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It turns out that Mother Theresa of Calcutta went through long periods of desolation, 
depression, and feeling deserted by God. Maybe her stooped posture wasn’t from bearing 
the weight of the poorest of the poor but from the dark night of the soul. Maybe that 
gentle smile was the weariness of longing for God. 
 
A published compendium of Mother Theresa’s letters illumines her life but what caught 
the most attention was her description of experiences of darkness. For example, in one 
letter Mother Theresa writes: 
 

The aloneness is so great. From within and from without I find no one to turn to. 
He has taken not only spiritual – but even human help. I can speak to no one and 
even if I do – nothing enters my soul. I was longing to speak to you in Bombay – 
yet I did not even try to make it possible. If there is hell – this must be one. How 
terrible it is to be without God – no prayer, no faith, no love. The only thing that 
still remains is the conviction that the work is his – that the Brothers and Sisters 
are his. And I cling to this as a person having nothing clings to the straw – before 
drowning. And yet, in spite of all these I want to be faithful to him – to spend my 
life for him, to love him not for what he gives but for what he takes, to be at his 
disposal. 

 
What was encouraging for many is the recognition that saints and sinners alike, all of us, 
experience times of feeling deserted by God. If Mother Theresa struggled like that then I 
don’t feel so alone. 
 
So, what about you? 
Have you felt deserted by God? 
Do you feel deserted by God? 

When facing illness and aging, when grieving loss, when in the grip of 
depression, financial strain, relationship struggles, mental health issues, addiction 
and anxiety do you feel deserted by God? 

 
Paul writes this second letter to Timothy from a jail cell. He knows that at whim the 
Emperor can have him killed. He knows his life is down to the dregs – being poured out 
like the last drops of a bottle of wine. He knows that even if Timothy gets this letter the 
return trip is too treacherous to make in the winter. The window to be reunited is closing 
fast. So, with these last lines Paul asks for what we all want: a coat to keep out the chill, 
good books, and the warmth of a friend’s company. 
 
There is something sublimely human here: Send me the coat I forgot, include the books I 
miss, bring a friend. 



 
Paul also ticks off the names of seven friends or coworkers. Some have deserted him, 
some have defied him, and some are distant. Luke is the only one who has remained. Paul 
is weary and alone. Even when asking Timothy to come quickly, Paul feels abandoned. 
But, there’s a tender line here: 
 

…At my first defense, no one came to my support, but everyone deserted me. May 
it not be held against them. But the Lord stood at my side and gave me strength. 

 
You hear echoes of the loneliness of Mother Theresa, you hear a measure of mercy for 
others, and there is the sort of defiant faith. “Everyone deserted me, but the Lord stood at 
my side….” 
 
That Paul is confident and Mother Theresa is despairing is something of a mystery to me. 
That one languishing in prison is buoyant and one serving the poor is bereft is a mystery. 
That some are sure God is with them while others are hesitant, if not hopeless, is a 
mystery not easily answered. 
 
There is clearly a subjective quality to our sense of God’s presence or God’s absence…. 

Paul has God standing by his side; Mother Theresa names a hell without God. 
One friend is confident that God led her to a new dining room table; another sees 
in faith nothing but complexity and cultural construct. One is sure that God is on 
his political side; another, after a life time of earnestly trying, gives up on church 
and finds a measure of peace with God walking in the woods every Sunday 
morning. 

 
So, what are we to say about all of this? 
 
While this is a little silly and self-serving let’s try this route…. 
 
In 1977 during an awards banquet for the Waikiki Swim Club a group of friends began 
debating which athletes were the fittest: swimmers, cyclists, or runners. There were three 
races on the island: a 2.4 mile swim, a 112 mile bike race, and a marathon, 26.2 miles. 
So, over a few beers and with some good-natured joshing they decided to combine them - 
140.6 miles of swimming, riding, and running. The fittest wins. And on February 18, 
1978, 15 competitors swam off the shores of Waikiki for the first-ever Ironman. 41 years 
later that debate has exploded into Ironman races in every corner of creation on almost 
every weekend of the year. 
 
There is one constraint. You have to finish in 17 hours. 

Therefore, during the last hour of the race, from 11:00 to midnight, earlier 
finishers, friends, family and volunteers gather at the finish line to cheer for the 
last competitors trying to get in under that 17:00 hour deadline. It is a powerful 
emotional moment. People of all sizes, shapes, ages and athletic abilities struggle 
to get across the finish line. For many this is the culmination of years of dreaming 
and months of preparation. For each there’s been thousands of miles and hundreds 



of hours. Early mornings in the pool and long hours in the saddle reach their 
zenith as people cross the finish line. And there is joy and lots of tears and the last 
gasps of effort. At this point the race isn’t about the fittest or the fastest; it is about 
those who didn’t quit,  

who kept faithfully moving forward,  
who pushed through times of darkness,  
who held on,  
who endured. 

