
Small group discussion questions
March 2015

Chapter & verse – David Grosch-Miller (p22)
Read Mark 1:9-13, followed by David Grosch-Miller’s article.

1.  Have you ever been in a desert? If so, what was your experience? If not, how do you 
imagine it?

2.  In the second paragraph of “Chapter & verse”, David says: “In the wilderness we confront 
the fears that inhibit us from becoming the faithful disciples that we are called to be.” What 
kind of fears do you think inhibit Christians from becoming faithful disciples? What are your 
own fears? 

3.  In the same paragraph, David goes on to talk about the ways in which wild beasts and 
angels symbolise the essential nature of testing. How, would you say, do animals symbolise 
testing? What does it mean “to meet them on their terms”? 

4.  What do angels symbolise, when it comes to testing? Do you agree with David’s 
explanation? 

5. David says that angels “come in the most unexpected guises”. Can you give any examples 
of this?

6.  In the third paragraph of “Chapter & verse”, David says that the Lentern journey is “an 
essential part of becoming a new creation”. How do you understand this? Does it reflect your 
own experience?

7.  David says: “Tradition has its place, but those driven into the wilderness will find it has 
limited use.” Is Lent, for you, a matter of tradition, or of being “driven  by the Spirit”? Can it
be both?
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changes the landscape of faith and invites 
people to see things differently. The Church 
may celebrate the inheritance of faith 
and see the value of preserving the story 
that has brought us to this point in time. 
But a Church that spends its time looking 
backwards will find it hard to embrace the 
new. A failure to embrace the new means 
stagnation and death. Tradition has its 
place, but those driven into the wilderness 
will find it has limited use. The necessity 
will be the willingness to adapt and change.

Lent says confront the demons, know the 
presence of God, let go of the comfortable 
and familiar and take the risk of becoming 
something or someone new. The wilderness 
is a place of unexpected encounters – some 
of them threatening, but all with the 
capacity to bring us wholeness and healing. 

The way that Mark tells the story, it can 
also be the place of dreaming. Jesus comes to 
Galilee urging repentance and proclaiming 
the nearness of the kingdom of God. The 
thing about sleeping in a desert wilderness 
is that the stars are brighter; they seem 
closer and they give an assurance and an 
invitation. Lent isn’t all about confronting 
demons. It is about imagining the future, a 
future that is bright with promise. We know 
about the risk and the threat of change, but 
sometimes we forget that we are called to 
proclaim God’s future in our lives as well 
as in our words. The need to imagine the 
future that God is dreaming for us is urgent 
and that may be why the Spirit of God is 
driving us into the wilderness. We just need 
to make sure that we don’t linger in the 
wilderness and miss the possibility of a new 
dawn.
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There is an urgency about the Gospel 
of Mark which leaves the reader 
breathless. In the blink of an eye we 
are rushed from John the Baptiser 

to the baptism of Jesus, and then, before 
we have the opportunity to take in the 
significance of the Rabbi from Nazareth, 
he is driven into the wilderness. Lent is our 
wilderness experience, driven there not by 
the necessity of the liturgical or seasonal 
calendar, but by the Spirit of God. 

The wilderness can be seen as a place 
to be feared; it speaks of isolation and 
unknown threats to our safety. In biblical 
use, it is the place of testing and of 
formation. In the wilderness we confront 
the fears that inhibit us from becoming the 
faithful disciples that we are called to be. It 
is a place of risk because it involves letting 
go of an identity that we are comfortable 
with and growing a new one. Mark is short 
on detail and unlike the other gospels 
does not spell out the nature of the testing 
that Jesus is subjected to. What he does 
is to symbolise the 
essential nature 
of the testing, 
speaking of “wild 
beasts” and “angels”. 
Wild beasts are the 
natural inhabitants 
of the wilderness; 
it is their home and 
we need to meet 
them on their terms. 
The person driven 
into the wilderness 
cannot run from 
them, pretend they 
don’t exist, or expect 
to dictate the rules 
of engagement. We 

have to understand how to deal with the 
threat they pose and move on. Angels are 
the assurance of the presence of God; we are 
not alone in the struggle. Trust comes before 
understanding. We need the childlike faith 
that Jesus encouraged amongst the timid 
and the anxious. Angels come in the most 
unexpected guises and we do well not to let 
our prejudices deny the solace they offer.

The Lenten journey is not, despite the 
neatness of the liturgical year, restricted to 
40 days. It is an essential part of becoming 
a new creation. The faith journey is always 
about becoming, letting go, moving on, 
inhabiting new ground or at least inhabiting 
familiar territory in a new way. Jesus will 
come to Galilee proclaiming the Good 
News of God. That Good News radically 

‘Wild beasts are the 
natural inhabitants of 
the wilderness’

“Wilderness is a place of unexpected encounters 
with the capacity to bring wholeness”

Chapter & verse

i

“And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness…” Mark 1:12
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8.  In the fourth paragraph, David suggests that Lent is about confronting demons, knowing 
the presence of God, letting go and trying something new. Have you done this – at Lent or 
another time? If so, what happened? If not, can you imagine what form Lent might take if 
you experienced it as David describes? Is there a part of your life that would benefit from 
this approach? 

9.  In the last paragraph, David says: “The need to imagine the future that God is dreaming for 
us is urgent.” What future can you imagine?  

For further reflection: “My brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of any kind, consider 
it nothing but joy, because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance;  and 
let endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in 
nothing.” James 1: 2-4

Prayer: Spirit, who drove Jesus into the wilderness, so that even he could be tested and know 
your presence with him, take us too, we pray, to the places we need to go. Let us know your 
presence when the wilderness is hard – strengthening and comforting us, and making us new. 
Amen.
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