
 “Bobby’s Sermon” 
 

1. For well over a year, I’ve been the spiritual advisor to Bobby 
Hampton, a brother in Christ who is incarcerated in the Louisiana 
State Penitentiary on Death Row. From time to time, we 
communicate via email, but Bobby prefers phone calls. I can’t call 
him, but he can call me.  

 
2. Ministers can get tired and down, just like anyone else. One day, I’d 

just returned from doing some pretty tough work with law 
enforcement officers up north. The weather was dark and cold and I 
was running off reserve energy and the batteries were in the red. I 
was driving and trying not to think too much when I got a call from 
Bobby.  
 

3. I answered (hands free, of course) and Bobby quickly picked up on 
how tired I was and he gently preached a sermon to me. We got most 
of the way through that sermon before we got cut off. Recently, I got 
to visit Bobby and I asked him to tell me that sermon again. I took 
notes as he spoke and that is what makes up this lesson today. This 
is Bobby’s sermon, not mine.  
 

4. Being human, I will get some of the numbers or dates wrong…but I 
will do my best. Our passage today is Mark 5:1-20. 
 

5. Bobby was born in Shreveport, LA. His childhood was, in a word, 
horrific. Bobby’s father was murdered in 1969 when his mother was 
pregnant with Bobby. His father never knew she was pregnant.  

 
6. Poverty and abuse were all he knew. Little wonder, then, that he 

would get into trouble. He ran with gangs and was raised by the 
street.  
 
 

7. Bobby highlights the phrase in Mark 5:3 – “no man was able to tame 
him.” To illustrate the reality of that phrase in Bobby’s life, he told me 
he was first incarcerated at age 13 and remained in custody until he 
was 20. Released, he was jailed again at age 21. Released and jailed 
again while still 21 and remained inside until he was 23. He was 
arrest again when he was still 23 and was inside until he was 24. 



Then, imprisoned again at 25 and he remains on Death Row, aged 
53.  
 

8. Bobby talks frankly about his identification with the demon possessed 
man in Mark 5. He points out the phrase in Mark 5:5 – “Night and day 
among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself 
with stones.” Bobby spent his life crying out.  
 

9. He says he “walked proud but cried when alone” and I think a lot of 
us can relate, at some level, to that. People are in pain. Cutting is 
epidemic among our preteens, teens and millennials. People live in 
fear. For the first time since the Great Depression, most 18-29 year 
olds live with their parents. They are surrounded by wealth and 
abundance, but also with fear and uncertainty.  
 

10. They, too, walk proud but cry in the dark.  
 

11. Bobby confessed to having suicidal thoughts back then. Most 
prisoners do and quite a few act on them. He learned, in time, that 
the only way to survive was to find hope and develop a sense of 
humor. I respect that level of introspection and insight.  
 

12. He decided that he had failed in every attempt to run from God. 
“You can’t run from an omnipresent God.” In this regard, he said he 
identified closely with Jonah but, instead of a whale, he is in the 
prison system.  
 

13. When Jonah was on the ship, he thought he was running from 
God. When the storm hit, he found out that God was already on the 
ship. Jonah, too, considered suicide and offered that up as the only 
option. He would rather die than go where God wanted him to go.  

 
14. Bobby knew about God. He’d been to church and knew what 

the pastors said. He had even gone to the altar on one very dramatic, 
tense day when Crips and Bloods both entered a church…and many 
ended up at the altar. Still…no man could tame him. 
 

15. Finally, in October 2002, Bobby gave up trying to run from God. 
Bobby realized that he had to die to self if he wanted to live. When 
anyone is driven by their appetites, passions, desires and fears – 



they are dead. The same with churches. In Revelation 3, John the 
Revelator tells the church in Sardis that they have a reputation of 
being alive…but they are dead. Activity does not equal spirituality.  
 

16. It may seem strange – or a reach – to compare the struggle of a 
man on death row with the struggle of churches and families but it is 
a far comparison: if you are driven by appetites, wants, passions, 
desires and fears, you are dead or heading that way. The only 
difference between us on the outside and those incarcerated is that 
we are looking in different places – geography.  
 

17. Bobby continues to trust in God. When “things get dark, I hear 
God say ‘don’t deny the process.’” (Bobby’s story of the cocoons and 
butterflies). “You cannot survive without the struggle.”  
 

18. Taking the easy road makes for crooked rivers and crooked 
trees. We need the struggle. We need to be challenged. We need to 
be able to hear the word “no.” As Bobby says about his situation now, 
“There is a difference between wanting to go home and being ready 
to go home.” 
 

19. Scripture tells us that those whom God loves, He chastens or 
disciplines. Remember what Jesus said to Saul of Tarsus? “Isn’t it 
getting hard to kick against my goad? (only found in the KJV) 
 

20. “They sent me here to kill me, but it ended up saving me.” Like 
Jonah in the whale, what was meant to kill him only directed him to 
the place he was meant to be all along: in the service of God, where 
God needed him.  
 

21. During this time with Bobby, I shared my story with him. At 
times, it seemed like we were raised in the same church with the 
same unending list of rules and with the constant fear of failure. I told 
him that I had run from God’s will for me again and again, never 
wanting to be a minister…and then how I was thrown away only to 
end up leading a church that would send me to him.  
 

22. I told Bobby that I have never felt qualified to lead a church with 
all my faults, inadequacies, and scars. Bobby’s response? “God 
trusted you with your scars.” Here I was, a man with more degrees 



than a thermometer who has traveled his entire life from place to 
place, certain that I was not qualified to do what God kept calling me 
to do…and it took Bobby to put it into focus and distill it into that 
simple sentence. “God trusted you with your scars.” 
 

23. The rest of this month, we will look at the messy lives of people 
who God chose, even when they ran from Him. We encourage you to 
make only a few New Years resolutions: love God. Love others. Do 
not run from God. Make your hands and lives available to 
Him…wherever you are… 
 

24. …For your geography is not your destiny. Your destiny, and 
your meaning, are wrapped up in Christ Jesus. Believe it. Live it. For 
no matter where you are, no matter your situation, if you are in Christ, 
you are free.  


