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  For Dr. J. Norfleete Day,


  who has woven together biblical studies


  and spiritual formation so seamlessly,


  disciplinarily and in her own life,


  that it is difficult to pull them apart.
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Introduction
Letters from
the Desert
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The road of cleansing goes through that desert.

It shall be named the way of holiness.

ISAIAH 35:8 LXX





NOT LONG AGO, I peeked inside an old cabinet where I keep shoeboxes full of cards and letters from friends through the years. On the top of one of those shoeboxes, I had written the words “Letters from the Desert.” As I opened the box, about thirty blue and purple envelopes tumbled out, all written by the same person, all addressed to me.

I had completely forgotten about them.

I don’t remember how or why we started, but for about two years I exchanged letters with a friend when we lived on opposite sides of the country. Most of the modern conventions of communication existed then—email, texting, even video call—yet we wrote old-fashioned letters with real pens on real stationery, put a stamp on each envelope, and mailed them.

I assume my own letters are tucked away somewhere in the house she shares with her husband and children.

She’s probably forgotten about them too.

I don’t remember all the events of those two years in her life or even in my own. I do remember, however, that those years were marked by certain intense experiences, different for both of us but that seemed to overlap. Geographically far apart, we shared a similar spiritual geography. For those two years, we walked with each other through our individual wilderness experiences, our epistolary correspondence a record of our inner landscapes at the time. Our old-fashioned letter writing was a form of spiritual friendship in which we both tried to make sense of our lives, and our lives with God.

Through our letters, I learned that desert or wilderness is a spiritually portable image. Both of us used this image in different ways to describe different aspects of our lives. The varied expressions of wilderness I uncovered in our letters suggest what many of us know intuitively from our own lived experiences—there are many different types of wildernesses, and wilderness is not just a spiritual experience; it is also an embodied reality. We experience wilderness in bodies and as bodies.

Besides the shoebox containing the letters from the desert, I’ve also kept stacks of my own journals for the past twenty years. Like the letters from the desert, my journals trace my spiritual geography, giving me a vivid picture of my inner landscape in which I have tried to make sense of my life, and my life with God. These journals function as my spiritual autobiography, and they also reveal that Christians may go through multiple wilderness stretches throughout their lives or encounter wilderness at any time. In this way also, wilderness is a spiritually portable image.

As I revisited our letters and my own journals, a single question seemed common to both: “Who is the God I encounter in the desert?”

That is the central question of this book, not because it is my question but because it is the great question throughout time for people of faith. Like my own journals, the biblical text is also a spiritual autobiography of sorts. In its sacred pages, individuals and whole communities used narrative, poetry, and yes, letters, to make sense of their lives and their lives with God. The Bible raises the question forcefully and at many different points in the story: “Who is the God we encounter in the desert?”

Such a question necessitates, conjointly, an exploration of the desert itself. Nowhere in our letters from the desert did my friend and I attempt a definition of wilderness. What we did was sketch a description through the events in our lives. Likewise, there is no definition of wilderness in the biblical text, merely descriptions of wilderness as people meander their way through it. Words can only get us so far. Similarly, all throughout Scripture, the God of the desert resists definition. Like Moses, we see the back of the God of the desert, but not his face. There too, words can only get us so far.

But what we can do is stop.

We can pause, survey the spiritual terrain of the wilderness, examine the tracks made in the desert by biblical characters, figures in church history, and scholars who have also surveyed this landscape. In doing so, we might just make some sense of our own lives and of our lives with the God of the desert.

It is toward a description of desert—and the God of the desert—that we now turn.


Letters from the Biblical Desert

Examination of the biblical text reveals wilderness to be both literal and metaphorical. Wilderness functions as the literal setting for many stories, yet this geographical setting highlights the metaphorical or spiritual nature of struggle in this hard place. In this way, physical geography and spiritual geography often intertwine. Many of the best-known stories in Scripture take place in the desert.

Within the Pentateuch, wilderness is used as the geographical and narrative setting for most of the events that unfold. In Genesis, the biblical writers use wilderness sparingly yet to great rhetorical effect. Several key stories in Genesis highlight wilderness as a place of critical encounter. Hagar receives a promise from the angel of the Lord in wilderness (Gen 16:7-16) as well as provision by Elohim for her son (Gen 21:8-21). Jacob’s dream at Bethel also takes place in wilderness, in which Yahweh reminds Jacob of his faithfulness to the patriarchs before him and promises to be with Jacob also (Gen 28:10-22). In these stories, the wilderness takes on a mystical quality, with dreams, darkness, and human drama met by divine provision. The fierce landscape of the wilderness is mirrored in the beleaguered inner landscape of weary travelers, yet God provides solace for both characters.

In Exodus and the remainder of the Pentateuch, the biblical authors foreground wilderness or desert as the primary geographical and spiritual landscape. In Exodus, the narrative takes a definitive turn toward the desert, with the Hebrew writer revealing, “So God caused the people to take the roundabout way of the wilderness” (Ex 13:18). Here the grammatical and the spiritual mutually reinforce each other—the writer uses the Hebrew grammar to convey that the Israelites’ arrival in the desert is no accident but a divinely choreographed journey.1 The Israelites remain suspended in the desert through the long stretch of pentateuchal narrative, where Yahweh leads them through a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night (Ex 13:20-22; 14:19-20), where they articulate a narrative regarding scarcity of resources (Ex 14:1-14; 15:22-27; 16:1-12; 17:1-7) and receive the law (Ex 20; Deut 5). In the book of Numbers, which Hebrew tradition aptly names bemidbar (“in the wilderness”), the Israelites grumble and rebel against the Lord and Moses (Num 11; 14; 16; cf. Ex 32). Set a generation after the initial wilderness sojourn, the book of Deuteronomy seeks to remember and to reframe the wilderness as a key chapter in the spiritual autobiography of the Israelites, in which Yahweh consoled and provided for his people (Deut 8).

