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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
 

John 14:15-21 (CEB) 
 
It’s finally here. Friday marked the end of our Indianapolis stay-at-home order, or at least the first 
phase of it. I’ll tell you, though: Nothing has changed for me. Mayor Hogsett and Governor 
Holcomb may have given me permission to leave my house now, but I’m not going anywhere 
just yet. By my calculations, this is Day 62 of stay-at-home for me. Two months of staying in, 
working (mostly) from home, navigating curbside pickup and delivery for all of my essential 
needs, cancelling all the trips I had planned, and forgoing a whole lot of human connection. 
Two months, and I suspect it’s far from over. 
 
During these two months, I’ve grown increasingly thankful for technology. I truly cannot imagine 
what this would be like without smartphones and the internet. Platforms like this one (Zoom) 
allow us to stay connected with real-time interaction, to talk with one another, and — thanks to 
the magic of web cams — even see each other. It does come at a cost, though. Many of us are 
spending hours and hours each day staring at screens, and, friends, it’s exhausting. You wouldn’t 
think so, but video conferencing seems to require way more energy and effort than our regular 
in-person interactions. And it’s not just me…. friends, colleagues, even the news reporters are 
naming this drawback to our current way of life. They’re literally naming it. As in, they gave it a 
name: Zoom fatigue. It’s real. Maybe our Zoom outage this morning was an unexpected blessing 
— a respite from this fatigue that plagues us these days. That said, I’m deeply sad to miss 
worshipping live with you all today. It’s a strange thing to record a service by myself in my home 
office…. But this is life these days! 
 
So, in this new way of being that relies on never-ending Zoom meetings that sometimes work 
great and other times fail miserably, I’m grateful for those moments of connection that don’t 
require me to turn on a video camera. On my daily walks with my dog around the 
neighborhood, I’m fortunate to often run into familiar, friendly faces — those of you who live 
here in Butler-Tarkington and Meridian-Kessler — and I love the opportunities to chat for a 
moment, in person, albeit socially distanced. Other times, I find myself settling in for long phone 
chats with my parents, sister and sister-in-law, and friends. They say people in my generation and 
particularly those younger have a deep aversion to talking on the phone, but right now? It’s 
refreshing. And then there’s the simple, short, quick text message. Every time my Apple Watch 
vibrates with an iMessage notification, it sparks a little joy. I love hearing from friends and loved 
ones, as we share the ordinary happenings of our days at home through quick notes, photos, 
gifs, and more. More often than not, those interactions are casual and easy, but sometimes they 
take on deeper significance. 
 



The other day, I received a text from my dear friend Diana. That’s not unusual. We text back and 
forth often, since we live in different states and rarely see each other in person (even in the pre-
pandemic times). This text was a picture of a note from her journal. She told me she wrote it a 
while back and kept meaning to send it to me. That morning, she said the Spirit reminded her of 
that intention and so she sent it on over. I’ll show it on the screen so you all can see it. It’s simply 
a verse she jotted down, from the Psalms: “The Lord announces the word, and the women who 
proclaim it are a mighty throng.” (Psalm 68:11) What Diana didn’t know was that was the word I 
needed to hear this week — the women who proclaim God’s word are indeed a mighty throng. 
 
Today, as we continue our “Cloud of Witnesses” series, we’re going to meet some of those 
mighty word-proclaiming women. We’re traveling back to the earliest days of the Church, to the 
third and fourth centuries, and we’re heading to the wilderness of what is now Egypt, Syria, 
Turkey, Israel… we’re looking back to the desert, to the women known as the Desert Mothers. 
 
Thus far, every person to whom I’ve mentioned my sermon topic (even the highly educated and 
super-religious) has had the same reaction. “Desert Mothers? I’ve heard of the Desert Fathers, 
but I didn’t know the Desert Mothers even existed.” So, if that’s you right now, know that you’re 
in good company. 
 
