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Lent – Into the Desert with Jesus 
 

I. Introduction 

Speaking for myself, I cannot say that Lent is my favorite liturgical season. Given the fact 

that my title is “of the Holy Family”, I think it will come as little surprise that Christmas holds a 

special charm and beauty for me that elevates it to the Number One spot. Lent, however, is a close 

second. It is a magnificent time in the Church’s calendar, laden with tradition, custom, teaching, 

symbols, and the sobriety of authentic worship and conversion of heart. To zero in on one particular 

example, the cycle of Scriptural and Patristic texts in the Office of Readings is perhaps the richest 

of the entire year. 

Furthermore, there is something about Lent that fascinates the imagination. Even the 

secular world honors it in its own way. Christmas gets boiled down to Santa Claus, picturesque 

snow scenes, and Hallmark TV movies. Easter, the “Solemnity of Solemnities”, is reduced to a 

bunny rabbit sized blip in spring. Lent, however, manages to hold itself apart. Even popular culture, 

while completely missing the context of Lent as a period of Christian conversion of life, will still 

at times present Lent as a sincere period of self-restraint, albeit in a broader context of comedically 

exaggerated hedonism. From my own experience in a public high school, a number of my 

avowedly secular, New Age, and low church Protestant classmates felt an attraction to Lent and 

observed some manner of Lenten discipline. 

At the heart of Lent, and at the heart of its attraction, its richness, and its dignity, is the 

thirst within the human soul to encounter God. It is a thirst for union with Him Who alone can 

satisfy the longings of our soul. As Saint John of the Cross writes of the faculties of the soul in 

The Living Flame of Love, “They are as deep as the boundless goods of which they are capable 
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since anything less than the infinite fails to fill them. From what they suffer when they are empty, 

we can gain some knowledge of their enjoyment and delight when they are filled with God, since 

one contrary sheds light on the other.” This, however obscurely, is what attracts souls to Lent, to 

entry into the desert. As Jesus spoke to the multitudes in Chapter 11 of Matthew’s Gospel, “What 

was it…that you expected to see when you went out into the wilderness? Was it a reed blowing in 

the wind? No, not that; what was it you went out to see? Was it a man clad in silk? You must look 

in kings’ palaces for men clad in silk. What was it, then, that you went out to see? A prophet? Yes, 

and something more, I tell you, than a prophet.” Like the multitudes, we are drawn into the desert 

in search of signs and witnesses of the Lord’s presence to His people and the love in which He 

holds us. Let us, then, on this first Sunday of Lent, as we begin our journey toward Jerusalem and 

the unfolding mysteries of our salvation, go by a desert way and reflect upon this great and 

beautiful season of the Church’s year. 

 

II. The Desert and Carmel 

Flannery O’Connor, when asked why she focused on the poor so much in her writings, 

responded that the poor tend to have a clearer vision of the divine, not because of any special grace 

of holiness that God bestows on the materially destitute (she was well aware of the grave moral 

and spiritual pathologies that can and do abound among them), but because the poor, who live 

more precariously than the more prosperous classes, dwell in constant proximity to the raw edge 

of existence. Their lives unfold with little to shield them from the vicissitudes of suffering and 

misfortune. Because of this proximity to the boundary between life and death, because the urgent 

demands of survival day in and day out are never far from their minds, the poor tend to have a 
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clearer interior vision. They have a greater awareness of their constant dependence upon God, 

because of how little they can depend on any other form of erstwhile security. 

This is analogous to life in the desert. While today when we speak of “the desert” in the 

spiritual context, we tend to employ it metaphorically to refer to one of several realities related to 

the mystical life. However, for Jesus, and for the early monks and hermits who first embraced 

contemplative life, “the desert” was the literal, physical context in which prayer, fasting, and 

encounter with God unfolded. There is something attractive and spiritually necessary about the 

desert, beyond its aptness as a metaphor. To really come to grips with a solid understanding of 

what “the desert” means in our lives, we need to examine its literal and historical reality, especially 

as it relates to Sacred Scripture and the early Church. 

In the context of the ancient Levant, the desert is the counterpoint to the city. In the city, 

we find bustle and noise, throngs of people, neighbors, rivals, business partners, commerce, wells, 

granaries, soldiers, and kings. Here we find all the trappings of civilization that allow one to live 

with relative security in the here-and-now, rooted in the minutiae of life, surrounded by stability, 

order, material possessions, amusements, and friends. In short, we find everything we need to 

avoid ever having to cast our eyes upward or bend our minds to things beyond the small things of 

this present age. 

