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THE WILDERNESS

In 1969, Kalamazoo College established the Horner J. Armstrong
Lectures in Religion to honor Dr. Horner J. Armstrong. eminent pastor
and longtime trustee of Kalamazoo College. This lectureship has brought
to campus such renownp 1 theologians as Dr. Jurgen Moltmann, Dr.
Robert McAfee Brown. Dr. Richard 1. Rubenstein, Dr. Daniel Day
Williams, Dr. Rosemary Ruether, Dr. Robert N. Bellah, Dr. Sidney E. Mead.
Dr. Jerald C. Brauer, Dr. John B. Cobb, Jr., Dr. Martin E. Marty,
Dr. WaIter Harrelson, and Father Raymond E. Brown.

The 1980 Armstrong Lectures featured three members of Kalamazoo
College's own religion facuIty- Dr. John B. Spencer, Dr. J. Mark
Thompson, and Dr. Waldemar Schmeichel. Speaking on the theme of
"The Wilderness." all three displayed the type of scholarship and
learning that characterizes the Kalamazoo College faculty. The College
is pleased to present their complete lectures in this publication.



CONCERNING THE TAMING OF THE WILDERNESS

John B. Spencer

Preface
We three members of the staff of the Religion Department of Kalamazoo

College will be talking about the Wilderness, each from the standpoint
of concerns in his own field. The Wilderness will be treated as a place
and as a symbol of the situation out of which human life emerges, and in
which it is set. We wish to think together about the human predicament
and its fulfillment under God. Such thinking takes place by means of
images, models, stories, metaphors, and experiences common to us all.
We seek growth in insight and understanding within a community devo
ted to learning (the College), and a community learning for the sake of
devotion (the Church). This cooperation between these two communi
ties, both of which are devoted to the truth (though in creative tension)
is the precise standpoint of the Armstrong Lectureship. We are grateful
to the fund for this opportunity.

My own field of special concern is that of theological ethics, and
when Professor Thompson suggested that we three might speak to the
general theme of Wilderness, I quickly realized that here was a uniquely
penetrating symbol for a fundamental but misunderstood, and inade
quately appreciated aspect of the human venture under God.

The term "wilderness" denotes a situation which is "wild." A wilder
ness is a place and a time which is uncontrolled, strange, where one
encounters the unexpected, the untamed, the disorderly (at least so far
as humanly appreciated kinds of order are concerned). We will attempt

Dr. John B. Spencer was born in Hamilton, New York, and studied at Franklin
College (BA), Colgate-Rochester Divinity School (BD), and University of Chicago
(MA, PhD). He is Professor of Religion at the College, beginning here in 1963.
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eliminated nor replaced by any possible arrangements or controls.
In this last approach, the Wilderness is neither simply good nor
simply bad, nor even simply ambiguous. It is a basic accompaniment of
freedom, not to be eradicated; though at times to be sought, yet like order
and harmony, never sought simply for its own sake. It will be evident
that the grouping of the images and the basic valuational attitudes do
not exactly parallel each other.

I have no intention of giving each of these modes of imagery equal
time, though it would be fun to do. I will give the third mode and the
third attitude most of my time, playing the others off against it, for the
sake of clarifying contrast.

A PROCESS-RELATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

It will be necessary to begin by indicating the perspective out of
which these musings come. Some of you will be familiar with the stand
point for a global kind of understanding which is commonly called
"process," or "process-relational" thinking. It is most frequently asso
ciated with the name of Alfred North Whitehead. who has given it its
most painstaking elaboration as a metaphysical system. The emphasis
within this movement with which I have the most in common is that of
Bernard Meland, who has been writing for half a century of the lingUis
tic and cultural implications of replacing the modern assumptions of
"nature lifeless" (as in the Newtonian world of picture language) with
those of "nature alive," made possible by modern relativity physics and
interpreted by such philosophers as Bergson. William James, and White
head. Meland finds that the new language is much more adequate for
expressing both the Biblical illumination of the human condition and the
contemporary experience.

It is basic to this contemporary outlook that events. happenings,
emerging relationships be accepted as ontologically more ultimate than
enduring objects. Among these successive events. the earlier constitute

, the real actual conditions for the later. Thus the actual situation out of
which each new event emerges and to which it is a response is nothing
less than the network of interrelationships making up the universe of all
past events in their mutual influences. Nothing which happens fails to
leave any mark at all upon subsequent events, but the degree of influ
ence of particular events in a successor event is unimaginably variable.
Most of the details of earlier, particular, concrete events meld in later
events into the vagueness of common influence and cannot be discrimi
nated by the relatively crude tools of conscious awareness, memory, or
intellectual analysis. The present happenings are what they are largely
because those others were what they were. If any of them had been
otherwise, this present moment would not be precisely as it is. This
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acted upon in a given situation is an actual fact occurring in the thick
,,:"orld, cha~gi~g and giving shape to it. Meland describes the ongoing
hfe of a famIly m terms of these two levels and their interactions:

A third assumption grows out of the previous two. That is, out of the
assumption of: (1) the connected universe of causal efficacy and its
thick conditioning of present experience, and out of the further assump
tion of (2) its human refinement into a thin, "simplified edition"
[AI, p. 273] to which actual response is made, comes (3) a view of free
dom as genuine unpredictability. Alternative interpretations of the same
given conditions may present themselves, together with a range of al
ternative possibilities for intentional actions consistent with each of
those alternative interpretations. The thick world thus leaves room for
decision among definite alternative futures, while the thin world of
selective interpretation projects perspectives on the even more distant
alternative goals which direct and motivate our actions. In this way we
contribute toward the one and reject the others.

The future looks relatively empty and very open to us as a prospect
for our venture. We are largely oblivious of the causal thickness to be

. The .family histor~ is one thing. This may be recaptured again and again
III festive moods whIch celebrate the passing of the years. The family char
acter-this may be something more. For it preserves with utter fidelity as a
present structure the [thick] workings of destiny which no [thin] celebra
tion or historical review can conveyor apprehend ...

The structure of experience gives durable form to our repeated valua
tion which expresses itself through the sensibilities in response and action:
though, of course, certain memorable events or observations, conveying
such response or action, stand out in any period. The history of events pre
sumes to tell the story of this growth of the psychical structure. But as com
pared with the actual, evolving structure of experience, which is the liv
ing nexus of relations in any given moment of time, recorded history is a
relatively superficial and impressionistic account ...

Each new generation comes into an organic inheritance greater in depth
and range than the perceptions of any living person who is a member of it.
Thus people live in a context of feeling and awareness that is always be
yond their grasp emotionally or cognitively ...

Thus any analysis of man's existence at any given time conveys but a por
tion of man's real meaning: for it presents only the strands of relationship
that can meet us at a common level of human response, in perception, and
in reflection and memory. But our deeper judgment, that which critically
takes account of the fullness of events under all circumstances and in all
moments of time, leads one to see that this cluster of relationships which
we apprehend in perception, reflection, and memory, is of a piece with the
creative passage that carries forward all events as a burden and promise
of actuality. (The Realities of Faith, pp. 193-6)

'--4 &

thoroughly connected universe I will call "the thick world." It is the
complete fullness of past events related each to all and all to e.ach, i~
cluding the present becoming and the structured events whIch wlll
come into being as its future.