Outside the Pentateuch, the prophet Elijah experiences the succor of Yahweh in the wilderness (1 Kings 19). The prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah use wilderness as a metaphor for exile (Is 40; Jer 4), while Hosea longs for a return to the desert in which Yahweh first made a marriage covenant with Israel (Hos 2). The psalmists offer poetic prayers both about their own experiences in wilderness (Ps 63) and about the spiritual history of their ancestors in wilderness (Ps 77–78). In the New Testament, both John the Baptist (Mt 3:1-11; Lk 3:1-20) and Jesus (Mt 4:1-11; Mk 1:12-13; Lk 4:1-13) are fortified for ministry in the desert.

Despite its prevalence in the biblical text, there have been few substantive treatments of the theology of the wilderness. Published more than twenty years ago, Robert Barry Leal’s Wilderness in the Bible: Toward a Theology of Wilderness remains the most robust treatment of the subject. Leal culls together in one place all the biblical texts that mention wilderness, dividing them into categories: wilderness as a place of critical encounter with God in which individuals experienced wonder, silence, limitlessness, or self-knowledge; wilderness as a place of grace where God revealed Godself, or where people were disciplined, purified, or transformed; wilderness as a picture of God’s good creation, whereby the wilderness served as a refuge or a moral and spiritual haven; or, perhaps more stereotypically, wilderness as a negative place.2 Because he examines the whole of the biblical narrative, Leal’s Wilderness in the Bible is by necessity a shorter treatment of many different texts. While I provide a fuller treatment of fewer biblical texts, Leal’s work is a vital point of connection for my own exploration of both the God of the desert and the desert itself.




Letters from the Historical Desert

While the biblical text is replete with stories that take place there, wilderness also functions as a metaphor for people beyond the Bible. Early Christians have left us a correspondence of sorts (letters, if you will) about their experiences in wilderness. What we find is that, whereas people in the Bible are frequently cast into the wilderness, for many Christians in church history, wilderness was an intentional sojourn. For these individuals, wilderness functioned as a place of solace and escape.

In the third and fourth centuries, Christians fled to the Egyptian, Syrian, and Arabian deserts to lead simpler, quieter lives of devotion to God. Their flight to the desert was a rejection of the newly Christianized Roman Empire, which they saw as too ensconced with the trappings of the world, with its ornate worship, easy-believism, and broadening of Jesus’ narrow way. These believers made the desert their home, choosing lives of asceticism, isolation, and physical and spiritual poverty. As Thomas Merton says, “The Desert Fathers believed that the wilderness had been created as supremely valuable in the eyes of God precisely because it had no value to men. The wasteland was the land that could never be wasted by men because it offered them nothing. There was nothing to attract them. There was nothing to exploit.”3 Strikingly, the nothingness and the unattractive quality of the desert are also characteristics of the nation of Israel in Isaiah’s own day (Is 53:2-3) or of Jesus himself in the New Testament (Mt 8:14-17; Lk 22:35-38; Jn 12:37-41; Acts 8:26-35; Rom 10:11-21; 1 Pet 2:19-25). Moreover, the temptation to exploit God for our own ends, making God into whatever image is most useful for us at any given theological or political moment, is a recognizable impulse throughout history and in our own stories too. The God of the desert resists this impulse, even as the desert reveals our temptations to do so.

The desert fathers and desert mothers fought these same temptations, famously doing battle with inner demons they called the eight logismoi, or “thoughts.” These eight may have a familiar ring to them: gluttony, avarice, fornication, anger, grief, listlessness, vainglory, and pride. Other lists include acedia, a destructive type of thought I will discuss later. Indeed, traditional spirituality regards the whole of the Christian life as a march through the desert in which we do battle with our thoughts. We left Egypt (the land of sin), crossed the Red Sea (figuring baptism), and then began a spiritual itinerary that lasts throughout life, what Jean-Charles Nault refers to as “a veritable pilgrimage in the desert.” In order to enter the Promised Land (eternal life), we must fight these eight enemies of the spiritual life, which are allegorized in Egypt and the seven other nations Israel must fight (Deut 7:1).4 Through the spiritual practices of apatheia, which refers to a cultivated indifference to what happens to oneself, good or bad, and the prayer of rest, called hesychasm, desert fathers and desert mothers became known for their quiet wisdom. Other Christians journeyed to the desert, beseeching these desert dwellers, “Abba [or amma], give me a word.” It was out of the desert silence that their words were believed to have generative power.

In the medieval period, Christian mystics adopted many of the same spiritual inclinations of the desert fathers and desert mothers: the choice to lead lives of physical and spiritual poverty, the conviction that God could be sought in silence, and the willing of one thing, understood as devotion to God in the desert tradition and union with God by the mystics, who often wrote about the relationship between God and the believer as one of lover and beloved. For the mystics, the desert proved to be a favorite image of the spiritual life and even for God. John of the Cross describes the experience of numbness in the spiritual life both as a dark night and as “solitary places of the wilderness,” in which our experiences of aridness create in us a deeper thirst for God.5 Meister Eckhart draws on Hosea 2 to encourage Christians to go to an inner desert inside themselves, to be “alone one on One.”6 Elsewhere, Eckhart refers to God as the desert, taking on the same stark and barren qualities as the geographical space itself.7

In the modern era, Christians such as Thomas Merton and Henri Nouwen explored spiritual practices of prayer, silence, and solitude, providing Christians with accessible and popular introductions to desert spirituality.8 Some feminist and womanist scholars view the wilderness as a symbol of their own oppression in worldly systems of exploitation and domination. Indeed, the movements of #metoo and #churchtoo underscore that, for some women, church itself is a wilderness space. Conversely, other feminist and womanist scholars find comfort in the spiritual symbolism of wilderness as a space of solitude in which they encounter the Jesus who is near to them and works to liberate them from oppressive systems of abuse.9