The desert could not be more different. Life in the desert is solitary. The nomad proceeds, 

if not alone, then with only a small band of close family and servants. Existence is precarious. One 

faces treacherous weather, hostile bandits, and the ever-present search for fresh pastures and wells. 

There are no storehouses or granaries in which pile up treasures and supplies against the day of 

misfortune. Everything one owns is either carried in packs or driven in herds. There are precious 

few entertainments and opportunities for tales and gossip from near and far away. Silence is as 
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constant a companion as is the heat and the open sky. There are no walls, soldiers, and chariots to 

protect against the violence and rapaciousness of men, from murder and cruel enslavement. What 

security one has beyond the strength of one’s arm and the arms of one’s servants and sons must 

come God above. Like Flannery O’Connor’s poor, the desert dweller lives always on the edge of 

the boundary between life and death, between the temporal realities of this passing world and the 

eternal realities of God’s Kingdom in Heaven. 

That the God of Israel is a desert god tells us a great deal about Him and about ourselves. 

The false gods of the nations of Canaan and Mesopotamia were as connected to cities as their 

worshippers. The Baals were adored on hilltops and high places near or right in the midst of 

villages and towns. The cultic worship of Astarte and Moloch was carried out to ensure success in 

earthly enterprises: fertile fields and victory in battle. Their ceremonies were elaborate civic 

affairs, and directed toward the greater good of the city. 

Contrast this with how God appears in Genesis. The God Who reveals Himself to Abraham 

in the desert is a God of encounter. He speaks directly to Abraham. His purpose in revealing 

Himself to the Patriarchs is that of entering into relationship with them. He leads Abraham away 

from his home city of Ur out into the desert, where over the coming decades he teaches Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob to rely on Him alone, through a precarious, transient life amongst the settled 

peoples of Canaan. He even deigns to dine with Abraham and Sarah in their own tent! For his part, 

Abraham offers God worship and sacrifice of the simplest and most straightforward variety: not 

developing any elaborate cultic practices or permanent places of worship, but simply by erecting 

an altar, sacrificing out of his livelihood (a livelihood, remember, that is precarious at the best of 

times), and then moving on. The relationship between God and Abraham is straightforward and 
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direct, marked by the kind of frank conversation that bespeaks more of an exchange occurring 

from the swaying back of a camel than from the soaring heights of a ziggurat. 

Moving forward to Moses and the Book of Exodus, we witness this same God of encounter 

situating Himself once again in the desert. He leads His people into the desert of Sinai, yes, to 

liberate them, but above all to reestablish His relationship with them. While the Israelites 

stubbornness, carnal appetites, and bouts of idolatry, to say nothing of their greatly increased 

numbers, necessitate a more formal relationship, sealed by the giving of the Law and the 

establishment of a cultic priesthood, God still speaks to Moses face-to-face, as one man does with 

another. Throughout the forty-year sojourn in the wilderness, God keeps his people in a harsh and 

barren land, devoid of natural sustenance and support, for the purpose of continuing to build that 

relationship of trust and dependence, that Israel might learn to look to God alone. On the fringes 

of great empires and at the ragged edge of the human capacity to survive, the Lord of Israel Himself 

provides for the needs of His people, in the form of manna, quail, and water from the rock. Even 

after Israel enters into the Holy Land and takes possession of it, the Lord remains a God of the 

desert. In the centuries between Moses and David, God dwells with His people in a tent. For David, 

this is a matter of scandal, but tellingly, God insists that it be the son of David who builds for God 

a permanent temple among His people in His holy city, in a foreshadowing of the true habitation 

that is to come in the person of Jesus Christ. 

This is why the desert has always been an attractive prospect for Carmelites. Our 

spirituality is one of encounter. We seek to enter the desert so as to find the Lord Who reveals 

Himself to us there. Whether this desert takes the physical form of high walls and grilles, or the 

time carved out of our daily routine, Carmel constitutes a setting off into the wilderness. We as 

Carmelites are called to leave behind the material supports that this world offers us on every side, 
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and to seek friendship with God in a place and in a manner in which we totally depend upon His 

love and care. We will not find Him in the things and cares of this world. Even if He is found 

among the pots and pans, He is not found in those things. God pitches His tent outside the city, 

and he calls for us to meet Him there. In Book II of The Dark Night, Saint John of the Cross says, 

“Spiritually speaking, the desert is an interior detachment from every creature in which the soul 

neither pauses nor rests in anything.” Lent is a season in which we, together with the rest of the 

Church, are called to rededicate ourselves to this interior detachment. In the desert, we find space 

enough for God, just as we find in the purified caverns of our soul. We are called in Carmel to be 

spiritual nomads, who do not attach ourselves places, possessions, or people, but who strive, with 

the help of His grace, to live free beneath the aegis of His protection and to dwell in ever-deeper 

friendship with the God of Abraham. 