There could be no way that human beings (to say nothing of simpler
beings) could consciously grasp this fullness of the thick world, this
reality-as-concrete in all of its detail and variety of levels of patterned
interrelationships. Such an infinity of detail would be more than enough
to overwhelm and immobilize any finite mentality. However, animals
have evolved with specialized bodies which enable them to relate selec
tively to the more urgent and significant large-scale compound events
at various distances from themselves. Bodies and their sensory organs
serve as amplifiers which screen out m.uch r.n0re than they emp~as.ize,
bundling the mind-boggling many relatlOns mto the clear. and dlstl:~lCt
few. These serve as selected and heightened sensory sIgnals whIch
represent the many that are obscured, presenting us w.ith our f~miliar
world of individual things, objects about the usual habIts of whlCh we
can learn some vital statistics. The bewildering variety of details of the
"thick" causal world have been edited out from sensitive consideration
in favor of a "thin" representation. The body and consciousness edit out
the trivial details in favor of the gross outlines somewhat as bureaucrats
prepare the President's digest of the day's papers-and with the same
kinds of advantages, disadvantages, and dangers. . .

The world for our conscious participation is thus an edltlOn presented
to us by our bodies, and a fair or unfair presentation of the actual goings
on in and around us. For Whitehead the thick, causal world of actual
events is the "Reality" and the thin, edited, presented world of large
scale objects is the "Appearance." Mela~d re~ers to .th~ th~,ck worl~ as
"the ultimacies" and the thin world as the ImmediacIes. The thICk,
thoroughly interrelated, real "ultimacies" set the limits of possibility for
what can happen, what can emerge from these actual c~?ditio~S. !h?,
thin, selected, isolated, shaped, apparent, summary Immedlacle~
influence the actual decision for the action which will follow by theIr
interpretations of the thick causal world. Truth, then, is n~t another
term for reality. Truth is the correspondence between how thmgs really
are and how they appear to the knower. If the thin world. of interpr~ta
tions distorts or does not do approximate justice to what IS really gomg ,
on then the actions based upon these interpretations are irrelevant or
de~tructive-or,posSibly (but do not count on it), serendipitous.. .

But it is misleading to refer to these as two separate worlds m thIS
manner. They are levels of relationships which interact. with eac~ other
in the growth of the one and only reality. Ap~earance IS a se~ectlVe ac
tivity from within Reality directing its orgamc growth. R~ahty e.nc?m
passes Appearance. The ultimacies are the dep.th~ of the Im~edlacles.
The Thick is the residence of the Thin. The Thm IS the self-mterpreta
tion of the Thick. I.e., that a certain interpretation is fashioned and
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encountered in living it. We are also largely oblivious of the con~erns

and intentions which others entertain in respect to that same ~egIOn of
that same future; to these others our intentions are as nothmg. Our
present energies and goals ~ppea~ to '!"S to be limited only by our Own
creativity and courage in facmg thIS wide-o~e~ panorama o~ the future.

Each bride and each groom anticipates a VIVId future of ~em? toge~her

in an exciting new oneness. Each such pictured expectat~on IS derIved
from various sources in past personal experience and socIal stereotype
and projected onto this open world of future creativity which they are
about to enter. The pity of it is that the two of them hold such unrelated
and even opposing pictures, and that the thickness of the future act~al

world, even the thick present foundations of th~t. future: make .quite
irrelevant much of the specific content of both visIOns ..u IS n~t ~Imply

incompatibilities of personalities which t~reaten marnag~s; It IS that
husband and wife are entering into an ahen land for whIch ~hey ~re

quite inappropriately equipped; and there is little real hel~ for It whIch
they could receive and understand in advance, for counsellmg and other
advice is thin. ".

When a church hires a new minister it makes Its c~Olce on the baSIS
of the thin world of its own ideal visions, based on ItS doctored mem
ories of its own past. The man or woman who respond~ to that call
makes his or her choice on the basis of the thin world of hIS o~ her Own
ideal visions, which are based on his or her doctored memOrIes of the

t These two are almost certain to be headed for some degree of early
pas . . B t th' f 'tnflict because of these differences in expectatIOn. u e Irony 0 1

?Oth t the thick real world in which they will have to live together some
~owahas already ruled out major features of b~t~ visions-t~at ?f the
members of the church, and that of the new mIlllster-as qmte Irrele
vant to the actualities of that future as it must develop from here and

. thick continuity. A school and a new administrator suffer fromnow, In 1 . t t· Th
this same frustrating dance of competing and irre evant m en IO?S. e
separate expectations of both sets of visions are bas~d, at least .m p~rt,

on other times and other places and fit each other httle t.o begm WIth,
and fit the actual, given, thick realities even less. All hteral and all
figurative marriages are rocky, at least ~or the first !ew years. They must
grow toward a new reality, and growth mvolves pam and l?ss. . .

Moral codes are thin; moral action is thick. ResolutIOns are th~n,

habits are thick. Childhood vocational aspirations a?d valu,es are thm;
adult involvements and frustration are thick. The whIte man s d~eams of
conquest for this "empty" land were thin; what has happen~dm carry
ing them out has been thick, thick with blood and destructIOn f~r re~,

white, and black. The dominantly male conceptual worl~ of. SOCiety IS
thin; the consequences for the lives of women who m~st h~e m terms of
it are thick. The end, then, at which we aim and whIch direct~ our ac
tions is adopted in terms of the apparently empty and op~n thm world
of conscious anticipation; the means which are actually hved through
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toward that end must be in terms of the largely settled, thick world. And
remember what that thick world is like. An action justified by the end
aimed at will have untold and untellable, thick consequences not aimed
at-whether the particular chosen end is achieved or not. This is a law
of nature. It happens every time we act at all. Our aim or end may be
commendable; but there is no power on earth or in heaven which can
limit to just that goal the consequences which flow and flow and flow
and flow.

Because there are always genuine alternatives (both alternative in
terpretations of the past and alternative sets of possibilities for the
future), action always involves decisive exclusion of those alternatives
not chosen. Thus freedom to choose among alternatives is present in
each situation in some degree and is the positive form of freedom. The
negative form of freedom is the unpredictability which rests upon the
incalculability, even in principle, of the consequences which flow and
spread indefinitely. As Immanuel Kant has pointed out: "Neither nature
nor the laws determine a free action; and freedom, leaVing our actions,
as it does, quite undetermined, is a terrible thing." (Lectures on Ethics,
p. 17)

In sum, then, there are three main assumptions underlying this analy
sis: (1) the thoroughly connected nexus character of the universe, thick
with interrelated, unique events; (2) the inevitably simplified edition of
that causal reality which is our reconstructed conscious awareness in
the midst of it; and (3) the limited freedom and unpredictability which
makes possible creative and influential decisions, and yet limits our
efficacy and control over the consequences.

At this point it has become evident, I hope, that nature is, from this
point of view, not dead but alive, and therefore unmanageable and not
subject to any final perfection. It is itself a Wilderness.

TWO MAJOR ALTERNATIVE WESTERN VIEWS
ON THE WORLD AS WILDERNESS

1. Augustine
It is certainly not unusual for the present world to be described in

Western thought as a Wilderness of imperfections, uncontrolled and
uncontrollable by human beings. In both the Biblical and the Greek
Apollonian roots of Western self-understanding, human fulfillment is
thought of in terms of an ultimate perfection, not actually tobe found in
this present bodily existence, but only above or beyond it. An adequate
historical account of the permutations of this way of understanding
reality and human fulfillment would be out of place in this single ad
dress, but there is a curious passage in one of St. Augustine's earliest
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Christian treatises in which he demonstrates that Plato was essentially
a Christian in his beliefs, but that he was not widely persuasive with
other people in comparison with Jesus Christ who came with essentially
the same message (a half millenium later). In this passage the con
gruence of the Platonist and the Christian traditions in respect to the
place of Wilderness in human experience is unmistakable.