Letters from the Contemporary Desert

There is a case to be made that all of life is wilderness in some way. As long as we exist in a world in which those we know and love suffer, in which the least of these are oppressed, in which our inability to see God face-to-face (or the reality of our own faces, for that matter) necessitates our continued maturing in the faith, we walk the desert road. So long as we continue to write letters or send up letters in the form of prayer to the God we hope keeps watch with us, we make tracks in the desert. So long as we grapple with confusion, spiritual malaise, or the deep questions raised by the places of pain in our own lives and in the lives of those we love, we amble through the wilderness. And, as long as we seek out retreats and spaces of respite (intentional and modern flights into the wilderness), wilderness is a present and embodied reality. At best, what we can say is that some aspects of our lives are wilderness while others are not, but I take the words of Walter Brueggemann to express the reality of life in today’s world: “The narrative of faith is characteristically about a journey in and through wilderness.”10

Written during the Covid-19 pandemic, Brueggemann’s work A Wilderness Zone is significant for the way it weaves biblical theology with the contemporary sociopolitical concerns of Covid-19, Black Lives Matter protests in the wake of Trumpism, and economic disparity supported by capitalism and the cheap labor that makes that very capitalism possible and sustainable. In some ways, the global pandemic highlighted what was already present among us—an unwillingness at the political level to engage with those different from ourselves, a weariness and xenophobia that drives our policies about immigration or boundary or border crossing of any kind, a mistrust of and even disgust for brown and Black bodies and communities, and a denial of science rooted in mistrust of medical authority. Brueggemann’s critique of our current sociopolitical moment is a reminder of at least two things: Sometimes we exist in a desert of our own making, and desert is not a concept relegated to the numinous or the spiritual but is a descriptor of people’s actual lives. As I said previously, this means that wilderness is an embodied reality—we experience wilderness in bodies and as bodies.

As a result, wilderness experiences shape and stretch the very faith that Christians proclaim, sometimes because the character and personality of God in such seasons proves confusing and even jarring. It is in the wilderness that sophisticated theological systems undergo a kenosis, an emptying, a bottomless collapse, dismantling the adult and systematized language we have for God. Theologically and spiritually, we become children again, yet this childlike vulnerability awakens in us a curiosity that leads us to explore questions of faith we might not grapple with in other seasons of life with God.

In many ways, wilderness is a school in which we experience an unlearning of all we thought we knew. The theological statements we have turned into dogma and punctuated with an exclamation point—an emphatic straight line with a period at the bottom—lose some of their straight edges and bend into the curious curve of a question mark. Paradoxically, this unlearning (a key idea in the Christian mystical tradition) brings two postures into tension with each other—the cultivation of the childlike trust needed for the desert and the maturity to withstand it. In this way, we learn, as Belden C. Lane aptly calls it, the “solace” of this fierce landscape.11 Whether we find God consoling or fierce in whatever particular wilderness we find ourselves in, Brueggemann rightly reminds us that wilderness is a journey of faith. This means that for people of faith like us, wilderness is a journey we take with God. Therefore, God and the desert alike teach us both to lament and to praise. For the psalmists, those poets who frequently prayed about their wilderness experiences, lament and doxology are the whole refrain of the spiritual life, all there is. To join them in their poetic chorus is to know the whole of human experience.

In this way, wilderness is a landscape of grace. It is a liminal space, a space that is betwixt and between, space caught on the threshold from one thing to another, a space that teaches us to hold everything we think we know—about God, about ourselves, and about the way the world works—loosely, with self-reflection, and on occasion with repentant care. Wilderness, more than any other spiritual space, teaches us to let go, to come and die. And it is a space that teaches us to be reborn. For whatever is reborn in this space, in order for it to remain, it must remain in God. This is one of the gifts we receive in the desert, from the God of the desert.




Toward a Description of the Desert

Just as the God of the desert does not show us his face, only his back, so too the desert itself defies easy definition. What I will offer here and throughout the book, then, is not definition but description. What is clear from this brief survey is that people of faith in every era have found wilderness to be a useful metaphor for the spiritual life.

Within the biblical text and beyond, I take wilderness to be an aggregate image for opposing experiences or feelings, such as the absence and the hyperpresence of God, silence and speech, darkness and luminosity, barrenness and fecundity, dislocation/exile and homecoming, betrothal and divorce, consolation and desolation, hunger and satiation, abuse and nurture, and divine abandonment and divine succor, to name a few. In short, wilderness involves disorientation, waiting, suffering, restlessness, confusion, spiritual malaise, darkness, stripping away of all the usual things on which we can rely, and, provocatively, encounter with God. Here again, the varied expressions of wilderness suggest what we know intuitively from our own lived experiences—there are many different types of wildernesses, and wilderness is not just a spiritual experience. We experience wilderness as an actual reality in many ways: Through the global fear caused by a major pandemic. Through illness closer to home such as a tragic, surprise personal diagnosis. Through the pain of infertility or some other family trauma. Through a vocational crisis at midlife, prolonged unemployment, or the financial exhaustion of sustained underemployment. Through geographical displacement. Through many other things I have not named here, all of which might prompt a faith crisis of some kind. No matter how it happens, we experience wilderness in bodies and as bodies.

This means that we may not be able to define wilderness, but we can feel it in our bones.

