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at participating Walmarts

Have you ever felt like you were in a
spiritual wilderness? Maybe you feel
that way at this moment.

Mrs. Charles E. Cowman certainly
did when she and her husband were
forced to return home from the mission
field. Her husband was seriously ill and
would die six years after their return.
Together they had worked as mission-
aries in Japan and China, founding the
Oriental Missionary Society.

After her husband’s death, Mrs. Cow-
man put together the inspired devotion-
al book “Streams in the Desert,” based
on her vast missionary experience, the
darkness of her husband’s illness and
death, and the fulfilled promises of God.
Her book has been a source of strength
and hope to millions around the world
since the first printing in 1925.

I believe the book has been such a vi-

tal reference to hope and comfort be-
cause of the practical experience of Mrs.
Cowman and her dependence on God.
She had been in the valley of darkness
watching a loved one pass away. She
had experienced the ups and downs of
missionary work. She had known the
sense of failure in building God’s king-
dom, but also the feeling of success.

Above all, I believe Mrs. Cowman was
faithful to her calling through it all.

The title of her book refers to a pas-
sage of scripture found in Isaiah 35:6:
“Then the lame shall leap like deer, and
the tongue of the speechless will sing for
joy. For waters shall break forth in the
wilderness, and streams in the desert”
(NIV).

The Jewish people had been carried
away to Babylon and other locations in
the Babylonian Empire. Their cities and
the temple destroyed while many of the
people had been killed. The exiled peo-
ple must have felt that God had com-
pletely turned his back on them and
hope for any kind of restoration was out
of reach.

Although they knew that the conse-

quence of their sin toward God required
punishment, in the heart of each person
was a feeling of abandonment. But out
of all this hopeless darkness comes the
promise of God through the voice of his
prophet Isaiah.

God is saying to his people in chapter
35, “I will bring you back home. You will
have to walk through the hot desert, but
while you journey I will cause the desert
to bloom, and the dry land to be glad. I
will build a spiritual highway to make
your trip easier. I will protect you so that
you will not be hurt. You will not be hun-
gry or thirsty. The wilderness will not
harm you.”

Can you imagine God speaking these
promises to you in a dark situation in
your life? Do you believe that you can
reach out to God and claim these words
of promise for you, at this time, place,
and situation?

The God of ancient Israel is the same
God that speaks those words to us today
He is a promise-keeping God, the same
yesterday, today and forever.

As I hear these promises, I am re-
minded of the foundational concepts

undergirding and overshadowing the
gospel story, the story of our restoration.
It is love, faith, trust and hope that sup-
ports the theme of how we can live a life
reflective of God’s holiness and live
eternally with him and other saints.

Love is what initiates the other three.
Hope by itself has no meaning or power.
We can hope we have a healthy life, but
without help from the other three, it is
meaningless.

Matt Rawle writes in “The Marks of
Hope,” “Hope is where we are going,
where we believe God wants to go; faith
and trust is trusting that the destination
is where we need to be; love is how you
get there.”

When we find ourselves in a dark
place with a wilderness between us and
where God wants us to be, he will guide
us across the desert. He will make the
deserts of our lives bloom and cause
streams of water in dry places. Hope for
and trust God for streams in the desert.

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, assistant pastor of
Long’s Chapel United Methodist Church
in Lake Junaluska. 

Discovering streams in a spiritual desert
Devotional
Tim McConnell
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Standing close to the dusty steel
bars, far down the dimly lit corridor, I
was speaking quietly with “Andre,” a
young African-American man awaiting
trial for a drug charge. This was the typ-
ical setting for a “chaplain visit” — a
rather bizarre venue for hearing, let
alone listening, to a person in crisis.

To say that he and I were “speaking
quietly” is amusing. The television,
bolted to the wall, blended its blaring
nonsense with all the other televisions
down the line. Add to this din the voices
of a hundred other men, doors slam-
ming and people shouting through the
facility and you get a sense of the impos-
sibility of having a quiet, let alone pri-
vate, conversation.

As I heard Andre tell me the pain he
felt for the way his actions hurt his
grandmother, his sense of loss, his
struggles with addiction that kept
bringing him back behind bars, sudden-
ly the steel door opened automatically
and we were standing face to face. 

“Gonzales! Roll it up!” yelled the sher-
iff’s deputy from the other end of the
corridor. I stepped aside as an older La-
tino man rolled up his mattress from the
floor, wrestled it out the door, stumbling
down the line to the awaiting deputy.
Gonzales was being released. The other
men quickly stretched out, glad to have
a little more breathing room in the over-
crowded space.

The heavy cell door closed with a
thud. Andre and I picked up our conver-
sation.

This snapshot offers a small glimpse
into a practice of chaplaincy for which

neither church, seminary nor faith ade-
quately prepared me.

