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One of our favorite things to do 

together as a ministry here at the 

Wesley Foundation of Tucson is to go 

out into the wilderness. Whether our 

college students are hiking near White 

Rock or camping on Mount Lemmon, 

our most powerful and transformative 

memories and conversations have 

taken place together in the wilderness.  

 

Many of our students learned this love 

for the wilderness going to places like 

Mingus Mountain as kids, treasuring 

the discipleship they experienced at 

our Conference Camps. And the 

memories that some of them even 

share with each other.  

 

These days, they’re older, they’re in 

college and the world’s pretty 

complicated right now. It’s felt like 

we’ve been in a wilderness of another 

kind, one that we did not choose to 

enter, but one that we must venture 

through nonetheless, and often on our 

own.  

 

One that has prevented our college 

students from being together 

physically, and one that forced us to 

find new and creative ways of 

continuing to grow together 

spiritually.  

 

Those students whose hearts are too 

tied up in the wilderness to go without 

it, have ventured out into it on their 

own, missing the days when we could 

pile into cars together, but grateful 

that the wilderness is still there for 

them. The wilderness, that place 

where distractions fade away and our 

body can breathe, and our vision 

expand, and our spirit find it’s footing 

in God’s call upon our lives.  

 

That place where we are sent not for 

punishment, but for preparation. 

 

Let us pray…. 

 

In the book of Numbers, the 13th 

chapter, we meet Caleb, a young man 

who is sent out into the wilderness 

himself for 40 days, long before 

another young man Jesus would make 

his own journey. Caleb is not alone; 

he goes with Joshua and ten other 

spies into the land of Canaan to scope 

it out.  

 

The word that they bring back to 

Moses and the people of Israel is 

determined by their spirit, by their 

attitude, by their heart. While Joshua 

and Caleb came back with a good 

report, one where they had seen the 

potential of the land - the other 10 

saw it as punishment, as certain death 

and defeat.  

 

Sadly, the people chose not to trust 

God, and as a result they are told that 



 

 

they will wander in the wilderness for 

40 years - “For forty years—one year 

for each of the forty days you 

explored the land.” 

 

For them it will continue to be 

punishment, because that is how they 

chose to see; but for Caleb, it will be 

preparation because that is how he 

chose to receive it.  

 

God says, “BUT because my servant 

Caleb has a different spirit and 

follows me wholeheartedly, I will 

bring him into the land he went to, 

and his descendants will inherit it.” 

 

Preparation or punishment, it’s all in 

how we approach it. All about the 

attitude we bring to it. Do we draw 

close to God, or push God away in 

fear or anger? Do we find resilience 

or resentment? Trust or fear? What 

we bring to our 40 days in the 

wilderness will affect how we walk 

out of it on the other side.  

 

Recently, as we entered our third 

semester here at the University of 

Arizona and Pima, here in our 

wilderness, trying to do life in the 

midst of COVID, I could sense that 

some of us were growing weary. In 

that weariness it was becoming harder 

and harder to remember “the fast that 

God chooses.” Harder and harder to 

remember that we are to loosen the 

bonds of injustice and let the 

oppressed go free, called to mercy and 

compassion and solidarity. 

 

We talked about it, tried to figure out 

what our funk was, and discovered 

that it is hard to maintain the focus on 

“remembering the hungry and the 

unhoused and the undocumented” 

when we are really struggling 

ourselves. It is hard to remember that 

whatever we are feeling, there are 

others that have it worse, that have 

less resources or support, that still 

need us to remember them, to be in 

community and solidarity with them.  

 

I learned so much from listening to 

our students process this through, 

process the temptation to throw 

ourselves a pity party - like the Devil 

tried to tempt Jesus to do in his own 

wilderness - tempting us to forget the 

larger purpose and focus of our 

journey. Forget who we want to be.  

 

Listening to them, I suddenly began 

putting together the pieces of so many 

times I hear people say all the things 

they don’t think about anymore, the 

people they don’t think about 

anymore, the struggles and suffering 

in the world that we don’t think about 

anymore, because we’re having a hard 

time seeing past ourselves.  

 

And isn’t that what the Devil was 

trying to do? Get Jesus to feel sorry 

for himself, to focus on his suffering 

rather than on God and God’s calling. 

To begin to give in to the feeling that 

this was punishment instead of 



 

 

preparation. Something to divide us 

from God, rather than to pull us close. 

 

When we do that, the whole game is 

lost. Our jaw clenched in 

determination turns into a pouted lip, 

and we forget what we were even 

trying to find out in the wilderness. 

We make our preparation our 

punishment when we forget the 

purpose.  

 

We make our preparation our 

punishment when we forget our 

purpose.  

 

The students did not give in to that 

temptation. Like Jesus, they 

recentered themselves, refocused 

themselves, renewed their 

determination and commitment to 

remember to love God and love 

others, and not to slip into self-pity. 

It’s one of the most beautiful things 

I’ve witnessed in my four years here 

with this beautiful crew of folks. 

 

Attitude, focus, purpose makes all the 

difference. Will this make us stronger 

or weaker, resilient or resentful, 

focused or frantic? 

 

40 days and 40 nights Noah spent 

with his family in the ark. 40 days and 

40 nights Moses spent on Mount Sinai 

waiting for the 10 Commandments. 

