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All last week I was in Austin Texas, a big, busy, urban place.  
I was meeting with the Roundtable, 

my group of clergy women that’s been meeting for 19 years now.  
We care for each other, talk about ministry,  

study, pray and learn together.  
One afternoon we went to the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Garden,       
 a stunning swath of wildflowers and native plants,          
  fountains and pathways that soothe the soul. 
PCUSA Co-Moderator, Jan Edmiston, is in our group,  
 so I also come home filled with all manner of news about the wider church 

and expectations for General Assembly this summer in St. Louis, 
where I will serve as commissioner from our presbytery. 

 
On our group Facebook page, there is a list  

of all the places we’ve met over the years:  
New York City, Atlanta, Charlotte,  

Edinburgh, Louisville, Chicago,  
San Antonio, Austin, Washington DC,  

San Francisco, Nashville, Richmond, 
Amelia Island, and four times, Montreat.  

Of all those places only the last two  
could even remotely qualify  

as being in close proximity to nature or wilderness,  
and both those settings are cozy, cushy, comfy places to be.  

When it comes to places for clergy sisters to work and play,  
we go for the resources and richness of city life. 

 
I come home to the richness  

of the Season of Creation, and to a schedule  
of three Sundays in which we will sit before,  

honor, pray over, sing about, and grapple with  
our relationship to God’s creation. 

Today is also Earth Day,  
the perfect day to start such a journey.  

For several weeks now, a team of folks  
from the Worship Ministry and Creation Care  

have thought and planned for these three Sundays,  
choosing themes, liturgy, creating the paraments you here in the sanctuary,  

   and writing invitations to actions 
  each of us can take to cherish the gift of our planet home. 

In my time at Austin Seminary,  
we worked with Jennifer Lord      

a professor of preaching who has made something of a specialty  
of the theology of place.   

We talked together about what it means to live in a time of increasing chaos 
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and the disconnect many people feel today when it comes to place, 
our sense of disconnection even from what is right around us. 

 
Did you know, for example, that on any given day  

in the United States…the average U.S. adult  
spends approximately ten hours consuming media,  

spends 87 percent of [his or her] time indoors  
and passes another six percent of [the day] inside a vehicle?i 

Nowadays unless you’ve made a conscious choice to walk or bike, 
most of us go from interior space to interior space,  

from home to car or bus, to work or school or store to car or bus,  
and then back home again  

with almost no interaction with the natural world around us. 
Maybe this increasing isolation from the out-of-doors is one reason why  
 I’m so delighted when I spot a bird inside Home Depot, 
  or yesterday when I went to the gate in Austin, Texas,     

    a lovely little sparrow perched on the back of a row of seats  
     in the Austin airport.  

 
Wilderness is the very opposite of interior space. 

Inside we have control over most everything  
from the arrangement of the furniture 

to the temperature of the air. 
In the wild, whether it be a jungle, desert, mountain top or canyon bottom,  

we have no control whatsoever over the landscape,  
wind, waters, temperature, or creatures we may encounter.  

Just the idea of wilderness may bring up  
all kinds of different thoughts and images,   

as our scriptures today clearly show. 
 

In the snippet from Jeremiah, wilderness is a place of rescue and escape,  
the place where those who have survived violence  

go to recover and be restored.   
We are familiar with wilderness as a place  

of restoration from those moments in the gospels 
when Jesus retreats to the wilderness 

to rest, escape the crowds, be near God, and pray. 
 For many of us some place with a touch of wildness 

—the beach, the mountains, rivers, lakes, or the National Parks—is   
our first choice as a place to go to be restored.  

 
In the lesson from Genesis, though,  

the wilderness is a place of danger.  
Hagar is sent away from the home of Abraham and Sarah  

because Sarah can no longer tolerate  
seeing the fertile Hagar and her son.   

In an act of terrible cowardice, Abraham just goes along. 
He gives the teenaged Hagar 

what little food and water she could carry while managing a child, 
    then sends her off into the wilderness  

to what they all know is danger and the possibility of death.  
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Hagar knows it herself, and once the water is gone  
she sets her son under what shade she can find  

and goes off far enough not to hear his dying cries. 
But God, who holds the power to turn death into new life, 

has other plans for Hagar and her son.  
God turns that place of danger once more into a place of rescue.  