 

III. The Temptation of Jesus in the Desert 

This changes nothing of the fact that life in the desert is a day-to-day struggle. Even with 

the help of God, there remain hardships aplenty: trials to be borne, sufferings to be endured, and 

battles to be won. The desert is a place of encounter, but because God comes to meet us in the 

midst of our brokenness, it remains a place of spiritual combat. This is one of the strongest senses 

in which Lent is understood as a desert pilgrimage. Saint Anthony the Great, the Father of Monks 

and progenitor of Egyptian desert monasticism, once said, “Whoever has not experienced 

temptation cannot enter into the Kingdom of Heaven. Without temptation no one can be saved.” 

This is because, in the general run of things, the only people who do not experience temptation are 

those whose souls are wholly possessed by the devil. Temptation is a sign that war is being waged, 

and Lent is a special season of spiritual campaigning. Our entry into the desert of Lent is a 
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marching into battle under the banner of Jesus Christ against the three enemies of our soul. We 

march with confidence because we know that Christ as already carried the battle, through His own 

forty days in the solitude of the wilderness. Just as on the Cross He defeated death on our behalf, 

so too did Christ overthrow our vices in His temptation by Satan. 

In Matthew’s Gospel, we find the fullest account of Christ’s sojourn in the desert, in 

preparation for His public ministry. “And now Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness, to 

be tempted there by the devil. Forty days and forty nights he spent fasting, and at the end of them 

He was hungry. Then the tempter approached, and said to Him, If thou art the Son of God, bid 

these stones turn into loaves of bread. He answered, It is written, Man cannot live by bread alone; 

there is life for him in all the words which proceed from the mouth of God. Next, the devil took 

Him into the holy city, and set Him down on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to Him, If thou art 

the Son of God, cast thyself down to earth; for it is written, He has given charge of his angels 

concerning thee, and they will hold thee up with their hands, lest thou shouldst chance to trip on a 

stone. Jesus said to him, But it is further written, Thou shalt not put the Lord thy God to the proof. 

Once more, the devil took him to the top of an exceedingly high mountain, from which he shewed 

Him all the kingdoms of the world and the glory of them, and said, I will give thee all of these if 

thou wilt fall down and worship me. Then Jesus said to him, Away with thee, Satan; it is written, 

Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and serve none but him. Then the devil left Him alone; and 

thereupon angels came and ministered to Him.” 

Within these temptations, we find Jesus overcoming all seven of the capital vices on our 

behalf. First, the devil tempts him with bodily satisfaction. “If thou art the Son of God, bid these 

stones turn into loaves of bread.” When temptation comes, the first avenue is quite often the most 

direct and primal. The body of Our Lord is feeling the effects of prolonged fasting, and the devil 
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points out the ease with which the aching pangs of hunger could be dispelled. This is lust at its 

most basic: the temptation to satisfy the desires of the flesh at the expense of our relationship with 

God. There is nothing illicit about eating bread, obviously; indeed, in days to come Jesus will be 

criticized as a glutton and a drunkard for the manner in which he and disciples freely enjoy the 

good things that God provides. Lust gains its sting when the natural needs of the body serve to 

draw us away from God. The devil tempts Our Lord, Who went into the desert for the express 

purpose of encounter with and dependency upon the Father, to rely instead upon His own power 

for the fulfillment of His needs. Concomitant with this is the sin of gluttony, the abuse of God’s 

good things in a manner not in accord with His divine will. More subtly, there is also in Satan’s 

words the temptation to sloth, when we askew the work given to us by God for our sanctification 

and the building up of His Kingdom out of weariness of mind or body, choosing instead an easy 

shortcut that does not accord with God’s will. 

The temptations to lust, gluttony, and sloth are some of the most direct and obvious attacks 

upon our soul, and for that reason they are usually the easiest to identify and mobilize against, but 

because of how deeply rooted they are in our human person, the struggle against them is a long 

one. In The Precautions, Saint John of the Cross says of the flesh, “the flesh is the most tenacious, 

and its attacks continue as long as the old self lasts.” Loneliness, weariness, and want can all leave 

us suddenly and spiritually unmanned, in terrifying witness to our own human frailty. Praise God, 

Our Lord Himself gives us our greatest weapon. In replying, “Man cannot live by bread alone; 

there is life for him in all the words which proceed from the mouth of God,” he quotes Chapter 8 

from the Book of Deuteronomy, and the words directly preceding read, “He disciplined thee with 

hunger, and then sent down manna, food unknown to thee and thy fathers…” In the Eucharist, we 

find the true bread from Heaven. We encounter Jesus, who declined to change stones into bread 
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for His own nourishment, but does not hesitate to take on the appearance of bread so that we might 

be physically and spiritually nourished by His own Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity. 