40 days and 40 nights Elijah spent 

fleeing from Ahab to Mount Horeb. 

All of these things were to prepare 

them not punish them. And so it is 

was for Jesus. And so it is for us.  

 

So, let’s listen deeply to Jesus today 

and learn what will help us to receive 

this gift of preparation. 

 

In his response to the Devil’s 

temptations, quoted from the Hebrew 

Scriptures given to the people of 

Israel as they wandered those 40 

years, Jesus offers us help for our own 

journey of preparation. 

 

First, for our journey, Jesus offers us 

balance.  

People won’t live by bread alone, but 

by every word spoken by God. 

 

Deut 8 

Remember how the Lord your God led 

you all the way in the wilderness these 

forty years, to humble and test you in 

order to know what was in your heart, 

whether or not you would keep his 

commands. 3 He humbled you, 

causing you to hunger and then 

feeding you with manna, which 

neither you nor your ancestors had 

known, to teach you that man does not 

live on bread alone but on every word 

that comes from the mouth of the 

Lord. 

 

When we fast - whether it be from 

chocolate or coffee or television 

screens - we do it to remember what 

truly sustains us. Not to diet, and not 

to punish ourselves, not to change our 

bodies or our habits: but to remember 



 

 

that we need to live as much on the 

Word of God as we do on physical 

food or any of the other things that 

feed us. Sometimes we need a 

reminder. We need to bring things 

back into focus, to step back and find 

balance. 

 

Second, for our journey, Jesus offers 

us patience.  

Do not put the Lord your God to the 

test. 

 

Deut 6 

Do not put the Lord your God to the 

test as you did at Massah. 

 

Exodus 17 

So they quarreled with Moses and 

said, "Give us water to drink." Moses 

replied, "Why do you quarrel with me? 

Why do you put the LORD to the test?” 

 

When the people put God to the test, 

the test was not about whether God 

could do it; it was about telling God 

when to do it. When we do this, we 

make a demand that we will only have 

faith if God does something at a 

certain time that we define. We treat 

God like we think we can manipulate 

and control God. Bargaining and 

bribing and trying to make deals with 

God.  

 

God is not an insecure friend 

desperate for our attention, co-

dependently seeking our approval, 

willing to change God’s plan in order 

to keep us happy. 

 

God is healthy and has boundaries. 

God will answer in God’s time. God 

desires for us to trust God, and not try 

to manipulate or control God. 

 

That has been a hard thing to hold 

onto these days. COVID has certainly 

been dragging on our patience. The 

students and I joke often about how 

long two weeks of shut down once 

seemed. How they went home from 

Spring Break fully planning to return 

to campus, not knowing that their 

lives had changed perhaps forever. 

Nothing has been like anything we’ve 

experienced before, and our sense of 

time has been tested and tried and we 

have discovered new depths of what 

we are capable of enduring.  

 

I cannot begin to explain to you how 

my respect for our college students 

has multiplied over this past year of 

watching them struggle and triumph 

and stay determined and 

compassionate and kind and wise. 

 

Third, for our journey, Jesus offers us 

focus.  

You will worship the Lord your God 

and serve only him.  

 

Deut 6 

13 Fear the Lord your God, serve him 

only and take your oaths in his name. 

 

Do we serve the God we say we 

serve? Do we worship the God we say 

we worship? Or do we serve our own 



 

 

ends? Do we even know who God is? 

Have we taken the time to focus and 

listen deeply to who God has revealed 

godself to be? Or have we been too 

busy telling God who to be and what 

to do and who to punish?  

 

This semester we have been focusing 

on the words of Jesus, doing a deep 

listen. Knowing that this is not the 

time for faltering, but rather for 

faithfulness. Leaning into the 

challenges that Christ has for us and 

finding our minds and hearts renewed. 

Taking Jesus articulation of his 

calling word by word, phrase by 

phrase, trying to really hear God so 

we can worship and serve God better.  

 

We are receiving this time as 

preparation, not punishment.  

 

These 40 days we journey through are 

a gift from God.  

 

A time when we receive the gift of 

balance - the reminder to engage our 

spiritual needs not just our physical 

ones. 

 

A time when we receive the gift of 

patience - as we learn to trust God’s 

timing rather than making our 

demands. 

 

A time when we receive the gift of 

focus - refusing to be distracted from 

the worship and service of God.  

 

Those are exactly the things you 

would need if you were in preparation 

to do anything very difficult, intense 

or important- like training for a 

marathon, studying for a test, or 

applying to a school.   

 

Our relationship with God is even 

more important, and even more 

worthy of that level of investment. 

 

Someday, we will look back at all the 

painful distance God has brought us 

through, all the isolation of the 

wilderness we wander sometimes 

alone, and I’m certain we will see the 

purpose of this time of preparation. 

 

Here in the campus ministries of the 

Desert Southwest ~ whether here in 

Tucson, up in Phoenix at ASU, 

Flagstaff at NAU, or UNLV in Las 

Vegas ~ we are so glad to be on this 

journey with you. Thank you for your 

support as we venture through this 

wilderness. We'll be glad to see you 

on the other side ~ prepared and 

excited for whatever is next. 