[S] uppose one of [Plato's] own disciples ... had addressed him thus:
"You have persuaded me that trust is seen not with the bodily eyes but by
the pure mind, and that any soul that cleaves to truth is thereby made hap
py and perfect. Nothing hinders the perception of truth more than a life de
voted to lusts, and the false images of sensible things, derived from the sen
sible world and impressed on us by the agency of the body, which beget
various opinions and errors. Therefore the mind has to be healed so that it
may behold the immutable form of things which remains ~ver the sa~e, p~e
serving its beauty unchanged and unchangeable, knowmg no spatial diS
tance or temporal variation, abiding absolutely one and the same. Men do
not believe in its existence, though it alone truly and supremely exists.
Other things are born, die, are dissolved or broken up. But so far as they
do exist they have existence from the eternal God, being created by his
truth. To the rational and intellectual soul is given to enjoy the contempla
tion of his eternity, and by that contemplation it is armed and equipped so
that it may obtain eternal life. So long as it is weakened by love of things
that come to be and pass away, or by pain at losing them, so long as it is
devoted to the custom of this life and to the bodily senses, and becomes
vain among vain images, it laughs at those who say that there is something
which cannot be seen by the eyes, or conjured up by any phantasm, but
can be beheld by the mind alone, by the intelligence. You, my master, have
persuaded me to believe these things. Now, if some great and divine man
should arise to persuade the people that such things were to be at least be
lieved if they could not grasp them with the mind, or that those who could
grasp them should not allow themselves to be implicated in the depraved
opinion of the multitude or to be overborne by vulgar errors, would you not
judge that such a man is worthy of divine honors?"

I believe Plato's answer would be: "That could not be done by man, un
less the very virtue and wisdom of God delivered him from natural environ
ment, illumined him from his cradle not by human teaching but by personal
illumination, honoured him with such grace, strengthened him with such
firmness and exalted him with such majesty, that he should be able to des
pise all that wicked men desire, to suffer all that they dread, to do all that
they marvel at, and so with the greatest love and authority to convert the
human race to so sound a faith ... Being the bearer and instrument of the
wisdom of God on behalf of the true salvation of the human race, such a
man would have earned a place all his own, a place above all humanity."
(Of True Religion, paragraph 3)

The transparent reference in this last portion is to Jesus, of course.
Augustine makes it clear that for him Plato's philosophy lacks only the
existential power of personal commitment. But he believes in the essen-

-
tial identity of the content of the Platonic and the Christian interpreta
tions. The gospel of Christ, and Plato's understanding of the contrast
between the reality of the perfection beyond time and space and thus
beyond the Wilderness of the sensible world, are the same. Plato teaches
that only the eternal, perfect order is fully real and deserving of our
complete devotion, just as Christ teaches. But Christ lives it and is able
to reach with his truth the hearts of the people of the whole world, while
Plato merely wrote books for an inner circle of fellow intellectuals,
outwardly conforming to the local polytheistic customs. Augustine un
derstands both to be holding that there is an original sharing in this
perfection, then a fall from it into the mundane world, a Wilderness of
imperfection and disorder. Both hold out the prospect of transcending
this worldly Wilderness, both while in the midst of it and in an afterlife.
Augustine can and does describe man's situation in both Platonic lan
guage and Biblical language, and in various mixtures. He obviously
believes that they are roughtly equivalent.

For Augustine, and for the classic theological tradition which drew so
heavily upon him through the intervening centuries, the perfection,
both original and ultimate, is described in terms of "being ordered in
the highest degree," [Cf., On the Free Choice of the Will, Book I, espe
cially Chs. VI-VIII, XVI] that is, corresponding completely with the truth,
i.e., the ideas in the mind of God. As he also puts it, "Peace ... is our
highest good," [City of God, Book XIX, Ch. 11] with peace understood in
the following way:

The peace, then, of the body lies in the ordered equilibrium of all its
parts; the peace of the irrational soul, in the balanced adjustment of its
appetites; the peace of the reasoning soul, in the harmonious correspon
dence of conduct and conviction; the peace of body and soul taken to
gether, in the well-ordered life and health of the living whole. Peace be
tween man and man consists in regulated fellowship. The peace of a home
lies in the ordered harmony of authority and obedience between the mem
bers of a family living together. The peace of the political community is an
ordered harmony of authority and obedience between citizens. The peace
of the heavenly City lies in a perfectly ordered and harmonious commun
ion of those who find their joy in God and in one another in God. Peace, in
its final sense, is the calm that comes of order. Order is an arrangement of
like and unlike things whereby each of them is disposed in its proper place.
(City of God, Book XIX, Ch. 13)

This is the peace which is our highest good, then, and which is the
beginning and the end of every creature. It is the peace which was shat
tered by the Fall of Man, and it is the end of history toward which the
City of God struggles, of which it dreams, and which it seeks to imitate
in its life in the world. It is that Kingdom of God which God has pre
destined to be the final outcome, regardless of the efforts of the City of
Man.

10 The Wilderness
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In radical contrast with these states of perfection, then, the world, in
this historical interlude of the Fall, is a Wilderness. In it human be
ings, and the rest of Creation. are seemingly out of control. or rather,
are slaves to innumerable conflicting lusts contending with each other
for control. The rational soul no longer rules the body and its appetites,
and the human beings, still haunted by the ineradicable yearning for
peace, seek it in misguided and mutually stultifying projects. They
build various institutional power structures which impose the will of
man toward controlling and bringing order out of the present chaos.

By the very laws of his nature, [man] seems, so to speak, forced into
fellowship and, as far as in him lies, into peace with every man. At any
rate, even when wicked men go to war they want peace for their own so
ciety, so that everyone and everything might be at the service of one head.
Of course, the only means such a conqueror knows is to have all men so
fear or love him that they will accept the peace which he imposes. For, so
does pride perversely copy God. Sinful man hates the equality of all men
under God and, as though he were God, loves to impose his sovereignty on
his fellow men. He hates the peace of God which is just and prefers his own
peace which is unjust. (Ibid., Ch. 12)

Happiness or fulfillment, on the other hand, is peace based on Con
formity with the divine law. This conformity is to be had for the asking;
to want it is to have it. But to want it is to have the good will, and the
good will is good only when it perfectly loves that which is eternal.

The upshot of this discussion is to understand Augustine as saying
(for the classical Christian of at least the following millenium) that
human existence happens in the midst of a congeries of disorderly
events, ultimately without true meaning in themselves. Man's true mem
bership is in heaven. He can reflect something of the character of that
true humanity in the midst of this Wilderness, but he must do so by
resolutely refusing to give himself wholly to its affairs; from this point
of view the Wilderness as such has no positive value. Those who are at
home in this Wilderness are themselves as lost and unmanageable as
the world around them. They are wild men.

