



             Christ in the Desert
                                      Isaiah 43: 19-20, Mark 1:12-13a

I’ve been studying and preparing for an interfaith Jewish-Christian dialogue I am doing with Rabbi Alan Cohen on the first of November. We and the Presbyterian Urban

Ministry Network and the Jewish Community Relations Bureau are trying to gather as many Presbyterians and Jews together in one place to be part of it that afternoon at Linwood United—a Presbyterian church not far from here. It’s been a challenge, both in thinking about it!—Studying for it!—and planning it with Rabbi Cohen. 


We’ve met several times already. And while we were preparing Wednesday morning—a two hour dialogue we had in a quiet room at the Jewish Community Center— I said to Rabbi Cohen: “Alan, I was telling a small group of church members at my church the other day that it’s my impression that for many Jews it is more common to argue with God than it is for most Christians. And one woman in the group, Etta Marie Carlisle, replied, “They’ve known Him longer.”  The rabbi laughed and went on to talk about what’s involved when Jews argue with God, which is another sermon. 

I’ve also been thinking of asking my friend, “Alan, if Jesus were alive today, what would Jesus say to a Jewish congregation that was in the midst of observing Yom Kippur—the Day of Atonement here in 2009?  And then Alan would ask me, “Scott, what would Jesus say to a Christian congregation on Ash Wednesday— the first day of Lent—in 2010?” I bring this up because I like thinking about the questions that I just shared with you. And I like thinking about some of questions Alan is asking me:


Scott, what is the holy in your tradition? 

Is holiness confined to certain places or times? 


Is holiness limited to certain people or can all attain it and, if so, how? 


Is it possible to make the ordinary holy? 


What role does your ritual play in this process? 


   What would define a holy person? a holy place? a holy time?

I say this partly to start nudging you into thinking about attending this interfaith dialogue and inviting your friends—There is no Chiefs game that day!—we thought that made it an ideal Sunday afternoon. And it’s early enough, 3:00 p.m., and it’s not far

away, at Linwood United. And you’ll be home before dark. 

         I got to thinking even more about this subject after traveling through and briefly living in a mountainous desert for a few days while Jeannie and I were on vacation. We spent four nights and days at the high mountain desert Presbyterian conference and retreat center, Ghost Ranch in northern New Mexico—and while there, we also visited the Christ in the Desert Monastery, run by the Order of St. Benedict. The Benedictines are spiritual 
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heirs of men and women, called the Desert Fathers and Mothers, who went out to the desert in Egypt in the 3rd century to escape the chaos and persecution and violence of the Roman Empire. In the desert, they found a holy place, that is, they found a place “set apart” from ordinary places—grocery stores, post offices, street corners—holy places are set apart from those kinds of ordinary places— for what a modern Benedictine oblate, Presbyterian and great writer, Kathleen Norris, calls “an exploration of one’s interior spiritual geography”. 


This all got me to thinking about Jesus’s holy experiences in the desert. And then I started wondering:  What would Jesus say if he were in the desert today?   What would Jesus do if Jesus went into the desert today? What would Jesus experience?— if he were to wind up in a desert today,  here in the 21st century?

For starters, I think that when it was night time, Jesus couldn’t help but look up! And it if were a cloudless night, he would see overhead an amazing sight—the sky canopy with its vast design of stars, planets, the Milky Way in all its stunning glory! Whether in the Judean desert wilderness of his day, or in any desert today, Jesus would be out there where the sky sweeps so far above and beyond—and the lights are so clear and bright—Christ could not help but feel a sense of wonder and awe.

A hymn line that we sing sometimes says it well:


“Our God to whom we turn 


  when weary with illusion,


  Whose stars serenely burn


  above the earth’s confusion.”

  I think if Jesus were in the desert today, he would say to us: Why don’t you come out and join me. How many other opportunities will you have, in your electrified and sky polluted world, to see the night sky as it really is?  How many other places can you go and feel true wonder and awe at something that is far beyond your power to wrap your mind around it?  All you can do is rest here below it and become humble and quiet.

The Christ in the Desert Monastery, located down a 12-14 mile dirt road from the last paved road—is quiet. Jeannie says I couldn’t make it there. But I was thinking I could arrive late one afternoon, spend the night and leave the next morning. I could do that! But then I read in the guest guidelines that you have to make a reservation for two nights. 



Jesus is said to have spent 40 nights and days in the desert wilderness of Judea.
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         The great Benedictine monk and Christian writer Thomas Merton spent a lifetime being quiet at the Gethsemane Abbey in Kentucky. Part of that time, he exposed himself to  complete solitude by living as a hermit in his own small cabin. 


          Many people who live alone spend a good bit of time being quiet.


          As an adult, one of the things I love about many holidays is that at least in the morning, it’s mostly quiet even outside. 


         Every Wednesday, for a half hour, we are quiet during our Christian Meditation gathering here in the sanctuary. 



Quiet time with a spiritual focus is holy time!


         Quiet time with a spiritual focus is time set apart from ordinary noisy time. 

        The goal is to still both the noise within and the noise without—so we can listen for God—so we can listen to God. 


One thing we did hear when we were quiet in the desert near this beautiful monastery was the river. I put two photographs of it on the front of this month’s
newsletter. And I started a poem about it:

Where does the river 
that runs through the desert 
begin?

Do you know the way
to the talking streams 

that make the river
that curls like a snake 
through the desert

begins?

Let’s study the maps!—
of Places Above!
Climb higher!
Look deeper!!
For the hidden springs,

The ice dammed lakes
Where the river

that runs
through the painted desert
begins!
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Jesus and his contemporaries—and his forebearers—were acutely aware of the amazing presence of rivers and running water in the desert. In the physical realm, they knew these running waters were necessary for survival. Water was and is a precious resource, and we are becoming more aware of this worldwide as we begin to run out of water to quench the thirst of billions of people on our planet. 

But isn’t a river that runs through the desert a picture thinker’s spiritual idea 
as well? God is the One Who Runs like a River In the Desert! And if I can quiet myself in the desert, I will be able to hear the River running! I will be able to hear it running in my own desert experiences. In fact, I think this would always be a good kind of prayer to make—when you pray to God: You make rivers in the desert!  You are The One Who Makes Rivers Run in My Interior Desert!

Make that your prayer!—and you will begin to transform the ordinary experiences of life—running errands, times of waiting, getting tired at work, waiting for a doctor’s appointment, wondering how some important matter will come out!—Ordinary experiences!— get transformed into holy experiences when you dip your soul into the river that runs within.

That’s also how ordinary places get transformed into holy places—the street corner becomes a holy street corner! The library becomes a holy library! The Sunday School room becomes a holy Sunday School room when people praying with intentional piety and acting with loving purpose—leave self behind—and spend time together giving love recklessly away to each other and to others in that place. They themselves begin to become set apart from “Life As It Is” and achieve holy moments, holy days, a holy week even—a holy life!

I want to close today by asking you to close your eyes and pray and
meditate with me: Breathe in deeply. Breathe out! Breathe in deeply. Breathe out!


Now—Imagine a river running through a desert. 


There is a large, old, dried out tree trunk lying next to it. Go sit on it.


Look upstream! Watch the river rushing toward you!

Look downstream! Watch the river rushing away from you!

Listen to the water running.


Let the sound of the water running—flow through your desert—


The places where your life is a struggle—


The places where you are vulnerable.


Now let the healing waters 


of the river that runs through the desert 


run through you…… (Ring gong)…   Amen
                   






   Rev. Scott Myers, Sept. 20, 2009