In certain extreme cases, wilderness is when everything in our life falls apart and we have to begin again. Though it may not feel like it at the time, sometimes that is a gift, a severe mercy. Much like the God of the desert, the wilderness is a paradox—it can be harsh and painful yet restorative at the same time. What I have found to be true, both in my scholarship and in my own life (which are one and the same), is that yes, the God of the desert makes tracks beside us. We need a God who is neither saccharine nor nihilistic, and that is precisely the God we find in the desert. The God of the desert is deeply embedded in our own embodied lives, seeking to convert our fragmented pieces into a unified whole. This is one of the gifts of the desert—a conversion of sorts in which we do what the desert fathers and desert mothers did—ora et labora, bring prayer and work together as one.




Letters from the Scholarly Desert

This is a conversion that does not happen by accident—but through our willingness to bring learning and holiness together, knowledge and vital piety no longer divided. Such is the gift of the desert—no longer to compartmentalize our lives but to join these disparate halves. This means that for scholars, pastors, and educated laypeople, prayer and scholarship conjoin. For many of us, this is a deep conversion—a movement from a life of fragments to a whole, full, embodied existence.

My own desert scholarship has taught me just how deserted our scholarship can sometimes be. Scholarship is spiritually impoverished when it fails to take an affective turn. In particular, a book about wilderness falls short if we do not deal with it as something more than an exercise in biblical cataloging and categorization. Just as the contemplative life (which, I might add, is depicted in wilderness texts of the Old Testament) was intended to lead to action, the road of our collective scholarly cleansing goes through the heart—and the heart of the desert. The wilderness is a school of humility, a vehicle of holiness, a place where we learn that God is the one before whom we are all laid bare. To make any meaning out of the wilderness, biblical and personal, we must deal with it spiritually.

This means that, while I am an Old Testament scholar, this project will combine biblical studies with spiritual formation, which M. Robert Mulholland defines as “the process of conforming to the image of Christ for the sake of others.”12 The interdisciplinarity of this particular work of scholarship is appropriate because our lives are not all just one thing. Likewise, the wilderness is also not one straight line but a meandering path. This means that individual chapters may also meander from one opposing picture of wilderness to another, and that I will intersperse spiritual practices and discussion questions that can help sustain us as we take the roundabout way of the wilderness together.

In chapter one, I explore the biblical character of Hagar through the embodied experiences of African American women in history and in today’s world, suggesting that those of us in power examine our complicity in keeping unjust systems of oppression in place. In chapter two, I examine the patriarch Jacob through the spiritual concept of the true and false self, relying on wise guides such as Parker Palmer, Henri Nouwen, Richard Rohr, and Thomas Merton. In chapter three, I read the Israelites’ grumbling for the convenience of Egyptian food and rejection of manna as something akin to our own dry and deserted reading of biblical texts and our need to read spiritually. M. Robert Mulholland, Euguene Peterson, Hans Boersma, and others help us read spiritually and, I argue, eucharistically. In chapter four, I discuss darkness and disorientation as critical moments in our own unlearning, drawing on the apophatic tradition with Pseudo-Dionysius and Gregory of Nyssa, among others.

In chapter five, I argue that Moses functions as spiritual director, storyteller, and midwife of the word for the Israelites, who struggle to narrate their experience of wilderness. Moses’ narrative of abundance in Deuteronomy 8 helps us confront our functional theologies honestly and to strain toward telling more hopeful narratives about our desert experiences. Chapter six examines Elijah’s experience of solitude and silence, in which I layer the insights of Richard Foster and Macrina Wiederkehr over the rhythm of the Liturgy of the Hours. In chapter seven, I explore the prophet Hosea’s rhetorical use of wilderness as a mechanism of both purging and betrothal, overlayed with the insights of Meister Eckhart and the mystical tradition. In chapter eight, I invite us to pray with the psalmist, whose kinship with God bears resemblance to modern psychological notions of secure attachment, arguing that in God, we find a safe haven and a secure base that sustains us in wilderness. In the conclusion, I pull these diverse strands together, demonstrating how the wilderness passages in the Old Testament can nurture our spiritual formation.

As we make this journey together, I pray the same for you that I pray for myself—that the God of the Desert continues to form me into both a saint and a scholar.











1
Vision and
Confession
CASTING OURSELVES INTO THE WILDERNESS
AND SETTING HAGAR FREE


[image: ]



I went to see the preacher in charge of the African society . . . the Rev. Richard Allen . . . to tell him that I felt it my duty to preach the gospel. . . . He said our Discipline . . . did not call for women preachers. . . . On the second morning, I took a stage and rode seven miles to Woodstown. . . . I was desired to speak in the colored meeting house, but the minister could not reconcile his mind to a woman preacher—he could not even unite in fellowship with me even to shaking hands as Christians ought.

JERENA LEE, “RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE AND JOURNAL”1





This is the great work of a person: always to take blame for one’s own sins before God and to expect temptation to one’s last breath.

DESERT FATHER ABBA ANTONY TO ABBA POEMEN2







I’LL NEVER FORGET THE WEDNESDAY NIGHT my pastor picked up his guitar, pans still clanging in the kitchen and chatter at a high volume over dinner in the fellowship hall, and led us all in “The Hokey Pokey.” I had just graduated seminary in Birmingham, Alabama, and was about to move to snowy New Jersey. There I would begin doctoral work, trading my flip-flops for snow boots and, as one of the Hokey Pokey-ers jokingly advised, putting snow chains on my VW Bug.