It is true that Augustine also holds that the elect are scheduled to
be brought home out of this Wilderness to perfect peace and unending
bliss, and that the certainty of this rescue rests upon the assurance that
even the Wilderness-even Satan himself-are finally not really un
manageable, out of control. literally and hopelessly wild. In creation God
does not make a start and then lean back to see what happens. He is be- ,
yond temporal succession; the whole of creation from beginning to end
is present to him at once-tatum simu/. It is all before him as settled,
predestined. What is wild and unpredictable from the temporal stand
point is subject to complete prediction and control from the divine
standpoint. The Wilderness is not finally real. God takes the initiative in
captivating those he elects to join him and his heavenly hosts for eter-

aq

nity. Their love for him produces the good will' th d b

d
through that good will they live good lives i e '~~neaermth'l a,~ l' y and

ered in th h' h d ' .. , y Ives, or-
I'n thO 'W'lde Ig est egree, though only intermittently so while still

IS I erness world.

2. Walter Rauschenbusch

Th~ world a~ Wilderness has a modern form, also. A series of di _
~oven~s revealmg the permeability and malleability of nature to hum s
~~genuPJ becambe, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries a ru:~

. can I ence a out and interest in this natural world Wh '. th
Ulne~eenth cent.ury, evolutionary thought was added to thi~n~l~ldle
conhdence, Chnstlan theologians and preachers be an y
to interpret the role of the church in the society as t:at ~f~~~~ ~nd more,
~::t least ever closer) in history the Kingdom of God spoke~ ~f i~b~~;
th 1 Test~~ent. T~e st~te of perfection before the Fall, of classical

. eo ogy, Ims out m thiS modern outlook. The world is a Wild
8lth~r because !t !~ as yet not fully developed in its true natur:[~:~~
mon~ous potentlahtles, or because it has been subjected to th . 1
pas~lOns and/o.r ~ociological corruptions of only recently evolvee~%~~
Chnst and Chnstlans are at work in the midst of tho W'ld . .
to bring it to the eventual state of fulfillment as thel~in;do~no~s~~~YI~~
a.n ex~mple, Walter Rauschenbusch treats the Wilderness of th h .
sltuatlon in the follOWing way: e uman

~~ ~~e equiPIf.e~with p.owerful appetites. We are often placed in difficult
. a l?nS, w IC constItute overwhelming temptations. We are all rela
~Ive~y I:no~ant, anbd while we experiment with life, we go astray. Some of

