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Sometimes I’m amazed by how bizarre this life is. I mean, life in general is pretty bizarre, but the life 
I’m privileged to lead, it’s like wearing the collar gives me a backstage pass into people’s lives. And most of the 
time, that backstage pass is an honor. Dinner at someone’s house, pictures of a newborn grandchild, an 
invitation to hold someone’s hand as they pass from our sight. Extraordinary moments, moments reserved for 
family and the closest of friends and a space held for me, or someone like me, to step in and remind them that 
God is there. Around the dinner table, in the NICU, beside a hospital bed filling someone’s living room, God is 
there. And it’s a strange thing, whether the moment is happy or sad, there’s a tenderness in being taken 
backstage, intimate and raw and holy. Wherever I’m invited, God’s been there for a long time already, but it’s 
incredible to be asked to go where God is.  

Now, that’s all lovely, and it’s true, but as y’all know, life is rarely so clean. Once in a while, I’ll step 
into a truly sacred moment, and right away, I know it. On the other side of that coin, once in a while, I’ll step 
into what feels like or looks like a completely cursed moment, and right away, I know that, too. God is there to 
be found in all places, sure, but there are places and moments where God is hard to see.  

I’ve told y’all about my friend Donnie back in Little Rock. He’s one of those characters that’s drawn 
every bad lot in life, unbelievably bad luck mixed in with some unbelievably bad decisions. I met him because 
the rector at my last parish was getting ready to go on sabbatical. Donnie had just gotten arrested, and my boss 
wanted me to start meeting with Donnie so he’d have someone to talk to while he was gone. I’d never been in 
an American prison before. I had seen movies, though, so part of me thought I knew what to expect. The way I 
reasoned it, Hollywood on aggregate couldn’t get away with showing prison life to be something it wasn’t, 
because people watching movies that had been to prison would make a stink. I mean, I know that sounds silly, 
but it was all I had to go on. So, I braced myself for getting bossed around and thought through how I needed to 
be ready to act if someone decided to get violent in the visitation area. I figured there’d be tables and a broken 
vending machine and a guard yelling “No touching” from his post in the corner. I braced myself for big, 
intimidating guys in orange jumpsuits -- slightly more accurate than the cartoonish black and white stripes my 
brain first conjured. I braced myself for gruff guards and the occasional social worker and big, heavy bars for 
doors. I braced myself for a place without a soul. I braced myself for wilderness.  

And to an extent, wilderness is what I found there. But it was not the wild wilderness I imagined. The 
first people I saw -- a mother and two kids -- were walking back into the parking lot in tears, turned away from 
a visit with dad because they’d come on the wrong day of the week. The waiting room had a sign-in book with a 
bored guard checking through each name, and what looked like cast-off chairs from a doctor’s office, and 
cast-off magazines from the same place. Fish and Stream, Southern Living, and Garden and Guns. You could 
read and wait and pick at the fluff coming out of the armrest to your hearts’ content. If you had any valuables, 
you needed to bring a quarter for the locker key, the only thing you could take into the facility in your pockets. 
One tiny locker key, not much for self-defense, I thought, but then again, maybe that was the point. A metal 
detector felt oddly reminiscent of airport security, but the uncomfortably heavy doors you’d get trapped 
between until the bored guard at the book let you through made it clear that no vacation lay ahead. My first time 
there, she just hollered a letter and a number. I was supposed to know what that meant, but I didn’t, and I got 
nervous. My hands started sweating, I could feel the adrenaline jolt in my chest, and my legs tightened like 
springs. “*sigh* That’s where he’ll be. C2. Can’t miss it.” 
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Now I don’t know about you, but I’ve never much trusted anyone that says, “Can’t miss it.” I’ll bet you 
I can. But I certainly wasn’t about to smart off. I was trapped between two magnet-sealed doors. The only 
imaginable way out involved a tiny window of bullet-proof glass and wire mesh or I could follow her 
instructions, much though they left to be desired. Block-glass windows let in light but no images of outside, 
cinder block hallways painted white led the visitor to several options. A sign at a crossroads pointed A’s and 
B’s to the left, C’s and D’s to the right, each letter a different color, and painted underfoot, long lines of 
corresponding stripes the same colors stretched the length of the corridors. I turned right for C’s and landed my 
feet on green, and walked as though I knew what I was doing. I didn’t. My nerves were still going strong, and I 
just wanted to leave. Backstage at this wilderness felt nothing like those sacred places I’d been before. There 
wasn’t a person in sight. I saw a camera and a speaker tucked into a ceiling corner, but no people. The hallway 
echoed my steps, and far off loudspeaker announcements echoed back. A bank of cubbies tucked into the cinder 
blocks up ahead was about the only change in environment I’d seen, and it was there I met Donnie. Not in a big 
visitation room with a vending machine and a guard, but in a cinder block study carrel with plexiglass where the 
bookshelf should’ve been. He sat on the other side, waiting in his matching cubbyhole, only with one of those 
magnet-locked doors tight behind him.  

