The First Sunday in Lent
March 1, 2009
Text:  Mark 1:9-15
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Back in 1957, E.B. White – the famous writer, author of Charlotte’s Web – E.B. White was asked to write an introduction to William Strunk’s The Elements of Style.  Now known as Strunk & White, I bought my copy back in the late 60’s, and I am guessing it is still the brief Bible for writing proper English.

In his introduction, E.B. White relates:

“Omit needless words!” cites the author on page 17, and into that imperative Will Strunk really put his heart and soul.  In the days when I was sitting in his class – [back in 1919] – he omitted so many needless words, and omitted them so forcibly and with such eagerness and obvious relish, that he often seemed in the position of having short-changed himself; a man left with nothing more to say yet with time to fill.  Will Strunk got out of this predicament by a simple trick:  he uttered every sentence three times.  When he delivered his oration on brevity to the class, he leaned forward over his desk, grasped his coat lapels in his hands, and in a husky, conspiratorial voice said, “Rule Thirteen.  Omit needless words!  Omit needless words!  Omit needless words!”

You know what I think?  I think that Mark, the writer of our Gospel, must have been in Strunk’s English class as well!  Look at all he has jam-packed in our Gospel reading today:  Baptism!  God speaking from heaven!  Testing!  Proclamation of God’s Kingdom!  Boom!  Boom!  Boom!  Boom!  All in 7 verses in English.

Here’s Strunk again, further explaining Rule #13, “Omit needless words”:

Vigorous writing is concise.  This requires not that the writer make all his sentences short, or that he avoid all detail and treat his subjects only in outline, but that every word tell.

That every word tell.  Since Mark chose his few words well, I would like to zero in on a small handful of those words today.  But first some general words about baptism.
Did you know that the season of Lent began as a time of preparation for baptism?  Forty days long, not counting Sundays, it was an intensive period of instruction in the faith, preparing the candidates for their baptism at the Easter Vigil service on the Saturday night before Easter.

In our baptism you and I are joined to Jesus Christ.  So, what Mark says here about Jesus’ baptism also pertains to you and me and our baptisms.  Now….

let’s dip into some of those few, well-chosen words of Mark’s.
The heavens torn apart.  We spent a whole sermon on that just a few weeks ago, on the Baptism of Our Lord, but just a brief reminder now.  Because of your baptism, heaven is open to you!  One day, sometime in God’s future, when God ushers in His Kingdom at the end of time, heaven and earth will be completely joined together, open and visible to one another, married together forever.  And you and I – because of our baptisms, because we are joined to Jesus Christ – will be a part of all that.
The Spirit descending like a dove.  God’s Spirit also rests upon you!  Our first reading today was the flood story.  Remember the end of that flood story? when the dove brought the olive leaf of new life back to Noah?   Well, that Spirit of new life also dwells in you!  If the time comes when maybe you are feeling isolated and alone, surrounded by hostility – you are not!  God’s Spirit is in you!
You are mine, the beloved.  God speaks that good news to each of us, too:  You are my beloved daughter, my beloved son.  I love you with an everlasting love.  I have knitted you in your mother’s womb.  I’ve written your name in the palm of my hand.  You are the apple of my eye.  You belong to Me and I belong to you.  Don’t be afraid.  Trust that you are the beloved.
Fr. Henri Nouwen was a visiting professor my last year at Yale Divinity School.  He later left academia in order to share his life with mentally handicapped people at the L’Arche community of Daybreak in Toronto.  He told this story about one of the residents there:

There is one of my friends there, Janet, who is quite handicapped but a wonderful, wonderful lady.  She said to me, “Henri, can you bless me?”  I remember walking up to her and giving her a little cross on her forehead.  She said, “Henri, it doesn’t work.  No, that is not what I mean.”  I was embarrassed and said, “I gave you a blessing.”  She said, “No, I want to be blessed.”  I kept thinking, “What does she mean?”

We had a little service and all these people were sitting there.  After the service I said, “Janet wants a blessing.”  Janet walked up to me and put her head against my chest and I spontaneously put my arms around her, held her, and looked right into her eyes and said, “Blessed are you, Janet.  You know how much we love you, how much God loves you. You know how important you are.”
She looked at me and said, “Yes, yes, yes, I know.”  I suddenly saw all sorts of energy coming back to her.  She seemed to be relieved from the feeling of depression because suddenly she realized again that she was blessed.  She went back to her place and immediately other people said, “I want that kind of blessing, too!”