According to the Muslim tradition, Hagar’s son Ishmael  
is the ancestor of the Arab peoples.  

Our text goes on to tell us that the infant who was once placed  
a bow shot away from his mother’s grief and terror  

becomes a man adept with a bow  
a warrior and hunter who will thrive in the wilderness.  

Wilderness, then, while dangerous, can still be a home and a refuge,  
if you know how to function there.  

We have a fascination with such wilderness skills and expertise, 
hence the popularity of reality shows based in Alaska or the Amazon 

where the viewer follows stalwart homesteaders, fishermen and hunters 
 as they demonstrate their life skills. 
  We are not Ishmael, but we sure like to watch him work. 

 
Our lesson from Second Corinthians  

offers yet a third view of wilderness.  
Paul names various natural places—rivers,  

isolated trails, the sea, and the wilderness— 
as places where he was in danger and nearly lost his life. 

He’s mounting up illustrations of things  
he’s been through as an apostle for the Lord,  

in order to shame the folks in the Corinthian church  
who have fallen under the spell  

of a visiting preacher with a lot of skills to boast about. 
If you want boasting says Paul, I can boast,  

and he goes on to offer this amusing and ironic list 
of terrible dangers he’s been through.   

The team responded to this text because it tells the truth  
that wilderness can be found in nature and in urban settings 

can confront us with sudden peril.  
Paul makes no distinction in this list between the danger of the city  

and that of being ship wrecked  
or nearly dying of thirst in some wild place.  

And while we shouldn’t make too much of the analogy, 
we do have our own sense that cities hold  

waste spaces that are isolated and where we feel afraid. 
The gospels, too, at times equate wilderness with danger,  
 as when Jesus is driven there by the Holy Spirit and tempted by the devil. 
  His sole means of survival is his trust in the Word of God, 
   which he chooses again and again over Satan’s lies.   
 
What is your first instinct when you hear the word “wilderness?”  

Is it fear, or awe, or longing? 
Whatever it may be, it probably includes the awareness   

that when we venture into forests, onto oceans or windswept sands 
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we’re up against our limits  
and thus we go there at some risk.  

We human beings have a need to feel our limits and   
connect with something larger than ourselves. 

Poets and writers in every era have recognized  
 that nature and wildness meets this need. 
Nineteenth century poet Walt Whitman,  

in a meditation on what makes life worth living, wrote these words: 
 “After you have exhausted what there is  

in business, politics, conviviality, love and so on 
—have found that none of these finally satisfy,  

or permanently wear—what remains? Nature remains.ii 
Henry David Thoreau, a contemporary of Whitmaniii,  

Put it this way: 
In the street and in society I am almost invariably  

cheap and dissipated, my life is unspeakably mean.  
No amount of gold or respectability  

would in the least redeem it —  
[certainly not] dining with the Governor or a member of Congress!! 

   But alone in distant woods or fields, in unpretending sprout lands  
or pastures tracked by rabbits…  

I come to myself, I once more feel myself grandly related,  
and that the cold and solitude are friends of mine.  

…It is as if I always met in those places some grand,  
serene, immortal, infinitely encouraging, though invisible,  

companion, and walked with him.iv  
 
For Thoreau, entering a wild place was as easy  

as walking into the forests that surround Concord Massachusetts  
For most of us true wilderness is far more remote, 

found mostly in national parks or other spaces that  
are either too impenetrable to be entered easily 

or have been set apart in order to preserve their very wildness.     
  To be set apart is one of the meanings of the word “sacred”. 

 
Today there are arguments whether  

there really are any places on earth   
that remain completely untouched by human impact,  
 or whether there even should be. 

