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An Experience of the Desert in the Gospel of Mark: 

A Psychotheological Reflection

Vincent M. Bilotta III, Ph.D.


The Gospel of Mark presents Jesus from within the context of the wilderness tradition. In chapter 1: 12-13 the author of this Gospel situates Jesus in the desert, “The Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. And he was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels ministered to him.”1 This theme of people being led into the desert is echoed within the Old Testament. In Hosea 2: 14, we hear Yahweh speaking to his people and saying, “There, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her.” 


There in the desert Israel is invited to live under the judgment of God. This desert is not just a geographical place but also a spiritual experience and theme. In the desert one may encounter evil, the judgment of God, repentance, renewal, dependency, and deliverance. 


In addition to the desert experience, the Gospel of Mark emphasizes the theme of Jesus' need for prayer experiences: 

And in the morning, a great while before the day, he rose and went out into a lonely place, and there he prayed. (Mark 1:35) 

And he said to them: “Come away by yourselves to a lonely place, and rest a while.” For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat. And they went away in the boat to a lonely place by themselves. (Mark 6:31) 

And after he had taken leave of them, he went into the hills to pray. (Mark 6:46) 

The purpose of this article is to encourage us to become more reflective about the wilderness and prayer experiences. What is the author of Mark telling us about the desert experience and spirituality? What is the desert experience for us in 1982? What does it open up for us as we try to continue to grow into a deeper intimate relationship with God in our everyday lives? 

THE DESERT 


The geographic desert is a dry, hot, relatively impoverished environment. It is an arid region where there is usually a scarcity of vegetation. This image of the wilderness can also describe the experience of entering into the interior dimension of my life. I may move slowly into a quiet, dark region of myself that is away from the noise of the hustle and bustle of my everyday life. It is like being in the middle of a flat desert that stretches as far as the eye can see in every direction. This interior wilderness is totally flat and empty. It is very quiet and still. It is boring and monotonous, and time seems to stop moving. 


In the desert I am far away from people. The shallow and artificial do not reside in this wilderness. It is lonely and remote. Whether it is pitch dark or too bright, I find it difficult to see what is around me. 


This desert is barren. The landscape is parched, broken, and abandoned. The emptiness of the desert experience infiltrates my very being. I feel empty, raw, alone, afraid, and vulnerable. The unknown of the desert opens up discomfort and insecurity, and I am no longer in control when I reside in this void. 


While dwelling in the desert of my soul, I start thinking that this is a waste of time. I recall all the useful things I could be doing. Distractions pull me away from the waiting. Conversations, activities, and projects clutter the desert, and I go off on trains of thought or fantasy until I realize that I am distracted, put the thought away, and come back to the nothingness of the desert in my heart.2 


I quiet myself down again to wait. The demons that were buried under the busyness of my everyday life begin to emerge. My egoistic self, the father of lies and self-deception, appears before me. In looking for God in the desert, I encounter instead my demon. My unclean spirit of egoism chastises me for taking time out from doing its work of striving for success. 


In the desert I am invited to encounter my powers of evil. The demonic force within me presents itself as my egoism and narcissism. The desert becomes a place to listen and wrestle with my pride.3 This unclean spirit of pride, this leprosy of egoism, can take over my life and paralyze the emergence of my real self. 


The Gospel of Mark describes Jesus' being called to the desert. His escaping into lonely places to pray is a human search for something better, something more, something richer and deeper. In the desert we are called to develop our interior selves in order to know God with our hearts. The desert experience is an opportunity to transform our hearts. 

The call to the desert is a seeking of God. I withdraw to the desert to discover the nearness of God.4 In the desert I seek silence and solitude. I am told that God dwells within the interior dimension of my life, but in order to get to the elemental and fundamental where God resides, I must pass through the desert. In the wilderness I encounter threads of the presence of mystery. Within the infinite and unfathomable emptiness of the desert within me, I take up the threads of God's presence and follow them to their original Source. 