ur ms mc s may ecome rampant and overgrown and then t 1
inward. f~~e.dom. :'Ve are gifted with high ideals.' with a wo~~:fr:r ~~~u:
~~~osSlblllI.tIes, wI~h aspiration and longing, and also weighted with inert~a

m~ra mcap~clty to achieve. We are keenly alive to the call of the sen
se~ an tfhe pleasures of the moment, and only dimly and occasionally con
SClOus 0 our own hi h d t· f h' 
others, and in God. g er es my. ate mystIc value of personality in

Th:s
d
s~.nsual e~uipment, this ignorance and inertia, out of which our

mor~ e mquencles. sprout, are part of our human nature. We did not or
der It so. Ins~ea~ of mcreasing our guilt, our make-up seems to entitle us to
~~ :~:~beanng J.udgn:ent. of every onlooker, especially God. Yet no doubt

.. mvotlhved m objective wrong and evil; we frustrate our possibilities'
we mJure. a ers; we disturb the divine harmonies. We are unfree h '
py, conscIOus of a burden which we are unable t l'ft ,un ap-

S' b a I or escape.
andl:ille~~t~:0u~tin t~e.full slense ~n the degree in which intelligence

. e. ave e Impu se to lIve our life, to exercise our freedom
~o exp.ress and satIsfy the limitless cravings in us, and we are impatient of
e~tramt. We know that idleness or sensuality will cripple our higher self

~~d~~s':e~~;r;;:tWt ~ant'fWe set our desi:es against the rights of others:
e c aims 0 mercy, of gratItude, or of parental love. Our
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self-love is wrought up to hot ill-will. hate. lying, slander. and malevolence.
Men press their covetousness to the injury of society. They are willing to
frustrate the cause of liberty and social justice in whole nations in order
to hold their selfish social and economic privileges. Men who were power
ful enough to do so. have left broad trails of destruction and enslavement
through history in order to satisfy their selfish caprice. avarice, and thirst
for glory. [ A Theology for the Social Gospel (New York: Macmillan, 1917).
pp.45-6]

But the Wilderness is more than deliberate individual evil growing out of
the weaknesses of our human nature. It is institutionalized in a Kingdom
of Evil:

The life of humanity is infinitely interwoven. always renewing itself. yet
always perpetuating what has been. The evils of one generation are caused
by the wrongs of the generations that preceded, and will in turn condition
the sufferings and temptations of those who come after ...

Stupid dynasties go on reigning by right of the long time they have
reigned. The laws of the ancient Roman despotism were foisted by ambi
tious lawyers on mediaeval communities. to which they were in no wise
fitted. and once more strangled liberty, and dragged free farmers into serf
dom. When once the common land of a nation, and its mines and waters.
have become the private property of a privileged band. nothing short of
a social earthquake can pry them from their right of collecting private
taxes. Superstitions which originated in the third century are still faith
fully cultivated by great churches, compressing the minds of the young with
fear and cherished by the old as their most precious faith. Ideas struck out
by a wrestling mind in the heat of an argument are erected by later times
into proof-texts more decisive than masses of living facts. One nation arms
because it fears another; the other arms more because this armament alarms
it; each subsidizes a third and a fourth to aid it. Two fight; all fight; none
knows how to stop; a planet is stained red in a solidarity of hate and horror ...

The sheep-tick hides in the wool of the sheep and taps the blood where it
flows warm and rich. But the tick has no power to alter the arterial system
of the sheep and to bring the aorta close to the skin where it can get at it.
Human ticks have been able to do this. They have gained control of legisla
tion. courts. police. military. royalty, church, property. religion, and have
altered the constitution of nations in order to make things easy for the tick
class. The laws, institutions. doctrines. literature. arts. and manners which
these ruling classes have secreted have been social means of infection
which have bred new evils for generations ...

This is what the modern social Gospel would call the Kingdom of Evil.
[ A Theology. pp. 79-81]

This Wilderness situation is to be overcome by actualizing the Kingdom
of God which is designed to replace the Kingdom of Evil.

The Kingdom of God is divine in its origin. progress and consummation. It
was initiated by Jesus Christ, in whom the prophetic spirit came to its con
summation, it is sustained by the Holy Spirit, and it will be brought to its

-
fulfillment by the power of God in his own time ...

Since Christ revealed the divine worth of life and personality. and since
his salvation seeks the restoration and fulfillment of even the least, it follows
that the Kingdom of God, at every stage of human development, tends
toward a social order which will best guarantee to all personalities their
freest and highest development ... Since love is the supreme law of Christ.
the Kingdom of God implies a progressive reign of love in human affairs ...

Since the Kingdom is the supreme end of God. it must be the purpose for
which the Church exists. The measure in which it fulfills this purpose is also
the measure of its spiritual authority and honour. The institutions of the
Church, its activities, its worship, and its theology must in the long run be
tested by its effectiveness in creating the Kingdom of God. [Ibid., pp. 139
42]

Thus in both the classical and the modern outlook we find the stark
contrast between Wilderness on the one hand. and. on the other. peace or
harmony in the gaining. or the restoration. of the proper perfections of
human life. The Wilderness is to be brought under control, tamed. This
is the image which seems to dominate all ethical thought in Western
culture.

THE WORLD AS WILDERNESS
FROM THE PROCESS-RELATIONAL STANDPOINT

1. Problems and Situations

Perhaps the matter of the Wilderness quality of human existence is
not so simple. Perhaps goodness or human fulfillment is not just a matter
of eliminating the "vague and disorderly elements of existence" [ Alfred
North Whitehead. Modes of Thought (New York: Putnam Capricorn.
1958). p. 109] by the bringing forth of a state of affairs which will be the
perfect peace of order in the highest degree (Augustine) or the Kingdom
of God as a social order which will best guarantee to all personalities
their freest and highest developments (Rauschenbusch). Perhaps Wild
erness is not a problem to be solved, but a situation in which to live in a
certain style.

A friend of mine brought to my attention this fundamental distinction
in a particularly vivid way in the late 1960s. He was describing a
committee meeting of professors and administrators concerned about a
campus protest of black students. He is himself a black professor who
had been added to the committee to provide that dimension of under
standing. One of the administrators (it is as likely to have been one of
the white professors) had drawn up a set of proposals on which he was
eager to get agreement. He was confident that his plan would solve the
racial problem at the university. My friend listened impatiently until he
could contain himself no longer. Then he interrupted: "The trouble is,
that you think that you are de,!ling with a problem, but this is no prob
lem; it is a situation. A problem is presumed to have a solution if it can be
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f d B t Situation has no solution. It must be lived in." Perhaps ethics
oun . u a k h . t' It b

should be reset into the context of the thic u~an sltua IOn. .m~y e
that we ask the wrong questions, or at least,.gIve the wrong P:IOflty to
certain questions whenever we approach ethIcs ~nd the questIons c?n
cerning human fulfillment as though they are partIcular problems whlC~
can be resolved by direct reference to absolute or auton?mous/ categofl
cal rights, values, rules and/ or goods, and the Good. W~Ite,~eadc~lls our
attention to three basic contrasts or "pairs of OpposItes : ClarIty and
Vagueness, Order and Disorder, the Good and the Bad.

It is natural to associate Clarity and Order with the attainmen~of the Go~d;
and to associate Vagueness and Disorder with the Bad ... T .e reason or
such judgment is based upon the fa~t th~t clarity and orderlmess enabl~
the ossessor to deal with foreseen SItuatIons. They are necessary founda
tion~ for the maintenance of existing social situati0,us. And yet they are ~ot
enough. Transcendence of mere clarity and order IS necessary fo: dealmg
with the unforeseen, for progress, for excitement ... ~ power o~ mcorpor-

. d d' orderly elements of experience IS essentIal for theatmg vague an IS ,
advance into novelty. [Modes of Thought, pp. 108-9]

Therefore, though

there is necessity that the importance of experience requir~s adequate
stability of order[ ,] and complete confusion can be equated.wlth co~plete

f t t · [] [yet] there are always forms of order partIally dommant,rus ra lOn, ... f .,
and partially frustrated. Order is never complete; rustratlOn IS. never ~~m-

I te There is transition within the dominant order; and there IS tran~ltIon
foene~ forms of dominant order ... The essence of life is to be foun~m t~e
frustrations of etablished order. The Universe refuses the deademng m
fluence of complete conformity [Ibid., pp. 118-9].

A situation thus has no solution, because it always has: in additi~n to
some degree of ordering identity, some transitional confusIOn, ess~ntIalto
l'fe itself The Thin emphasizes the order, both actual and potentIal, and
i~entifie~ a "perfect order" with the Good. The Thick ~ust take ~ccl~und
of the given confusion or disorder as well. The good lIfe must ~ .Ive
"through Thick and Thin," Le., must seek both to r~cei~emo.st sensitIVely
what of enabling order and promising disorder IS gIven m the actual
situation and to contribute most creatively and courageo~slyto botf f~r
the enri~hment of future life. This means living ,~lways m ter.fis 0 t e
Wilderness but with an "appreciative awareness (~e~a.n~l)of ItS dep~hs
of goodness already present and its exciting pOSSIbIlItIes fordf~rtt ~r

oodness under God. God meets us, then, not in the Holy Lan '. u.m
~he Wild~rness itself, where we are taught how to live, .not p~lI~arIly
by problem-solving, but by steadfast devotion to the creatIve Spmt.
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2. The Irreducible Human Situation as Individual-in-Community

These analyses of the human situation suggest that the questions of
ethics and of human fulfillment must be considered in the context of
community. Each individual is literally constituted by his or her com
