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She and her sister had labored to make 
her first day of school outfit; bobby 
socks and loafers, a white cotton blouse, 
and a skirt made from white cotton 
pique that had a deep hem of blue and 
white gingham. She was only 15 and 
after going through a selection process, 
she had been accepted to begin Little 
Rock Central High School on September 
4, 1957.  (Elizabeth and Hazel: Two Women of 
Little Rock, David Margolick)

Just a few blocks away, another girl was 
also putting on a homemade dress. It 
wasn’t her first day of class, as she and 
her peers had started the day before, 
but her destination was the same: Little 
Rock Central High School. 

These two girls were born only four 
months apart and lived less than a 
mile from one another. They were each 
beginning the eleventh grade, but did 
they know one another? Maybe they 
had ridden the same bus, but one sat 
in the front while the other sat 
in the back. Maybe they were 
at the same theatre to see the 
same movie, but then, one sat 
in the orchestra while the other 
sat in the balcony. So as they left 
their homes that morning, they 
had no idea that their lives would 
soon be inextricably intertwined 
by the click of a camera’s shutter.

I am speaking of Hazel Bryan and 
Elizabeth Eckford. On that fateful day, 
they were captured in a photograph that 
appeared around the world and became 
a symbol for the civil rights movement. In 
the photo, you can see Elizabeth walking 
with her head down and her notebook 
protectively grasped in her arms. Hazel 
comes from behind. Her face twisted in 

hate and disgust. Her mouth forms the 
consonant “N” so clearly that there is no 
doubt in the viewer’s mind as to what 
she is shouting. Elizabeth, only one of 
nine black teens that were admitted to 
Central, says that a typical day included 
being pushed, kicked, covered with spit 
balls and scalded by hot water in the 
required shower after gym. So traumatic 
was her experience, a walk to Central 
High School 61 years later can still reduce 
Elizabeth to tears. 

Hazel Bryan isn’t exactly grateful for 
the photograph that brought her and 
Elizabeth together, because it has forever 
defined her in such a way that she feels 
a terrible burden. It has, however, moved 
her to attempt being a better person 
by doing everything within her power 
to seek forgiveness. It was Hazel who 
took the initiative to ask for Elizabeth’s 
forgiveness. Then she constantly reached 
out to Elizabeth, taking her to gardening 
shows and becoming Elizabeth’s driver 

to many of the civil rights events in and 
around Arkansas. Elizabeth, on the other 
hand, cannot dismiss her demons from the 
trauma she endured. Although recognized 
by presidents, interviewed by top 
journalists, and heard at celebrations all 
over the United States, Elizabeth Eckford 
walks the wilderness alone living in Little 

A message by
Rev. Sarah Jackson Shelton

Pastor

Sunday | August 12, 2018

Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know 
that I do not take full 

credit for anything that 
may be contained within, 
because I may have read 

or heard something at 
some point during my 
pilgrimage and do not 

remember its source and 
thus, cannot give the 

rightful author his/her 
credit. I pray that you 

will find inspiration and  
encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

Even in the Wilderness
I Kings 19:1-8; Psalm 139; John 6:35, 41-51
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Rock in the house where she has lived since before 
that infamous day in 1957. At the 40th anniversary of 
the Central High School event, Bill Clinton summed 
it up best when he said, “Reconciliation is important 
not only for those who 
practiced bigotry, but for 
those whose resentment 
of it lingers, for both are 
prisons from which our 
spirits must escape.” 
(Margolick)

I read David Margolick’s book Elizabeth and Hazel 
anticipating a better ending. I want Elizabeth 
and Hazel to be sitting in a back yard, sipping 
lemonade and enjoying the irises they once planted 
together. But wilderness stories rarely end this 
way. They don’t because wilderness experiences 
change us. That quip about “what doesn’t kill you, 
makes you stronger,” may apply here. And while 
the civil rights movement may not have been your 
experience, there are a whole host of wildernesses.  

What about the day you went to work as usual, 
only to be told “You’re not a good match,” and were 
immediately escorted to the door?

What about the night you returned home from a 
business trip only to be told by your spouse on the 
way home from the airport, “I’ve moved all my things 
out while you were away, and here are the papers you 
need to sign?”

What about the pregnancy test that is always 
negative?

What about the surprise appearance of an obscure, 
yet suddenly interested, family member when you 

have come to family court for what was to be the last 
hoop to jump before adoption?

What about that mole the doctor spotted and 
removed, only to call you a few days later to tell you, 
“oh, by the way, I was wrong. It is something to worry 
about after all.”

What about the PSA number that is alarmingly high, 
or the blood pressure that won’t come down, or blood 
sugar that will not be controlled, or that small twinge 
in your chest?