GOING TO THE DESERT DEMANDS DISCIPLINE 


Going off into the desert does not just happen; I must discipline myself to disrupt my habitual involvement in the world. This means that I must let go of the compulsive busyness of my everyday life. But I find myself afraid to let go of the important activities of my life, for they are my identity. At times I may feel that my projects and plans are so important that the world would not continue at its normal pace and direction if I ceased my activity. 


Making time to be in the desert within me is a risk. I have to abandon my desire to compete for success, and I must be willing to be receptive to my unclean spirits as they show their controlling heads to me. It takes a childlike trust to say yes to entering the desert. I know from experience that when lam there, lam no longer in control. Although I go into the desert to become more a ware of and to experience the presence of God, I know I continue to encounter and fight with my demons of worry, anxiety, and insecurity. 

SILENCE AND SOLITUDE 


In the desert I have the opportunity to experience silence and solitude. As I enter the silence and solitude I discover the void within me, and I am tempted to run a way from this nothingness. My consciousness struggles to conceal the nakedness and vulnerability that the silence and solitude open up in me. I am totally alone in the desert, and my poverty emerges very quickly. I cannot escape my brokenness, my fragility, my finitude, and my creatureliness. 


Through allowing silence and solitude to touch me, I unmask the illusion of my false self. My pretenses are dispelled in the desert, and I am thrown back to my real self. There is no room for self-satisfaction. The silence and solitude awaken me to my powerlessness. I am no longer in control of my situation. The desert experience confronts me with the human possibilities of I can't, I am unable to, I don't know. My props are gone, and there is nothing to cling to. I realize that I cannot make occur what I want to happen. My willfulness is ineffectual. I feel weak, exposed, and raw. It is clear to me that there is no way out. There is no escape. 


The experience of powerlessness makes me feel trapped and scared. My vulnerability embarrasses me and I feel agitated, empty, angry, helpless, and completely frustrated. I find myself in touch with my fear of being dominated and overpowered. Paralyzed by fear, I am unable to respond. I feel weak and inadequate. 

DESERT REVEALS MY CREATURELINESS 


In the midst of this desert, this silence and solitude, I sense that there is something beyond, a powerful presence. Fear wells up in me as I face this experience of something bigger than myself. 


In the desert I recognize that I am just a little person. I experience my limitations, creatureliness, and vulnerability, and come to realize that I am not omnipotent. Compared with the forces of the desert that surround me, I am frail and insufficient. As a creature I realize my contingency. The darkness and beyondness of the desert make me a ware of the precariousness of my existence. 


Confronted with my creatureliness, I try to flee from it. I want to cover it up and forget that I am not in total control of myself in the desert. I am tempted to deceive myself. In attempting to mask my creatureliness I refuse to yield to my vulnerability and finitude. 

FIGHTING WHAT DESERT REVEALS 


I am forced to confront my impotence in the face of the immense power of the beyond that emerges in my desert experience. I may try to deny my insecurity and creatureliness by constructing techniques to avoid owning my inadequacy, dependency, and loneliness. I may take flight from my creaturehood by fortifying myself against my helplessness and impotence. In trying to abandon the creatureliness of my real self, I find myself becoming more egocentric. Unconscious strategies form to help me become seemingly independent and above all this helplessness, and I may take up a project and embrace it as my center of security. I become more obsessed with my need for power. The drive to dominate and control continues to rule my life. 


My willfulness rallies and attempts to rescue me from the impotence that faces me. I become more determined than ever: if only I try harder I will be able to conquer this powerlessness and not have to yield to something greater than I. Not to be in charge is humiliating, and so through sheer will and force I have always had things my way. It is an issue of pride. I am determined to overcome this power beyond me, and I will do what I want, when I want. 


