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Out in the Wilderness
The Gospel of Mark opens with a brief telling of the
story of John the Baptizer. What are we to make of
this crazy fellow who lives out in the wilderness,
wears clothes made of camel hair and eats locusts
and honey? For the first century readers of this
Gospel, this language with which Mark describes
John conjured up images of Elijah. “Just as a gaunt
bearded face and a stovepipe hat would immediately
conjure up the image of Abe Lincoln for those
socialized into modern American mythology” writes
Ched Myers, “so would John’s garb have invoked
the great prophet Elijah for Mark’s readers.” John is
a prophet in the same vein as Elijah, humble, far
removed from the halls of power in his day, and yet
God used him to prepare the way for the Messiah
through whom all creation would be reconciled.
Perhaps the most relevant aspect of John’s story is
the place in which we find him, the wilderness.

First, our churches are largely off our culture’s
highways of power; they no longer hold the cultural
sway that they did in the Constantinianism of
previous centuries. Furthermore, there is an austerity
to our calling. Our calling might not be to camel
skin, locusts and honey as John’s was, but we have
been called – as Jesus’s disciples were called later in
Mark’s Gospel (8:34) – to deny our selfish desires
and follow in the cruciform way of Jesus. The
wilderness also has been a place for abiding with

At the start of another new year (on both the church
and the cultural calendars), let us reflect on whether
we take our calling to our local church communities
seriously as a sort of “wilderness” calling. Do we
prepare ourselves for the austerity of the self-denial
to which we are called? Do we set aside our
distractions and prepare to meet and abide with God
in the midst of our gatherings? Do we discern
together where God is leading us as a people and the
relevance of our calling to the wider culture?
As we set aside the distractions of modern life and
submit ourselves to God’s formation in this
wilderness to which we have been called, I have no
doubt that – like John – our faithful obedience will
prepare the way for the presence of Christ in
our own particular places.
C. Christopher Smith, The Ekklesia Project

St. John the Baptist in the Wilderness, Hieronymus Bosch

Throughout the history of God’s people, the
wilderness has been a place of repentance, formation
and preparation – from the exodus of Israel from
Egypt, to Elijah, to John the Baptizer, to the
temptations of Jesus, to the Desert Fathers and
Mothers and beyond. What are we to learn from this
wilderness history? Where are our places of
wilderness today? In our increasingly post-Christian
world, I wonder if our church communities are one
of the primary places of wilderness for God’s people
today.

God; just as the minimal distractions of the
wilderness allowed the saints of ages past to focus
on repenting and abiding with God, so likewise the
gathering of our church communities is the space in
which set aside the distractions of the day and learn
to abide in the presence of God and of our brothers
and sisters. It is in the wilderness that God forms us
into people who can bear prophetic witness in their
time, just as John did, and for which his life would
eventually be taken.

Reflecting on the Word
____1st Reading: Genesis 1:1-5
In the beginning… What happened on this first day of
creation? What do you visualize when you imagine the
void before creation? Think about the word “create,”
what do you think of? Do you think of a creative person?
Being creative yourself? How do you express yourself
creatively? What is your favorite way to experience
God’s creation? Is God still creating today? If so, how
and where do you see it? Think about the word
“recreation;” how does creation and recreation fit into the
context of our relationship with God?
____Psalm Reading: Psalm 29
David urges his audience to "ascribe to the Lord glory and
strength. How does his psalm accomplish this? What
does "the voice of the Lord" do? What characteristics of
God do these verses bring to mind? Most of Psalm 29
describes the actions of God as a mighty and powerful
rainstorm, inspiring not only awe, but even fear.
However, the psalm ends (v. 11) describing the actions of
God in quite a different fashion. How does this complete
the picture of God that David has painted? How does
observing the power of God in both nature and in his own
actions help us understand the nature and role of worship
in our lives? Sometimes God uses a storm to draw our
attention to him and cause us to fall before him in awe,
but he also "blesses his people with peace." How can this
passage help you to better understand the ways of God
and his workings in your life? Quiet Time Bible Study,
InterVarsity Press

Jesus’ baptism symbolized his willingness to
embrace a journey which God himself would
make if He walked among us, which helps us
better understand why he was given that
name, Immanuel. At his baptism, Jesus
offered God all his time, talents, resources
and influence to be used to advance His
kingdom and make earth more like heaven.
As he yielded to the water in the Jordan and
let it envelope him, so he yielded to the will of
God and let it guide him.
Bob Browning

“Whenever I hear the sound of water flowing or
see the water poured in the sacrament of baptism,
my soul is deeply moved and built up as I
remember the promises claimed at my own
baptism and those of my children. The signs and
sounds of that gesture speak profoundly to me of
the renewal we have in Christ Jesus, claimed in
baptism and claimed again each time I remember
the promises of my baptism.”

Praying Toward Sunday
Lord, thank You for the new life that we are
given in You. Thank you for pulling us out of
the darkness and into a new light. We ask for
your forgiveness for so often wanting to retreat
into the comforts of the world, of the way we
were used to and the tendencies we fall towards.
God, help us to remember our baptism daily, to
dwell on all that it represents and to walk forward
in the newness of the eternal life we have been
given. Thank you Jesus for such sweet
redemption. Amen
She Who Fears

____3rd Reading: Acts 19:1-7
Why do you believe Paul would ask the disciples if they
had received the Holy Spirit when they believed? Why
was that a relevant question? What role does the Holy
Spirit play in salvation? How does he change the life of
the new believer? What is the Baptism of John? What
was its purpose and message? Although these disciples
were baptized into John’s baptism, why is it astonishing
that they would not have even heard of the Holy Spirit?
What portion of the gospel message were these men
missing? Why is the complete gospel message necessary
for genuine salvation? Providence Road Church
____4th Reading: Mark 1:4-11
What does verse one teach us about Jesus? Why is it
important that the gospel began with prophecy? Who was
the prophecy about, and what was his mission to be?
How does the baptism of repentance prepare the way for
Jesus? How did the people respond to John's message of
repentance? Describe John's life-style. Why do you think
he lived like this? How did this kind of life contribute to
his mission? How did John introduce Jesus? What does
this teach about John? About Jesus? Why do we need the
baptism of the Holy Spirit? Why did Jesus receive
baptism from John? What are the meanings of Jesus'
baptism by John? How did God show his approval? What
does this mean to us? Stephen Ricker