That night, I laughed as I watched our senior adults put their right foot in, take their right foot out, put their right foot back in, and shake it all about. These are the same people who taught me to love liturgy, an unusual feature of worship for a church in my tradition. Over the years, I have prayed the Scriptures alongside them, stood in awe as we have dedicated babies, blessed backpacks, and ordained senior adult women to ministry when they discovered their calling in the second half of their life. At this same church, I have also taught many Sunday school lessons and Bible studies, attended spiritual retreats, and engaged in contemplative prayer in the small chapel where my husband and I were married. In the quiet of his office at church, my pastor helped me discern God’s presence when my life felt unmoored. This same pastor and congregation blessed me when I moved to New Jersey and welcomed me back home after graduation. Before my husband and I moved off to Texas for me to take a teaching position at Baylor University, my pastor invited me to preach the sermon on the last Sunday before we left. (Happily, I am just one in a long line of women who have stewarded that pulpit over the years.) And when my husband and I moved back home from Texas, I took my place in the pews again, where I recited the Lord’s Prayer alongside those who have affirmed and nurtured me in the nearly fifteen years I have been a member.


Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name . . .

You put your right foot in, you take your right foot out . . .

I now pronounce you husband and wife . . .



I carry these verses and half verses of prayers and songs and moments with me as I drive to church on Sundays. This church has formed me to see the world and God’s vision for the world in particular ways.

On my drive each Sunday, I pass another church within the same basic denominational family as my own. Because I have been in Birmingham off and on for over twenty years, I don’t experience the proverbial six degrees of separation between myself and everybody else. Instead, I am connected to just about the entire city by about half that amount, which means that I know and love many people who worship at this other church. These are sincere believers, and I have worshiped there from time to time myself over the years. Like me, these Christians are being formed to see the world and God’s vision for the world in particular ways.

And while I love and respect them, I am fundamentally at odds with their vision of God and God’s world. Even though we read the same Bible and are stamped denominationally with a similar embossing, our visions for God and for the world are quite different. In some cases, it appears that we are worshiping different Jesuses altogether.

For example, I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not called to preach, not because I’m a woman but simply because that is not God’s call on my life. I preach on occasion when asked, but it’s a rare privilege, and I’m just fine with that. Nevertheless, I can’t understand why much of my tradition edges out the voices of other women so clearly called to this vocation. Try as I might, I can’t seem to find a single story in which Jesus discourages the devotion and vocation of women. Why should women either kowtow or knee their way to a place at the table when Jesus has already put a chair for them there? This is a significant interpretive difference between my church, filled with sincere believers who see God a certain way, and this other church I drive past each Sunday, also filled with sincere believers who see God a certain way.

We also understand the nature of God’s love and justice differently. I will freely admit that I am a recipient of God’s grace, which is, as the old hymn goes, “greater than all my sins.” Yet when I look at the cross of Jesus in my church sanctuary, I see God’s smile and I feel God’s love. The cross, for me, is not a symbol of God’s wrath or a scolding reminder of all the things I have done and left undone. For many sincere Christians at this other church, however, God seems to be primarily a God of wrath, and guilt and shame are the down payment on a grace that doesn’t feel very gracious to me at all. We are all diligently reading the same Bible, yet I can’t seem to find a picture of a God who loves Jesus but merely tolerates the rest of us.

These two examples demonstrate that while the same lectionary reading may be preached on any given Sunday at both churches, these theological convictions cast God in two very different lights. These differences are not the twenty-first-century version of how many angels dance on the head of a pin.3 Instead, these are significant theological distinctions, resulting in two opposing ways of seeing the same God. Even so, I can say with complete confidence that these two congregations worship God, as best as we know how, in spirit and in truth.

Every Sunday, worship takes place in churches all over the world, well beyond my hometown. Many faithful Christians worship according to their convictions, sometimes differing in substantial ways. This has been the case since the foundation of the church, evident in the writings of the earliest Christians. Yet the particularity (and perhaps peculiarity) of this political moment seems to cast these differences in sharp relief, creating palpable (and understandable) anxiety on both sides.

I can envision that for some Christians, this political moment also feels like a battle for God: Who is God, and what does God stand for? Many Christians voted for Donald Trump, for example, out of a deep and laudable sense that his party would support life as they see it. Such Christians might look at the other theopolitical side, which supports life in a different way, and find much to fear in policies that erode traditional values as they see them. While I disagree, I can sympathize with Christians who feel this way. However, I look at everything Donald Trump stands for and see it as utterly antithetical to anything Christ stood for. Frederick Douglass’s searing statement, “For, between the Christianity of this land, and the Christianity of Christ, I recognize the widest possible difference,” feels just as relevant to the faith now as it did two centuries ago.4 Between the (supposed) Christianity of Trump and the person of Jesus, I recognize the widest possible difference.

Despite my own convictions, I can absolutely understand, hermeneutically speaking, how both sides could accuse the other of calling evil good. It is all a matter of perspective, with one person’s image of God differing from another’s. My own feeling is that we are in an unprecedented moment in which some Christians have closed their hearts to the fact that people of color, children, immigrants, women, the LGBTQ+ community, non-Christians, and anyone not sharing a certain skin color, ideology, or gender identity are being targeted as outsiders who must be cast into the wilderness. The picture of God is on the line. The state of the church is on the line. People’s very lives are on the line. And many so-called good religious people not only sanction these atrocities but actively participate in them because they have been formed to see God and to see the world in a particular way.

No matter where we find ourselves in this theopolitical moment, we are faced with two opposing visions of God and of God’s world. It is safe to say that we all find ourselves in an ideological desert, wondering which way to turn.

Yet the stories of Hagar, Abraham, and Sarah remind us that the desert has always been a place of divine encounter. Abraham and Sarah are characterological depictions of the ripple effects of our actions. Abraham and Sarah demonstrate that our lives are intertwined and that we are, all of us, implicated in the lives of others. Hagar, by contrast, teaches us that even in wilderness, we can see and be seen by the God of the desert. While each character experiences wilderness differently, they all experience it. These desert stories lead us to examine our own vision of God: both our seeing (or our refusal to see) and our being seen. These stories also perhaps prompt confession, which is a key spiritual practice of the desert beyond the pages of the Old Testament. To these desert stories, this desert God, and this desert practice we now turn.


