
St. Paul’s
United Methodist Church

5501 Main Street
Houston, Texas 77004-6917

713-528-0527
www.stpaulshouston.org

Wilderness Time
by 

Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams
February 22, 2015

First Sunday in Lent
8:30 and 11:05 a.m. 



Wilderness Time • February 22, 2015 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 1

Texts: Genesis 9:8-17; Psalm 25:1-10; 1 Peter 3:18-22; and Mark 1:9-15

The Gospel of Mark is most likely the original gospel written. Formed first, 
Matthew and Luke likely took Mark and then added stories of their own communi-
ties around them.

Mark is known for being succinct and barebones gospel. There is no birth 
narrative. No wise men, no shepherds, no epiphanies it says just verse before where 
we picked up here — “this is the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ.”

After some words about his cousin John, it begins with this dramatic scene. 
The skies open up, and the dove descends and the voice. 

Before NBC had The Voice there was this one saying — “this is my Son, the 
beloved with whom I am well pleased.”

He hasn’t done anything yet! No healings, no miracles, no feeding, no any-
thing from Jesus. But God is pleased?!

Like an artist looking at the canvass and surveying his handiwork, so God 
has looked upon his creation and called it good — said, “I did well. “

If there is anything in the world that I would so desire for every human being 
to know, it is this: You are a beloved child of God. Created by God and your life 
gives God pleasure. 

And I just wonder if that would help with all manner of temptations…if we 
just knew that!

It did with Jesus. He entered into that wilderness knowing who he was. 
Rooted in baptism, he is reminded that he is the Beloved Son and it is out 

of this identity that Jesus then goes to discover in the wilderness the nature of his 
power.

Contrary to being a place of destitution, the wilderness throughout the Bibli-
cal witness is a holy place, of discovery, of God revealing Himself to God’s people, 
of calling and journey. Think of Moses and the Israelites on their pivotal journey 
through it to a promised land.
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Mysteriously, it is the same Spirit present at baptism that drives Jesus into this 
wilderness where wild beasts and the diabolos, — Satan — appear…and angels.

Sounds like life. Devils and angels all around.
The Greek language here is up for grabs. It can be interpreted many different 

ways.
The word suggests something forceful. Non-violent but forceful. 
Propelled him, it pushed him, it hurled him into…
And I guess if Jesus is himself tempted and tested, why should we think we 

would be any different?
In fact, that it comes right after the high moment of baptism should tell us 

something — namely that baptism is not just a solitary ritual act of the church or 
a magic blanket of protection, but that it is an evil-defying act that says to others: 
“this one is God’s!”

Beasts and devils are not that foreign to us. Our enemies can be found out-
side of us or inside of us. But most of the time, the danger lies within. 

Back to Jesus. When the temptation is real, it is most certainly deceptive. 
Temptation is not usually obvious but, rather, disguised like these in the clothes 
of power, provision, and ordinary. It usually isn’t “Hello, I am Satan, I am here to 
tempt you.”

From birth we are thrust into a wilderness life that consists of beasts and an-
gels wherein we are tested and strengthened. 

Author Madeleine L’Engle confided in a friend who was also a fan that her 
best work had come out of times of pain. He responded in jest, “Well then Madame, 
I wish you a year of suffering!” He was joking of course. Even God does not wish 
it upon us but, rather, our strongest moments can often come in our most trying 
seasons.

Who is this tempter or tempters? 
Called Satan in Hebrew, the Devil, diabolos in Greek, this figure stalks the 

pages of the Bible, seeming to grow in hostility and power. The Hebrew faith attrib-
uted both good and evil to God’s agency. The Adversary makes cameo appearances 
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as an agent of God in the Old Testament. His primary role was to uncover weak-
nesses of humans who were highly regarded by God. Think about the Job story. 

Satan becomes more hostile and harmful later. Gradually his identity shifts 
in the scripture from roaming divine agent to a full-on oppositional force. Satan be-
comes the force and source of evil in the world. 

Even such that the devil becomes our best excuse for doing wrong — the 
devil made me do it, the old song goes.

We really don’t have to go further than the mirror to see brokenness and evil. 
Even in the face of ISIS, insanities, unexplained illnesses and disasters, we would do 
well to simply think about our own this Lenten season and that will keep us busy 
enough.

This Lenten season is a Spring time of sorts. That is where the word comes 
from. Lent does not exist in the Bible. It comes from the early church’s intention to 
prepare for the Easter celebration. Rather than waking up one day and celebrating 
Easter, we prepare for it in this intentional season. 

Some have called it balcony time. You know what that is like. The dance floor 
is below and you get up on the balcony of your life and look down and see what you 
see, notice what you notice.

Blinders come off and you stop listening to the deceptions and voices that 
would tell you to take matters into your own hands.

There are many wonderful and wise interpretations of the three temptations 
of Jesus recorded in other Gospels. But the essence of it for me is Jesus’ own sense of 
himself. 

