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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.
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. 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
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.
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, Ekklesia Project

“Prepare the way for the presence of Christ
in our own particular places.”

Reflecting on the Word
____1st Reading: Genesis 1:1-5
Looking at Verse 1, who existed before the heavens and
the earth? If God was the Creator and not part of the
creation, He is not a created being. What does this truth
indicate about His nature and His character? Who is sole
creator of everything? What was the condition of the earth
in the beginning? When we think about the creation
story, are we normally more focused on the Creator or the
creation? What does our answer indicate about our view
of the purpose of creation? Radical Experiment, Doing
Good.org

____Psalm Reading: Psalm 29
What is the function of verses 1-2 in this psalm? Who
might David be referring to when he says “O heavenly
beings” in verse 1? In verse 2, David writes, “worship the
Lord in the splendor of his holiness.” What does this
mean? How can we do this? There is a common phrase
repeated seven times in verses 3-9. What is it? What is
David emphasizing in repeating this phrase? There is a
lot of rich imagery in verses 3-9. What is one image that
particularly strikes you? What do you find captivating/
glorious about it? What does David do in the final verse
of this psalm? What did the Lord do to “bless his people
with peace?” What must our response be to this glorious
truth? What qualities of God are revealed in the storm
and its aftermath? How does the psalm help you ascribe
to the Lord’s glory and strength? When the storms of life
come, where do you run for shelter? Harvest Bible Chapel,
This Day with God

____3rd Reading: Acts 19:1-7

Who were these men Paul encountered in Ephesus? Were
these “disciples” Christians? What things did they
possess and what things were missing in their faith?
What did Paul’s opening question mean? What is the
significance of the laying on of hands? What is required
in order to experience the Holy Spirit? Barnwell Baptist
Church, Think Theology

Praying Toward Sunday
Love tore the heavens open and spoke. If Jesus hadn't
comprehended the fullness of his being before that
moment, with the help of John the Baptist at the Jordan
River, he understands now. And, as Gregory of Nyssa
says, all these things are a figure (typos) of ourselves.
The Voice tears open the heavens to declare us Beloved.
So let us celebrate this feast accordingly and
acknowledge, too, Christ's thirst, that is, his longing in
love for us, and let us be love for one another. "Christ is
bathed in light; let us also be bathed in light. Christ is
baptized; let us also go down with him, and rise with
him." (Gregory of Nazianzus) Amen!
~ Suzanne Guthrie, At the Edge of Enclosure

Wade in. Over your head.
“Go out into deeper waters.”
The river of the water of life
flowing from the throne.
“Fill the jugs with water.”
The heavens torn open.
“The water I give you will become
a spring in you gushing up
with infinite life.”
Baptize me in this, Jesus.
“Lord, don't you care that
we're about to drown?”
“Peace, be still.”
Then wash my hands and head, also.
He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit
and with fire.
Jesus wept.
A rickety little ark on a great, wide sea.
Baptize me in this, Jesus.
When all was dark and chaos,
the Spirit brooded over the waters.
“She has bathed my feet with her tears.”
You who were baptized into Christ
were baptized into his death.
“Pick me up and throw me into the sea,
then the sea will quiet down for you.”
Deep calls to deep at the thunder of thy cataracts.
Baptize me in this, Jesus.
They went into the sea, the waters
a wall for them on their right and on their left.
My beloved, in whom I am pleased.
I am poured out like water.
“Whoever gives a little one a cup of water...”
You must be born over and over from above.
Let justice roll down like waters
and righteousness like an everflowing stream.
Baptize me in you, Jesus.
~ Steve Garnaas-Holmes, Unfolding Light
____4th Reading: Mark 1:4-11
What does the word Epiphany mean to you? What is the
relationship of John the Baptist to Jesus? What do we
know about him so far? Why do we suppose Jesus came to
John to be baptized? Who was God's message in 11b for?
Could it also be for us? If you’ve been baptized, now
would be an appropriate time to reflect on your experience
of baptism. What do you think baptism does? Lesson Plans
that Work, Sermons that Work