What about the reactions 
at the family table when 
you let it slip who your 
candidate of choice is…
or that you have not one, 

but two female pastors…or that you eat and drink 
with the homeless or worse with gays and lesbians!  

I want other, better, happier endings for these stories 
too because these are our stories. They aren’t made 
up or read in some preaching journal. No, they sit on 
our pews every week.

I received an email just this week that read:

You know when your parents turn you away at 18 
because you’re different/gay or just odd, it leaves 
you with such poor self-worth. While I was out on 
my own, they changed my room, gave my favorite 
things away in an attempt to pretend that I didn’t 
matter or just didn’t exist. …It’s tough, because 
[my parents] are [now] elderly and probably 
unchanging… Please pray that I can find common 
ground with a very conservative family who only 
has one way to heaven.

Wilderness. Experienced by all, yet in vastly different 
ways.  Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “Whatever your 
own wilderness is like, I am betting that it has at least 
three things in common with all other wildernesses: 
You did not choose it. It is no place you would ever 
have gone on your own. You are not in control. …
Whether it is noisy or quiet, there is one sound 
missing, and that is the voice of God. …For many 
people, the hardest thing to believe in the wilderness 
is that God has anything to do with it at all.” (Barbara 
Brown Taylor, “Four Stops in the Wilderness,” Lent 2001, Journal 
for Preachers) Just think about Hagar and Moses and 
Job and the Israelites and Jonah and Jesus, all in the 
wilderness at one time or another, most wishing for 
death so fed up are they with their particular life’s 
challenge, but, in the end, all being ministered to by 
angels or God’s divine presence. The prophet Elijah 
in I Kings is another wilderness story, and maybe it 
will help us uncover some redemptive assurance even 
while in the wilderness.

There are three main characters. I Kings 16:33 reads: 
“Ahab did more to provoke the Lord, the God of Israel 
to anger than all the kings of Israel who were before 

There are a whole host of 
wildernesses.
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him.” Ahab’s greatest offense is that he marries a 
“foreign” woman, Jezebel. She worships Baal. So to 
this King, God sends the prophet Elijah to confront 
Ahab with what he has done and to challenge the 
Baal prophets to prove whose God is most powerful. 
Behind every scene, calling all the shots, is Queen 
Jezebel. Technically, “Jezebel” means “Baal worshiper,” 
but the narrator of I Kings so despises Jezebel that 
he often writes her name in a perverted form so it 
can more easily be translated as “dung.” (Phyllis Trible, 
“Exegesis for Storytellers and other Strangers,” Journal of 
Biblical Literature, Lent 2001) Queen Dung is female and 
foreign; Elijah is male and native. She comes from the 
coastlands; he hails from the highlands. She thrives in 
a sea climate; he in a desert climate. She belongs to a 
husband and father; Elijah has no wife or father. She 
embodies royalty; he prophecy. Both bear theophoric 
names that unite them in opposition: Jezebel the Baal 
worshiper and Elijah the worshiper of YHWH. They 
are ever at the opposite end of the spectrum with 
one another but their major difference is the focus of 
their worship. After Jezebel kills so many prophets 
of Israel (I Kings 18:4), Obadiah has to 
hide 100 away for safe keeping. Elijah 
challenges all the prophets of Baal to 
a dual on the top of Mt. Carmel. Like a 
child on the playground, Elijah boasts, 
“My God is bigger than your god!”

You know how this story goes. The 
prophets of Baal have no success in 
bringing fire from heaven to consume 
their offering laid on the altar. They carry on, crying 
out to Baal. They even “cut themselves with swords 
and lances so that blood gushes out of them as was 
their custom.” (18:28) And to add insult to injury, Elijah 
mocks the prophets of Baal. “Oh, Baal must be on a 
journey!” “Oh, Baal must be deep in thought.” “Oh, 
maybe Baal has laid down for a nap!”

With their failure, it then becomes Elijah’s turn. He 
re-builds the altar. He even drenches it with water. 
And God, oh when God sends the fire, it consumes 
everything, even the rocks that make up the altar! 
Then, Elijah kills every one of the prophets of Baal. 
This is saying something because there are 450 
prophets of Baal to the 1 Elijah. The cycle of violence 
that Jezebel begins, continues with an all too familiar 
vengeance.

King Ahab tells Jezebel about all that happens on Mt. 
Carmel. And just like in a Disney movie, the wicked 
Queen tells her messenger to find Elijah and inform 

him: “I’m coming for you.” In the Septuagint, Jezebel 
continues their juxtaposition, for she says: “If you are 
Elijah, then I am Jezebel.” (Trible) “There is a contract 
out on your life.”

And Elijah is afraid.
This man of God who miraculously feeds the widow 
of Zarephath’s family.
This man of God who raises a boy from the dead.
This man of God who is sustained by the bread that 
ravens bring.
This man of God who brings a multi-year drought to 
its end.
This man of God who gains God’s cooperation to 
send fire from heaven.
This man of God is suddenly afraid. 

