
The |Rev. Bill Blaine-Wallace 

St. Mark’s Episcopal Church 

Waterville, Maine 

Lent 1/C 

March 6, 2022 

 

I was not in a good place. Hadn’t been for a while. I thought a week at Christ in the Desert 

monastery out from Abiquiu, New Mexico would help.  

I talked it over with my bishop. Tom was a monk. Monks know about solitude. Tom said 

that seven days in the desert was biting off more than a doleful and twisted self could chew.  He 

pointed out the difference between solitude and isolation. I stayed home. 

Desert beauty is skin deep.  Below the painterly sunsets, quiet, star-studded nights, at the 

root of exotic cacti is a terrain more barren than the canvases of Georgia O’Keefe or old 

television shows like Wagon Train. Coiled rattlesnakes and sun-bleached animal skeletons ain’t 

the half of it.   

The desert's terror is its apathy, its unconcern towards those who visit it.  The majestic cover 

of a Santa Fe tourism brochure is a half-truth.  The full truth is this: the desert doesn't give a 

hoot.      

Antoine de Saint Exupery, author of the children’s book, The Little Prince, knew about 

desert indifference. In December of 1935, his plane crashed in the Libyan Desert west of the 

Nile. He walked 124 miles without supplies through desert sands, stumbling at last, half dead, 

into a Bedouin camp. 

Belden Lane, in an analysis of Saint Exupery's trek, remarks that two things saved him from 

death.  First, he was painstakingly mindful of his surroundings. He noticed an unusual northeast 

wind, full of moisture, retarding the dehydration of his body and bringing a light dew he could 

collect on parachute silk.  Secondly, he remained doggedly detached from the terror, pain, and 

anguish which preyed on his mind. 

 Saint Exupery survived by desert attentiveness and desert indifference. Belden Lane 

suggests that attentiveness and indifference are two dimensions of the spiritual life. Lane writes 

that life’s inhospitable experiences spark a divine polarity which teaches us when to pay 

attention and when to let go, what to concentrate on and what to ignore, how to hold onto what is 

essential and how to let go of what isn't necessary.  T.S. Eliot, in the poem, "Ash Wednesday," 

prayed for both:  "Teach us to care and not to care." 

Jesus, over the course of 40 days in the desert, learned to care and not to care. His teachers 

were hunger and thirst, delirium and anguish. Beyond the outskirts of a securely structured 

world, Jesus acquired the capacity to withstand the seductions of such a world. The world he lost 

hold of amidst the desert's yawning neglect lost its hold on him.  The irresistible urges for power, 

wealth, sufficiency, praise, autonomy became resistible.     

Jesus emerges from the desert making atonal noise that raised eyebrows--flat to some, sharp 

to others. 40 days in the desert transformed Jesus into a resident alien. No one or thing had a 

final hold on Jesus except a voice from a cloud at his baptism in the Jordan River; not Jerusalem, 

not Rome, not mother, not father. Jesus was liberated from the rigid concerns of temple. Jesus 

did not genuflect before he strong arm of Roman rule. Jesus rose above the exceptionalism of his 

tribe at the expense of other tribes. 

Post-desert Jesus would unsettle a parish discernment committee. Jesus would have little 

chance of election in Maine district one or two. Jesus would not contort like Representative Jared 
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Goldman bends to be bipartisan enough to keep his job. Jesus probably was grumpy at weddings, 

the same way he was cranky at the wedding in Cana, his first public appearance after his 40 days 

in the desert. “My son can make us some wine.” I wonder if Jesus told his mom, on the way 

home, to mind her own business.  

Speaking of holy indifference: A fourth century monk approached Macarius the Egyptian, 

the great abbot of the monastery at Scete. The monk asked Macarius how he could be more holy. 

Macarius told him to go to the cemetery and abuse the dead, yelling at the most prestigious 

among them for all he was worth, even throwing stones.  The monk thought this strange but did 

as he was told and returned to his teacher.   

“What did they say to you,” Macarius asked.  “Nothing,” the monk replied.  “Then go back 

again tomorrow and praise them, calling them apostles, saints, and righteous men.  Think of 

every compliment you can.”   

The monk once more did as he was told. He returned to the cloister, where Macarius asked, 

“What did they say this time?”  “They didn't say a word,” replied the monk.  “Ah, they must, 

indeed, be holy people,” said Macarius.  “You insulted them, and they did not reply.  You 

praised them, and they did not speak.  Go and do likewise, my friend, taking no account of either 

the scorn of others or their praises.” 

Persons imbued with desert spirituality have not necessarily spent time in New Mexico or 

North Africa. People may learn attentiveness and indifference in the deserts of AIDS, Covid, an 

ICU bed, an ICU waiting room, the basement of a Kyiv apartment building. Desert-wise people 

learn what to care about and what not to care about amid the terrain of war, illness, loss, 

addiction, depression, anxiety, divorce, unemployment and under employment, humiliation, and 

so forth.  

Spirituality fashioned in the desert of life-the-way-it-really-is snores through a lot of what 

mainline religion deems essential and significant. Desert spirituality is church grounded in the 

Jesus Movement—a society of struggling, sorrowful, suffering, vulnerable people, who have 

found one another and crafted a community of deadly honest, untamed, interdependent people. A 

movment bored by the feigning pleasantries and superficial niceness of Sunday morning in 

America.  

St. Mark’s, along with the rest of the American church, would benefit from a season or two 

in the desert. Advent longing, Lenten confession, and Holy Week passion make the gift of 

Christmas incarnation more tangible and particular, the Easter hope of resurrection more life-

giving and life-changing. The church calendar becomes more a rhythm of the heart, less a 

context for fussing about how to worship.   

Desert-infected church learns to help one another endure the heat, cold, and hunger of life-

the-way-it-really-is. Desert-honed church learns to stand down temptations to repudiate neighbor 

in the service of self-interest. Desert-inspired church learns to resist the urge to shelter in more 

comfortable, like-minded tents that sustain a more divided community.  

Like Jesus, desert-formed church discovers the inner strength and communal wisdom to 

send Satan on Satan's way.  

Amen. 

 


