Gift of Wilderness


The Gift of Wilderness – Psalms 104
I have been involved in being a canoe trip guide and helping people spend time in wilderness for 45 years now. I am beginning to realize that this involvement – this obsession – has profoundly shaped me. It seems I am only beginning to realize this. Oh, I’ve always known it superficially. But, I am only beginning to understand the depths to which wilderness has shaped me. It seems everything about me – from my theology to my relationships – are all profoundly influenced by my time in wilderness, my time as a guide and my time helping others enjoy being in wilderness.
A few years ago, when I began to realize this, I started writing things about how wilderness has influenced me. I soon started calling these musings: 'The Gift of Wilderness'. This morning, I'm going to focus on some of these thoughts. Patrick asked me to speak on as he said: 'the theology which for you undergirds a spiritual life nourished in nature'. I don't really have time to completely cover that topic – but I think, what I have to say this morning will give an undergirding – to use Patrick's words – of this theology nourished in nature.
I love the Psalm we read this morning, Psalm 104. It speaks of God being intimately involved in His creation. In many ways it's almost another creation story. It starts out talking about God creating light; then the creation of the earth complete with the mountains and valleys, the oceans and the rivers; then the Psalm talks about the creation of all the animal life, each with a special place to live. The feeling of the poetry in this Psalm is that God lovingly and with great care continues to look after what he created. God does this by providing water and food for all he created. It goes on to say that if God were to withdraw his care, creation would immediately die. The image of God lovingly and with great care continuing to look after what he created is a beautiful image! Hold on to that image while I talk about my exploration of this topic.
A good friend of mine, Ingi Bjornson, has been a trapper in northern Manitoba since he was 12 years old. His parents let him quite school after Grade 5 so he could go to the trap line with his uncle. Ingi spent almost 40 years living in the wilderness. A few years ago, he was informed that his trap line area was going to be logged. Ingi sat down and wrote a very long letter to the logging company. Ingi spoke of a growing relationship with the land and a deepening relationship with the creator of the land that he had grown to love. These are some quotes from that letter:
"Looking back, I can see in bits and pieces the subtle impacts the Land has had on me, the faint and subtle whispers that I knew I could no longer ignore. A beautiful Land is able to do this. 

Indeed, beauty is able to carry on for its own sake. The Land does not need me; I need the Land.
The soft and subtle song of the chickadee became more acute; the scent of the wild rose more sensuous. I began to discern minute inflections of the Land. And I began to feel the faint breeze upon my face and my heart. No longer could I ignore the voice of the Land.

Oh God, bore me not with a tale of golden streets and cities built with precious jewels, for I have known no greater place than the Land dressed with golden leaves of autumn and uncountable diamonds of a frost covered morning as the sun rises through the dancing mist. I am in the cathedral of which there is none more sacred. 

And I heard the voice of the Land whisper that it is good. And it always has been good, to have quiet places set aside to remind of us of this. The ancient Book of Nature is there for all of us when we are ready to be still. 

The Book of Nature would not be interpreted into mere theology, dogma, or creed. Something greater resonates in the faint breeze. 

Oh God, what a great and profound privilege it has been to experience this Land. Sometimes it saddens my spirit to know that not many people might be bothered to look herein, to seek to understand what it might be like to be in a clean and quiet, road-less Land. 

If we cannot and will not seek to understand the ancient Book of Nature it will - in the end - come to bankrupt our collective spirit. Will we unknowingly curse the creator? 

But in an age of instant knowledge, instant pictures and texting and fast food, who can be bothered with the quiet place that seeks to whisper to all of us? 