Here’s the highly abbreviated “cliff notes version” of the centuries-long history that tells the 
stories of the Desert Mothers: Despite the sometimes overly-simplistic views we have of early 
Christianity, women were indeed pioneers of the faith from the beginning. We know there were 
women in that crowd of disciples who followed Jesus in his earthly ministry, most notably Mary 
Magdalene. After the resurrection, women such as Junia and Phoebe served as leaders of the 
first house churches. In the centuries that followed, women were known to be martyrs for the 
faith, such as Blandina and Perpetua. Ancient tombstones of women bear testament to their 
roles as leaders in the Church with titles like deacon, presbyter, and even bishop. And yet, 
something shifted as the relationship between the Church and the State evolved. As Christianity 
moved from being at odds with the Roman Empire to forming an ever-growing Church-State 
alliance, particularly under Constantine, women’s role in the Church was increasingly 
diminished. As the Church began to look more and more like the society at large, women were 
no longer able to teach, minister, and lead — despite the 200 years of history that suggested 
otherwise. Instead, women were told their role in this increasingly patriarchal Church was now 
confined to the home and to motherhood. Nevertheless, there were faithful women who refused 
to be constrained. They quietly slipped out of their homes in the cities — leaving behind their 
wealth, their families, their comfort, all they knew — and they made their way to the sparse, 
craggy wilderness of the desert, where they established religious communities of women who 
chose singular devotion to Christ above all else. They opted out of the expectations society 
placed upon them so that they could opt in to Christ’s commandments. The fourth century 
hermit and early Church historian Palladius estimated these women in the desert outnumbered 
their male counterparts — the Desert Fathers with whom we’re much more familiar — two to 
one. And yet, the stories of their lives have been largely relegated to the shadows, found only in 
the whispers of tradition handed down through generations and in the footnotes and asides of 
the many historical records of the Desert Fathers. In the late twentieth century, religious scholars 
began piecing together the stories of these Desert Mothers, to honor their legacy and amplify 
their forgotten voices. 



 
We don’t have tomes of their sayings and teachings to pore over today, but we do have a 
witness of the remarkable lives lived by these women, lives that point us toward a way of living 
that rejects the expected and instead fully embraces the Gospel. We even know some of their 
names, a remarkable feat given the mass erasure of these women from the Church’s history — 
these Desert Mothers were Matrona, Sarah, Theodora, Melania, Elisabeth, Mary, Susan, Paula, 
and so many more. Episcopal priest Mary Earle describes them this way: 
“We notice that these ammas [the title given to the Desert Mothers] found in the gospel the 
freedom to answer the call of God to be different and to be authentic. They left behind what 
they were socialized to be and believe and went toward a new life. As they departed for the 
desert, they were entering a great unknown, both in terms of landscape and in terms of their 
own souls. They dedicated their lives to embodying the Great Commandment. In choosing to 
be trained in the way of the Great Commandment, the desert ammas sought a freedom from 
social and cultural assumptions. They gave themselves to the love of God and love of neighbor, 
a truly countercultural way of being and living.” 
 
These Desert Mothers took seriously Jesus’ words as heard in today’s Gospel lesson. “Whoever 
has my commandments and keeps them loves me.” What were those commandments? In just 
the chapter before in John’s gospel, Jesus told us. “Just as I have loved you, so you also must 
love one another.” These women of the desert recognized that the Church was confused. It’s 
not that there wasn’t enough knowledge. In fact, this was the time of great scholarly debate in 
the Church leading up to the formation of our creeds. No, these women understood that the 
problem was not a lack of knowledge; it was a lack of love. They didn’t escape to the desert to 
be scholarly hermits. Rather, they relocated to create radical, counter-cultural communities 
where divine love could reign above all else, knowing that they didn’t go alone. They also 
wholeheartedly believed Jesus’ promise that Spirit goes with them, living with them wherever 
they are. 
 