“Next, the devil took Him into the holy city, and set Him down on the pinnacle of the 

temple, saying to Him, If thou art the Son of God, cast thyself down to earth; for it is written, He 

has given charge of his angels concerning thee, and they will hold thee up with their hands, lest 

thou shouldst chance to trip on a stone.” Now, the devil tries for the subtler approach. Pride and 

envy are pernicious spiritual foes, because they appeal to a distorted sense of justice in our souls. 

Pride demands that we be given what we consider to be our due. Envy seethes when it witnesses 

others receiving what we believe by right to be owed to us. The devil, perceiving both the 

corruption of the Pharisees and Sadducees, along with the righteousness and divine favor of the 

man Jesus, tempts Our Lord to demonstrate before the eyes of all in the holy city who it is who is 

truly the favored of the Lord, who indeed is deserving of the praise, respect, and approbation of 

the nation of Israel. With us, the temptations to pride and envy are no doubt more quotidian, but 

they are none the less grave. Most dangerous of all, especially for the faithful Christian, is when 

the voice of the tempter, as was the case with Jesus, carries with it a half truth. Jesus was worthy 

of honor and praise in His temple! Quite often, we ourselves do not receive the respect or 

acknowledgement that we deserve, and see it and other blessings inexplicably bestowed on those 

who are in fact less deserving. It can be a cruel struggle to resist temptation when one’s own reason 

takes the side of the adversary. 

“Jesus said to him, But it is further written, Thou shalt not put the Lord thy God to the 

proof.” The Psalmist uses the metaphor of testing God or putting Him to the proof in reference to 

the defiance of the Israelites in the desert, when they demanded water. The desire for water was 

not unreasonable; certainly, they and their livestock required it. The sin occurred because they 
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chose to demand it of God, rather than trusting in the goodness and beneficence He had shown to 

them in so many ways already. They challenged God and thereby sought to overthrow the 

relationship that He had painstakingly built with them, wishing to erect a mode of worship more 

akin to the pagan nations around them. This in itself is blasphemous, besides it tends towards a 

form of deicide. Pagan worship seeks to control the gods by just the right combination of spells 

and incantations, and thus effectively destroy their divinity and bring them under our control. It is 

the oldest sin, that whisper out of time that haughtily declares, “Non serviam!” and seeks to usurp 

the throne of Heaven. Pride and envy are sins of rebellion against God, because they declare that 

we, not He, ought to be the arbiters of what is just. 

Jesus simply but firmly rebukes this sin. Our justice does flow from God, and not from 

ourselves, in the same way as the water in the desert flowed from the rock. It is He who orders all 

things rightly, and even in a parched land we are never far from His springs. When we mortify our 

pride and envy, we reverently commit ourselves to God’s care, trusting Him to provide for all our 

needs as we proceed through the daunting wilderness of this present age. 

“Once more, the devil took him to the top of an exceedingly high mountain, from which 

he shewed Him all the kingdoms of the world and the glory of them, and said, I will give thee all 

of these if thou wilt fall down and worship me.” The Enemy launches one final assault on the Lord, 

one carried out with the twin temptations to anger and avarice. 

Some spiritual writers teach that anger is the last vice to be expelled from the soul, because 

of all the vices, it is the only one that is preceded by the exercise of reason. The theory goes that, 

whereas the other vices are triggered by the appetites, anger proceeds from an exercise of reason 

whereupon we perceive that an injustice has taken place. Indeed, anger, when regulated by right 

reason and proper discernment, is at times called for. Our Lord Himself manifested anger at the 
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money changers in the Temple and the behavior and attitudes of the scribes and Pharisees. 

However, though it be given birth by reason, anger can swiftly and all too often overwhelm its 

parent, especially when our limited and fallible reason causes us to make ill-formed judgments 

about the matter in question. 

The devil surely hoped to play upon this reality when he manifested the kingdoms of the 

earth before Jesus’ eyes. If the overwhelming riches and splendor of them did not awaken avarice 

in his heart, then the righteous anger at the sight of all the terrible injustices, cruelties, and 

blasphemies at work in the world would blaze out of control and marry itself to a greed for power, 

so as to set all these wrongs aright. All this, presumably, would see this “son of God” kneeling at 

Satan’s feet. 