Seeing and Refusing to See

Abraham and Sarah’s story begins in an emotional wilderness familiar to many couples—in the struggle to conceive a child. They are, as we may remember, past their prime, “old and advanced in years,” as the Old Testament frequently likes to put it, the narrative offering continued and painful reminders that Sarah is barren (Gen 11:30; 15:2-3; 16:1-2). In the biblical text and in our actual lives, infertility is nothing unique. The struggle to conceive is so recognizable in the biblical text that scholars refer to it as the myth of the barren ancestress, with Sarah, Rebekah, and Rachel all facing infertility until the eleventh hour, when Yahweh opens their wombs. Key female characters beyond Genesis also face this struggle, notably Hannah, whose inability to conceive is depicted in an especially pathos-laden way by the biblical narrator (1 Sam 1).

Nevertheless, its ubiquity need not desensitize us to the depth and particularity of this pain—every couple experiences the struggle to conceive uniquely. In the case of Abraham and Sarah, the culture of the ancient Near East determined that a man’s value was in his ability to raise sons in his name, and a woman’s value was in her ability to conceive those sons. It was a gendered system that shackled men and women alike. While this cultural reality does not excuse Abraham and Sarah’s treatment of Hagar, it does add a layer of emotional complexity that may lead us to empathize with more than one character in the story. As readers, we see them as they see (or refuse to see) Yahweh and one another.




Refusing to See Hagar

For a narrative culminating in two separate acts of seeing and being seen by God (Gen 16:13-14; 21:19), Abraham and Sarah’s profound lack of vision for their own oppression of Hagar is startling. In the world of the narrative, Hagar, whose name can be translated “the stranger,” “the immigrant,” or “the resident alien,” is other in every way. She is a she, already lower in the cultural mindset of the ancient Near East, she is Egyptian, and she is a shiphkhah (“slave-girl”), the property of Sarai, Abram’s primary wife. In fact, this appellation—slave-girl—is the only way in which Abram and Sarai speak about Hagar. We know Hagar’s name through the narrator’s initial comment, “And she had a slave-girl from Egypt, and her name was the immigrant” (Gen 16:1), and through the question posed by the angel of the Lord: “And she said, ‘Hagar, slave-girl of Sarai, where have you come from and where are you going?’” (Gen 16:8). While the narrator names her and the angel of the Lord addresses her by name, Abram and Sarai reify Hagar’s positionality as shiphkhah repeatedly, never once addressing her in any other way. Indeed, the narrative intentionally reminds readers of Hagar’s compromised social location, using various grammatical forms of shiphkhah no fewer than six times (Gen 16:1-3, 5-6, 8).

Likewise, the grammar itself paints a bleak and beleaguered picture of Hagar. Abram and Sarai are subjects, and Hagar is the passive grammatical object. In Genesis 16:2, Sarai tells Abram, “Go into my slave-girl,” with the narrator revealing Abram’s wordless passivity before his wife, “And Abram obeyed the voice of Sarai.” The verbs that follow in Genesis 16:3 demonstrate the celerity and the emotionless of the action: She is wattiqqakh (“taken”) and wattiten (“given”) to Abram lo l’ishah (“as wife”). Genesis 16:4 details plainly what Sarai had intended in Genesis 16:2: “And he went into Hagar.” In all this, Hagar is passive—passed from Sarai’s hand to Abram’s bed—and voiceless. Abram wayyabo (“entered”) Hagar, and she conceives; but the conception of a child is not thought to bring her emotionally closer to her husband, as it might have with Sarai. Rather, now that Hagar’s body has been used for its intended purpose, she is easily discardable. Abram and Sarai refuse to see Hagar as anything other than a slave-girl, one whose body belongs to them and whose body can be discarded when it is no longer useful. For as many times as eyesight, seeing, and vision are a part of the narrative, Abram and Sarai don’t see Hagar at all.

When Abram tells Sarai that Hagar is “in your hands,” a metaphor for power in the Hebrew Bible, and that Sarai should “do what is good in your eyes,” Sarai’s response is to “afflict her” to such a degree that Hagar runs from before the face of Sarai. John W. Waters notes that Hagar’s status as the mother of Abram’s child threatens Sarai’s position in the family; thus Sarai’s affliction of Hagar reestablishes Sarai’s position in the household.5 Later, when Sarah sees that Ishmael is a potential threat to Isaac and to their family unit once again, she demands that Abraham cast her out (Gen 21:8-10).

While Abram and Sarai are often remembered in church tradition as good people of faith, when I read these stories afresh with my students, they are often shocked by Abram and Sarai’s actions. This is supposedly a narrative about people who follow the Lord, yet their treatment of Hagar takes a surprising narrative turn. Indeed, Hagar’s encounters with the God of the desert cast into question the actions of Abram and Sarai, a couple who enslave her yet claim to follow God at the same time. In this way, their actions are disappointing and surprising. The ease with which they abuse another is a sobering invitation for us to look inwardly and to confess our own refusal to see, a reality I will explore later in this chapter. For a few narrative moments, however, Abram and Sarai recede into the background while Hagar’s life and body are brought into the narrative foreground.




Hagar Sees Herself

Hagar’s resilience is one of the first surprises in the narrative. Hagar resists the system of oppression in Genesis 16 in three ways: through an inner sense of autonomy and self-worth following the birth of her child, depicted by the narrator; through her flight from Sarai to the wilderness; and through naming the God she encounters. Hagar realizes she can do something Sarai cannot do—have a child. Indeed, Sarai realizes this much herself, and she echoes the cultural belief of the time—that it is the Lord who has prevented her from bearing a child: “Behold, the LORD has restrained me from giving birth” (Gen 16:2). Once Hagar gives birth to Ishmael, the narrator brings Hagar’s eyes into focus: “And her mistress was lowered in her eyes” (Gen 16:4). From the root qalal, interpretive possibilities range for the term I translate “was lowered,” from looking on Sarai with contempt, looking on her as someone who is now “slight” or “trivial,” or even “cursing” her existence.

