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Isaiah 32: 16 Then justice will dwell in the wilderness,
and righteousness abide in the fruitful field.

17 The effect of righteousness will be peace,
and the result of righteousness, quietness and trust forever.

In 2008 I began my ministry as a minister in the United Methodist
Church. Things began simply enough. I began my ministry in a small
church northwest of Corning, NY. I spent most of that first Sunday
trying to remember names and introducing myself to people. The first
few days were a whirlwind of activity as I tried to be every place and
everywhere.

Today, I serve here as the United Methodist minister in Trumansburg
and I have found myself in a very different place in my life. In 2008 I felt
very pressed to get to know every person that I met to the extent that I
was a bit pushy at times. In 2021, I still want to know people and know
them well, but I have felt a different need that comes from a far more
personal place. I have felt a need to find God in the wilderness.

Some of the change is likely very healthy. In 2008, I felt a need to
please everyone. I tried every dessert, had seconds to not offend
anyone, and with a growing family came a different lifestyle. I put on
weight, which was impressive as I already weighed a lot.

Today, I have a lot of ground to make up for in my personal health. It
takes two hikes to burn off the equivalent of a pound of fat and I have a
lot of fat to burn off. One of the reasons I put a priority on walking in the



wilderness is the reality that my theology teaches me that my body is
God’s temple. 1 Corinthians 6:19-20 says: “Or do you not know that
your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have
from God, and that you are not your own? For you were bought with a
price; therefore glorify God in your body.”

A second reason is that it is sometimes easier to hear God in the
wilderness. When Isaiah’s words were recorded in the book named
after him, Isaiah seemed to put a priority on God being found in the
wilderness. In my opinion, one reason for this was the reality that
Isaiah had a mission.

The prophets often spoke to people in powerful places: they spoke
against injustice and corruption. Their words were often pointed
towards the powerful and influential. They chastised kings and called
out queens for their lack of faith. While their words were recorded and
influenced others, the reality is that most difficult words were shared
with and aimed towards those people who lived lives that were
incompatible with ideals like justice, kindness, and humility.

While in this ministry, the prophets often shared words challenging the
powerful, but also often spoke words of comfort to the people. Awful
things were afoot, but there would be peace in the end. In our passage
today, the cities where the powerful lived would become empty places.
Meanwhile, in the quiet of the wilderness something new would be
established. One more time, verses 16-17 said:

16 Then justice will dwell in the wilderness,
and righteousness abide in the fruitful field.

17 The effect of righteousness will be peace,
and the result of righteousness, quietness and trust forever.



As frustrated as the prophets were with the powerful, in the wilderness
there would be peace. Out there in the wilderness away from the
powerful, the people would find justice, righteousness, and peace. That
righteousness, quietness, and trust would find a home in the people
forever.

In truth, that righteousness, quietness, and trust are what I truly seek in
the wilderness. When I began in ministry I was certain that everything
would be right in the world if I just said the right things, did the right
things, and didn’t drop the communion bread. In time I have come to
realize that things are a lot more complicated than simply following a
script.

For the past few months, we have had a focus on evangelism in our
church, and evangelism is a prime example of what we face as a
people. There are certain things we can do to draw people into the
church. I have seen many of them work quite well.

One church that I attended in college had a local bagel company run
their coffee hour. It cost the church a fortune, but people came to get a
free bagel from the place that charged a couple of dollars for the same
bagel that afternoon. I have been in churches where the praise band
had a ringer from an aged but good local band that would come in to
play the lead guitar early on Sunday morning after too many late
Saturday nights over the years. The music was great, the musician
didn’t feel the need to stay up until three in the morning playing in a
bar, and everyone was happy. There are a lot of ways that people can
be drawn into the church. If we were to do them, we very well might
look successful on the outside.

A question would remain though: would we be faithful to our calling on
the inside? Would we be doing what we need to do as the children of



God we were made to be? It very well might be the calling of a church
down the road to do these things, but are we called to those things?

Do you know what I find in the wilderness a lot? Trees. There are a lot
of trees out there. In fact, the only thing there may be more of than
trees are mosquitoes. Somehow, without my getting involved, a lot of
those trees grew up over the years. I didn’t come and pray over them, I
didn’t plant them, and I didn’t sing to them as they grew. The trees still
grow, because in truth, that’s not my forest. The trees have grown
under the watchful eye of God that was watching as the squirrel lost
the nut, as the sprout survived the foraging deer, and as the sun, rain,
and wind came over the years. The tree grew as God watched.

In the wilderness, that’s often what I am praying for as I hike. I think
over my own life and I think of all the places I could change things.
Sometimes I should, but I often feel the call of God to let go of the
things out of my control. I think over my ministry and I think of all the
places I could micromanage the affairs of the church and the people in
it, but I often feel the call of God to let go. In the wilderness there’s a
simple truth right before me: the biggest decision I often have to make
is where I am going to put my feet next.

When the question is “Where I put my feet next,” I find myself less
worried about where other people are walking. When I am watching my
own feet, I often find myself able to hear the woods around me and
even see the world beyond the woods. For what it is worth, there’s a
great sense of peace in the wilderness that comes from knowing that
my feet, these steps, and my well being are what’s most important in
that moment. When I’m really wise, I take a moment are realize that
God is watching over me too.



Outside the woods, things are still happening. No matter what I do,
things will still be happening. That’s okay. I simply find that in the
wilderness, there is peace.