Do you know what it’s like to make a stand for what it 
right and good and for once, you amaze even yourself 
with the wisdom that comes out of your mouth? 

Your courage is unmistakable. Your 
integrity shines. And then, once you 
sit down, you realize what you have 
just done. A terrific vacuum consumes 
your spirit as the adrenaline leaves 
as quickly as it came. You sag with 
exhaustion. You fill with fear and 
despair. And it is at this very moment, 
Jezebel’s word reaches Elijah. Elijah 
realizes his life is on the line for all 

that he has said and done.

Elijah’s fear motivates him to flee to the desert. 
According to the text, there is no Holy Spirit driving 
Elijah into the desert. Wilderness experiences, save 
that of Jesus, are most often of our own doing. Elijah 
goes into the wilderness with only his fear of Jezebel 
and his absolute exhaustion after engaging in diligent 
battle. It is easy for us to understand why he seeks 
a broom tree to sit under as he licks his wounds and 
bandages his distraught spirit.

Anna Carter Florence says of Elijah: “Make no 
mistake, Elijah is definitely pouting. A broom tree in 
the desert is not exactly a ‘willow beside still waters.’ 
It’s a scrubby little bush that’s low and it’s prickly 
and it’s uncomfortable, and you don’t choose to live 
underneath it unless you are making a statement.” 
And Elijah’s statement is, “I’ve had it! I’m done! 
Enough of this business!” And so in essence, he 
quits. He writes his letter of resignation. He says, “I’d 

Wilderness 
experiences, save 
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rather die than return to that job or that church or 
that marriage or that friendship. I’d rather die!” Elijah 
doesn’t remember—we don’t remember—that being 
God’s prophet or God’s messenger or God’s witness 
doesn’t end when we say so. It ends when God says 
so! 

So even though Elijah falls into a deep depressive 
sleep, he is awoken by an angel. Tap tap tap nudge 
nudge nudge “Elijah, get up and eat.” It’s not carry-
out from Bottega’s, mind you. It’s a pancake and some 
water. It is just enough to keep him alive. He falls 
asleep again—it’s the familiar cycle of depression, 
isn’t it? What would you give in order to just go to 
sleep to escape from whatever frightens you? But like 
a good grandmother, the angel insists that Elijah will 
feel better if he will just eat a little something. So 
again, the insistent tap tap tap nudge nudge nudge. 
“Get up and eat.” Elijah does and then, for 40 days 
and nights—a Lenten period—Elijah lives in full 
consciousness rather than the endless numbing sleep 
he so prefers. (Taylor)

God, however, is still 
not finished with Elijah. 
Their encounter is not in 
the wind. It is not in the 
earthquake. It is not in the 
fire. It is into the complete 
quiet and stillness that 
God whispers, “What are 
you doing here, Elijah?”

Take note that God does not chastise Elijah. God does 
not put God’s finger in Elijah’s face and say, “Enough 
of this nonsense. Time to get up!” No, God allows for 
rest and food and space to do its own work, so that 
Elijah can hear the million dollar question, “What are 
you doing here, Elijah?” 

It is in the wilderness that God does some of God’s 
best work. Will it mean sacrifice? …waiting? …
confusion? …listening instead of murmuring? Oh, God 
won’t wrestle with our uncertainties, our arguments 
that list all the pros and cons. God will wait until we 
have exhausted ourselves and all our resources so 
that after the catastrophes that break our personal 
worlds apart like an earthquake or consume like a fire 
or blow our minds like a mighty wind, God will speak 
into the deafening silence: “What are you doing 
here?” What are you doing hiding behind your hurt 
feelings…in your comfortable pew…under the covers 
with despair and anxiety keeping you company? What 

are you doing hiding in the halls of academia…with an 
overcrowded schedule of over-functioning…enjoying 
the luxuries that the world applauds? What are you 
doing hiding in the bottle…with the needle…behind 
the black and white interpretations of fundamentalist 
scripture? Hiding! What are you doing here?

While we don’t make wilderness our destination and 
would probably prefer to avoid it all together, the 
wilderness is where God is. The wilderness is where 
God does some of God’s best work to transform us, 
change us, resurrect us from all that we would rather 
die to. So trust God’s food. Trust God’s messengers. 
Trust God’s presence that the Psalmist says is on 
our path, in our going out and our coming in, in 
heaven and in hell, from our simplest beginning to 
our complicated ending, God is there leading us in 
the way everlasting; calling us to love one another 
in the ways God has intended all along. So, are you 
listening? What are you doing here?

The wilderness is where God 
does some of God’s best 

work to transform us, change 
us, resurrect us from all that 

we would rather die to.
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