For Danna Nolan Fewell and David M. Gunn, Hagar’s response demonstrates the self-worth she now feels: “Hagar, having caught a glimpse of self-autonomy, is not willing to return to her former status. She runs away into the wilderness. Just as she had threatened Sarai’s importance in the family, Hagar now temporarily usurps her place in the narrative’s spotlight.”6 As Waters puts it, after being elevated culturally as a mother, Hagar refuses to be lowered into the position of a house slave.7 Indeed, after Genesis 16:6, the narrative focalizes Hagar entirely, detailing her second act of resistance—running away.

In her groundbreaking book Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk, Delores Williams notes that Hagar is the first woman in the Bible to liberate herself from oppressive power structures. Like African American women before her, Williams draws on the Hagar story as a picture of God’s provision and liberation. Williams hints that, once she encounters the angel of the Lord, Hagar’s act of naming God is itself an act of resistance: “In light of Hagar’s Egyptian heritage, in light of her brutal treatment by Sarai and Abram’s complicity in this brutality, a question can be raised. Is Hagar’s naming action a strike against patriarchal power at its highest level, since the ultimate head of this ancient Hebrew family was its patriarchal God?”8 Williams’s suggestion is a fascinating one. Voicing our experiences, especially when they differ from the hegemonic power structures, is an act of resistance, a way of seeing ourselves and casting a vision for our own lives, even if that vision contradicts a more powerful person’s vision of God.

Hagar is an undeniable figure of oppression in the early portions of the patriarchal narrative, yet she is also remarkable for her resistance to the power structures that enslave her, for the resilience she displays in the inner desert of her own life, and later as a survivor in the actual desert she inhabits. All these things ought to preclude our labeling her a victim only. Hagar refuses to recede into the narrative background as a victim, and neither does the God of the desert allow her to do so. Hagar has an identity all her own, rightly taking up space in the story as a character who refuses any longer to tolerate systems of abuse. Perhaps knowing that Abram and Sarai’s house would be a more dangerous space than the desert itself, Hagar flees there and discovers a surprising hospitality.




Seeing Hagar

Both within the biblical text itself and in the postbiblical experiences of early Christians, the desert was a place of divine encounter. Robert Barry Leal lists several biblical characters who experience God in the desert, noting that Hagar is the first person in the Pentateuch to “highlight the importance of the wilderness as a place of divine encounter and call.”9 Indeed, Hagar is visited by God both times the narrative places her in the wilderness (Gen 16:7-16; 21:14-21), once to assure her that God sees her predicament and will vindicate her lineage, and later to provide physical support when she is expelled from the home of Abraham and Sarah.10 In both instances, the wilderness proves to be a hospitable space, one in which she is incorporated into salvation history.

Drawing on the power dynamics in the Abraham story, Hemchand Gossai interprets Hagar’s sojourn in the wilderness as a “hospitable setting,” a setting counter to Sarai’s abusive household. “As much as the wilderness has come to be identified with hardship and all that is difficult,” Gossai states, “it is also a place for encounter with the divine, and regardless of the inherent dangers that the physical wilderness poses, this is a time for newness.”11

For Thomas B. Dozeman, the “newness” Hagar experiences puts her squarely within salvation history itself, particularly through innerbiblical allusions to Moses. Dozeman points to family conflict, ambiguity of identity, encounters at wells in the wilderness, naming of God, the assuming of new roles (Moses as a liberator, Hagar as a mother), increased conflict as a result of those roles, expulsion by either Sarai or the Pharaoh, and the secondary experiences in wilderness proving increasingly threatening as points of connection between Moses and Hagar. In both instances of expulsion, however, Dozeman notes that while inherently a dangerous space, the wilderness proves liberative, a release from slavery for Hagar, Moses, and the Israelites. Dozeman’s further explication of the Ishmael story and its connection to salvation is beyond the scope of this chapter, yet it is worth noting his conclusion: The wilderness setting plays a central role in the Torah and is a location where God is encountered, where personal transformation takes place, and where community is forged.12

As the womanist scholarship of Williams shows, sometimes community is forged by foregrounding biblical characters long relegated to the sidelines by largely White, historical-critical scholarship, and centering her within the lived experience of real people. Williams explores the Hagar story within the female-centered tradition of African American biblical appropriation. Naming the Hagar story an “analog” for African American women’s historical experience, Williams draws on the striking similarities between Hagar’s story and the experiences of African American women’s history in North America.13

Hagar’s heritage was African, as was Black women’s. Hagar was a slave, while Black women had emerged from slave heritage and survived despite it. Hagar was brutalized by Sarai, her slave owner, while Black women were frequently abused by the wives of male slaveholders. Hagar had no control over her body, Sarai offering it to Abram to procure a child, and when Sarah felt threatened by Hagar and Ishmael, both were cast into the wilderness. Time and again, Black women were raped by their slaveholders, forced to bear children whom slaveholders refused to claim, and then cast off into a similar emotional wilderness through the act of selling them to other slaveholders. Hagar resisted slavery by running away; many Black American women did the same. Hagar and Ishmael were expelled by Abraham and Sarah with no real resources to sustain them in the wilderness; after slavery, Black American women and their children were frequently cast out with nothing to help them make a life. Hagar, like many African American women in history, was a single parent forced to make a way where there seemed to be no way. Hagar had significant salvific encounters with God that demonstrated God’s witness of her life and provision for her life. Likewise, African American women in churches testified to their own encounters with the God who provided for their needs when no one else would.14 Williams’s work is groundbreaking for its deep connection of the Hagar story to African American history, as well as for the language she has developed around speaking about such stories in light of Christian commitment.

