Deserts and Gardens

Gen 2:15-17 and 3:1-7/ Luke 4:1-7

The First Sunday of Lent

February 10, 2008

This morning the Lectionary texts present us with scenes that are contradictory in nature.  Eden, God’s first garden, is filled with beauty beyond compare.  No artist’s rendering, no song writer’s expertise has ever captured the beauty of its lands or the bucolic nature of its setting.  Of God’s perfect garden it is said, “And the LORD God planted a garden eastward in Eden. . . .  And out of the ground made the LORD God to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight, and good for food.”
  Even Eden’s name, in Hebrew, means pleasure or pleasant high place.  The setting for this morning’s Old Testament text is in a place created to be only pleasant, only peaceful, only perfect.
But it is not so with the reading from the New Testament.  In Luke we find Jesus, filled with God’s Holy Spirit, being led into the desert.  In the Gospel of Mark it says he is sent, and the word connotes some pressure, some force, sending him into this barren place.  The Greek for desert is erēmos (ἔρημος) and it means a solitary, lonely, desolate, and uninhabited place.  In fact, the word used here in the Lukan text for desert is the same word used elsewhere in the Biblical witness for wilderness.  Jesus is led out of his baptismal glory into a desert of harshness and heat, into a wilderness alone.  

Our texts this morning present us with a question; why on the first Sunday of Lent must we deal with deserts and gardens?  What might we gain from the contrast?  If you will but pray with me for a time I believe we will come to see how comparing gardens and deserts might strengthen our practice of Lent and enable us to journey toward Christ’s cross.  As we compare gardens and deserts in the Bible’s books we will find an interesting pattern; it seems gardens get people in trouble but deserts transform them.  

According to Strong’s Hebrew Dictionary there are 47 instances of the word garden in the Bible; and all of the occurrences – save for a few found in the Song of Solomon or in and among the prophets – are associated with situations that do not turn out well.  It was after looking out on the garden like setting toward Sodom and Gomorrah that Lot was enticed to separate from him uncle Abram
 and Lot’s lot in life, if you will, was never the same.  The gardens of Sodom and Gomorrah were not for him, his kith or kin.  
It was the greedy desire of King Ahab for a garden that caused him to demand the vineyard of a man named Naboth.  But when Naboth refused to give up his land, the Queen, to cheer up the King, had Naboth murdered.  Ahab’s craving for a garden and the Queen’s conniving to get it for him brought about God’s retribution on Ahab, the King of Israel; retribution all for the want of a garden.
  
In the book of Esther, in the first chapter, it tells the tale of a King who gave a six month party.  King Xerxes, and his male guests, partied a plenty with wine to spare.  So merry was the King’s mind that he is reported to have summoned his wife, Vashti, to come to the party wearing only her royal crown.  The setting of this soiree, the fifth verse of the first chapter of Esther tells us was, you guessed it, in a garden.
  
Throughout the Biblical text, old and new, the mention of a garden seems to be connected with circumstances that are troubling.  Jesus’ friends fall asleep on him in a garden.
  Judas betrays the Christ in a garden,
 and right after Jesus’ is arrested one of the high priest’s slaves, having recognized Peter, accuses him of being with Jesus in a garden; and Peter begins his program of denial.
  And in the very last mention of the word garden in the entire Bible we hear with sadness that Jesus is buried in a garden.

Gardens, at least so it seems, seem filled not with sweet scents but with challenges that get those who enter them in trouble.

But not so with deserts.  In many of the stories contained in our Bible deserts are not scenes of trouble but settings for transformation.  In the desert Hagar, is transformed from Sarai’s simple slave to the one and only person in the whole of the Bible who names God.  In Genesis 16, in the midst of running away from her mistress; in the midst of her desert experience; Hagar says, I have seen God and I have lived.  So she called the Lord, Jehovah ‘el Debar, the God who sees me.
  

In the desert Moses and the former slaves of Egypt are transformed from not a people into a people.  God says to them “I will come and tabernacle with you and I will never turn away from you. . . .   I will be your God and you will be my people”
 transformed in the desert from no one to God’s chosen someone. 
In the desert David, the one who would become the shepherd king of Israel was transformed.  In the desert he learns how to fight lions and bears; learns to keep his father’s sheep.  It was in the desert that he was transformed from the baby boy to the fierce shepherd boy who would one day take what the desert had taught him and transform the quaking armies of Israel into a fearless squad of fighters.  He would do so as they watched him defeat the one called Goliath.
  
