
Grace and Peace to you from a God who meets up in times of wilderness and stays by our side.   

  

I walked as if my intentions were pointed somewhere.  I pretended to be focused and directed as 

if I knew where I was going.  If my blonde hair didn’t give it away, my huge backpack did.  To 

wondering eyes, I was definitely a visitor, probably an American by the looks of my tennis 

shoes.  I knew they were thinking, she most definitely has a wad of cash in her shoe meant to last 

her the next several months.  If they were thinking this, they were right.  I could tell they knew 

everything about me.  My fears, my insecurities, my inability to form a complete sentence in 

Castellano. I needed to get anywhere but the largest terminal in Buenos Aires, Argentina, where 

buses, cars, and taxis crisscrossed and maneuvered around each other like one giant game of 

Frogger.   

  

I read horror stories of Retiro being one of the most dangerous terminals in South America.  I 

noticed how people were tucked in every corner.  I thought of my mom’s warnings.  Which ones 

were dangerous? I wondered.  How would I know?  I kept my gaze from landing in any direction 

but forward.   

  

Amazing smells lofted from street vendors.  Make-shift tents boasted open-flamed parrillas with 

hissing meats pitched on large steel forks.  All of this was covered by a blanket of 

exhaust.  Hundreds of buses spit, smoked, and gurgled, waiting to depart for Uruguay, Brazil, 

Paraguay, Bolivia, Chile, and Peru.  I was tempted to step onto one, to float in whatever direction 

the wind would take me, but I was set to be in a specific placement in Argentina for a year.  The 

safe serenity of the airport shuttle I rode to Retiro was a stark contrast to the sea of chaos I was 

now attempting to navigate without a map or any know-how at all.  I only knew I needed to get 

to La Plata, where my new home and volunteer assignment awaited me thanks to the ELCA’s 

Young Adults in Global Mission program. 

  

I remember the relief I felt as I approached an entire row of red buses with my destination 

plastered in big, red letters in the fronts of every window.  I bought my one-way ticket as I 

entered, vowing to never come back to this place.  I felt so alone and exhausted from being 

alone.  I was proud of myself for what I was doing and I was excited for the year ahead but I 

didn’t anticipate how much it would teach me to embrace solitude.  The language was a 

challenge in itself.  I wasn’t fluent in Castellano, their version of Spanish, when I arrived in 

August and I remember realizing in November I had not spoken a full sentence out loud for 

several months.  My broken paraphrasing isolated me a lot too.        

  

I look back at this year in my life, wondering how I succeeded, on several occasions, to find my 

way through the various wilderness places of loneliness and complete vulnerability I encountered 

that year.  At the time, I thought my perseverance was rooted in simple necessity. Now I know, it 

was a profound trust in God’s entrance into the times and spaces in my life that seemed or seem 

crazy, chaotic, and constrained by people and events beyond my control.  In times of wilderness, 

God meets us while offering meaning, guidance, and empathic compassion.  

  

I know God meets us in times of wilderness because of the emphasis placed on this fact in 

Scripture.  I’ve spoken about wilderness imagery in the Bible before. “Given its place in the 

Exodus narrative, the wilderness, [meaning, desert or deserted place], in biblical writings often 



represents vulnerability and uncertainty. In Luke it is a place of testing and of hunger (Luke 4:1-

2; 9:12), and sometimes danger or destruction (Luke 15:4; 21:20) or being lost and then found 

(Luke 15:4). It is precisely in the wilderness place of vulnerability and danger that God appears.3 

  

Just as God [in Exodus] guided the Israelites by a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by 

night, God provides what is needed in the wilderness, such as daily manna [ in Deuteronomy] or 

a feast for multitudes [like in Luke, chapter 9].  Thus, the wilderness is where (and how) God’s 

people learn to depend on God.”  

