
Maybe the sennon title should be: "Our Sources and OUf Resources." 

Christians in the Wilderness 
Christians can bring a perspective of depth on wildland conservation. They will 

see forests as a characteristic expression of the creative process. In a forest, as on a 
desert or the tundra, the realities of nature cannot be ignored. The forest is both 
presence and symbol of forces in natural systems that transcend human powers and 
human utility. Like the sea or the sky, the forest is a kind of archetype of the 
foundations of the world, presence and symbol of the timeless natural givens that 
support everything else. The forest as a tangible preserve in the midst of a culture 
contributes to the human sense of duration, antiquity, continuity, and identity. In the 
primeval forest, or on the desert or tundra, humans know the most authentic of 
wilderness emotions, the sense of the sublime. We get transported by forces awe-full 
and overpowering, by the signature of time and eternity. 

"The trees of the Lord are watered abundantly; the cedars of Lebanon which he 
planted" CPs. 104.16). With forests, America is even more of a promised land than is 
Palestine. John Muir exclaimed, "The forests of America, however slighted by man, 
must have been a great delight to God; for they were the best he ever planted."4 Such 
forests are a church as surely as a commodity. The forest is where the "roots" are, 
where life rises from the ground. Trees piece the sky, like cathedral spires. Light filters 
down, as through stained glass. The forest canopy is lofty; much of it is over our heads. 
In common with churches, forests invite transcending the human world and experienc­
ing a comprehensive, embracing realm. 

Indeed, forests can serve as a more provocative, perennial sign of this than many 
of the traditional, often outworn, symbols devised by the churches. Muir put this so 
provocatively that you might want to correct him: HThe clearest way into the Universe 
is through a forest wilderness."5 You may find that those regularly seated in your pews 
get goose pimples more often on a mountain top than they do inside your church. Such 
experiences the churches should welcome and seek to preserve. Did not Jesus himself 
often retreat to the wilderness in search of God? Jesus also said, "He who has seen 
me has seen the Father" (John 14.9), and this is the central Christian proclamation. But 
it should be centered in a worldview in which nature is God's good creation, as Jesus 
preached. With this combination ofnature and gospel perhaps some of those who have 
on Sundays more often been in the woods than in church will choose to hike on 
Saturday instead. 

"Christians in the Wilderness?" would phrase this issue provocatively. Senior 
Christians will recall from their childhood learning about the "children of Israel 
wandering in the wilderness," hoping to enter their proimsed land. l"hose were 
troublesome times for Israel, but one presence they did constantly recognize there was 
that of Yahweh. Later, after they have come to live in their promised land, a frequent 
prophetic threat is that their fair land ofPalestine, with its cities and fields, should again 
become desert and wilderness. The collapse of cultural life in the promised land is 
indeed a tragedy, and in that sense a relapse to the wild is sometimes used in the Bible 
as a symbol for judgment. Jackals roam the land, destroyed in punishment for sin. 
Such wildness is a tragedy only in foil to failed culture. Additionally, a peaceable 
natural kingdom, where the lion lies down with the lamb, is sometimes used as the 
symbol offulfillment in the promised land. This, too, is a cultural metaphor and cannot 
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be interpreted in censure of natural history. 
Taken for what it is in itself, prior to using it to symbolize human hopes and 

disappointments, wildness in the Bible is never a bad thing. "Who has let the wild ass 
go free? Who has loosed the bonds of the swift ass, to whom I have given the steppe 
for his home, and the salt land for his dwelling place? He scorns the tumult of the city; 
he hears not the shouts of the driver. He ranges the mountain as his pasture, and he 
searches after every green thing" (Job 39.5-8). 