These women lived lives of simplicity and discipline. They shared everything and cared for each 
other. They devoted themselves to prayer, study, and service. They kept their doors open, 
welcoming all who came — some out of sheer curiosity wanting to see these strange women for 
themselves, some seeking shelter or healing or other assistance, and some — including those 
well-known Desert Fathers — just looking for a word of wisdom from the ammas.  
 
They chose to go beyond simply talking about the ideas of the Gospel and instead put them 
into daily, living practice. They chose freedom in the desert, so that they could be fully present to 
the leadings of the Spirit, following without fear, no matter how strange or radical it seemed. 
Their lives weren’t easy, but these faithful women found joy in this new way. 
 
I told you we don’t have very many records of these women’s lives and certainly not of their 
teachings, but we do have a few that were preserved. One of my favorites comes from the fifth 
century Desert Mother Syncletica of Egypt who said this: 
“All must endure great travail and conflict when they are first converted to the Lord, but later 
they have unspeakable joy. They are like people trying to light a fire, the smoke gets in their 
eyes, their eyes begin to water, but they succeed in what they want. It is written ‘our God is a 
consuming fire’ (Heb. 12:29), and so we must kindle divine fire with tears and trouble.” 



 
We must kindle divine fire with tears and trouble. The Desert Mothers teach us that faithfulness 
doesn’t happen by accident; it requires a lifetime of cultivation, of tending to that divine fire with 
all that we have and all that we are — with our tears of struggle and the very real trouble this 
way seems to invite. AND they also teach us that this commitment doesn’t have to be filled with 
the drudgery and burdens we too often associate with dedicated asceticism. Rather, they invite 
us to practice living in love everyday, no matter how much tears and trouble come with it, so 
that we might find unspeakable joy.  
 
I told you I was only going to offer a small glimpse into these Desert Mothers today. If you’re 
intrigued and want to know more, there are some great books on the topic. Mary Earle, the 
episcopal priest I mentioned earlier, wrote a practical and insightful book called The Desert 
Mothers: Spiritual Practices from the Women of the Wilderness. It’s available on Kindle. I’d love to 
keep sharing about these remarkable women, but, alas, I feel the constraints of the expectation 
we’ve placed on our time together and want to wrap this up. So, we need to now ask ourselves: 
What does this mean for us today? As I reflected on these women’s remarkable lives in the 
somewhat strange, foreign world in which they lived, it occurred to me that their story is one that 
could be transplanted to this modern yet equally strange world in which we live. 
 
Perhaps we’re not so different from that fourth century Church. Perhaps we look a little too 
much like the society around us, mirroring its patterns and values instead of Christ’s. Perhaps 
we’ve cozied up to the powers of this world more than we should have, settling in to the 
affluence and privilege they grant us. Perhaps we’ve normalized oppression in ways that 
suppress the workings of the Spirit, choosing instead to preserve our systems of racism, sexism, 
classism, ableism, and heterosexism — yes, even in the Church. Perhaps over the years we’ve 
gotten a little too comfortable with our big, beautiful buildings, our easy, familiar worship, our 
way of being Christian that doesn’t ask too much of us. Perhaps tears and trouble are a little too 
much, a little too real these days. 
 
And so, maybe we need some Desert Mothers today, to point us yet again toward that  
counter-cultural, radical way of love Christ showed us some two thousand years ago. We may 
not be uprooting our lives and moving to the desert — in fact, we’re really not going anywhere 
anytime soon, are we? And yet, we can choose to invite this desert way of life into the new 
normal we’re creating these days. We can choose to strip away all that distracts us from a 
singular focus on loving Christ by loving others. We can choose to cultivate a new community 
rooted in mutuality and solidarity. We can choose to subvert the expectations, pressures, and 
limitations of the world around us so that all are free to live and lead in the fullness of who God 
created us to be. We can choose to kindle that divine, all consuming fire — knowing that tears 
may come from the smoke in our eyes and trouble will most assuredly ensue, but in the end…. in 
the end is unspeakable joy.  
 
Friends, that is Good News. Thanks be to God! 