Frantically trying to acquire more power and control helps me to deny my creatureliness and soothe my radical insecurity for the moment. Deep within me I know, however, that I will not be able to escape the purifying process of the desert. It is only a matter of time before my pseudopower will collapse. I have a strong feeling that the desert will win, for it always does. But I continue to fight it until I am exhausted and must let go of my false self. I know the desert will teach me once again that I am tiny, weak, and insignificant. The desert will level my barricades of self-sufficiency, my well-ordered egocentric world will fall apart, and I will return to the feeling of not knowing. I will learn once again that I am not the ruler in the desert: there I am radically alone and subject to every weakness. The desert will remind me that it is a mystery and therefore incomprehensible. I am at its mercy, and it is only a matter of time before my foolish, stubborn willfulness will be forced to face this truth. 

BE STILL AND KNOW THAT I AM GOD 


The silence and solitude of the desert experience allow my restlessness to quiet down. My body and spirit are soothed. Nothing pulls at me. I settle into myself and begin to become quiet and still, allowing fresh breath and new life to emerge. I linger in the silence and solitude doing nothing, wasting time, just being. For the moment I have given up pushing hard and fast. I feel sober and alert. In this peaceful timelessness the spirit of the desert engulfs me, and the silence of the desert begins to speak to me. The words of Psalm 46: 10 come to my mind: “Be still and know that I am God.” In the silence I watch and patiently wait for God to reveal himself to me. 


This attitude of silence begins to form a background for my daily experience, and I become a listening heart. I quietly sit while sipping my first cup of coffee as the daylight begins to break through the darkness of the night. Unknowingly my listening heart watches and waits as I wash the dishes, sit near my garden, push a grocery cart in the supermarket, or clean the bathroom. The silence and solitude that I experience while I am engaged in simple manual labor can become an access to the desert. The tranquility of the early morning, the drive to work, the pause during the day to view the sun sharing its warmth with the earth-all seem to be opportunities to listen with my heart and watch and wait. 


These everyday experiences of entering into the silence and solitude of the desert prepare me to tune into God's immanent and transcendent presence. His primordial presence is revealed through nature. The wind passing through the pines, the stars, the sky, and all creatures sing of the presence of God, the creator of all that is. Life, birth, death, love, and tragedy bring me closer to the omnipresent God. 


The silence and solitude of the desert invite me to leave my superficial self, abandon all my hectic activities, and enter my innermost self. My deepest roots are nourished by the silence and solitude, and I become a ware of wanting more. Encouraged by the stillness, I hear deep within me my true self faintly crying out to be released and activated. The hecticness of my false self's search for power and glory has buried my true self. As I sink into the quiet, I become more awakened to the mystery of the sacredness within me. The emergence of my real self helps me to develop a deeper participation in reality. As I draw nearer to my true self, I feel as if I am coming home. My presence becomes centered. Entering into my true self I am more in touch with the presence of God that resides within me. 

EXPERIENCE OF THE HEART 


In entering the desert I am called to turn to God with my whole heart. The desert experience invites me to enter into my inner life with my whole person. As I dwell in the desert I uncover my interior self, and I feel drawn to take up this innermost self and abide there. In quietly dwelling with my inner core I feel more centered and self-possessed. Restored to my true self, I am more present to reality, more a ware of the mystery around me, more vibrant and receptive. 


Scripture tells me to take up the secret recesses of my heart and reside there. I should wait and listen in the silence and solitude of the desert for the Lord to speak. But as I dwell in the desert of my most inward self I become more in touch with that which prevents me from being moved by the Lord, the hardness of my heart. 


This hardness of heart speaks to me of my pride. I begin to understand that I will not be able to feel the Lord stirring within me if my heart is so hardened and cluttered by pride. In the silence and solitude of the desert experience, I realize that my heart needs to be radically changed. It needs to be softened, emptied, and made clean. But this transformation requires that I humbly surrender to the truth of who I discover myself to be during my desert experience. Thus, until I can convert my heart, hearing the call of God and responding to his invitation to grow with him in an intimate relationship is not a real possibility for me. 