   
In both letters, Paul’s and Mother Theresa’s, there is a celebration of endurance. They 
both suggest that what matters is that they kept running. They both see their calling 
through to the end. They may be deserted by friends, even deserted by God, but they 
stayed the course. They may be persecuted and imprisoned but they kept the faith. They 
endured. 
 
Dear friends, part of following Jesus is a call to endurance. Even when the road is rough, 
even when the way is tough, even when it seems that God has deserted us, we are called 
to keep running. 
 
In this sermon series of “Letters to a Young Christian” we’ve been reminded that: God’s 
mercy was “had upon” us. The initiative and activity is God’s. Therefore, we are free to 
live in relationship/dialogue with God. And our confidence is in the trustworthiness of 
God; for the hesed, the unfailing-loyal-love of God, is embodied in Jesus. And we are 
given the very breath of God in Spirit and scripture… that we might endure. 
 
While that doesn’t answer the mystery of feeling deserted by God it is an essential part of 
the life of faith. And truth be told, there is some tension, some paradox, here. The 
absence and the presence of God are at the very heart of the Gospels…. 

On the one hand, the good news is that God has not deserted us. God came in 
Christ and is present in the Spirit. Thanks be to God. 
On the other hand, the good news is that Jesus himself, in the garden and on the 
cross, knew what it meant to be deserted by God. 

 
You, me, Paul, Mother Theresa, we all live in the middle of that tension. Against all 
convention, and what often feels like against all evidence, we proclaim that God has not 
and will not desert his people, even while we know seasons, and for some lifetimes, of 
feeling deserted by God. In fact, Mother Theresa comes to find even in that sense of 
desertion a union with Christ. 
 
So, while there is a subjective quality to God’s presence, something you may or may not 
feel, there is also the trustworthy saying: 
  
  Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners… 
  If we died with him, we will also live with him… 
  If we endure we will also reign… 
 



Faith is not meeting a set of requirements to insure God stays, but a response to God’s 
mercy in Christ that has a life-long-enduring-quality. There is something about seeing it 
through, about not giving up in the darkness, about finishing the race. 
 
A few days ago, a young man told me about his church. 

He said that every service consisted of four praise songs and a TED talk. And that 
the talks weren’t “serious and heavy” like my sermons. They do that stuff in small 
groups. (Thanks be to God there are all sorts of churches, and he’s super stoked 
about his.) 

 
But, I understand “serious and heavy” preaching as the proclamation of God’s activity. 
With each text I’m trying to pay attention to how and where God is the actor. I’m looking 
for what God has done and will do. And that doesn’t always lend itself to practical 
applications for better living. That doesn’t always lend itself to a TED talk…. 

And so, a sermon that calls us to endurance gets caught in my throat. What does it 
mean to endure? When we are despairing, or know the desertion of God, the 
encouragement to endure can seem like cheap pablum. How do we finish the 
race? When we’ve got more questions than clarity, or see more nuance than 
certainty, how do we keep running? When we’re weary and worn how do we 
endure? 
 

I think in part we look to the finish line. 
Paul recognizes that persecution is part of following one who was crucified. And 
yet, Paul continually holds out the hope that finally nothing will separate us from 
the love of God that is in Christ Jesus. The race will be long and hard, there will 
be times of darkness and feeling deserted, death will have its day, but ours is the 
hope of resurrection. Paul calls us to keep running not because it’s easy or leads to 
success but because the race ends in glory. The race ends with very hand of God 
wiping away the last tear and there will be more sorrow, or pain, or death. 

 
Paul puts it this way: 
 

I was delivered from the lion’s mouth. The Lord will rescue me from every evil 
attack and will bring me safely to his heavenly kingdom. To him be glory forever 
and ever. 

 
Dear friends, whatever lion’s mouth is closing in on you, God will not desert you. 
Finally, the kingdom will come…. 
 
Thomas Dorsey was a struggling gospel musician in Chicago in the 1920s and 30s. He 
could barely rub two nickels together and he spent a good deal of time on the road 
playing at revivals and trying to make it in the music industry. One night he left his 
young pregnant wife at home and drove to Saint Louis for a show. Later that night his 
wife went into labor, delivered the baby and died. The next night when Dorsey was 
summoned back from Saint Louis, the baby died as well. 
 



Weeks later – crushed with grief, trying to find his way – he sat down at a piano and like 
rain the lyrics and melody fell to “Precious Lord.” It is an earnest prayer that God will not 
desert his people in times of trouble but rather give them the strength to keep running. 

 
We sing it as prayer for others. 
We sing it as our prayer. 
We sing it that we might endure. 
We sing to God. 
 
Amen. 