Does our heart require daily checks of the stock market or daily listens to the songbirds? You see, when I have added up the wind and the air, the waters and the fish, the moose and the marten, the trees and the rocks, the cranberries and blueberries, the northern lights and full moon, the geese and sandhill cranes and whistling swans, the woodland caribou and wolverine, times with my wife and 2 sons and dogs - Oh God - I am only the richest mortal who has ever breathed life."
Ingi said it so much better than I ever could. He spoke of a growing relationship with the land that was not separate from his growing relationship with the Creator of the land. He spoke of a relationship with God that was not separate from his relationship with what was created. He spoke of an intimacy with both that was so intertwined that they could not be separated. We are going to explore this relationship this morning.
I’ve always been fascinated by God creating. I suppose that, to a large extent, is because of what I’ve done most of my life. But even before I began guiding canoe trips, a creating God had captured my imagination. Throughout high school, I expected I would eventually grow up to be an astronomer. I spent hours every night outside with my telescope looking at the planets and stars. I would spend much of that time wondering about God and his creation. I still - 50 years later – can’t look up at the stars at night without wondering. I think now it’s been 45 years that I’ve been a canoe guide. I can’t help but wonder. 
I was taught that God created the universe out of nothing. This has been the theological position of the church since the 200s. At that time, there was a debate going on between the Gnostic Christians and the other Christians – I’m not sure what to call them. The Gnostics believed that when God created the universe there was already a bunch of material. They believed that both God and this material were eternal; and that God took this material and used it to create the universe. Many of the early church Fathers promoted this view; people like Justin Martyr and Theophilus. I wonder if this is the same Theophilus that Luke wrote the books of Luke and Acts to. I don’t know. These people used Genesis 1:2 to support this theology. Most people understand Genesis 1:2 to be before God started creating. It says: “Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep.” Now the question is, ‘What is this earth that was before creation?’ I really don’t know. But this was the Gnostic’s way of understanding this passage – that matter and God existed together before creation.

But by the late 100s and early 200s after Christ, people who thought about things like this, began to see problems with this view. The biggest problem, was how can more than one thing be eternal? If there is another thing that is eternal with God and separate from God, doesn’t that make that other thing equal to God in some ways? It seems that coming up with a better answer than God and matter co-existing, became a collaboration between Irenaeus and Tertullian. They were both theologians around the year 200. Their view was that God created the universe out of nothing. By the year 400, at the time of Augustine, this was the generally excepted view of the Church. And it still is.
All my life, at least as far back as I can remember, I have believed that it is important, even a part of our responsibility as a follower of Jesus, the creator, to look after creation. As far back as I can remember in my Christian life I assumed that because we knew the creator – of course we would want to look after his creation. In the early 80s I was at a winter camping training course in the Muskoka Woods. One of the other participants in the program asked me if I was a Christian. I responded that I am. He told me he would never be a Christian because of the way Christians treat the environment. That statement has always bothered me. But it has also made me question.
Why is it that Christians, over all, historically, don’t care that much about the environment? Why is it that knowing the creator isn’t enough to make us care? Is there something more about this relationship to creation that we are missing? Is this theology of creation out of nothing part of the problem? These are things I began to wonder about.
I began to wonder about how much value we put on creation. It so often seems, as a society, aspects of creation are valued by how much money we can get from them. The value of a forest only as much as the lumber and pulp is worth. It has no value in and of itself. The value of a quarter section is only worth the amount of money you can get for the land – how much the land can produce. We sometimes add value to an animal or plant because it’s pretty. Or sometimes we add value to something because we have a relationship to it – like my dog Kamik is of greater value than a coyote. But basically, the amount of value we put on an aspect of creation is completely dependant on its value (monetary value or emotional value) to me. 

So, our society says that creation is worth nothing. That’s the default value of creation. Then an aspect of creation becomes worth something when it will give us money or pleasure of some sort. I can’t help but notice the parallel between creation being made out of nothing and creation being worth nothing. This realization hit me hard. I decided at first that this parallel was just a coincidence. And I put it out of my mind. But I kept coming back to this. Is there something wrong here? Might there be another way of looking at this?
When an artist creates a painting, where did that painting come from? In a sense, it was created out of nothing. But really that painting flows out of the artist’s imagination – out of an image the artist has in his own mind. When I write a story or write some poetry – that doesn’t only happen out of nothing. Certainly, in a sense it does happen out of nothing, because before I write it, this poem doesn’t exist, then it does. But in a much more real sense, this creation, this poem I write, flows out of who I am as a person. This realization has made me wonder.
I have written a murder mystery each of the past 8 years. I always write these stories from something that has happened in the north. The stories come easy to me because I am quite familiar with the circumstances around the story and I am quite familiar to the northern environment. My brother in law, Ron, who has been involved in theater and drama nearly all his life, says my stores are great, but I don’t really get my murderer right. I need to work on my murderer and his character and his motivation for murder. At first, I saw that as a criticism. But the more I thought about it, the more it seemed like a compliment. I don’t understand murderers. My passions, my experiences, my personality comes out in these stories, but I don’t understand the murderer. When I create, who I am is reflected in what I create, but I don’t understand murderers.
I have always been interested in native spirituality. One of the things that fascinates me about their spirituality is their view of God as creator. Their image of God as creator is that God is the Great Mother. The image is that she is constantly giving birth to creation – that creation is continually flowing out from her. 
Also, over the past few years I have enjoyed reading about Celtic Christianity. Their view is that God did not create out of nothing. Their view is that God created out of himself. This is very similar to the native spirituality view of the Great Mother continually giving birth to creation. These things have made think.
If I take the view of the Celtic Christians or native spirituality, how does that change things? When I create something, there is a part of me in what I’ve created. I remember hearing a professor from CMU say once, that if he were to read 2 or 3 of a pastor’s sermons, he would know that pastor’s theology. We have a window into the inner workings, the inner thoughts, the character of a person by looking at what they have created. When a woman gives birth to a child, there is something of the mother – something of her personality and nature in that child. This Great Mother image of God creating, speaks to this. There is something of God in his creation. 
This reminds me of that verse in Romans 1, where Paul is talking about the sinfulness of all humanity. Then he says: “Since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse.” Paul is saying that we can know about God, we can know the character of God, through what he created.
This is evident also in what I read of the writings of Ingi. This is also most certainly evident in my experience in living in wilderness for so many years.
What are all these different things saying of God’s creation? God is the Great Mother continually giving birth to creation. That God created out of himself. That when someone creates something, we can see something of that person in his creation. That God’s invisible qualities can be seen in his creation. All these things point to a value in creation that goes far beyond what we as Christians have traditionally had. These things are telling us that creation has value because in it we can see the character of God. It has value because God is seen in all he created. Creation shows us God.
That statement that Paul makes: “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made.” In relation to the history of humanity, the written word of God, the Bible, hasn’t been around all that long. Most people throughout history only had God’s creation to teach them about God. “God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen.” God imbedded his character, his nature, his qualities, his personality into his creation for all to see. We just need to take the time to look. Spending all these years in wilderness has taught me this. 