In the desert experience I realize that my spirit is crushed, terrified, confused, or worn out. My heart feels listless and hollow. I am aware that I am not at home with myself. In giving myself over to the desert experience I am able to let go of the busyness of my life and feel my poverty, my neediness, and my void. During my compulsive hecticness my spirit has been asleep and has remained dormant within me. My heart has felt like a machine, and I have been surrounded by a cloud of darkness, sadness, and fear. 

EVIL ENCOUNTERED IN DESERT 


In the Gospel of Mark 1: 23-28 we hear the story of Jesus' encounter with the man with the unclean spirit. “And immediately there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit; and he cried out.” Again in Mark 7:20-23 we hear Jesus teaching about the evil within us: “What comes out of a man is what defiles a man. For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, fornication, theft, murder, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a man.” 


Both of these Scripture passages force me to experience and come to grips with the demonic within me. All my evil comes from within me; it is in my hardened heart that my unclean spirits reside. This evil defiles me and renders me impure. 

SELF-DECEPTION 


As I enter the silence and solitude of the desert, I begin to uncover my self-deceptive way of living. I come to see how I have unknowingly become alienated from my core self. I have turned away from recognizing the evil within me and from owning my unclean spirits. I have simply disavowed the fact that unclean spirits have controlled my life. My constrictedness, rigidity, tight muscles, labored breathing, impetuousness, and complacency all seem to manifest that I am not at home in myself or in the situation at hand. Instead of listening to these signs of a lack of at-homeness with myself and an alienation from my true being, I unconsciously and self-deceptively cover them over. 

HARDNESS OF HEART 


In the Gospel of Mark the theme of hardness of heart is emphasized on t least five occasions (Mark 3:5, 6:52, 7:21-23, 8: 17,10:5). In Mark 3:5 we ear of Jesus looking around with anger at the people, grieved at their hardness of heart. The Gospel of Mark points to the fact that there is a powerful tendency toward evil in our hearts, and that this evil emerges from our own inner weakness. The most terrible evil is not the demonic or sickness but evil in the heart; evil ways result from a hardness of heart. Evil originates from within us (Mark 7:21-23), where there is a dark and enigmatic inclination toward evil. 


The author of this Gospel refers to the prophet Isaiah (29: 13) where he says: “This people honors me with their lips but their heart is far from me.” The hardness of heart that emerges from reducing the religious experience to a legalistic mentality prevents people from experiencing the living God and his gifts to them. The proud, strong, ice-cold heart is dead. A calloused, insensitive heart refuses to listen. A stubborn, obstinate heart 'ails to perceive and understand. A smug, self-sufficient heart is rigid and presents a strong front of knowing and understanding. The ambitious, rebellious, arrogant heart is deceitful and desperately corrupt. It is hungry for power, and a victim of “I want,” seeking pleasure to bring it some aliveness. 

DEMONIC HARDENS MY HEART 


In the parable of the sower and the seed (Mark 4: 1-9) we are told that 

some seed fell along the path, and the birds came and devoured it. Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it had not much soil, and immediately it sprang up, since it had no depth of soil; and when the sun rose it was scorched, and since it had no root it withered away. Other seed fell among thorns and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. 

Jesus goes on to interpret this parable when he says in Mark 4: 14-20: 

The sower sows the word. And these are the ones along the path, where the word is sown; when they hear, Satan immediately comes and takes away the word which is sown in them. And these in like manner are the ones sown upon rocky ground, who, when they hear the word, immediately receive it with joy; and they have no root in themselves, but endure for a while; then, when tribulation or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away. And others are the ones sown among thorns; they are those who hear the word, but the cares of the world, and the delight in riches, and the desire for other things, enter in and choke the word, and it proves unfruitful. But those that were sown upon the good soil are the ones who hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirtyfold and sixtyfold and a hundredfold. 


