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 “...for whom the bells tolls....”  “No man is an island...”.   These are familiar words penned by 

the English poet, John Donne, and they certainly have taken on greater meaning for us over this last 

year.  Covid 19 has brought news about death and moments to consider our own death.  Through 

shutdowns, essential workers, unemployment and food pantry line, through mask and physical 

distancing guidelines, through racial unrest and political uncertainty, we have come to deeper 

understanding of how connected we are to one another - in families, here at Trinity and around the 

world.   

 Yet, while Donne’s words are familiar, I didn’t know much about Donne’s life.  He lived during 

the Great Plague of the 17th century.  The tolling of bells was not just a poetic image.  Daily, church 

bells signaled deaths.  Drivers of horse-drawn carts cried, “Bring out your dead.”  Donne was a new 

dean at St. Paul’s Cathedral in London and his words in sermon and prayer must have comforted his 

people.  Until, he became ill.  Bubonic plague was the diagnosis.   As he lay in bed, wondering if he 

would survive, he wrote a spiritual journal.  Entitled Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, it documents 

the stages of his illness with reflections, laments and prayers.  I recently read it and one entry 

particularly struck me:   “O most mighty and merciful God, through you have knocked me off my feet, 

you have not separated me from my foundation, which is yourself.” 

 “...though you have knocked me off my feet....  It seems like plagues and pandemics have a way 

of doing that to great poets and people like us.  Yet, plagues and pandemics aren’t the only life-changing 

events in life.  Given what we have all lived through this last year, I now wonder if Jesus’ baptism might 

have been that same kind of event for him.  Does his baptism knock him off his feet? I wonder what is 

the opening scene in our gospel story brought Jesus to realize his life is about to change?  Probably not 

during his first steps into the chilly water of the Jordan River.  He must have done that before.  As a 

Hebrew adult male, presenting himself to for a cleansing ritual wouldn’t have been a water-shed 

moment.  But once his upper body emerges from the water, any number of things could have contributed 

to the idea that his life isn’t going to be the same. It could have been seeing the vision of the heavens 

torn apart.  It could have been the image of a dove so real that maybe it was.   And then, Jesus hears the 

voice, the words, “You are my Son, the beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  By that moment, he must 

have realized there could be no going back to life as he had known it.   

 Jesus’ baptism must have been like that for him - a huge event in the flow of his life so far.  He 

would never walk the dirt lanes of Nazareth in the same way as he walked them that morning on the way 

to the Jordan.  He could never again be jostled in a marketplace crowd and fail to notice someone 

touching him, someone hurting and in need of healing.  Jesus would come to see family with new eyes.  

Now, everyone is his mother, father, sister, brother.  His ears would quickly pick up a beggar’s cry from 

the margin, a cry he could hear even as others clamored for his attention.   There would be no pretending 

that he didn’t hear and see.  When someone asks him a question, Jesus doesn’t automatically assume 

that the obvious answer is what is being asked.  Jesus listens for the hidden message.  In his baptism, 

Jesus receives the gift of making a significant shift in how he chooses to live. 

 Oh, it isn’t that everything has changed in the world around him.  Nor has he become a blank 

slate, starting completely afresh.  No, it is much more subtle than that.  There is more to the episode at 

the river.  His baptism experience begins a shift in Jesus ’life, in how he sees, and hears, includes and 



 

 

cares.  And we know from three of the gospel accounts, that event changes everything because in each 

of those gospel accounts, the first thing Jesus does after his baptism is go into the wilderness.  Whatever 

Jesus understood about his baptism and however  the gospel writers describe it, there is a strong link 

between this watershed experience of Jesus and his time in the wilderness.  The same Holy Spirit, first 

imagined as a dove hovering around Jesus, makes the connection.  Only now, the Spirit is not like the 

feather on a dove’s wing catching an up-current of air.  Along with the changes in Jesus’ life, the image 

of the Spirit changes.  The Spirit is a force to be reckoned with.  In Matthew and Luke, Jesus “was led 

up by the Spirit into the wilderness.”   But, according to Mark, “And the Spirit immediately drove him 

into the wilderness.”  Drove him.   

 No sense of a gentle dove’s wing at work here.   Now, the Spirit’s  power and strength isn’t 

hovering above at a comfortable distance.  The Spirit is making a connection.  Time in the wilderness is 

a necessary partner to a significant life experience.  A significant life experience necessitates a time in 

the wilderness.  Even for Jesus.  Even for Jesus, the discovery of who he is called to be as God’s beloved 

doesn’t come in a flash insight.  There is no secret note attached to the dove’s leg, giving Jesus a rolled-

up map with his life all plotted out.   

 Even for Jesus, figuring out new life takes time.  Not time by the clock or dates on the calendar.  

Spirit time.  You know - 40 days. Forty days is another way to say that - Spirit time.  Figuring out how 

to live with new eyes and ears is slow, detailed work.  Figuring out how to act with the mind and heart 

firmly connected takes adjustment and feeling awkward.  Discernment isn’t ready in 3 hours for pick-up 

at the curb.  There’s no phone number to dial or app to download for delivery service.  Adjusting to the 

new life God offers often happens in small choices and actions over an arc of time. 

 And what is this thing called “wilderness”?  Mark doesn’t include all the details offered by 

Matthew and Luke.  Yet, like them, Mark is clear that the wilderness exposes the temptation to not fully 

step into the new life God offers.  There is the temptation to hold on to the old life in hopes that it’s still 

possible exactly as it was.  There is the temptation to rely on old assumptions.  Knee-jerk reactions and 

pushing old buttons might still work.  There is the temptation to hide behind ego defenses - to use 

underlying hurt, shame and anger as barriers and excuses.   Sorting through chapters of old family 

stories and examining tidy categories calls for honest assessment.  The wilderness is a place of wild 

beasts and to shift into new life takes the courage to engage them. 

 Yet, along side the wild beasts, angels are nearby.  Along with an image of gentle, affirming 

dove and the power of a driving force, God’s Spirit is present as angels.  Throughout the shift of life and 

in the wilderness that follows, whether experienced as dove, wild beasts or angels, God”s Spirit is 

present with Jesus.   

 Or as in John Donne’s prayer,“...through you have knocked me off my feet, you have not 

separated me from my foundation, which is yourself.”  Through life-changes created by Jesus’ baptism 

and his time in the wilderness, Jesus becomes more firmly grounded in God’s call.  Jesus emerges with a 

clear voice and clear message.  Jesus proclaims good news and heralds a new life for all.  Such can be 

the gift of life-changing times, like plagues and pandemics, when we take the vows of our baptism into a 

spiritual time and space.   We stay with the wild beasts and wait for the angels.  Such can be the gift of 

this Lent season with the hope and promise of clearer and stronger voices and communities proclaiming 

the Good News.  Amen.       

 

 

  

  
 


