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Baruch 5:1-9

Luke 3:1-6

Have you ever been lost in the woods? In the wilderness? The most beautiful part of

being lost in the wilderness is being “found” at the end of the ordeal. Desert experiences

often end with a new fulfillment, new life, new mission.

When I was fifteen I went with my father to the family hunting camp in the woods on

the banks of the Ouachita River. I set out to hunt deer with my older brother, my 20

gauge shotgun over my arm with just one word of caution from the more experienced

hunters at the camp: “Do not cross the ‘right of way’!” I had no idea what a ‘right of

way” was, but my pride would not let me ask. The thought of getting lost never occurred

to me, for I knew that part of the world, or I thought I did. We walked in dense woods

through the underbrush for a while. My brother sat me down at the base of a tree to wait

for a deer just far enough from a clearing so that I could see what was coming, and he

faced the other direction. It was a typical Louisiana winter day, cold, rainy, and I became

disenchanted with the idea of shooting a deer rather quickly. I was soaked through

because the tree didn’t seem to protect me at all. I realized why when I looked up. As a

joke he had put me on the bare side of the tree with no branches to block the rain. I was

not amused. After hours of seeing no deer at all, I convinced my brother to head back to

camp. We quickly realized that we had lost our way. We did not panic, but we both were

concerned, and we were hungry. I don’t know how long we were lost, but we did start to

get really scared, okay, a little panicked. Then our scout survival training kicked in, and

we stopped and listened for the sound of water. Just before dark we found the river and

started our trek downriver back to the camp. I think we were more afraid of the welcome

we would receive when we got back to camp than of being lost. When we finally got

back, the Papa’s did not chastise us – much – for we looked really pitiful in our rain

soaked clothes. But they were curious how we could have gotten lost upriver if we had
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not crossed the right of way. You see, we didn’t know that the line we were not to cross

was the huge utility right of way clearing that we merrily crossed when we first left the

camp. We were welcomed and chided and warmed by the fire and fed with my Daddy’s

venison stew that he had been cooking all day while we were lost.

I had often wondered why Daddy never came home with a trophy – lots of deer meat

from other people’s kills, but never a rack from a big buck that the other hunters bragged

so about. My Daddy went to the camp to feed the others, to be in fellowship with them, to

share stories. I am certain that my brother and I provided a good tale for him to tell for

years to come. To Daddy, hunting was all about relationships he had and made at the

camp. Now I understood what fulfilled my father most and what his mission was at the

camp. For me, I learned about forgiveness, for there was no blame in our wilderness

story. And I understood how much I was cherished by my brother and my Daddy and all

his friends.

The Essenes and other Gnostics who had left Jerusalem and moved into the wild

country around Jerusalem were good Jews. The Qumran Community, believed that they

were living into the portion of the 40th chapter of Isaiah that Luke quoted and we just

heard. These devout believers separated themselves from the influence of outsiders living

in the desert and striving to prepare the Lord’s way. They saw themselves as the true

Judaism. [An interesting aside is that the ruins at Qumran are the same exact proportions

as the Temple in Jerusalem.] To prepare the way of God those in Qumran embraced a

most restrictive rule of life. They were a celibate community. And they lived austere lives

in the wilderness. John Bar Zechariah – the son of Zechariah – heard the word of God

while in that wilderness. John was called to be God’s prophet; he was to fulfill God’s

promise [Acts 1:22, 10:37]. And so he began his ministry to prepare the way for the work

of Jesus the Christ  – not among the Gnostics who segregated themselves from the world

but out in the world. Out of the wilderness came John’s voice to prepare the way of the

Lord, to make God’s paths straight.
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John went about preaching repentance and baptizing. He began to baptize Jews.

Baptism by water was for converts to Judaism, but John baptized all those in need of

repentance, including Jews, to prepare them for the Lord’s ministry. How can we

prepare? How might we get ready for the arrival of the Lord? Are we wearing a garment

of sorrow as the reading from Baruch calls our afflictions? Are we afflicted like those in

Jerusalem. Or are we like the Gnostics – too proud of what we think we know to seek our

Lord in humility? Would the robe of righteousness that is a gift of God fit our shoulders?

Would we wear it proudly? Or would our halos slip as they so often do?

John came to announce a new covenant with God that was available to all people, not

just the Jews. And this new promise would come through Jesus, the one for whom John

was preparing the way. From the outset, John’s message was for universal inclusion of

Jesus’s ministry, for all people. All people – even we – have the opportunity to be

rescued from our sins to be fully prepared for the coming of God.

Wilderness experiences can be formative ones. Certainly that was the case for John,

son of Zechariah. But John came to understand that it is a right relationship with God and

God’s people that would prepare all people for the coming of God among us. Taking

themselves apart from the world, keeping themselves clean from the stain of the world

did not and could not free the people of Qumran to be ready for the Christ to come again.

John learned that from his time in the wilderness.

It was in the wilderness – the desert – that God had made a covenant with Israel

[Jeremiah 2:2ff; Deuteronomy 2:7; 32:10; Exodus 16]. Through that wilderness

experience God’s people who were enslaved were freed. But Israel was restored as a

people of God through baptism by John. In Baptism we submit to God, we give our

allegiance to God, and our sins are forgiven and we become a new creation free of sin – a

restored people of God. In Luke John was the last and the greatest of the prophets. Luke’s

John ushered out the old and proclaimed the new. He taught that only baptism was

required to wash away sins rather than sacrificial offering. In this way, John made the

connection of forgiveness to Jesus.
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In Isaiah the prophet celebrated the return of the exiles back from the desert to their

Jewish homeland after their captivity in Babylonia. This was the Jewish salvation. But

John was the one who would lead people out of the captivity of sin by being the herald

the one who saves us.

We owe the wilderness experience and the Qumran community much – for they gave

us John to prepare us for the coming of the Lord – the advent of the Christ. Yes, John was

the forerunner of Jesus, but you could say that from the wilderness – from Qumran –

came the voice announcing the way. But the Qumran Community also gave us the Dead

Sea Scrolls that have changed our faith and confirmed our knowledge of the stories of

Holy Scripture. Some are threatened by what the Dead Sea Scrolls revealed and continue

to reveal. Archeological and literary criticism of Scripture can be a healthy thing. It is my

belief that the more we know the more our faith is confirmed by those who went before

us to prepare the way. Can knowledge shake our faith? I suppose it could. But, I say,

rather knowledge should shape our faith! The Gnostics, the Essenes, the Qumran

Community may have had the knowledge, the written word, but they were lost without

being able to relate the word to the world. The living word is what was and is needed.

John learned this from his wilderness experience. Knowledge confirmed his faith, but

also revealed to him that the Word must go to the people so that they and we could have

new life, could find the mission we were created to fulfill. We need not be lost in the

woods to be found. The Advent of Christ has ensured that we are a found people.