Avarice for power and the fury we experience when faced with a world gone awry cut right 

to the core of our human vocation. In her paper, “The Separate Vocations of Man and Woman 

According to Nature and Grace”, Saint Teresa Benedicta lays out that, in the natural order of the 

world before the Fall, Man and Woman were given a joint, complementary task of exercising 

power in stewardship over the earth in order to cooperate actively in God’s work of creation. 

Whereas it was Adam’s vocation to know the world, to enjoy it, and to form it creatively, it was 

Eve’s vocation to assist her spouse in this work by cherishing, guarding, and preserving. After the 

Fall, this natural exercise of God-given authority degenerated into a lust for domination and a rage 

when we see that either God’s plan for the world or our own has been thwarted. The grasping, 

rapacious instinct that if we just had enough power, we could control things and make things right 

festers at the heart of our natural vocation.  

Even the good and noble are not exempt from the task of vigilance over this temptation. In 

J.R.R. Tolkien’s novel, The Lord of the Rings, the wizard Gandalf responds with horror when 
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Frodo offers him the Ring of Power. “Do not tempt me! For I do not wish to become like the Dark 

Lord himself. Yet the way of the Ring to my heart is by pity, pity for weakness and the desire of 

strength to do good.” 

“Then Jesus said to him, Away with thee, Satan; it is written, Thou shalt worship the Lord 

thy God, and serve none but Him.” Our Lord did not come to be a conquering Messiah in the mode 

of nationalistic Jewish sentiment. He came to do His Father’s will, and this will was that the Christ 

come as a Suffering Servant. In the face of a brutally potent temptation, gazing at world that is His 

by right as both God and man, and seeing and feeling the great spectacle of human misery as only 

He can, Jesus defeats Satan in the way in which the Gospels show Him doing all things: by turning 

to the Father and adhering to Him alone. This turning to the Father, and renewing our commitment 

to serve none but Him, is our ready answer to every temptation and the mission of our Lenten 

journey. 

“Then the devil left Him alone; and thereupon angels came and ministered to Him.” This 

is, in its own way, the most heartening verse of the entire reading. One of the greatest lies that the 

devil can throw at us is that the temptation or trial that we are facing will prove unending. A soul 

may resist the first waves of temptation valiantly, but if it continues to be battered, it may well be 

tempted to a small instance of despair, deciding that, even though it does not want to sin, the 

temptation will persist until it capitulates, and so, there is nothing to do but get it over with it. We 

have to resist such thoughts of discouragement with all our strength. God never abandons us. All 

temptation and trial is temporary, and it will always be succeeded by the ministrations of His love 

and His grace. 

IV. Conclusion – Toward the New Jerusalem 
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We have heard our battle plan and our mission objectives. Holy Mother Church, in calling 

us to “this campaign of Christian service”, has summoned us to recommit our hearts to the Lord 

and to prepare for Easter by a more dedicated assault upon our vices and disordered passions and 

appetites. She has placed in our hands the triple weapons of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving: 

fasting, to discipline the rebellious flesh and teach us not to fear its grumblings and demands, but 

to trust rather in the strength that flows from the Cross; almsgiving, to prime the pump of our hearts 

for the flow of charity through our souls and to remind us that everything we receive comes as a 

gracious gift from God’s hands, and everything that we do not receive is kept from us by those 

selfsame hands, out of His sacrificial love and tender concern for our greater welfare; and prayer, 

so that we might not be overwhelmed by the satanic tide of evil sweeping the world, to the point 

that we fall into the trap of trying to turn evil to work against itself. We are the disciplines of the 

Suffering Servant, the Lamb Who was slain upon the Cross and all the while lifted up His soul in 

prayer to the Father for the salvation of the world. As Christians and as Carmelites, prayer is our 

great weapon whereby not just the battle for our own souls will be won, but the great victory over 

all creation will be achieved. 

Victory: this word brings us to a final curious reality of the desert. The desert is the place 

of encounter with God, but it is not our destination. It is the city that will form our definitive home, 

that place before which was a hindrance to our union with God, but in the new creation will be the 

place where God dwells amidst His people. Jesus’ forty days in the desert was but a stage on the 

long road to Jerusalem. May this Lenten desert into which we are entering and through which we 

travel throughout this life be for us the sure road to the joy of Easter and the glory of the New 

Jerusalem. 