munal situation. This includes, not only the community with one's literal
neighbors, in past, present, and future, but also the communities of one's
family, one's nation, of one's cosmic epoch, ~nd of God. If reality is so
densely interrelated, so thick, then our welfare or fulfillment, in fact our
very existence as individuals, is inextricably bound up with the common
good. The end for the individual must therefore be to be most richly one's
own self in full participation inthe richest kinds of common life. And the
richest kinds of common life would be those which encourage the richest
kinds of individual lives for all of the members of each particular com
munity. This is the formal description of the optimizing of the thick situa
tion of a living communal reality. In it there is always new becoming.
New conditions are always being added to the inheritance from the old
realities and their achieved order, such as it was. There is, in other words,
always something definitely achieved and given by the past to which to
respond, but it takes the form of a community which is presently alive,
growing, aspiring, changing, unpredictable in varying degrees.

3. Control and Contribution

Like a person or a river, a living community or person can be dammed
up and in that sense "controlled," but either its life breaks out after a
while in other places and other ways, or else the means of rigorous,
successful control dries up its creativity and there is lost the life for the
very sake of which the control was instituted in the first place. Effective
control may solve its apparent problem, but since the "problem" was
really only an abstract aspect of the actual thick situation, the "solution"
turns out to have a career of its own - beyond control. Its further con
sequences continue to transform the actual situation in unexpected
ways, sometimes enriching, but very often, if not usually, conducive to
further effects, unanticipated, and often unwelcome and destructive to
the enriching growth of that community into which it was, in all naive
good intention, injected. One can call up any number of examples of good
intentions succeeding, only to turn out to be on the broader scene even
greater evils. Let us be content to refer briefly to one of the most striking
stories of recent times - Rachel Carson's well-known book, Silent Spring.
Weeds, flies, mosquitoes are bad, but remarkably good and successful
solutions for their eradication have had horrendous further effects. The
Utopia turns out to be "no place" once again, and threatens to carry us
with it into oblivion.

There is a "texture" to all of reality which knits it together so that each
happening sets up vibrations in further events quite incalculable to the
human mind (and perhaps even to the divine mind). Each accomplish-
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ment has its price to be paid, but no price tags are to be found. The world
is wild.

But is it? Are there not some problems which can be, and have been
solved? Are there not some ways in which we have achieved at least
some control, some stability in the midst of the surprises of actual living
experience? Of course there are. One can distinguish two main modes of
living in the Wilderness. For one thing, we can prevent at least some
things from happening. We can prevent a particular person from per
petrating crime on our streets by locking him or her in prison. This will
not necessarily produce cooperative behavior from the prisoner, but it
can be counted on to remove this person from our vicinity for the time
being, and therefore from interfering with our preferred ways of living
or even from interfering with our continued existence. Or, I can predict
safely that my wife will not continue to talk at me if I leave the house.
Punishments and/or rewards can be fashioned into largely workable
devices for gaining varying measures of control over certain classes of
actions or nonactions of individuals subject to authority of one kind or
another. We do seem to be able to prevent some things from happening by
shutting off their necessary conditions. And we can make certain things
happen where we can provide their necessary and sufficient conditions.
These manipulations and controls can be extended and made increasing
ly subtle as "behavior modification" techniques, and in these ways intro
duce more and more controlling features into our individual and our
social existence. But it must be obvious, when we take into account the
inherently unpredictable dimensions of the consequences of every action
that it is an unwarranted extrapolation from the temporary success in
establishing some particular controls to the general improvement of the
human situation. Though our particular powers tempt us into the heady
vision of a future which would be under such perfect controls as to bring
about the "great society," in which all or most of the major "problems"
are "solved" and the fulfillment of human existence attained and even,
perhaps, guaranteed. This dream, in either its religious or its secular
forms, ought to be appreciated as a proper manifestation of adolescence
but its fascist consequences in the actual thick world of adult irreversi
bilities need to be countered by an awakening to the Wilderness charac
ter of the human situation.

The other main mode of living in this Wilderness is in response, not
to the dream of taming it, but of contributing to its enrichment. There
is the sheer fact that we do experience, amid the tensions of disappoint
ment and surprise mentioned above, occasions and even whole periods
and whole regions of relative dependability, and of communal trust and
of trustworthiness, and of deep joy and satisfaction. There are people
we find trustworthy, common enterprises which do succeed, communi
ties within which we find acceptance along with judgment and forgive
ness, however intermittent, instances of sacrificial impulse and sacri
ficial patience, goals attained, and beauties enjoyed. Meland captures

the complex pattern of this emergence in the following passage about
Wilderness (Le., "creative tension"), in which the inadequate, chaotic,
strained expression gives way to the more adequate, creative, symphonic
style:

... creative tension [i.e., "Wilderness"] is the essence of a life in relation
ship. Tension is never the end result [, however] . It is the condition which
holds in focus competing qualitative interests and demands. In less ade
quate form, all related life existing in tension results in unrelenting strain.
In its more adequate form it results in negotiation, a pondering of significant
differences with, of course, expected intervals of distress and satisfaction,
of sorrow and joy, suffering and significance, tragedy and the conquest of
spirit.

The chaotic expression of existence under tension is unrelenting disson
ance, the unceasing encounter of opposites or differences, offering no relief
through rapport, appreciative awareness, negotiation, or agreement. This is
a dominant characteristic of modern existence both within nations and
between world cultures. The creative or negotiable expression of existence
under tension is symphonic. This, to be sure, is more ideal than actual, but
in instances where a real grasp of the relational situation is achieved actual
interrelational existence occurs. This occurs more frequently between indi
viduals in an I-Thou encounter between sensitive persons, or in experiences
of forgiveness or in the sharing of a common vision of life's meaning, or in the
sheer act of being in community as an experienced good. There are group
experiences also in which such solidarity and communion are known. All
these instances release into the human situation a flood of sentiment and
genuine fellow feeling which, in its more objective nature, would best be
described as a workin,g of grace in the human situation, heightening the
level of existence ... instances of participating in a structure of sensitivity
transcending our commonplace experiences, a participation, that is, in the
life of spirit. [Realities of Faith, pp. 233-4. Italics added.]

Here we have the acknowledgement of the Wilderness of tension which
necessarily accompanies all life where there are centers of freedom; also
the creative potentiality of such tension, viz., the power to "hold in focus"
these independencies, Le., to endure hopefully their chaotic interference
with each other's aims; the importance of negotiation not only in main
taining the full individualities but also in moving toward some deeper
mutuality of harmony in which the dissonances can be used to enrich
(rather than to weaken or destroy) the common life; and finally, the recog
nition of the emergent goodness of actual, genuine community, as a
matter of the living Spirit, Le., of grace.

4. Goodness and Grace

One of the remarkable things about Whitehead's own ethical sugges
tions is that he drops "Goodness" from the traditional Platonic list of
ultimate human aspirations: Truth, Beauty, and Goodness.
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With the point of view here adopted, Goodness must be denied a place
among the aims of art [Le., human achievement]. For Goodness is a qualifi
cation belonging to the constitution of reality, which in any of its individual
actualizations is better or worse. Good and evil lie in depths and distances
below and beyond appearance. They solely concern inter-relations within
the real world. The real world is good when it is beautiful. [Adventures of
Ideas, p. 345] .

Goodness is the outcome which is due to "wide universal purpose."
[Ibid.] We finite persons cannot produce Goodness, though we can
produce, or reasonably aim at Truth and/or Beauty, since they are inter
relationships within the Thin or between the Thick and the Thin in which
the creativity of the finite subjectivity is decisive. However, Goodness
is beyond the efforts of individuals. It is the beauty or the evil which
characterizes the thick Reality itself. The implications for theological
ethics are enormous. In the terms of our present topic, Whitehead can
be seen here as suggesting that in the welter of cross-purposes which
constitute that Wilderness of human existence we also find "a goodness
not our own" (Wieman) already present, gifts from wider purposes than
ours, matrices out of which have arisen the elements of our lives which
satisfy and which encourage hope. We cannot provide the goodness of
life; it provides us and for us. These gifts of present harmony, honesty,
dependability, forgiveness, compassion, enabling forms of natural order
and of social order, dependable routines and habits, languages, customs,
commerce, etc., etc., are not of our own production, though we act as if
