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This January we are trying to sync the theme of our Adult Education sessions and the worship hour.  That means that I have been considering the inter-relationship of contemplation and action.  I begin with a composite quote from feminist theologian Sarah Coakley who is a compelling advocate for the integration of contemplation and action.  “To freely submit to God is to make oneself available for transformation by the One who refuses to be controlled or contained by any social structure...Being transformed by prayer takes time, and it involves a lot of waiting...During that time of waiting, the Spirit is changing me, drawing me toward the first person of the Trinity by transforming my desires.  Those transformed desires, in turn, enable my ongoing consent to this ongoing submission.  As the Spirit reveals to me the God for whom I long, I freely yield more and more completely”.

I have chosen the baptism and temptation of Jesus as my scripture text for several reasons.  First, the baptism of Jesus is the gospel lesson assigned by the Revised Common Lectionary for today which means it is a story being explored in many congregations this very hour.  Secondly, I believe these two episodes which begin Jesus’ public ministry establish the symbiotic relationship of contemplation and action in his life.  At his baptism God claims Jesus with the powerful words, “This is my beloved Son with whom I am well pleased”.   The Lectionary ends the gospel reading after Jesus has received his Divine anointing and climbs out of the Jordan, but this next scene set in the wilderness is crucial for grounding Jesus’ ministry.  Think about it, his first public act after being declared God’s beloved son is a 40 day and 40 night retreat at the empty plate all inclusive known as “the Wilderness”.   Before calling disciples, before any teaching, before any healing Jesus heads to the wilderness for an extended period of contemplation.  Why?  Why does the Spirit lead the beloved son of God to the Wilderness?
The Spirit’s leading Jesus into the wilderness is particularly noteworthy when we consider that within the biblical material the wilderness has mostly negative connotations. The wandering children of Israel called it wretched (Num 20.5).  It was haunted by noxious beasts and demons (Dt. 8.15; Lev 16.10).  Nomads, the lawless, the hunted and the mad were the only people to call the wilderness home.  Jeremiah described it as a land of pits, drought, and darkness (Jer. 2.6).

On the other hand, the wilderness also periodically served as a place of refugee and spiritual renewal.  God and angels ministered to Hagar in the wilderness (Gen 16.6-14).  Moses took refuge in the wilderness after killing an Egyptian (Ex 2.15).  God provided manna and quail in the wilderness (Ex 16).  David and others fled to the wilderness to avoid the wrath of Saul (1st Sam 22.1-2).  Elijah found safety from Jezebel in the wilderness and met God there (1st Kings 19).  Both Isaiah 40 and the Gospels describe a voice crying in the wilderness which proclaims that it is out of the wilderness that God brings restoration.
The biblical texts describing the wilderness as undesirable clearly outweigh the positive references,
 and yet the Spirit leads Jesus into the Wilderness.  Why?  In the most inhospitable of climates the people of God are forced to rely upon God—the One who brings water from a rock, bread from heaven, quails from the east (Ex 16-17.7).  In the wilderness our vulnerability is exposed, and learning to embrace God’s providence amidst our vulnerability becomes a key to ministry.
Consider for example two episodes set in the wilderness later in the gospels.  In Matthew 14 Jesus withdraws from the crowds in a boat to a wilderness (ἔρημον) place to be alone (Mt 14.13-21).  The crowds, though, track him down on foot.   Evening comes and food becomes a concern.  Jesus knows what it is like to hunger in the wilderness, and he has compassion on the people.  With God’s blessing five loaves and two fish feed 5000.  Another wilderness story appears in Luke’s gospel (8.26-39) where Jesus encounters a graveyard wandering man whom a demon would periodically drive into the wilderness (ἔρημον).  Running into “tempters” and “devils” in the wilderness is old business for Jesus.  On account of his familiarity with the landscape Jesus is not daunted by the circumstances and is able to bring relief to a man sorely oppressed.