So, I wonder, what does this mean for me. In many ways, this is only a very slight change in thinking. I have always believed that God created. This does not change that. I have always seen beauty, complexity, wonder and majesty in God’s creation. The change is subtle, but I think it’s significant. God creating out of himself; God pouring himself into his creation, means that God purposefully, put his mark on what he made. He, on purpose, left clues about himself all around for us to discover. In a sense, the purpose of creation is to show us things about God that we cannot learn in any other way. 
For example, I have often wondered, why did God create the universe so big? What’s the point? We are only now beginning to discover galaxies that are 14 billion light years away from us. What is the point of creating a universe so huge, so vast, that it is completely unfathomable? If I hold to this view, that God left clues about himself throughout what he created, then, that is exactly the point. Creating a universe that is so big that it is unfathomable, tells me something about God the creator. This is telling me that God is so far beyond my understanding, that he is unfathomable. 

As I’ve started to pay attention, this is true all over God’s creation. Every time I begin to look closely at a part of creation, I begin to see something of God. Paul said: “God’s invisible qualities, have been clearly seen.” It’s like there’s this whole book about God waiting for me to notice; this whole book about God that can tell me so much about him. I just need to take the time to look.

And when I began to realize that creation – that wilderness – is continually flowing out of God the Creator, I began to see and understand things about nature in a much clearer way. As Ingi said: ‘The soft and subtle song of the chickadee became more acute; the scent of the wild rose more sensuous. I began to discern minute inflections of the Land. And I began to feel the faint breeze upon my face and my heart. No longer could I ignore the voice of the Land.’

I ran into a quote yesterday. God says: ‘I am a hidden treasure that longs to be known – so I created the universe.’
There are two books that tell us about God – his creation and the Bible. Both require study and time to really understand. From the first book – God’s creation – I can learn of the majesty, the wonder, the hugeness, the attention to detail, the infiniteness of God. From his second book – the Bible – I can learn of the intimateness of God. I can learn of God’s plan for humanity. I can learn of Jesus, God’s son. I can learn of God’s love for me and for all humanity. From the first book, I can learn of God’s beauty. I can learn of God’s provision. I can learn how all things are connected to each other and God is part of that connection. Both books are important. I can learn of God from both. And to fully understand God, I need both.

Now, back to my original question. What is the value of creation? If I only believe and live like God created the universe out of nothing. Than that seems to be how much I value it. But if I believe that creation flowed out from God; that God created out of himself; that he put himself into his creation, then every aspect of God’s creation is of value beyond my comprehension, because creation is a reflection of God. May I learn to live this truth.
Benediction:

As we walk through this week, may we notice what is around us. May we notice all you created and learn to see your character in what you’ve created. May your peace, which is far beyond our understanding, guard all our hearts and our minds in Christ Jesus, until we meet again. Amen.
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