"Who has cleft a channel for the torrents of rain, and a way for the thunderbolt, to 
bring rain on a land where no man is, on the desert in which there is no man; to satisfy 
the waste and desolate land, and to make the ground put forth grass?" (Job 38.25-27). 
God not only sends rain on the just and the unjust; God sends rain to satisfy wildlands. 
God not only blesses humans; God blesses the desolate wastes. 'fhese fierce 
landscapes, sometimes supposed to be ungodly places, are godly after all. God does 
not want all these places subdued and cultivated; rather, God delights in places with 
no people! 

Christians, too, can delight in the wilderness. Being among the archetypes, wild 
lands bring us about as near to ultimacy as we can come in the natural world-vast 
scenes of sprouting, budding, flowering, fruiting, passing away, passing life on. 
Mountaintop experiences, the wind in the pines, solitude in a sequoia grove, autumn 
leaves, the forest vista that begins at one's feet and disappears over the horizon-these 
generate experiences of "a motion and spirit that impels ... and rolls through all 
things."6 We feel life 's transient beauty sustained over chaos. Christians recognize 
God's creation, and others may find the Ultimate Reality or a Nature sacred in itself. 
A forest wilderness elicits cosmic questions, differently from town. Christians have 
particular interest in preserving wildlands as sanctuaries for religious experiences, 
both for Christians and others inspired there. 

The Creator's love for the creation is sublime precisely because it does not 
confonn to human purposes. That God is personal as revealed in interhuman cultural 
relations does not mean that the natural relationship of God to hawks is personal, nor 
should humans treat hawks as persons. They are to be treated with appropriate respect 
for their wildness. "Is it by your wisdom that the hawk soars, and spreads his wings 
toward the south? Is it at your command that the eagle mounts up and makes his nest 
on high? On the rock he dwells and makes his home in the fastness ofthe'rocky crag. 
Thence he spies out the prey; his eyes behold it afar. His young ones suck up blood; 
and where the slain are, there is he.... Shall a faultfinder contend with the Almighty? 
He who argues with God, let him answer it" (Job 39.26-40.2). 

"The high mountains are for the wild goats; the rocks are a refuge for the badgers. 
... The young lions roar for their prey, seeking their food from God.... () Lord, how 
manifold are thy works! In wisdom hast thou made them all; the earth is full of thy 
creatures" (Psalm 104.18-24). The meaning of the words "good" and "divine" is not 
the same in nature and in culture. Are you up to a sermon entitled: "God of the Eagles 
and Lions !"? 

Just as Job was pointed out of his human troubles toward the wild Palestinian 
landscape, it is a useful, saving corrective to a simplistic Jesus-Ioves-me-this-I-know, 
God-is-on-my-side theology to discover vast ranges ofcreation that now have nothing 
to do with satisfying our personal desires, and that there were eons ofevolutionary time 
that had nothing to do even with satisfying human desires. What the wildlands do "for 
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us," if we must phrase it that way, is teach that God is not "for us" humans alone. God 
is "for" these wild creatures, too. 

A principal insight that biblical faith can contribute is a forceful support ofwildlife 
refuges or "sanctuaries" in national policy. A wildlife sanctuary is a place where 
nonhuman life is sacrosanct, that is, valued in ways that surpass not only economic 
levels but even in ways that transcend resource use in the ordinary senses. In that sense 
Christian conviction wants sanctuaries not only for humans, but also for wildlife. The 
sermon title is: "Wildlife Sanctuaries." 

Earth Ethics: Facing the Environmental Crisis 
Concluding sermons must focus on the environmental crisis. Respect and care for 

the environment is opportunity to celebrate God's creation; that is the positive 
message. But a degrading environment looms as major threat. If we do not care, 
perhaps we should start with fear~r at least with our human self-interest enlightened 
by realization of our entwined destiny with our landscapes, a sustainable biosphere, 
a liveable planet. It is hard to have an abundant life, a healthy economy in a sick 
environment. In other centuries, critics complained that humans were alienated from 
God. As we pass from the twentieth into the twenty-first century, critics are 
complaining that humans are alienated from their planet; the two could be related. We 
face an identity crisis in our own home territory, trying to get the human spirit put in 
its place. 

