Homily 2021.02.21   First Sunday of Lent (B)
The Gospel on this First Sunday of Lent is always the Temptation of Jesus in the Wilderness. This year we have the account from St Mark’s Gospel. True to form, Mark is brief, short and snappy. Gone is the dialogue between Jesus and the devil, with the three temptations: “Turn these stones into bread” and “I will give you all these kingdoms”, and so on.
It would, however, be wrong to dismiss Mark’s account as nothing more than a brief mention, with no content, nothing to see, nothing particular to add to the picture. The phrase “He was with the wild beasts” is only found in Mark’s account. Matthew and Luke omit the phrase. We could simply interpret “with the wild beasts” as a bit of scary scene-setting, but that really isn’t Mark’s style. Description and colouration is only included if it has some definite purpose and meaning.
On the scary side, we might make a connection with Daniel in the lions’ den. Daniel comes through unscathed by the wild beasts; so does Jesus.

There is, however, nothing inherently scary or confrontational about the phrase “with the wild beasts” beyond our own preconceptions. So maybe Mark is referencing Old Testament stories where man and wild beasts walk together: the story of Adam, and the story of Noah.

And so, “The Lord God fashioned all the wild beasts and all the birds of heaven. These he brought to the man to see what he would call them” (Genesis 2:19). Before the Fall, man and wild beast lived together without fear. And the presence of the Tempter in the wilderness with Jesus only serves to complete the reference to the Genesis story. Jesus, the new Adam, is bringing about a new Eden, and this time without the Fall. He resists the temptation, so Eden stands.
We meet Noah, of course, in today’s first reading. God re-starts, re-boots His creation. It’s not just that Noah saves the wild beasts in the Ark (except for those he sacrifices in thanksgiving when they disembark!). God’s Covenant with Noah includes “every living creature to be found with you, birds, cattle, every wild beast…”. And the rainbow is ‘of the wild’, and speaks to our deep primal selves. As we all know (I hope!), when a good rainbow appears, nothing is more important at that moment than stopping whatever we are doing and going outside to look and to wonder.
So Mark’s account of Jesus in the Wilderness is less about a muscular resistance to temptation, and more about rejoicing in a fresh start. For us, our most important fresh start is our Baptism. Peter reminds us about this in today’s second reading. But even after Baptism, we have a fresh start through penitence, reconciliation and the Sacraments of the Church.

Make this Lent, these forty or so days, a fresh start. And maybe, ‘take a walk on the wild side’. We all have beasts that lurk in the wilderness parts of our lives. Lent is a time, with God’s grace, to confront our inner wilderness. Who knows? Maybe there’s less to fear than we imagine. When we get there we may find that Jesus has tamed all our beasts already and has them eating out of his hand.