I was often aware and amazed how
trusted I was throughout the jail. Left to
wander unmonitored, locked in with the
hundreds of men and women in their
separate units, I felt invisible at times,
attempting to care as best I could under
the radar of security (from the Latin se-
curus, “without care”).

Jail commanders made all the differ-
ence, as did desk sergeants. If they were
“by the book” people with a heavy-
handed approach to managing the facil-
ity, I might be restricted in my move-
ments, not as respected for my role. If it
was clear they were more easy-going
and seemed actually to care about pris-
oners, I might actually be consulted
from time to time. 

This was true with one lieutenant
who walked with me through the units,
smiling at inmates, shaking hands, ask-
ing people how they were. We talked
about the noise level. He was aware that
the clatter made it harder for both in-
mates and staff. He talked with me
about ways to make the steel doors close
without constantly slamming (in the
“slammer”).

On my rounds each week I asked to
be locked into the protective custody
(PC) cell. It held eight to ten men sep-
arated from the rest of the jail due to the
serious nature of their charges — men
accused of rape, molestation, domestic
violence and even murder. 

They were older and younger men
with an array of backgrounds, ethnici-
ties, orientations. Some were there sim-
ply because the administration didn’t
know where else to keep them safe from
those who might wish to harm them.

The most segregated offenders were
offensive to the rest of the jail popula-
tion, including some staff (people asked
me why I would go in to see “those

guys”).
PC was a strange place, with a

strangely calming atmosphere at times
— a good setting for a chaplain to be
“real.” Mostly there were “private” con-
versations with men while they were
sitting on their bunks. 

If a group of the guys wanted a “ser-
vice,” the television would be switched
off and we would sit at the steel table
surrounded by others on their beds. We
would have a few songs, a reading (a po-
em, scripture or wise thought), some
deep discussion — or light with laughter
— a quiet prayerful meditation and clos-
ing song. Several men were very talent-
ed musicians, strumming a guitar and
singing.

We were all humanized, in some
sense, separated from the offended
world.

Sounds a bit crazy doesn’t it? To have

such meaningful, even delightful, mo-
ments and hours locked in with people
accused of such terrible things. 

But it was important to remember
they were “accused” not convicted. Jail
is not prison. Though some are sen-
tenced to jailtime, most people are wait-
ing — “detained” — before or during trial
(many can’t afford bail). Or they may be
released in a few days, weeks or
months. If someone is found guilty, they
may be moved to a prison.

For a chaplain, just being inside, pre-
sent with people, guilty or innocent, be-
comes a privilege hard to explain.

It takes an open mind, heart, eyes
and ears to make a difference in the
closed places securely hidden from
sight or thought. 

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for nearly 30 years. 

Jail chaplaincy: No place for a closed mind
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Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance online at events. citizen-
times.com. Click on “Add your event” to
submit details.

Sept. 22
“Loving Our Neighbors-A Night of
Songs & Stories” with Cheri Keaggy:
7-9 p.m., Hominy Baptist Church, 135
Candler School Road, Candler. To bene-
fit Habitat for Humanity, Homeward
Bound and HBC Daily Bread. $10 sug-
gested donation.

Sept. 23
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity
Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Ashe-
ville. Guest musician is Kate Steinbeck
on flute.

Sept. 26
Faith Builders after school program:
2:30-7:15 p.m. every Wednesday during
school year at First Baptist Church, 63
N. Main St., Weaverville. For grades 1-6.
Buses run from Weaverville Primary,
Weaverville Elementary and North
Windy Ridge. Snack, recreation, Bible
study, choir, hand bells, homework
help. Supper followed by mission
groups. 828-645-6720.

Sept. 27
“Coaching & Healing for the Living &

Dying” workshop: 6-8 p.m., North
Asheville Library, 1030 Merrimon Ave.
Free. Join Sacred Passage Doula Mag-
gie Purnell for open and loving con-
versation about death and dying. Inter-
active workshop and lecture focused on
coaching and healing before, during,
and after the dying process. 

Sept. 30
Autumn Recital: 4 p.m., Mills River
Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Spiritual and
classical music on piano and guitar.
Free. 
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity
Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Ashe-
ville. Guest musician is Frances Duff on
cello.
CROP Hunger Walk: 1:30-4 p.m., St.
Mark’s Lutheran Church, 135 Merrimon
Ave., Asheville. Family friendly walk to
raise money for hunger and disaster
relief locally, nationally, and globally.
828-253-0043.
Marriage Enrichment Retreat: Sept.
30-Oct. 2, Lake Junaluska Conference &
Retreat Center, 759 N. Lakeshore Drive,
Lake Junaluska. Combines modern
insights about love and bonding with
deep wisdom of Christian tradition.
www.lakejunaluska.com.
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