That’s what God says to each of us in our baptism:  You mean everything to me!  Maybe there will come a time in your life when you feel a deep sense of your own sin, your own separation from God.  Remember then:  there is always forgiveness with God.  You are God’s beloved!

This baptism picture that Mark paints is such a beautiful picture that we are hardly prepared for the terse, startling words that come next:  the Spirit drove Jesus out into the wilderness.  To be honest, people, literally the word is, threw him out into the wilderness.  Mark later will use this same verb to describe an exorcism:  Jesus threw the demon out of the man.  
The Holy Spirit did this!?!  The sweet, gentle dove of the baptism scene now appears to be a thing with claws, with talons!?!  Didn’t you and I join this club in order to find some peace for our lives?  We were looking for something meaningful and fulfilling, not something that drives us into wildernesses and calls us away from our comfortable lives.  

And yet, if we have been joined to Christ in our Baptism….if Jesus himself bids us to follow Him….

then off into the wilderness we must go, too.  

It is the place where the wild beasts are.  All of the children here, I am guessing, are familiar with the book, Where the Wild Things Are.  There are also “wild things” for us adults, too.  We adults, too, are faced with temptations and struggles and fears.  Our wild beasts may be health concerns for ourselves or for our loved ones; our monsters may be financial worries and wondering what the future may hold for us.

This is Mark’s peculiar touch to the temptation story, these wild beasts.  But isn’t that what temptation is like?  Some wild beast waiting to jump us?  Some of us may remember back to the story of Cain and Abel, back in Genesis, where, before Cain kills his brother Abel, he is warned:  Sin is crouching at your door.  Sin as the wild beast crouching outside our door.

Robert Coles, the Harvard child psychiatrist, spent the summer of 1960 in Mississippi interviewing folks, black and white, caught up in the racial troubles there.  He interviewed a white supremacist, spending hours listening to this man who had planned crimes of hate.  What made him do it?  What made him brag about his horrible deeds?  Coles later wrote:

We must all know the animal in us can be elaborately rationalized in a society until an act of murder is called self defense, and dynamited houses become evidence of moral courage.

The animal in us, the wild beast in the wilderness.

We all know the numerous tests of life, don’t we?  A sudden battle with cancer, a heart attack, the loss of a child, war, starvation, hunger, financial collapse, the end of a marriage?  The list goes on and on.  We as Christians are always faced with the power of evil testing us to see if we will crumble and curse God, forget God, not turn to God, gradually let go of God.

But it’s not just wild beasts who are out there in the wilderness.  The angels are there, too.  Angels are the messengers of God.  They waited on Jesus, Mark says.  They are the presence of God to sustain us as well, when you and I are out in the wildernesses of our lives.
Vice Admiral James Stockdale survived 2,714 days as a POW in Vietnam – that’s 7½ years!  On one occasion the North Vietnamese handcuffed Stockdale’s hands behind his back, locked his legs in heavy irons, and dragged him from his dark prison cell to sit in an unshaded courtyard so other prisoners could see what happened to anybody who refused to cooperate.  According to the Navy’s official report of the episode, Stockdale remained in that position for three days.  Since he had not been in the sun for a long time, he soon felt weak, but the guards would not let him sleep.  
He was beaten repeatedly.  After one beating, Stockdale heard a towel snapping out in prison code the letters GBUJS.  It was a message he would never forget:  “God Bless You, Jim Stockdale.”  Experiencing the presence of God in the most unexpected places.  That’s what Mark says:  even in the wilderness you can hear the rustle of angels’ wings.
After these 40 days out in the wilderness, Mark says, Jesus began his ministry, proclaiming the GOOD NEWS:  The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near, repent, and believe in the good news.

This right here….these terse, concise, brief words of Mark are the good news:

· Our baptism joins us to Jesus Christ.

· Heaven is open to you.

· The Spirit rests upon you.

· You mean everything to God.

· Even in the wilderness…

· …where the wild beasts of sin and temptation lurk…

· ….even there, God is with you.

· This is the GOOD NEWS!
The first word is beloved.  