He was the Beloved of God. And as such, he needed not the things that any-
one else would offer him. 

I don’t know what it will take for you to only listen to the voice that calls you 
Beloved…and not listen to the other multiple ones that would tempt and test you 
away from that. 

I go to the great hymns of the church. I go to the scriptures. I come to the 
church. I trust good friends and lean on my memories of faith. I try to remember 
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the angels in my life who have waited on me and never left me even when beasts 
and devils might have otherwise encircled me. 

The moment you wake up each morning, all your hopes and dreams for that 
day rush at you like wild beasts. And our first job each day is, rather, to entertain 
the angels who surely also come, listening to that other voice, the other stronger, 
quieter life come flowing in. 

I have been especially taken in these last days by the story of Kayla Mueller, 
the young woman who recently died while in captivity by the terror group, ISIS. 
If you have not yet spent time with the letter she managed to send to her family 
through others who were released, I would strongly commend it to you.  You can 
find it in its entirety at the end of this sermon. 

I’ve had my share of wilderness times, to be sure, but none like the one this 
young woman endured. In the midst of her imprisonment she managed to get out 
a powerful witness as to what sustained her then. I am especially struck by this part 
of her letter to her family, which was written nine months ago:

“I remember mom always telling me that all in all in the end the only one you 
really have is God. I have come to a place in my experience where, in every sense 
of the word, I have surrendered myself to our creator because literally there was no 
one else... by God and by your prayers I have felt tenderly cradled in free-fall. I have 
been shown in darkness, light and have learned that even in prison, one can be free. 
I am grateful.” 

It seems to me that if there is a gift in wilderness times it is this: we are re-
minded that “in the end, the only one you really have is God.” And what a wonder it 
is in such times to experience being “tenderly cradled in free-fall” by that same God. 

“Believe in the good news” is better translated here, I think, as “trust in the 
good news.” 

Trust in the good news. We would never have been invited to repentance if 
change was not possible. 

And I think at the root of everyone’s hopes is a desire for life and the world to 
be better. And it starts right here.
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Wendell Berry said, one must begin in one’s own life the private solutions that can 
only in turn become public solutions.

Our hope for this wilderness world does not first reside in a grand solution but 
right here (in the heart) right now.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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Letter from Kayla Meuller 

Everyone,
If you are receiving this letter it means I am still detained but my cell mates 

(starting from 11/2/2014) have been released. I have asked them to contact you + 
send you this letter. It’s hard to know what to say.

Please know that I am in a safe location, completely unharmed + healthy 
(put on weight in fact); I have been treated w/ 
the utmost respect + kindness. I wanted to write 
you all a well thought out letter (but I didn’t know 
if my cell mates would be leaving in the coming 
days or the coming months restricting my time 
but primarily) I could only but write the letter a 
paragraph at a time, just the thought of you all 
sends me into a fit of tears.

If you could say I have “suffered” at all 
throughout this whole experience it is only in 
knowing how much suffering I have put you all 
through; I will never ask you to forgive me as I do 
not deserve forgiveness. I remember mom always 
telling me that all in all in the end the only one 

you really have is God. I have come to a place in experience where, in every sense 
of the word, I have surrendered myself to our creator b/c literally there was no 
else….+ by God + by your prayers I have felt tenderly cradled in freefall.

I have been shown in darkness, light + have learned that even in prison, one 
can be free. I am grateful. I have come to see that there is good in every situation, 
sometimes we just have to look for it. I pray each each day that if nothing else, 
you have felt a certain closeness + surrender to God as well + have formed a bond 
of love + support amongst one another…

I miss you all as if it has been a decade of forced separation. I have had 
many a long hour to think, to think of all the things I will do w/Lex, our first family 
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camping trip, the first meeting @ the airport. I have had many hours to think how 
only in your absence have I finally @ 25 years old come to realize your place in my 
life.

The gift that is each one of you + the person I could + could not be if you 
were not a part of my life, my family, my support. I DO NOT want the negotiations 
for my release to be your duty, if there is any other option take it, even if it takes 
more time. This should never have become your burden. I have asked these 
women to support you; please seek their advice. If you have not done so already, 
[REDACTED] can contact [REDACTED] who may have a certain level of experience 
with these people.

None of us could have known it would be this long but know I am also fight-
ing from my side in the ways I am able + I have a lot of fight left inside of me. I am 
not breaking down + I will not give in no matter how long it takes.

I wrote a song some months ago that says, “The part of me that pains the 
most also gets me out of bed, w/out your hope there would be nothing left…” aka 
-   The thought of your pain is the source of my own, simultaneously the hope of 
our reunion is the source of my strength. Please be patient, give your pain to God. 
I know you would want me to remain strong. That is exactly what I am doing. Do 
not fear for me, continue to pray as will I + by God’s will we will be together soon.

All my everything, Kayla

Transcript and picture of letter from ABC News