These wilderness stories are a tremendous gift for us when we go through our times of testing:  the times we are sick, hungering, or spiritually tormented.  Jesus knows these lands and can bring relief.  Those among us this day who are suffering need to know that Jesus understands our pain.  Jesus has been there.  Sometimes Jesus heals.  Sometimes Jesus feeds the hungry.  Sometimes Jesus hungers with us and abides with us in our suffering.  The writer of Hebrews tells us to approach Jesus with boldness in our times of need because in every respect he has been tested as we are tested, and he sympathizes with us (4.15-16).
I would suggest this ministry of Jesus in the wilderness is made possible through the contemplative work of those 40 days and 40 nights just after his baptism.  He learned about hunger, reliance upon God, the ways of the Devil, and he had time to more fully graft himself into to God’s life giving tap root.  I make this claim on account of the way Jesus interacts with the Devil in the temptation sequence.
The Devil knows scripture.  Three times the Devil paraphrases or directly quotes the Psalms and three times Jesus responds out of Deuteronomy.  Psalm 37 (18-19) states that in the days of famine the blameless will have abundance; the Devil knows Jesus to be blameless and famished, so why not make some food, lots of food?  Jesus responds from Deuteronomy 8 (2-3) that the prosperity gospel is bunk. The Devil cites Psalm 91 (11-12) that angels watch over those who call upon God, and Jesus replies from Deuteronomy 6 (16) that such recklessness dressed in piety seeks to manipulate God.  God’s beloved son, the Devil notes from Psalm 2 (7-9), posses the nations as his heritage so why not take the quick way to ownership.  Jesus responds from Deuteronomy 6 again (13-14) that God’s kingdom will come in God’s time.
In this exchange Jesus quotes Deuteronomy.  The book of Deuteronomy is a boundary book.  In Deuteronomy the people will soon be crossing the Jordan from the wilderness into Canaan.  Jesus, too, will soon be moving from the wilderness into the Holy Land.  Deuteronomy gives lifestyle guidelines to reinforce the theological boundaries between God’s people and the nations.  Jesus, too, will soon need to distinguish himself from the theologies of the Romans, Scribes, and Pharisees.  He has spent 40 days dwelling in God’s care and meditating on what it means for God’s beloved son to reflect his Divine parent.  In this preparatory time he has begun to understand those ways he will choose and those he will need to refuse.  His contemplation gives theological integrity to his action.  How does knowing this shape the way we live?
African American theologian Delores Williams offers a compelling story in her book Sisters in the Wilderness.  Prior to a lecture at Howard University Williams participated in a workshop attended almost exclusively by black female ministers. “[O]ne woman turned to another woman and said, “Tell the group about your wilderness experience.”  The woman described an experience in her last parish.  A few members of the congregation had all but successfully turned the rest of the congregation against her.  Her ministry was about to be destroyed, she said.  But she, alone, “took her situation to God as she fasted and prayed.”  Finally God “came to her,” giving her direction.  This was a positive turning point and her ministry survived to become one of the most outstanding in the district.  Other women around the table in the workshop began to share what they termed their wilderness experiences in ministry.”
  One day we hear God naming us as her Divine daughter or son; the next day we find ourselves in the wilderness.  Once we realize we are in the wilderness we have choices.  The contemplative activity of fasting, praying, and waiting transforms us.  It prepares us to recognize and receive God’s angels brought to us to minister to us.  Reflecting on our hunger or our encounters with the devil makes us sensitive to others we meet in later chapters who hunger and are tormented.  
Nutana Park Mennonite is not in the wilderness; at least no one has told me if that is the case.  It feels, though, like we are at the beginning of a new phase of ministry.  Anita has retired.  Susanne is among us.  We are burying the last of the charter members at a frightful pace even as a younger generation is embracing leadership in the church.  Matt and Craig’s wedding two years ago was the culmination of decades of patient discernment within the leadership of the congregation and the church more broadly.  What is next?  I am not sure.  If indeed we are waiting for what comes next, then I am very interested in our posture of waiting.  When is the last time as a congregation we have had sustained praying for illumination as to the direction God’s ministry within us might take?  And fasting?  Fasting is a biblical thing:  Jesus did it (Mt 4.2), suggests his disciples do it (Mt 6.18), and the early church did it (Acts 13.2-3, 14.23).   Goodness, we don’t talk much about fasting, but there it is right in our biblical text.  Are we willing, like Jesus and the early church, to fast as we await God’s direction?  The contemplation which includes fasting / praying /waiting might be our next order of business as a congregation.

At a personal or household level we can also create space for contemplation which will give our actions theological integrity.  Jesus routinely created space for private communion with God (e.g., Mk 1.35; Lk 5.16; John 11.54), and maybe we can as well.   A professor of mine at seminary always began his day at the office by lighting a candle and placing himself in the presence of God.  Breathing in the light of God put him in a good space to deal with brash seminarians like yours truly.  Infused with the light of God he found it much easier to practice compassion.  

Patty and I have a routine in the morning.  We play a game of scrabble and then have devotional time.  It isn’t fancy and it isn’t much, but it is effort to structure into our day the kind of contemplation which will positively shape our ministerial action.  Some people choose to dedicate their commute to some devotional literature.   I offer these examples as descriptive and not prescriptive.  There are many and varied sacred ways which facilitate our dialogue with God.
Joel Salatin accurately assesses the situation:  “The more noise in our lives, the more distractions and activity, the harder it is to hear the still small voice.  We have to find a time, a quiet getaway.  Even Jesus parted from the crowds to commune with His Father.  If Jesus had to get away, how about us?
   We do well to begin our days, begin our year, begin our new phase of congregational ministry with a healthy dose of listening.  The irony of speaking about listening is not lost on me.   It is exceedingly hard to listen while a long winded preacher rambles on, so I will stop yakking.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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