I pulled out the chair and sat, and I tried to calm my nerves, and I tried to see the man on the other side 
of the glass, but all I saw was fear. Some, his. He was fighting all sorts of demons in his mind and many in his 
cell. But most of that fear was mine. This was no cherished, sacred moment. This was scary, and I wanted out. 
But I stayed there with him, as much as “with him” can mean with that many layers of difference between us, I 
stayed there until the bored guard from the book called out over the hidden speaker above my head. I didn’t 
know it was there, and I jumped so hard Donnie laughed. “Pastor Cat-toe, your time’s up,” she sighed into her 
microphone. Thank God. My out. I was ready to bolt, but Donnie asked if we could pray together, and he lifted 
his hand to the glass. I remembered this from movies, the one thing they actually got right, I guess, so I raised 
my hand to his and pressed against the glass, and actually felt that sacredness come rushing in as we began, 
“Our Father, who art in heaven…” I couldn’t have been in that building for half-an-hour, but I left completely 
drained. That wilderness sapped my reserves, and when I got back to the church, I went into the sanctuary, 
crumpled into the first pew I could find, and just lay there, exhausted, too tired to even weep.  

Wildernesses are hard places, and that prison was a wilderness unlike any I’d stepped into before. There 
wasn’t much action or movement. It was sterile and clean. But the building itself and its purpose leeched 
everything from me so fast. If I faced any kind of temptation there, it was the temptation to get out. I could. I’d 
entered that wilderness as a visitor, so I could’ve left Donnie behind. But I’d forgotten something. When Jesus 
steps into the wilderness, he’s turning his back on his friends, his family, even the place he was baptized, and 
out he goes. He’s got to know he’s heading into temptation. And sure enough, the Devil’s there, waiting on him 
to arrive, and when he does, the temptations begin. I knew that part, but I’d forgotten the ending: there’s angels 
in the desert, too. The Devil can’t break Jesus’ resolve, so he leaves him be, and angels fill the place the Devil 
left. There’s angels in the wilderness, filling his sacred backstage need. Now, I’m no Jesus. I don’t want it to 
sound like my wilderness was anything near what Jesus endured. But, where I went in expecting to find devils, I 
found Donnie instead, and though that day sapped me, it remains one of the holiest moments I’ve been privy to. 
Somehow, in the abysmal wilderness that is the Pulaski County Detention Center, somehow, Donnie held on to 
his faith, asked for someone to come pray with him, and in the face of my fear and inexperience, led me in 
prayer. At least for a moment, something angelic hung in that stale air.  
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I can’t imagine that Jesus goes into the desert to meet the Devil and assumes that he goes on his own. 
He’s got to know that God’s out there, too. As much as God can be found at the River Jordan or beside those 
living room hospital beds or even in the stalest prison, God can be found in the wilderness, too. Think about 
that. If God is in all places, but Jesus has to go out to the wilderness to find the Devil, that means God is bigger 
than that evil. We know that to be true, but it’s so easy to forget, especially when we’re in the wilderness! That 
devilish presence is stronger than we’re used to out there, so we forget. But God is bigger, and the Devil isn’t in 
all those places God can be. He has to be sought out or opened up to or failed to resist. But nothing the Devil 
can offer is greater than what we already have in God. 

These days, I’ve been feeling that leeching wilderness more and more in everyday life. It feels like the 
wilderness is growing closer, sought out or allowed in by someone. It’s unsettling, because I’ve tricked myself 
into thinking that I should have some say as to when I step into the wilderness. And maybe I do. But when the 
security of home and humdrum carries with it a low-grade fear and a creeping sense of worry, the wilderness 
has come knocking. Folks, as a culture, we’re in the wilderness. We can choose to look away, I suppose, try to 
walk back out of those magnetized doors, but it won’t do any good. Or we can step further in. There’s devils out 
there, yes. We should expect to find them. But we shouldn’t be surprised when we find the angels that take their 
place. Because God is bigger than the wilderness. And nothing the devils can offer is greater than the love we 
already have in God. I don’t know about you, but I find a lotta hope in that. If God can get into that prison with 
Donnie, and if angels can wait on Christ in the desert, then we’ve got a fighting chance in our wildernesses 
here. Because nothing those wildernesses can offer is greater than the love we already have in God.  

3 