they were. They are factors provided by various kinds of prevenience,
gifts from others and the Other. The real world, good and evil, is pre
pared for us. The Goodness in the midst of the Wilderness, the table set
before us in the presence of our enemies, the presence and provisions
which have anticipated our coming, tell of "wider purposes" or what
Meland calls simply "Spirit." This presence, this providence, this exper
ienced "matrix of sensitivity," this grace, is of a piece with the spiritual
life of human beings, making possible that "quality of mind steady in its
reliance that fine action is treasured in the nature of things" which
Whitehead calls "Peace." [Notice the contrast with Augustine's "Peace"
as perfected and immutable order.] [AI, 353, and Chapter XX] Though
grace can be thought about (and has been thought about) with the help
of forensic, bridal, and even mechanical metaphors, the most helpful
ones are probably the familial and social ones that Jesus used so much,
metaphors of father and child, of obedience and disobedience, of be
trayal and forgiveness, of sacrifice and of joy, of resentment and patient
understanding, etc.

METAPHOR OF THE TWO SONS
AND THE CELEBRATING FATHER

One of the most accessible metaphors for insight into the power and

-

the limitations of grace is the key parable usually called "The Prodigal
Son" [ Luke 15:11-24] . My point is not so much that we are getting here
an authoritative report on what God is like, but that in the hearing we
discover our own empirical sensitivities for just these realities in our own
living. I will presume that the story itself is sufficiently well-known; it
will be unnecessary to read it.

First, I would like to call your attention to the givenness of the father
for the two sons. Here was a prevenient goodness, an on-going pattern
of concern, of purpose, of routine, a potentiality already in place for the
appearance on the scene of these children, a reality absolutely essential
for either of them to become fully human at all. Biological conditions,
simply as such, are insufficient for a human existence. In spite of the
immaturities exhibited by the two sons, the sheer fact is that the-father's
present had made it possible for each of them to act in a mode trans
cending the mere obedience or disobedience alternative. The younger
son had sufficient courage and self-confidence to make plans to leave in
order to be on his own, and sufficient courage to approach his father
with his plans and persuade the latter of the fairness of advancing him
his patrimony. Neither one was spineless, though neither was maturely
wise, either. The younger son felt that he had to get away, to be on his
own, and so he decided to venture his patrimony on his urgent, but thin,
unrealistic dream. Little does he know what a Wilderness it really is out
there in the thick world. His father does not any longer treat him like
a child; he lets him take full responsibility for his decision and his
actions. To have refused him would have prevented, it is true, the waste
of his patrimony, the degradation, the starvation, and the dispersal of the
family. But it would also have reduced the quality of the life of that
family drastically, to the dismal level of external control and manipula
tion. What mingled feelings he must have had as he watched the son he
loved disappear over the horizon and out of the reach of his help! No
guarantees in that world - but no guarantees at home either. Just dif
ferent kinds of anxieties, hopes, and fears. The older son by staying at
home was protected from being exposed to the more obvious threats to
his bodily well-being, as well as the temptations to the more obvious
behavioral deviations. But there was no secure way in which the love
and attention from the large-hearted father could have prevented the
shrivelling of the older son's heart.

The younger son, out in the Wilderness of the exploitive world, is
really whipped. The manipulators help themselves to his fortune, and
then further degrade and enslave him. He is forced to compare his plight
with the situation at home, and, "coming to his senses," he decides to
look for a job in that much better situation. Notice that the father is
ever present to him as a reality from whom he feels judgment, but to
whom he feels he can turn, despite the judgment. Yet the son is without
any secure understanding or capacity to predict how his father will
react if he should return. He realizes that he has forfeited any rights as a
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son (a matter upon which he seems to be in perfect agreement with
his brother). In his desperation he decides to approach a father whose
ingredient love was directly felt as a resource, though quite undeserved.
He could not see himself fully accepted again as a son, but felt himself
likely, somehow, to be rescued -perhaps as a hired servant. He does not
know what will happen, but he throws himself on his father's mercy. To
his amazement, the father is oblivious to the moralistic niceties and
calculations. The occasion of his return was immediately felt as pure joy.
"How could we help celebrating this happy day?!" [N.E.B.] Or, as
Phillips puts it: "We had to celebrate and show our joy. For this is your
brother; I thought he was dead-and he's alive. I thought he was lost
and he is found!"

"Found" here clearly does not mean that everything is now perfect,
all problems solved. For one thing, there is still the situation of jealousy
and resentment between the brothers. There is also the Father's disap
pointment in the exhibition of the older brother's mean-spiritedness over
the killing of the fatted calf. These tensions, stretching out into the
indefinite future, will have to be lived with in a period of yearning which
may yet find its moment of further joy. What stands out in the story,
from the angle we are taking, is that the one relationship has been tested
with more than satisfying results; that the future has suddenly opened
~p in unexpected ways; and that the evil has been overcome with good,
III that the father is faithfully present, contributing with constancy his
unerring instinct for what is really important, for the joy that is set
before them. The father suffers his sons' fumbling efforts within the
family organism. He respects their responsibilities for making their own
contribution. He realizes that he cannot take the place of either of
them to control their respective values and behavior "for their own
sakes." The grace which'offers redemption to the sons is a rich manifold.
There is the sustaining communal reality of their family relationships.
There is that which largely underwrites this sensitivity and meaning in
the family, namely the capacity of the father to suffer the Wilderness of
their conflicting aims and immaturities without losing sight of what really
matters. Beyond this there lies his sensitive, actual response to the
depths of the immediate situation with both joy and suffering, each as it
offers itself in the situation. Somehow we cannot help but look toward
their future with hope that both sons will be themselves drawn by this
grace into active participation in this style of living, this compassion, this
sensitivity, and this pure openness to just what the situation calls for in
its deeper reality. We want for them also the discovery that the Wilder
ness is where we live, and that it is the meeting-place where the dead
come alive, the lost are found, and where we have to show our joy.

Whatever did become of them? Surely, some of the early church of the
first century caught the analogy in the story of the two brothers. The
Christian Church itself, with its preponderance of Gentiles, is readily
seen in the son who has been in the far country of Paganism. The Gentiles

have begun to "come to their senses," and are returning to the family of
God (their Father, too). The Jews of the day are unmistakable in the elder
son, as seen from the Christian standpoint. They were anything but
welcoming of the influx of Gentiles into what seemed to the Chosen
People to be as yet one of their sects. These fellow descendants of Adam
and Eve were being welcomed into the family of God on an equal footing
with those faithful ones who had "borne the heat of the day." They were
being welcomed by the Jewish followers of Jesus the Jew without any
sin-offering, circumcision, or obligation for the Law.

So how have these brothers [ Judaism and Christianity] turned out?
For one thing, they have continued to fight with each other. Their rela
tive positions with respect to dominance, however, have been reversed
since the days of their youth together in first-century Palestine. The
younger son has taken over the lead, giving shape and control to the
living family ethos in a "Christendom." But he has treated his older
brother with his own medicine-and for quite analogous motives. Never
theless, between them they have furnished the vitality and leadership
for the emergence of the greatest civilization yet seen in human affairs.
One Christian has expressed his appreciation for the role of the Jews in
this common venture in this way:

... The sustained habit of progressive activity was the discovery of Greeks
and [Jews] in the marvelous thousand years which precede and include the
foundation of Christianity ...

The Jews have been a priceless factor in the advance of European civili
zation. They belong to each nation, and yet they import a tinge of interna
tionalism. They are eager in respect to concepts relevant to progress, just
where we have forgotten them. They have a slight-ever so slight-differ
ence of reaction to those commandments which disclose ideals of perfec
tion. They constitute one of those factors from which each period of history
derives its originality. [Alfred North Whitehead, Essays in Science and Phil
osophy (New York: Philosophical Library, 1948), pp. 51, 53.]

He goes on to call our attention to a striking way in which the Jews in
their stubborn integrity, by refusing to accept mere life in exchange for
the worth of life, are continuing to make their contribution to the con
tinued values of this common family community:

Today [1941] we are witnessing a relapse into barbarism ... The general
character is over-emphasis on the notion of nationality, producing the ideal
of the totalitarian state. The activity, derivative from this debased notion,
is the determination to exterminate international factors which exhibit
human nature as greater than any state-system. The Jews are the first
example of this refusal to worship the state ... The worth of life is at stake.
[Ibid., pp. 53-4.]

Having gotten the upper hand, the younger son has made it an even
worse Wilderness for the elder son, with social discimination, disrespect,
