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Lent 1—Year B 

Genesis 9:8-17 

Psalm 25:1-9 

1 Peter 3:18-22 

Mark 1:9-15 

 

This day feels heavy. When you start with The Great Litany praying for deliverance from everything 

imaginable, and even things we hadn’t imagined, gee, what do we expect? But we were heavy before we 

got here this morning. I set aside time on Thursday mornings to work my sermons at home. As I looked 

out over the valley, Grandfather Mountain was obscured in the mist and rain; layers of grey clouds hung 

low—it matched my mood.  

 

I wasn’t tuned into the news as it was breaking on Ash Wednesday because I was moving from one 

service to the next—blessing ashes, imposing ashes, remembering that “we are dust and to dust shall 

we return,” blessing bread, blessing wine, taking Jesus in, remembering that God loves our 

beloved dust.  

 

I saw the headline flash across my phone at one point, but I couldn’t tune into it. It was Thursday 

morning before there was enough space for me to listen to the news, and I could barely breathe, and I 

sure couldn’t stop the tears. There was a picture—it was a mother sobbing, holding her daughter, also 

sobbing, close to her chest, and on that mother’s forehead, you could see the ashes in the shape of a 

cross. That mother had been to an Ash Wednesday service, just like we had; that mother had lamented 

her sins and prayed for a new and contrite heart and received those ashes as a sign of her mortality, 

just as we had; and two hours later, that ritual was no longer just something you do because its Ash 

Wednesday, but that reckoning with mortality and sin and all those things we confess on that day—it 

became horrifically real. It can change that fast; it can turn on a dime, and whatever illusions we had 

about our lives being in control, they’re gone, and we are left to feel the full force of life and death. 

 

So, here we are again. Another mass shooting, and here’s what I know—I preached about this in 

October, four months ago, and in that sermon, I outlined all the other times I had preached after a mass 

shooting. That October sermon was #9. This makes #10. And these shootings are coming closer 

together. There have been five school shootings since the start of this year—we’re seven weeks into the 

new year. My preacher’s heart is weary; all of our hearts are weary. It’s more than a heart can bear. 

 

I heard one interview where a mother was asked who she blamed. The mother spoke honestly saying 

that everyone on social media had their own particular place where they were fixing blame, and then she 

went on to name her list. Blame—it, too, is a part of this cycle. It’s where we go when something feels 

massively out-of-control, as this surely does, but I am reminded of what I’ve learned about blame in the 

Brené Brown work. She says that blame is simply the discharge of pain and anger and discomfort. 

Blame is a discharge of energy. It’s understandable why people go there, but it’s masking what’s 

underneath—the ritual of blame is masking the pain, the brokenness, the fear, the powerlessness that is 

more than the heart can bear. 

 

So, where do we go with our broken, bleeding hearts? Well, for me, I come here; I come here to a 

community who doesn’t have the answers, but who has the capacity to sit in the discomfort of the 

questions that rise up like a volcano when these things happen. I come here where we sing our hearts 

out and dare the darkness to try and shut us up. I come to sing lament when I just don’t have any more 

words to name the heartbreak. I come here to remember that God is still the ground that holds firm when 

the foundations are shaking and for the bread and wine that fill the hole in my soul. I come here for the 
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story, capital “S”, that will challenge me, comfort me, shake me, reorient me, compel me to act, and 

give me perspective, all at the same time. 

 

And today, that story doesn’t so much take us somewhere else, as come and meet us right here where we 

are. The wilderness. Today, we hear about Jesus’ time in the wilderness. 

 

Jesus has just been baptized by John. He’s just heard that voice from heaven proclaim, “You are 

my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 

 

And in the next breath, we hear this: And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. 

He was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the 

angels waited on him. 

 

And before we get derailed trying to understand why on earth the Spirit was the one to throw Jesus 

out in that wilderness, can we just set that theological conundrum over here, off to the side for today? 

Because, today, it doesn’t matter how we got here. The fact of the matter is we are in the wilderness. In 

the Greek, this wilderness is desolate, lonely, solitary, uninhabited, an uncultivated region; it’s a place 

that’s deserted, a place where you’re deprived of the aid and protection of others—friends can’t help 

you, acquaintances can’t help you, family can’t help you; it’s a place that is bereft. 

 

And in this desolate, lonely, bereft space, Jesus, and we, wrestle with temptation. Call it Satan, call it 

the powers and principalities, call it oppositional energies, call it forces that seek to separate us 

from our deepest truest selves, call it the stories we tell ourselves, call it whatever you will, but know 

that in that desolate, wilderness space, we’re going to be wrestling, and temptation is as good a word 

as any to describe the dynamic we experience when it’s all spinning out of control, and we’re trying to 

hang on to our center. 

 

So, what are the temptations of this day for us? They are many.  

 The temptation to despair.  

 The temptation to overwhelming powerlessness.  

 The temptation to accept the unacceptable as the new normal because it’s just the way things 

are. 

 The temptation to blame—pick your target:  

 the AR-15, 

 gun culture,  

 politicians who can’t muster the political will and courage to do something,  

 mental health issues that go unaddressed,  

 a culture bereft of healthy initiation rites for so many of our young men, leaving the way of 

violence as the only way to prove their manhood,  

 the gratuitous violence in video games and movies and tv shows,  

 the isolation of young people who are always on the outside looking in, who struggle to find 

a place of belonging, who are loners and lonely.  