In the desert I realize that I must come to grips with the demonic in me, for it is the evil within me that hardens my heart. The silence and solitude of the desert call me to cleanse my spirit so that it may be healed. 


In order to cleanse my heart I must become more aware of my powers for evil. I must come to recognize the patterns of behavior that lead to my hardness of heart. Remaining in the desert and allowing myself to be touched by the healing moment of its silence and solitude, I begin to uncover the rocky ground of my heart. I see that the soil on the ground of my life lacks depth. Through dwelling in silence and solitude I begin to experience the thorns that choke the life out of my heart. 

DEMONIC AS SENSE OF INSECURITY 


In reflecting upon my everyday experience I see that much of the evil within me emerges from my sense of insecurity and how I deal with it. My experience speaks to me of how hidden is my insecurity. Typically it is not obvious to others or myself. Actually, insecurity seems normal; that is, most people probably live their lives fundamentally motivated by this veiled sense of insecurity. 


As I reflect upon my experience I come to understand that this fundamental insecurity within me hardens my heart. Within the state of being induced by this subtle insecurity my mind becomes distracted and closed, and I am unable to comprehend and believe in the Word. I may listen but I do not understand. Perceiving the deeper meanings of what is there before me becomes almost impossible. 

NEED FOR LOVE AND ACCEPTANCE 


In the silence and solitude of the desert I become a ware of my need to be accepted and loved. When I am accepted and loved I feel at peace, at home, and comfortable with myself; in short, secure. I am able to accept my personal limitations and weaknesses as part of me, and I feel at peace with the truth of who I am. From this stance I am able to see and hear the Word of God. My heart is open and receptive to being moved, touched, and transformed. 


As a child I was loved and accepted in an imperfect way, and now, as an adult, I carry with me the residue of that imperfect love. From my reading of Scripture, I realize that only my Creator has the power to offer perfect love and acceptance. I must admit to myself that through no fault of theirs, my parents, teachers, and other significant others in my life were naturally imperfect in their care and love for me. As a result of this past experience, my existence is permeated with subtle feelings of being imperfectly loved and accepted. I have and never will be totally loved and totally accepted for who I am. Only God can bless me with that joy. Being a finite, limited creature, I struggle to gain more love and acceptance from the imperfect others around me. In the service of this need I may naturally be tempted to desire more, strive for more, and compete for more love. 


Because of my feelings of being loved and accepted imperfectly, I may have pockets of insecurity in my life; at times I may need others to massage and proclaim my ego as acceptable. During these moments of insecurity I experience more profoundly my need for more secure ground on which to stand, and I may translate this quest for firm ground into a search for the approval of another. My residual childhood vulnerability is carried over into my adult life, and I may feel as a result moments of inferiority, inadequacy, and fear of failure. 

SEEKING APPROVAL OF OTHERS 


My insecurity may lead me to seek out the approval of others, and I ma y feel that this approval will be forthcoming if I can live up to their expectations. Thus, the expectations of others become my ideal. I begin to feel I must perform well, and self-doubt and feelings of inadequacy well up in me. The assumed expectations of the other become my measuring stick: in order to be loved and accepted I must live up to the ideal. I become tied up in the doing, seeking the praise and recognition of the other. Anxiety, insecurity, and self-doubt choke my ability to be open to the deeper dimension of reality, and I become preoccupied with building my life on false securities. My need for security causes me to become enmeshed in worldly cares. 


Our culture tells me that if I am successful I will be respected, and people will pay attention to me. But because success is only a moment, I am driven to live out not moments of success but a lifestyle of success. I have built my own trap. If I do not win, then I will lose. In our culture the act of losing is perceived as failure. I do not want to lose and therefore fail. 


My residual childhood insecurity impels me to win, to become number one. To be the best is to attain a sense of self-worth. The need to succeed and avoid failure causes all kinds of tensions that slowly harden my heart. 


