
Baptism of Jesus and his 40 days of Temptation in the Desert 
 

“I never ask God to give himself to me, I beg 
him to purify, to empty, me. If I am empty, God 
of his very nature is obliged to give himself to 

me to fill me.”  
~Meister Eckhart 

 
The number 40 appears 146 times in the bible. Essentially it has the same meaning as the number 
4. Inherent within the square is the cross, and 40 represents the length of time that we are nailed 
4 square, like on a cross, to the realm of existence of unaware duality. This can be any length of 
time! 
 
And so, we see the Israelites wandering for “40 years” in the desert after they decided to escape 
bondage to Pharaoh. Pharaoh represents the tyrannical ego that demands servitude, obedience to 
the rules, hard work, and is punitive and demanding. Are you aware of how within you, lives 
pharaoh and the one in bondage, doing the bidding of the tyrant – both victim and perpetrator 
trapped in a dynamic of power and control?  
 
The decision to leave this realm of existence, does not, however, result in arriving in the 
“Promised Land,” of “enlightenment” and freedom. It just sets us on the path to wander in the 
realm of temptation, trial and test. It sets us on the inner journey through a desert, or a dark night 
of the soul, where we gradually recognize how our needs were not met as children and are not 
met by us either now. We discover that there is so much anger, struggle, suffering, fear, shame, 
jealousy, envy…… Just think of the story of Moses in the desert and how the Israelites 
complained. Moses finally removed himself from the tribe to contemplate for 40 days and came 
up with a set of instructions, the ten commandments, to guide them as they continued their 
journey through the inner wasteland. 
 
When we discover that this is a long journey and that there are no short cuts to the “Promised 
Land,” we are tempted to go back to Egypt – the realm of the ego. How many times have you 
said something like, “Ignorance was bliss,” or “It was so much easier when I wasn’t aware,”  or, 
“just tell me what to do and I will do it.”  
 
The story of Jesus after his baptism – is about the recognition 
that there is an inner journey to be embarked on through the 
awakening of Spirit within. The dove is a symbol of 
expansion into knowing of Spirit, or consciousness. It is the 
calling of Love. In the alchemical texts it represents the 
change from the “Black stage of development,” i.e. the heavy, 
leaden stage of unaware ego, to the “White stage of 
transformation,” or, it is the movement from an external locus 
of control to an internal one – from 2nd to 3rd quadrant. You 
feel the suffering behind you, pushing you, and you long for 
real love that you have come to recognize the external world 
cannot deliver, and it is this that draws you inwards. 
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John the Baptist is the “forerunner,” in the story. He represents the stage of development prior to 
this stage. It is the ego, the intellect, that recognizes the Soul, witnesses and experiences the inner 
Spirit. In the story, John the Baptist loses his head. In fact, it is the feminine Salome who 
demands his head on a platter. In other words, the intellect makes way for spiritual intuition, 
wisdom and the dawning perception of the unity of all things. The Soul demands this sacrifice, 
or, shift in allegiance from ego to Soul, instead of any part of Soul being subservient to ego. 
 
The next thing that happens in the story, is our Hero finds himself being aware of all of his needs 
and the ways in which he could or had tried to meet those needs in an unaware way – through 
power, addiction and materialism. As he becomes aware of his inner hunger, powerlessness and 
emotional poverty, there is the temptation to return to the culturally learned ways of coping with 
the pain and suffering. How many of you have struggled with addictions of every kind to meet 
your unaware, childhood emotional hunger?  How many have entered into the realm of 
competition and high achievement for recognition, status, power to calm the inner sense of 
worthlessness, powerlessness and inferiority. Are you still tempted? How? How many of you 
have felt the emptiness of worthlessness, fear of surviving, fear that you are not “good enough” 
and sought to fill an inner hole with material possessions and acquisitions? And does the 
temptation to just “have a drink or a donut,” almost feel like the devil himself? How many of you 
cannot find your inner calling, a burning passion, a deep creative urge within and are “bored by 
the same old manna from heaven?” Yes, you have your daily bread, a roof over your head and 
yet, and yet…..  Do you return to the drama of the ego to alleviate the intolerable “stuckness,” 
tedium and boredom of walking through the 40 days of the desert? Do you complain and 
grumble? Do you pretend you are already there and live in illusion? There is great temptation 
with the awakening to a higher state of consciousness to want to bypass the long walk in the 
desert, speed up the gradual gestation of potential, or ignore the darkness and hell that must be 
faced. This is where we see people having great spiritual insight, but no inner awareness of their 
own suffering. They are the gurus who end up abusing their devotees, falling into materialism 
and pride etc. 
 