  

So it’s no coincidence we encounter Christ kicking off his ministry on the outskirts or margins of 

the various centralized powers in Jerusalem and the surrounding region.  Luke contextualizes 

what were the existing earthly powers in our text for this morning.  “Indeed, the world to which 

God sends the Messiah is a world held captive to earthly forms of domination and influence, 

represented…by men like Tiberius, Pilate, Herod (Antipas), Philip, Lysanias, Annas, and 

Caiaphas. But, for Luke, the word of God does not come to any of those influential men of 

power, nor to the political territories over which they have command. It comes instead to a lone 

man out in the wilderness: John, son of Zechariah,” who announces, “Prepare the way of the 

Lord!”  Again, this is further evidence that God meets us in the wilderness places of our lives.   

  

Does God cause times of wilderness to happen?  I don’t ever know the answer to that 

question.  As fires again ripped through Denton and prairies throughout Montana this past week, 

I was challenged in my questioning of God or why God would ever allow such atrocities to 

happen. But then I was gently reminded of God's immaculate nature of accompaniment and 

provision in times of wilderness, fear, frustration and solitude. I couldn’t help but see the Advent 

of God’s presence bursting through the hearts and hands of communities and people coming 

together to offer support and answers to prayer. Donations are coming in by the thousands.  A 

live auction has started up online.  And our own church council has agreed to petition the MT 

Synod for some disaster relief funds.  I’ll keep you updated on our process.     

  

Climate change and changing weather patterns, a global pandemic, economic loss and 

inflation.  All of this will continue to wreak havoc on our communities and 

livelihoods.  According to the experts, this is a given in the years to come until we find a way to 

straighten things out, IF we find a way.  But one way is for certain, we prepare ourselves and 

also look for signs of God’s presence in the midst of foreboding trials and tribulations.  The only 

way we’re ever going to manage is to see God’s light and love in each other and the connections 

that ground us together that are in direct defiance of ideological and political differences. 

  

According to John the Baptist, preparation must also require repentance on our part.  Repentance 

means to change one’s mind or move in the opposite direction one is going. This means, of 

course, we consistently need to consider moving ourselves in directions that more sharply 

resemble God’s mind and God’s hope for the world. Can we repent as a world and nation to turn 

shifting weather patterns into a state of normalcy?  Can we repent as individuals, thus learning to 

have patience with our enemies and those with whom we disagree?  Time will tell and I certainly 

hope so.  When wilderness seems inevitable, however, our Gospel reading, particularly the 

concluding quotation from Isaiah 40, focuses our hearts on preparation.   



We mustn’t continue to be caught off guard. Assuming a disposition of trust and preparedness 

will forever be the keys to doors of future, worldly uncertainty.   

  

I don’t think my experience in Argentina can be likened all that well to what we’re experiencing 

in the world today but it’s a moment I can look back to as a means for reflection as I ponder the 

repentant directions I need to take and the trust I have in God to meet me throughout my 

wilderness wandering in life.  It was scary and I was fearful at times, but my year taught me to 

feel and acknowledge God’s presence in places unexpected and out of my control.   

  

Today and this week, I want you to think of the wilderness wandering you have done.  If it’s 

trauma inducing, please go about this exercise according to the guidelines you have set for 

yourself.  Disregard it all together if you need to.  Otherwise, as you reflect, ask yourself, was 

God present throughout any of your experience?  If so, where?  If not, where did you NEED God 

to show up for you and do you find any consolation whatsoever in our Gospel story this 

morning?     

  

God meets us in two major ways: in our vulnerability and meekness, exemplified by Christ 

coming to us as an infant and on the run from earthly powers that sought to do him in from day 

one AND as a different kind of power-force that meets us on the margins, in the wilderness 

places of our lives, in full opposition to centralized, earthly powers that work to dominate and 

control every aspect of our being.  Full recognition of this can be life-changing, dear ones.  It’s 

what can get us through.  It’s what will help us continue to pull together despite all odds.  It’s 

what will, indeed, save us until our time on earth has ended.   

  

“Very little is certain about the post-pandemic world, except for the promise represented by 

John’s proclamation in the wilderness: God enters this time and this space in this period of 

history, so that ‘all flesh shall see the salvation of God’ (Luke 3:6).  

  

Prepare the way of the Lord.”  Amen.  
 


