verses  show  it  as
an  alluring  place  to  which  God,  the  tender  lover,  calls  his
wayward  but  beloved  people.  He  fondly  recalls  those  early
days  after  their  flight  from  Egypt,  when  the  people  relied
utterly  on  their  Lord’s  guidance  and  provision.  In  the  desert,
his  people  are  exposed  and  vulnerable,  and  it  is  this  which
makes  them  so  open  to  the  Lord’s  loving  generosity,  so
dependent  on  his  gifts  and  so  responsive  to  his  grace.
In  a  time  of  quiet,  reflect  on  those  times  in  your  life  when
you  felt  really  in  need  of  God’s  help.  Do  you  still  feel  that
need?  If  not,  what  has  got  in  the  way  of  your  dependence
on  him?  Consider  that  he  is  still  calling  you  to  share  that
closeness  with him, and ask in  prayer  how you might answer
that call.

4. Wilderness inside

Jimmy  is  thirty-something  years  old  and  a  disappointment  to
himself:

As you grow older, you gradually realise that the gulf
between  where  you  are  now  and  where  you  had
hoped  to  be  is  never  going  to  be  bridged.  In  your
daily life you pretend that you will catch up, make up
all  that  lost  ground  and  suddenly  be  catapulted  to
that  elusive  magical  place  called  ‘Success’.

He  is  deeply  depressed  by  the  thought  that  this  is  not  going
to  happen,  that  the  person  he  is  now  is  all  he  is  going  to
amount to. He feels as if he has no direction in life:



I  seemed  to  live  permanently  with  that  feeling  you
have when you’re lost on a car journey and you just
keep  on  driving  further  and  further  in  the  wrong
direction  hoping  there’ll  be  a  turning  or  signpost
somewhere up ahead.31

This feeling of  being lost  and left  behind is  one which many
of  us  may  recognise.  It  reminds  us  that  wilderness  can  be
experienced  both  as  a  physical  place  and  as  a  state  of  mind
in  which  we  are  deprived  of  our  usual  comforts,  exposed
and vulnerable;  in  which our self~sufficiency is  tested and its
inadequacy is  laid bare;  in  which we are lost  and alone,  with
nothing left to depend on but God’s grace.

Some  may  seek  the  wilderness  in  the  world’s  wild  and
lonely  places,  in  the  silence  of  a  retreat,  or  in  their  chosen
solitude.  Many  more  of  us  may  find  ourselves  thrust
suddenly  and  unwillingly  into  a  wilderness  of  our  own.
There may be wilderness in the heart of a city, for the home-
less  person  who  lies  on  the  streets  under  cardboard,  at  the
mercy  of  whatever  violence  or  charity  comes  her  way.  There
may  be  wilderness  on  the  hospital  ward,  for  the  patient  who
feels  like  an  object  being  kept  alive  by  machines,  tubes  and
drugs while his body tries to mend; and for the family by the
bedside,  their  lives  reduced  to  visiting,  watching  and waiting.
There  may  be  wilderness  in  bereavement,  in  divorce,  in  the
blank'  wastelands  of  depression  and  despair.  There  may
be  wilderness  in  the  war  zone  and  the  refugee  camp,  in  the
school playground or in our neighbour’s living room.

In  a  time  of  quiet  today,  pray  for  those  lost  in  the

31 John O'Farrell, This is Your Life, Doubleday 2002, p.6l-2



wildernesses of the world or their own lives:

Loving Lord,
here are your lost sheep:
may the hungry be fed,
may the thirsty drink living water,
may the lost find their way.
May their emptiness be filled with your abundant grace
and may their desert become a breathing space
in which the air flows with your Spirit,
bringing life to all things.
Amen.

As  a  preparation  for  this  week’s  session,  find  a  picture  of  a
wilderness.  It  may  be  a  photograph  of  a  physical  wilderness
such  as  the  desert,  the  moors  or  an  industrial  wasteland  -  or
even  your  own  town,  covered  with  a  foot  of  untrodden
snow.  lt  may  be  a  newspaper  photograph  which  you  feel
shows wilderness as a state of mind, such as a family waiting
for  news  of  a  missing  child  or  a  queue  of  jobless  factory
workers. It may be an image which shows the wilderness as a
place  of  peace,  solitude  and  closeness  to  God:  a  mountain
peak,  a  deserted  beach  or  an  empty  church.  Take  your
picture along to this week’s session as a focus for  discussion.

Extracts from Encountered: meeting God in ordinary places by 
Claire Benton-Evans (Kevin Mayhew Ltd, 2009)

http://www.kevinmayhew.com/christian-books/lent-holy-week-easter/courses/encountered.html
http://www.kevinmayhew.com/christian-books/lent-holy-week-easter/courses/encountered.html
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