It is only after Jesus has done the deep inner work of shifting allegiance from ego to soul through 
the awakening of love and has faced his inner suffering and temptations that the gospels tell us, 
he is ready for service to the world.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The same story, in principle, is told of Mary. She conceived 
of, recognized, the Christ child – the young spirit, within 
herself at the annunciation. Again, the Spirit of God, the Holy 
Ghost is recognized within and is represented by the White 
Dove. It is the Archangel Gabriel that heralds the innermost 
spirit symbolized by the white dove that represents that which 
is not nailed four square to the earth, but is pure, white, 
virginal and able to fly free of its bondage to the ego realm of 
existence. Free but not separate. Mary becomes pregnant with 
Christ Consciousness – her own soul is awakening to 
universal love and spiritual wisdom. She was pregnant for 40 
weeks until this new state of consciousness could actually be 
born and held by her. The period of gestation and labor can 
very much feel like a long endless walk in the desert! There is 
joyful anticipation and also never-ending weariness. There is 
hard work and labor involved, as there is in continuing 
through the desert. I think the Hero’s journey and the 
Heroine’s journey is the same in principle, but also different    

El Greco – El Museo de Prado in expression 
 
After Mary gave birth to Jesus, by Jewish law, she would go through a period of purification for 
40 days, because she had just undergone a spiritual death and birth, herself. Birthing a baby is the 
great symbol of this inner cyclical dynamic of life and death. Tuma is the Hebrew word meaning 
the “energy of death,” and comes from the word Tumai – meaning “spiritually impure” or 
separated from the Love of God. This separation in awareness is the condition of sin, from which 
we must be “purified,” or “die to,” in order live in accordance with Love and Unity. When this is 
symbolic of an internal dynamic, she is dying to ego and birthing a new level of consciousness. 
This is the opposite of actual birth which is a baby dying to Life in the Spirit and being born to 
sin (separation.) For an excellent discussion on this topic see the link below. 
 
http://www.womeninthescriptures.com/2016/02/what-does-it-mean-for-woman-to-be.html 
 
Just like Jesus in the desert, Mary had to remove herself and face the inner temptations now that 
she had turned inward and birthed the spiritual potential within herself. This same tradition is in 
Catholicism and in Hinduism. To understand this story literally as childbirth being dirty, women 
being dirty and inferior and needing to be punished, rejected and purified is the interpretation of 
2nd quadrant thinking of a 3rd quadrant spiritual event of huge import and deep meaning. Birth is 
the great symbol of inner transformation and life, as is death.  The story symbolizes an inner 
death and birth. 
 
Water is used as the symbol of purification and fertility, both in the baptism of Jesus and in the 
story of Mary. You wash away the old and water the new. In the story of the Flood, God washes 
away the sins of the world, but keeps two of everything to bring about new life on earth. There is 
both birth and death and spiritual birth is again heralded by a white dove bearing an olive branch 
representing life and peace, just as the Peace Lily is depicted with Mary as symbol of a new state 
of consciousness. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Exercise: 
 
What is it that you wish to “die to,” during the period of Lent? Start considering how you wish to 
ritualistically and intentionally retreat into yourself and face the inner temptations 
What temptations do you still face to protect yourself from your own inner suffering? 
How have you protected yourself from suffering? Through wealth, power and status, addictions? 
Can you clearly see that just giving up the outward behavior will not ever get you to the 
“Promised Land?” 
What do your inner demons look like? Draw a picture. Create a mandala. Write a poem.How do 
they tempt you? Can you love them into being tame like St. Martha. Read about this beautiful 
legend to see the right attitude towards the Devil in you. She sprinkled the multi-faceted monster 
with holy water, put a sash around his neck and tamed him. How different to the images of St. 
Michael murdering his inner dragon demon. This image is a gross misunderstanding of what is 
needed, seen through the masculine egoic consciousness. 
 

This is not so much a time of sacrifice and 



deprivation, but a time of compassion and love, that can only happen after the Baptism in the 
Spirit, or awakening to the love in your own heart, for you. 
 
 

We stood together hand in hand in primordial time; 
now at last, we are one again. 

We are all of one soul struggling along one path, 
and all drunk with the same wine. 

From among the two worlds we chose Love alone 
except for that Love there is nothing we adore. 

What bitterness did our souls suffer from separation! 
At long last, we are free from separation. 

A ray from the sun came in through an opening 
and raised us up in dignity, however low we were. 

O Sunlight! Don’t withhold Your loving radiance from us! 
Aren’t we sitting in the robes of Your radiance? 

By Your radiance we are transformed into rubies, 
it is because of You that we exist. 

Dancing like particles before You; 
in our yearning for You, we abandon all our chains. 

[Divan-e Shams-e Tabrizi: 1761, translated by Kabir Helminski and Ahmad Rezwani, Love’s 
Ripening] 

— 

 