In the global picture, the late-coming, moral species, Homo sapiens, arising a few 
hundred thousand years ago, has, still more lately in this century, gained startling 
powers for the rebuilding and modification, including the degradation, of this home 
planet. Facing the next century, turning the millennium, the four most critical issues 
that humans currently face are peace, population, development, and environment. All 
are entwined. Human desires for maximum development drive population increases, 
escalate exploitation of the environment, and fuel the forces of war. Those who are 
not at peace with one another find it difficult to be at peace with nature, and vice versa. 
Those who exploit persons will typically exploit nature as readily-animals, plants, 
species, ecosystems, and Earth itself. Preaching on the environment-you may have 
thought when you began-is marginal, preaching about the chipmunks and daisies, 
sermons for canoe freaks and tree huggers. Not so; environmental responsibility is 
right at the center of challenges of the new millennium. 

"What on Earth are we doing?" is a concluding sennon title, cOlnmencing a 
century. Section I: What are we on Earth for? Section II. What on Earth is going on? 
Section III. What on Earth ought we to do? The first commandment of God to the 
human pair was: "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have 
dominion ..." (Gen. 1.28). Yes, you will need to preach on this now notorious 
dominion text, too; and here above all, the text needs to be kept in context. Maybe the 
New Testament reading to join with this Old Testament text is: "The Meek inherit the 
earth." Biblical meekness is the controlled use of power, disciplined by respect and 
love. 

Bill McKibben says, interestingly, that this first commandment is also the first one 
to be completed.' The sermon title could be: "The First, Finished Commandment." No 
more filling up of the Earth with people, or increased dominion over it is needed. 
Check that one off the list. But don't throwaway the list; look down it and see what 
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comes next. 
The biblical context includes a nearby, second commandment: "And the Lord 

God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till and keep it" (Gen. 2.15). 
The word "till" can equally well be translated "serve." "Caring for creation" is integral 
to this dominion; the promised land (and planet) can be inherited only in justice and 
in love. And notice, when human iniquity brought tragic judgment on earth, that 
Genesis also relates the first recorded Endangered Species Project-Noah and his ark! 

"Christian Ecology?" could open up the larger question of science and faith. 
Biology and religion are not always easy disciplines to join. One place they have 
increasingly joined in recent years is in admiration for this marvelous Earth. No other 
species can be either scientific or religious toward this planet, but Hon1,o sapiens, 
learning natural history, reaches a responsibility that assumes spiritual dimensions. 
Like it or not, we do have a dominion here; we have to learn to handle ourselves and 
to manage our cultures and the supporting environment. In a planetary, environmental 
age, spirituality requires combining nature and grace at new levels of insight and 
intensity. 

Earth is the only planet "right for life," and ethics asks about the "right to life" on 
such a planet. Certainly it seems "right" that life continue here; life is, in the deepest 
sense, the most valuable phenomenon of all, with its prolific history since its origin 
three and a half billion years ago. Science is not ethics, nor ethics science, but each 
needs the other. This is more true than ever with environmental science and 
environmental ethics, where what is the case and what ought to be are intimately 
coupled. 

What does it profit to gain the world, only to lose it-to gain it economically, to 
fence it in, pave it over, harvest it, only to lose it scientifically, aesthetically, 
recreationally, religiously, as a wonderland of natural history, as a realm of integral 
wildness that transcends and supports us-and perhaps even to lose some of our soul 
in the tradeoff? Earth is a kind of providing ground, where the life epic is lived on in 
the midst of its perpetual perishing, life arriving and struggling through to something 
higher. The line between respect for life and reverence for life is not always easy to 
recognize. If anything at all on Earth is sacred, it must be this enthralling generativity 
that characterizes our home planet. If there is any holy ground, any land of promise, 
this promising Earth is it. 
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