 The temptation to idolize security and think we can protect ourselves from loss and heartbreak 

if we are just armed enough.  

 There’s the temptation to think there are easy fixes to this problem.  

 The temptation to demonize anyone who has a different perspective on this issue and reduce 

any individual who owns a gun OR anyone who calls for sensible gun control laws to a 

caricature that we can then dismiss and discard.  
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 The temptation to believe that either/or is the only option we have, jettisoning our capacity to 

see complexity in this issue  

 The temptation to believe that gun control laws have the capacity to cast out the deeper demon 

of violence that has possessed our hearts—violent hearts that sometimes rain down bullets on 

innocents, violent hearts that sometimes take their aim with words piercing the hearts where they 

land.  

 The temptation to believe there is nothing we can do because the magnitude of this problem is 

too big, and too intractable, with too many forces driving this runaway train.  

 The temptation to stay numb because to sit in the ashes with all those who have lost someone 

they love to gun violence is more than our heart can bear. 

 

Jesus had his temptations, and the beauty of Mark’s gospel is that Mark doesn’t spell them out 

specifically. It is enough to know that Jesus had to wrestle with them, just as we do. It is enough to 

know that Jesus spent time with the wild beasts. Turning fully into all the questions and issues that 

surround guns and violence in our society places us squarely in the company of the wild beasts. Maybe 

we shy away from this conversation because it feels wild and unpredictable and brings out the beast in 

all of us, but ignoring it only sends these wilder, more malevolent energies—that are inside of each one 

of us—ignoring these wilder, more malevolent energies only sends them underground where they hold 

more power to wreak havoc. Jesus found a way to be with the wild beasts, and at the same time, Jesus 

was able to allow the angels to wait upon him. Jesus could receive the messengers of good news, 

those tangible presences that signaled that God was indeed present and pointed him back to his core 

identity as a Beloved Son of God. 

 

In the wilderness that surely engulfed Nikolas Cruz, I wonder if anyone ever told him that he was a 

Beloved Son, and if they did, did he hear it, really hear it? I wonder if he ever had the experience of 

the angels waiting on him, or did he feel completely, utterly alone, left only with his demons, 

consumed by the wild beasts? 

 

As the students of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School have told their stories these last few days, 

we are hearing the stories of the angels who sacrificed for others’ safety, who comforted those who were 

injured and frightened. The angels’ message has especially been trumpeted by the students now 

demanding that we pay attention, and wake up, and engage with the temptations that are swamping us.  

 

These fierce angels are calling us to be with these wild beasts because wrestling with all that is before 

us—taking it on directly in all its complexity, while at the same time clinging to our core identity as 

Beloveds, while at the same time remembering that every other human being is a Beloved, too—doing 

all these things is the only way we’ll find our way through this wilderness that has engulfed us. 

 

We didn’t ask for this time, but it’s the time we’ve been given. Engage this wilderness, fully, 

completely, faithfully. We’ve got to cling to the hope that we can come through this. Jesus did, and on 

the other side, he was fearless.  

 

I saw a story this morning that shows us what this looks like in the flesh. Ben Dickman. Listen to what 

he posted on Facebook Friday morning:  

“I’m putting my money where my mouth is (from yesterday’s FB post). This is an AR-

FiveSeven, I own this rifle. It’s a caliber variant of the AR-15. I am a responsible, highly 

trained gun owner. However I do not need this rifle. No one without a law enforcement 

badge needs this rifle. This rifle is not a “tool” I have use for. A tool, by definition makes 

a job/work easier. Any “job” i can think of legally needing doing can be done better by a 
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different firearm. I enjoyed shooting this rifle immensely but I don’t need it, I have other 

types I can shoot for the same enjoyment. I have surrendered this rifle to The Broward 

Sheriff at the Tamarac Post. I could have easily sold this rifle, but no person needs this. I 

will be the change I want to see in this world. If our law makers will continue to close 

their eyes and open their wallets, I will lead by example.”  

Ben Dickman wrestled with his temptations with complexity; he sat with his wild beasts; and he 

emerged from his wilderness clear about the difference between rights and needs; he emerged 

determined to do one tangible thing to make this madness stop; he emerged empowered to make a 

costly choice that takes us closer to the kingdom of God—and if you read the comments to his post, 

you’ll know it’s a costly choice, indeed. 

 

In this horrific situation, in this endless wilderness of violence, as followers of Jesus, we’ve got to hear 

Jesus’ proclamation on the other side of his wilderness and receive it as our clarion call, our call to 

action—“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, renounce all the 

temptations whispering in your ear—because you can’t do action until you deal with the 

temptations—believe, trust in the good news—there is another way.”  

 

Brothers and sisters, we’ve got to keep on proclaiming that good news until all flesh, all flesh—all 

men, all women, all children—know to the depths of their souls that they are Beloved sons, they are 

Beloved daughters, they are Beloveds in whom God is well pleased. Wrestle with your temptations 

that we all may find our way to the peaceable kingdom of God. Amen. 

 

 

 

The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks  
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