A cornerstone of Williams’s work is in the way she chooses to interpret God in the Hagar story. While some scholars have focalized the experiences of the women in the story rather than focus on the role of God, and others do not question or critique God’s actions at all, Williams appears to take a middle way, arguing that God’s response to Hagar’s story is not liberation but the provision of resources that ensure survival.15 She names the female-centered tradition of African American biblical appropriation the “survival/quality-of-life tradition of African American biblical appropriation.” For Williams, this naming is consistent with the Black African community’s view that God provided hope in slavery as well as through the social, sexual, and economic struggles of contemporary African American women.16 For Williams, this survival/quality-of-life tradition is most evident in the correlation of Hagar’s experience in wilderness and the encounters of Black African women, who saw the wilderness as a place of solitude and divine encounter.

According to Williams, “Although many themes in African-American women’s history correspond with many themes in Hagar’s story in the Bible, nothing links the two women together more securely than their religious experience in wilderness.”17 Williams demonstrates that among slaves, spiritual songs often referred to the wilderness as a place in which they encountered God, such as the following spiritual:

How did you feel when you came out de wilderness, came out de wilderness, came out de wilderness? Tell me, brudder, how did you feel when you came out de wilderness, came out de wilderness? Tell me sister, how did you feel when you came out de wilderness, came out de wilderness? How did you feel when you came out de wilderness, came out de wilderness? Did you love your brother when you came out de wilderness, came out de wilderness . . . ? Did you love your sister when you came out de wilderness, came out de wilderness . . . ? Did you love back sliddin’ Christians when you came out de wilderness, came out de wilderness . . . ? Tell me, brudder and sister, did you meet Jesus in de wilderness?18


Such songs reveal that slaves saw the wilderness as a momentary reprieve from the tyranny of the slave master’s household, as a place of solace, and as a place to encounter God.

The question that remains for me in light of all this is as follows: Is the God of the oppressor the same God of the oppressed? Abram and Sarai are two abusive individuals who also profess to follow God. Likewise, Hagar experiences God. As Danna Nolan Fewell, my own former teacher, puts it in her beautiful, midrashic, Levinasian retelling of the Hagar story, Hagar turns to the angel of the Lord and asks, “How could you possibly be the god of Abram and the god of the slave woman too?”19 While Fewell’s is an imaginative retelling, it is a fair question. Within the text and beyond it, how sure are we that the God we worship is not a false messiah? It is not difficult to draw parallels from the abuse of an immigrant named Hagar and our world today. Before turning to those parallels, I’ll offer one, more explicit word about Hagar’s experience with God.




Seeing God

In ancient Near Eastern culture, Hagar’s naming of God (and the subsequent naming of the well) was atypical, an authority reserved for a patriarch, but in Genesis 16:13-14, “Hagar’s authority substitutes for male authority.”20 Indeed, Phyllis Trible reminds us that Hagar is the only person in the Bible who names God.21 Trible, Williams, and Helmer Ringgren each point to the uniqueness of the name Hagar chooses, with Ringgren noting:

El is . . . familiar as the highest god of the Canaanites (as of most of the Semitic peoples). . . . These names [i.e., those compounds with “El”] are never associated with patriarchs, either as individuals or as tribes; instead, with the exception of El Shaddai, they are always linked to specific cultic sites. . . . El olam, “the Everlasting God,” appears in Genesis 21:33 in connection with Beer-sheba. El ro’i, “God of seeing,” appears in Genesis 16:13 at another sanctuary in southern Palestine. Beyond this we have no information about these two divinities.22


Discussion of Israelite religion and its evolution is beyond the scope of this chapter, but Ringgren’s research highlights an astute observation by Williams: It is interesting that Hagar’s deity is not associated with Hagar’s oppressors, Abram and Sarai. As Williams puts it, “Though she obeyed God’s mandate for her life, Hagar dared to give a name to the God she met in the wilderness. In a sense, this God is her God and possibly not the God of her slave holders Abram and Sarai.”23





OEBPS/nav.xhtml






Sommaire



		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction: Letters from the Desert



		1 Vision and Confession: Casting Ourselves into the Wilderness and Setting Hagar Free



		2 Dreams and Ladders: Jacob at Bethel



		3 Feasting on the Word: Eucharistic Reading in Exodus and Numbers



		4 The Darkness of Disorientation: Moses, Sinai, and Liminality in the Spiritual Life



		5 Narrating Our Lives with God: Storytelling as the Practice of Spiritual Direction in Deuteronomy 8



		6 The Sacred Pause: Practicing Solitude and Silence with Elijah



		7 Purgation and Belovedness in the Spiritual Life: Yahweh and Israel in Hosea’s Metaphorical Desert (Hosea 2)



		8 Aleph, Bet, Gimel, Dalet, He: Learning Our Letters and Praying with Psalm 63



		Conclusion: Spiritual Formation in the Desert



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Scripture Index



		Praise for God in the Desert



		About the Author



		Like this book?



		Copyright





Pagination de l’édition papier



		1



		2



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		193



		194



		195



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		205



		206



		207



		208



Guide

		Cover

		God in the Desert

		Start of content

		Contents





OEBPS/images/picto.jpg





OEBPS/cover/pagetitre.jpg
et SSERT

—|—

A€ P RITUAL THEOLOGY
OF WILDERNESS IN THE

OLD TESTAMENT

N OB FORLINJWW

Ve

Academic
An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, llinois





OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
AeuSP IR ITUAL THE- & CIES

AR
O F WILDE\R’NES%S IN THE

OLD TESTAMENT