This insecurity may also cause me to constantly try to please others. I may fear that they do not perceive me as good enough; perfection then becomes my goal. If I am perfect I will win. People will respect, approve of, and love me. 


In order that others think well of me I may become ruled by my plans, projects, and duties. I compulsively crowd my schedule with things I must do for others. Time becomes tight as my duties continue to demand more and more. I have never enough time to finish one task before another intrudes. 


If I am fortunate enough to enter the desert experience, I may be able to acknowledge my residual childhood insecurity as the demonic in my life. This fundamental insecurity can control my life and harden my heart. 


The silence and solitude of the desert may reveal to me how I deal with my insecurity. I see that my style is to be self-sufficient. I realize that I have forgotten that I am utterly dependent upon God, that I am sustained by the breath of His spirit. In my self-sufficiency I have forgotten that without God I can do nothing. 

NEED TO EMPTY SELF 


In the Gospel of Mark we hear the author tell the story of the rich man. 

And Jesus looking upon him loved him and said to him. “You lack one thing; go sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” At that saying his countenance fell, and he went away sorrowful; for he had great possessions. (Mark 10:21-22) 

The lesson continues: 

And Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How bard it will be for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God.” And the disciples were amazed at his words. But Jesus said to them again, “Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God. It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” (Mart 10:23-26) 


This story suggests that God wants all of me, whole and entire. Out of my residual childhood insecurity I have become preoccupied with developing a self-sufficient attitude in order to survive. I do not submit to God but rather try to survive on my own. “I will do it” becomes my motto. I will get the love and attention I need. I will make myself secure in this life. I will acquire status, success, power, and possessions — whatever is necessary to give myself a sense of security. 


In the desert I discover that this urge to acquire a sense of security is a drive to build a false sense of self. Unknowingly, I hold on to my false sense of security in a quiet, desperate way. I cannot face the truth that I am not the source of my life. My false sense of self helps me to participate in a process of self-deception, leading me to believe that I am power and glory. 


In the story of the rich man Jesus instructs me that I have to give up my riches. He calls me to relinquish my false sense of self. In my self-sufficient manner I have built up a kingdom of success, security, and power- where I possess the respect of others. They accept me and therefore I feel good, like a rich man who is in control of his life. 

NEED TO DIE TO SELF 


The author of the Gospel of Mark calls me to the desert experience and invites me to let go of my false self of security and control. In Mark 8:34-36 the author describes how Jesus called the multitude and said to them: “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it and whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel's will save it. For what does it profit a man, to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?” 


In the desert experience of silence and solitude, I am called out of my striving for success and see my life more clearly. The desert experience distances me from my everyday ways of dealing with my residual childhood insecurity. 


In the silence and solitude I begin to understand the story of the rich man in Mark's Gospel. I realize that Christ calls me to empty myself of my inward noise and hecticness, which flow from the building of my kingdom of security. I need to let go of my controlling, self-sufficient attitude. Giving up my riches means giving up the security that I have worked so hard to acquire. My riches have become my defense against insecurity, and gaining security has become my ultimate project. But this false security acquired by rugged individualism has shut me off from others and God. 


Mark 8:34-36 calls me to deny myself. In the desert I uncover the self I need to give up. Lost in building my kingdom of false security, I have become caught up with worrying about others' opinion of me. I am attached to my self-will. My doing has been my most important defense. As long as I was doing I was in control, striving to build my self-image of success. 


In the desert I am able to reflect on how I have been engaged in the everyday world. I see that my life has been cluttered by my ego's quest for security. My weakness has been my tendency toward self-centeredness and hardness of heart. My demon is my striving to build my kingdom of security by working hard to please others so that they will offer me praise, recognition, acceptance, and love. 


In the desert experience I am called to transform my heart, which needs to be softened so that it may receive the Word of God. With a gentle, humble heart I am able to believe and trust that God will take care of me. I need to let go of building my own kingdom and trust that the Lord will sustain me and be my security. 
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