Environmental historian William Cronon notes: 
  The dream of an unworked natural landscape  

is very much the fantasy of people who have never themselves  
had to work the land to make a living— 

urban folk for whom food comes from a supermarket or restaurant  
instead of a field, and for whom the wooden house in which they live and work                         
apparently have no meaningful connection   

to the forests in which trees grow and die.  
Only people whose relation to the land was already alienated  

could hold up wilderness as a model for human life in nature,  
for the romantic ideology of wilderness leaves precisely nowhere  

for human beings actually to make their living from the land. “ 
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Cronon values wilderness, but he seeks to find a way forward  
 for both wilderness and human life. 
 
Then there are those of us who do not value  

or venture into wild paces at all. 
One of you told me the story of being at the rim of the Grand Canyon 

when a family piled out of the car and one of them barked  
“What, more scenery?!”   

 
Fortunately I think that attitude, while real, is not the norm.  

Naturalist and author Terry Tempest Williams 
writing about the national parks names them rightly as  

“…more than scenery, they are portals and thresholds of wonder,  
an open door that swings back and forth from our past to our future.”  

Listen to her response to a visit to the Grand Tetons: 
“To watch spring arrive on the wings of a pair of red-tailed hawks  

as they circle each other in amorous display is not a small thing,  
but a source of amazement at how they find their way back  

to the same nest year after year.  
To see the yellow fritillaries burst forth after the deep snows of winter  

and know that the bears are soon to follow  
is to be attentive to wild nature’s seasonal fugue  

of infinite composition and succession.  
The great Grey Owl sitting on a snag near Sawmill Ponds  

is not simply a bird but a heightened intelligence  
with golden eyes behind a mask of feathers.”v 

 
This stopping in our tracks to see I think is the challenge         
 that celebrating a Season of Creation puts before us. 

It invites us to walk the earth with holy awe.  
“Awe,” writes Tempest-Williams, “is the moment  

when ego surrenders to wonder.”vi 
 
In Austin we did most of our work in a campus house   

that had a comfy living room, classroom, kitchen, 
and also a patio space outside near a wooded stream.   

Both inside and outside during the week,  
both during the day and in the evening several times I heard  

the loud cooing of a pair of doves.  
They would call to each other from their locations,  

among the shrubs or in the tress.  
One would call and the other would answer,  

and it would continue on and on as they made their way  
through the understory.  

I looked and looked but never laid eyes on them.  
Yet their calls continued as they kept in touch, 

saying to each other “Here I am.” “Here I am.” 
Surrounded by traffic and buildings and nearly a million people,  

I was grateful for the sound of these  
descendants of the dinosaurs that roamed the earth before me.  

Their conversation touched my urban day with awe.  
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Beloved, we can engage in holy awe over the sparrow in the airport,  

or the life in the backyard, and in the city center,  
 and when we can, in wild places. 

We can visit the wilderness like pilgrims 
   seeking wonder and silence, wholeness and peace 

and still raise questions about how human beings  
can thrive on the land without its wholesale destruction.  

Most important of all we must refuse to be apathetic, cynical or hopeless  
when it comes to the state of the environment, 
 which needs our commitment now to stop the losses 
  that have already taken place. 

This is our calling as Easter people  
to give thanks to God for new life and all life every day, 

honoring wilderness and wildness in every way we can, 
including, at times, the humble choice to leave it completely alone. AMEN. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

i These statistics were contained in resources sent from the PCUSA to pastors to help us prepare for worship on 
Earth Day. They were compiled by an ecumenical group, Creation Justice Ministries, and may be found at 
creationjustice.org. 
ii Quoted in a review of Terry Tempest Williams book The Hour of Land, by Maria Popova, published in Brain 
Pickings, a weekly email digest found at brainpickings.org. My thanks to Mardee Rightmyer for sharing this with 
me. 
iii According to one source (on Facebook of all places!) the two writers met once. “The visit lasted about two hours. 
Before they parted company Thoreau and Whitman exchanged gifts; Thoreau gave the Poet a copy of his A Week 
on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers. In return, Walt presented Thoreau with a copy of the 1856 (second edition) 
of Leaves of Grass.” Here’s the link: 
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=909932712386809&id=148253168554771 
iv Henry David Thoreau, diary entry from January 1857. 
v Popova, Op. Cit. 
vi Popova, Op. Cit. 

                                                            


