
Long Haul Hope  
Ash Wednesday thoughts on wilderness, identifying with Jesus,  
      and the tenacity of a few Colombian human rights workers 
see also 2 Corinthians 5:17-6:10 
 
 
Driven by the Holy Spirit, Jesus is in the wilderness with a lot of people these days.  It's crowded, and the 
scarcity of resources keenly felt.  Even so, it is a place of surprising and dogged hope. 
 
Last July I traveled to Colombia for two weeks on a Christian Peacemaker Teams delegation.  A truly 
international group of us – from Massachusetts, Texas, PA, Ethiopia, India, and Illinois – became a team who 
would learn from, accompany, and support the CPT Colombia team and their partners, especially leaders of 
peasant-farmer or campesino organizations struggling to remain on their land or return to it.   
 
Jesus was driven by the Spirit into the wilderness.  More than 5 million Colombians have been driven from 
their homes by armed men paid by international companies (most recently, mining companies) who will strip 
the land of resources until it is barren, then move on to take more.  Colombians who have done small-scale 
mining on their ancestral land for generations have been driven into a wilderness of displacement, into life as 
refugees in their own country.  Many have organized to advocate for themselves, their communities and their 
livelihoods, continuing day after day, month after month into years to call for what is right, to demand that 
their land, their dignity, and their lives be respected.  And those of us whose taxes fund the showering of U.S. 
weapons on this beautiful country, those of us forgetful in the wide lap of Rome, those still enslaved in Egypt 
eating cucumbers and seasoned meat, can feel our common need for deliverance.  Deliver us, compassionate God 
of justice, and let us be satisfied in the wilderness with manna we did not make.1   
 
All this time since July I haven't found very many words to speak about my time in Colombia.  And then I 
remembered Lent was coming.  I was reading one of the Ash Wednesday texts, from the Second letter to the 
Corinthians, and the end of it reminded me of the Colombian human rights workers – I commend it to you.  
 
And I think it's talking to us.  Now is the time to be reconciled, it says – to God, yes, and to each other.  Now 
is the day of salvation, that is, holistic well-being and abundant life, that is, peace between parent and child 
and man and woman and paramilitary and campesino and peace between peoples and nations.  This is the hope 
of our faith. 
 
So about hope.  Here in the U.S., especially among Anglos, despair is a very different choice than it is in 
Colombia.  Apathy is a choice we have here, a choice Colombians struggling to be treated as full human beings 
don't have in the same way.  If we give up hope, if we are no longer able or willing to care, if we become 
paralyzed by the horror and injustice of the truth of so many people's lives, and if we become overwhelmed 
by the weight of evil in the world... nothing happens to our homes or our livelihoods.  Something happens to 
the kind of people we are – our character, our integrity – but we do not, in choosing apathy or hopelessness, 
immediately put our lives at risk – at least, not physically.   
 
If the people I met in Colombia gave up hope that their country would be different, they would be giving up 

                                                 
1 Thanks to Jan Richardson for the phrase this echoes – see Sing the Story 166 or Night Visions: Search the Shadows of Advent and 

Christmas, The Pilgrim Press, 1998. 



on their lives…and on the lives of future generations.  They would be saying it's OK for paramilitary, army 
and guerrilla forces to kill their neighbors and family and friends with impunity.  Of course, that is also what 
we're saying if we do not demand and work for and pray for justice – but we don't see the effects on the 
ground.   
 
It's not that I never experienced fear while I was in Colombia, but my experience of being vulnerable to 
violence felt so minor compared to the fear of our Colombian partners that it mainly served to help me 
understand my U.S. passport-privilege more deeply.  I experienced a vague sense of dread when all the lights 
went off suddenly in the central plaza of Puerto Berrio, a town home to the notorious 14th Brigade and 
Calibío Battalion, who are responsible for killing civilians and dressing them as guerillas to show the state is 
succeeding in its counter-insurgency. This practice is known as extra-judicial execution or the creation of false 
positives, falsos positivos.  Unlike some of our partners, I have no idea what it feels like to receive threats to my 
life and the lives of my family members, season after season, because I am telling the truth and calling for 
justice.  Recently, the community of Las Pavas, whose people have returned to their land, has been accused of 
never having lived there to begin with, and are being prosecuted for invading and occupying private land – 
victims and survivors turned into criminals.  No wonder one finds Jesus among them.  
 
