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Sermon for March 5, 2017 

Out of the Wilderness 

Matthew 4:1-11 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

Last Sunday afternoon I made one of the greatest sacrifices in all my years              
of ministry…I went with the Youth Group to see The Lego Batman Movie. Now,              
before anyone who likes this form of animation walks out of the sanctuary, let me               
say that this is just a matter of personal taste. I am not critical of those who wish to                   
see this movie; it simply isn’t the type of movie I would choose to view. I don’t                 
enjoy movies where there is a lot of fighting…whether it is live-action, or             
animated. 

What I discovered watching The Lego Batman Movie is that even though            
there are many fight scenes, there is also a poignant theme that runs throughout this               
film. This theme has to do with Batman living his life as a loner. According to the                 
story, Bruce Wayne, whose alter ego is Batman, was orphaned as a child. Having              
been severely traumatized by the death of his parents, he refuses to bond with other               
people. He is afraid that if he gets emotionally close to someone, that person will               
also abandon him.  

The movie portrays Batman’s isolation in comic fashion as he comes home            
to his elaborate mansion after a day of saving Gotham City. This mansion is              
located on an island far removed from other human beings. Once in the mansion,              
Batman changes into comfortable clothes and microwaves his dinner. After eating           
his dinner alone, he walks around the mansion looking for ways to amuse himself              
so that he won’t feel so lonely.  

Every year the season of Lent begins with a story of isolation. The Gospel              
according to Matthew tells us that after Jesus is baptized, he is led by the Holy                
Spirit into the wilderness. For the next forty days and forty nights Jesus is isolated               
from other people. Jesus’ time in the wilderness, which concludes with three tests             
of his faith, is an important time of preparation. Having spent this time in prayerful               
thought, and having resisted the temptation to test God, and claim earthly power,             
Jesus is ready to begin his ministry of teaching people about the Kingdom of God. 

When we follow Jesus out of the wilderness we discover that first thing he              
does is call disciples to join him in his work. I find Jesus’ decision to invite others                 
to join him to be extremely significant. The time that Jesus spent in the wilderness               
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reveals the importance of solitude in his life. The calling of the disciples reveals              
the importance of being in community. 

In The Lego Batman Movie there are a number of people who encourage             
Batman to let others into his life. Doing so will not only give Batman              
companionship, it will mean that he has other people helping him make the world a               
better place. I believe that this is true of Jesus as well. Not only does Jesus find                 
companionship with the disciples, he is inviting them to help him in his important              
work.  

Christian Educator, Parker Palmer, speaks about the importance of having          
both solitude and community in our lives. He writes: 

“When we split solitude and community into an either-or and act as if we              
can get along with only one or the other, we put ourselves in spiritual peril. The                
Theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer warned us about this risk in his classis book, Life             
Together. Bonhoeffer writes, “Let the (person) who cannot be alone beware of            
community. Let the (person) who is not in community beware of being alone.” 

Palmer goes on to say, “Bonhoeffer’s warning is based on two simple truths.             
We have much to learn from within, but it is easy to get lost in the labyrinth of the                   
inner life. We have much to learn from others, but it is easy to get lost in the                  
confusion of the crowd. So we need solitude and community simultaneously: what            
we learn in one mode can check and balance what we learn in the other. Together                
they make us whole, like breathing in and breathing out… 

If we are to hold solitude and community together as a true paradox we need               
to deepen our understanding of both poles. Solitude does not necessarily mean            
living apart from others; rather it means never living apart from one’s self. It is not                
about the absence of other people – it is about being fully present to ourselves,               
whether or not we are with others. Community does not necessarily mean living             
face-to-face with others; rather, it means never losing the awareness that we are             
connected to each other. It is not about the presence of other people – it is about                 
being fully open to the reality of relationship, whether or not we are alone.”  

(40-Day Journey with Parker Palmer, Henry F. French, editor, Augsburg Books, 2008) 

I believe that Lent is a perfect time for each of us to reflect on the concept of                  
balancing solitude and community. As Jesus demonstrates, and Parker Palmer          
writes about, we need both in our lives.  

I know that for some people it is difficult to be in solitude. As we run from                 
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one activity to the next, it never feels like there is time to simply “be.” While I am                  
well aware of the responsibilities that many people have, I am also aware that if we                
don’t claim such time for ourselves, we will most likely crash emotionally and             
spiritually. It is crucial that we find time in our lives to be in solitude where we can                  
connect with God and with our inner self.  

I know that there are some people who find it difficult to be in community.               
Like Batman, such individuals, are aware that other people can hurt you. This             
happens not only when people leave us, but when they do and say things that cause                
us emotional distress. Being in community within a church is no exception. There             
are times when someone says, or does something, that hurts us, or that we disagree               
with. There are also times when we say, or do things that hurt other people.  

Jesus was no stranger to the complexities of being in community.           
Throughout his ministries Jesus experienced his disciples doing and saying things           
that ran the risk of harming the community Jesus had created. Through grace, and              
patience, Jesus held this community together.  

In order for us to remain in fellowship with one another we must first be                
committed to the group. This involves caring for the needs of others, as well as               
being open to others caring for us. It means sometimes having to forgive the              
mistakes that other people have made, and admitting when we have done            
something that is hurtful.  

Being in community is not only good for our well-being; it gives us             
opportunities to do even more for the greater world. While each one of us can do                
wonderful things for God’s kingdom alone, there is great power in working            
together…whether it is caring for those in need, standing with the oppressed, or             
speaking out against an injustice.  

And so, even though I had no interest in seeing The Lego Batman Movie, it               
led me to reflect on the importance of solitude and community, which in turn, led               
me to offer this sermon. If you are wondering if Batman ever lets other people into                
his life you will have to see the movie, or ask one of the members of our Youth                  
Group.  

We give God thanks for times of solitude and times of community. Amen. 

 

 