Deserts are truly transformative for God’s people for it was in a desert that Elijah –

the same Elijah who, moments before had defeated 850 prophets of Baal and Asherah on Mount Carmel and who moments afterward took off running in fear for his life because Queen Jezebel had uttered a threat – that same Elijah meets God in a desert and is transformed from a whimpering weakling into a prophet, preacher and powerful leader.
  

In gardens we can be lulled into a sense of ease and rest.  In gardens we can begin to think all is well and that we have no need of more than we can see.  In gardens it is easy to lose track of what is essential for all that is needed is within easy reach and every desire is met.  
But in deserts something different happens.  In deserts there may be beautiful vistas; but there are also the bones of those who have been overcome by the barrenness and the heat.  In the desert what is present is constant absence.  In the desert we are stripped and our resources alone are not enough.  In the desert we need more, much more than we can humanly produce.  In the desert we struggle for what we get and we are likely, much more likely, to focus on that which is essential, for that is what will keep us alive.

Gardens can be places of danger because we move into mindsets of ease but deserts can be places of transformation for our minds our sharp and vigilant, with every fiber of our being focused on what is essential, what will keep us alive.

So it is with our texts this morning.  In the garden the adam, the man, and the woman whom he called Eve
 somehow seemingly had been lulled by the beauty of their surroundings.  It seems they have been lulled into forgetting what is essential.  God had spoken to them.  God had walked with them.  God have given them all they needed and more.  But their more had given them the sense that maybe they did not need to obey the God of their creation.  For when the tempter shows his crafty and beautiful head, when the tempter does what he does so well and with such eloquence, when the tempter asks the question, “Did God really tell you not to eat fruit from any tree in the garden”; Eve, and then Adam, forget what is essential; forget their need to be obedient to God.  
However, when faced with the same tempter, in the desert, Jesus responds to the satan’s insinuation that he may not be the son of God by focusing on exactly what is essential.  Though hungry and tired, though worn and weak; each time the satan asks him a question Jesus responds not with his own wisdom, not with his own insight, not with his own words, but with the word of God. Shall I give you bread, the enemy asks.  Jesus, from Deuteronomy 8:3, responds, “Man does not live by bread alone.”  
When the tempter asks will you worship me for the privilege of authority and splendor, Jesus, who has left the authority and splendor of heaven’s throne room replies, “worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.”
  And finally when the beguiler asks if Jesus will prove the veracity of Psalm 91; that the angels will bear him up, Jesus knowing what was said in Deuteronomy 6 proffers, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.”
  
In each of these exchanges the solitary, lonely, desolate, and uninhabited setting of the desert has not dulled but sharpened Jesus’ sense of what is essential; his knowledge of and obedience to God’s word.  
Gardens can cause us to forget, but deserts can cause us to remember; gardens can get us in trouble but deserts can transform our very souls.

And so it is with the invitation into a season of Lent.  It is not an invitation into the ease of a garden; but it is an invitation into the transformative power of the desert.  Are you, are we, willing to give up our gardens of Barrington and Buffalo Grove, of Palatine and Arlington Heights?  Are we willing to leave the delights that we know and find our way into the sparseness of a desert journey; a journey intended to focus us on what is essential, to fasten our hearts to the word of God and to be transformed?

Deserts are not easy places but in the season of Lent we are invited and we must go.  Why?  So that we might recall what it is to rely, to fully rely on God?  So that we might remember what it is to be dependent, fully dependent on the one who created us.  So that we might move away from the dazzling lights and sweet smells of gardens and better see the heavens and the works of God’s hands.  Why must we go?  So that we might move into a position to take in the essentials things of God and to cherish and obey them.

Jesus was led into the desert and you and I must follow that same call.  Come into the desert with me and know that we do not go alone.  Jesus went, God’s word says, filled with God’s spirit.  And you may go taking likewise.  At your invitation the words and music of our church-wide Lenten discipline are meant to fill you with God’s presence.  The first day’s offering was, Hush, Hush, Somebody’s Calling My Name.  In the desert you want to know that God knows your location and your name and will call you.  Hush, yes hush, someone is calling your name.  

And if that does not work for you, then go taking sound of the choir.  Go into the desert saying Precious Lord, take my hand, lead me on, let me stand.  For in the desert, I am tired, I am weak, I am worn.  Through the storm, for there are storms in our deserts, storms of family challenges, storms of financial challenges, storms of self doubt, storms of hurt and heartache, storms of loss; but through the storm, through the night; lead me on, to the light.  In this season of Lent Lord lead us to the light of Easter.  Yes, while I am in the desert Precious Lord, take my hand and lead me on.
Will you come through the discipline of Lent, into the desert, to be transformed?

Let us pray.
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