When I came back home and resumed my day to day U.S. life, one question I asked myself was: why do this 
work explicitly as a Christian, when Christians are failing to act like Jesus left and right?  Whether we know it 
or admit it or not, our witness is compromised; there is so much blood on our hands.  I thought, Do I really 
believe the kingdom of God is coming?  It seems far away.  The wolf lying down with the lamb and not eating it?  
Really?  Every tear wiped away from our eyes, and no more death? Really?  The end of death?  
 
But I keep coming back – holding doubt and some cynicism, but as this next 40 days stretches out in front of 
us, desiring to follow Jesus into the desert again.  I must believe this craziness.  The Bible itself, for example – 
what an insane collection! Beautiful and comforting and deeply challenging to status-quos everywhere, and 
also crazy.  A God who brings life out of death.  A God who receives our most disordered, dysfunctional parts 
and gets them singing.   
 
Almost as unbelievably, our partners in Colombia keep going.  With a faith and hope I wonder at and don't 
quite understand, they keep struggling.  They keep imagining a time of justice, living their belief that people 
are created with the capacity to treat each other with dignity.  How can I quit if they haven't quit?  What keeps 
me from being as bold and persistent as they are? (my stuff? my physical safety?  The relative orderliness of the 
society which surrounds me?  Yes, all of these... and the ease of forgetfulness.) 
 
Somehow underneath my temptation to despair and give up, I do believe that all creatures, all that was made, 
all the universe, was created from love and for love.  That this love is underneath everything, that there is 
plenty of it.  That there is a pull, a wind, the Spirit of Jesus whispering among us, and perhaps shouting above 
the din, “Come with me and be awake to your hope and your fear, to my love and the food I will give you.”  
Beneath the sounds of killing and anxious constant motion, and in the spaces of clarity and quiet within us, 
the voice of a poor Nazarene teacher pulling us into the new things that are coming. 
 
Now is the day of salvation – wholesale healing.  Righteousness and justice you can touch with your two 
hands. Now is the time to choose life, to choose a practice, something simple that will enable us, at the very 
least, to be aware of our own resistance to following Jesus.  To return to our God, or at least to admit we 
don't know how, for that is a step toward a wilderness that could teach us something.  God, with a great sense 



of humor, trusts us.  Remarkable.  Today is an acceptable day to re-learn how to care in ways that do not 
utterly exhaust me, to seek out a safe place to be honest with myself, to choose to be open to a dry trek across 
a desert in the company of the Living One.   
 
Hope for the duration, for the long haul – modeled for us by people who could have given up long ago.   
God of compassion, justice, and mercy, deliver us into the wilderness, and lead us through with hope.  

Samantha E. Lioi  
 
To read a more detailed update on the Las Pavas community, follow this link:  
http://www.cpt.org/cptnet/2012/02/14/colombia-analysis-las-pavas%E2%80%94-criminalization-victims 
 
Christian Peacemaker Teams Colombia, known in Spanish as ECAP (Equipos Cristianos de Accion por la Paz) “is a 
community made up of trained volunteers from different cultures that forms part of the international, ecumenical 
organization [of CPT]. Our work is based in, though not limited to, the Middle Magdelena region of Colombia. We work 
together on grassroots initiatives to expose and transform structures of domination and oppression through active 
nonviolence in order to make possible a world grounded in respect, justice and love, even of enemies.” 
 
 
 
...if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become 
new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of 
reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses 
against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.  
 
So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of 
Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake God made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might 
become the righteousness of God.  
 
As we work together with him, we urge you also not to accept the grace of God in vain. For he says, 
‘At an acceptable time I have listened to you, 
   and on a day of salvation I have helped you.’ 
See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation! We are putting no obstacle in anyone’s way, 
so that no fault may be found with our ministry, but as servants of God we have commended ourselves in 
every way: through great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, 
labors, sleepless nights, hunger; by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of spirit, genuine 
love, truthful speech, and the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the 
left; in honor and dishonor, in ill repute and good repute. We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; as 
unknown, and yet are well known; as dying, and see—we are alive; as punished, and yet not killed; as 
sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing 
everything.  

from the Second letter to the Corinthian church, chapter 5:17-6:10 