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pogroms, and (ironically enough!) all in the name of the Father. But the
relationship itself, for all of its meanness and bitter recrimination, has
so deeply drawn on the copious resources poured out by the Father and
generated within the family as to bring about a richness which continues
richly to nourish, though in quite unexpected and ambiguous ways, the
life of humankind.

Thus the further adventures of the Judaeo-Christian family still take
place in the Wilderness of the human situation, in fact, contribute to it,
and (to the bewilderment of outsiders) by cherishing the very ideals by
which their unbrotherly behavior is continually being judged.

Nevertheless a new vision of the greatness which still awaits its ful
fillment in human existence did emerge, and now haunts our Wilderness
with its judgment upon our actual endeavors, while it lures us on to
devote ourselves more fully to its gifts. Robertson of Brighton has given
us a prophecy, from 1852, which shows the judgmental side of this
continuing companionship in the modern Wilderness:

We are told that that which chivalry and honour could not do-which an
ecclesiastical system could not-personal interest will do. Trade is to bind
men together into one family. When they feel it their interest to be one, they
will be brothers. Brethren, that which is built on selfishness cannot stand.
The system of personal interest must be shivered into atoms. Therefore, we,
who have observed the ways of God in the past, are waiting in quiet but
awful expectation until He shall confound this system as He has confounded
those which have gone before. And it may be effected by convulsions more
terrible and more bloody than the world has yet seen. While men are talking
of peace, and of the great progress of civilization there is heard in the dis
tance the noise of armies gathering rank on rank: east and west, north and
south, are rolling towards us the crushing thunders of universal war. [Fred
erick Robertson, Sermons on Christian Doctrine (New York: Everyman's
Library, E. P. Dutton, 1911), Vol. II p. 220]

The century and a quarter since these prophetic words has amply borne
out this belief. Grounded in a deep faith in the character of the Father,
Robertson's dread has been fully justified by the twentieth century's
world wars, and in the continuing threat of a total earthly holocaust.

But, from the same seer at about the same time, comes this other side
of the relationship:

... when that new spirit was in the world, see how straightway it created
a new thing. Men before that had travelled into foreign countries: the
naturalist to collect specimens: the historian to accumulate facts: the phil
osopher to hive up wisdom, or else he had stayed in his cell or grove to paint
pictures of beautiful love. But the spectacle of an Apostle Paul crossing
oceans not to conquer kingdoms, not to hive up knowledge, but to impart
life: not to accumulate stores for self, but to give, and to spend himself
was new in the history of the world. The celestial fire had touched the hearts
of men, and their hearts flamed: and it caught, and spread, and would not

stop. On they went, that glorious band of brothers, in their strange enter
prise, over oceans, and through forests, penetrating into the dungeon and
to the throne -to the hut of the savage feeding on human flesh, and to the
shore lined with the skin-clad inhabitants of these far isles of Britain ...

A new voice has been heard: a new yearning upon earth: man pining at
being severed from his brother, and longing to burst the false distinction
which had kept the best hearts from each other so long -an infant cry of
life -the cry of the young Church of God. And all this from Judea. [Ibid.,
pp. 255-6]

The "new spirit" has brought judgment, forgiveness, and courage, in
the midst of the Wilderness, toward the emergence of new communal
relationships. These new forms of life can and have overthrown great
systems by making evident new forms of value that capture .the hear:s
and direct the energies of people. Rosenstock-Huessy has pomted out.

The heart of man either falls in love with somebody or something or it falls
ill. It can never go unoccupied. And the great question for mankind is what
is to be loved or hated next, whenever an old love or fear has lost its hold ...

When and where we love or fear, we are willing to pay. We are willing
to spend money or, in more serious turmoil, to sacrifice some parts of our
own nature, and to consecrate others ...

Thus, our energies flow into new channels each time that our hear!s le.ap.
And each leap of our hearts remakes our bodies, our habits, and ourmstItu
tions. Since any heart that has the privilege of lOVing is willing to suffer for
its love our social customs are the fruit of those sufferings which reshape
our wa~s of life. The body politic as well as the cellular body is the reward
of the sacrifice which our heart has paid for its privilege to love. [Eugen
Rosenstock-Huessy, Out of Revolution (New York: William Morrow, 1938),
pp.4-5]

So, where are we? This perspective on the Wilderness suggests that
individuality, community, freedom, responsibility,. and. Wilderness ?o
together. If our attention is not drawn away from thiS Wilderness reality
by the suggestion that God and human fulfillment are to be found else
where (after the Wilderness has been left behind or tamed into perfect
order), then we can attend hopefully to the depths of .that Rea~ity i.n
which we do live, with all of its cross-purposes and tenswns. For m thiS
appreciative awareness there can be and is reve~led to our p.ar!icipating

experience the ultimate character of that Reality. For Chnshans, that
living heart is to be encountered most clearly and most impellingly in
One who went to the Cross in the very role of the Forsaken Ones. To our
amazement, not a word about fiXing everything up, but rather, "drawing
all men unto [ Him] ," to launch a "new spirit" abroad in the world. To
love that Reality and contribute to the living community wh~c? arises
in response to it, to enter it first in our own two commumhe~, .and
then beyond to the uttermost parts of this Wilderness world; thIS IS .to
find the style by which to live with zest in that uncommon common life
which excludes no one, and upon which we all depend, whether we
know it or not.
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THE WILDERNESS OUR HOME

J. Mark Thompson

A legendary bit of advice that gets passed on to budding young clerics
is to structure their sermons around three points and a poem. Now.
although I am no longer young. and only occasionally function as a cleric.
I intend to come close to approximating this hallowed sermonic form in
my remarks here. That is, I want to make three points in the body of my
address. but then to add. instead of a poem. a somewhat homiletical
postscript. So: three points and a postscript.

The first point that I want to make is that we human beings quite
literally have the wilderness as our home. and so remember it. The
second point will be that one of the major problems we have had to deal
with is our emergence from our wilderness habitat. And my third point
will be the contention that one of the functions of the religions of human
kind is to deal with this problem. And I will try to show some of the ways
religions have done this. The postscript I shall allow to remain post. just
to add a tiny bit of suspense to the evening.

We human beings have the wilderness as our home. As a species we
have spent most of our time on earth living as hunters and gatherers.
and only recently have we turned to such novel experiments as agri
culture and other forms of technology.

Humans have been around, as we know, for a rather long time, perhaps
as long as four million years. And up until about 10,000 years ago,
we lived quite successfully by what we could hunt and forage. As it is
sometimes put, for more than 99 percent of our human history, we have
lived as hunters and gatherers. 1

Dr. J. Mark Thompson was born in Hartcord, Connecticut, and studied at
Harvard College (BA), Yale University Divinity School (BD), University of
Chicago (MA), and Vanderbuilt University (PhD). He is Professor of Religion
at the College, beginning here in 1961.
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Whether this modern and novel lifestyle of ours will be successful or
not is a moot point. As a couple of anthopologists have written:

To date the hunting way of life has been the most successful and persis
tent adaptation man has ever achieved.... It is still an open question
whether man will be able to survive the exceedingly complex and unstable
ecological conditions he has created for himself. If he fails in this task, inter
planetary archeologists of the future will classify our planet as one in which
a very long and stable period of small-scale hunting and gathering was fol
lowed by an apparently instantaneous efflorescence of technology and
society leading rapidly to extinction. "Stratigraphically," the origin of agri
culture and thermonuclear destruction will appear as essentially simultan
eous. 2

Is it any wonder that we seem to carry as a part of our collective
memory a nostalgia for those millions of years in the wilderness. and a
deep and abiding affection for the earth which nourished us. on its terms,
for all those many eons? Or is it any surprise that in recent times some
have felt deep remorse for our mining and plowing the earth?

The words of the American Indian Smohalla. as he spoke against the
exploitation of his land in the middle of the nineteenth century, have
become almost classic:

You ask me to plow the ground! Shall I take a knife and tear my mother's
breast?

You ask me to dig for stone! Shall I dig under her skin for her bones? Then
when I die I cannot enter her body to be born again.

You ask me to cut grass and make hay and sell it, and be rich like white
men! But how dare I cut off my mother's hairP

Equally arresting are the words of Ovid's Metamorphoses, coming from
about the year 7 A.D. They speak poetically of the ancient Golden Age,
when "people were unaggressive and unanxious:

And earth, untroubled,
Unharried by hoe or plowshare, brought forth all
That men had need for, and these men were happy,
Gathering berries from the mountain sides,
Cherries, or black caps, and the edible acorns.
Spring was forever, with a west wind blowing
Softly across the flowers no man had planted,
And Earth, unplowed, brought forth rich grain: the field,
Unfallowed, whitened with wheat, and there were rivers
of milk, and rivers of honey, and golden nectar
Dripped from the dark-green oak-trees. 4

Such nostalgia is not unique to Ovid by any means, for it is a recur
ring theme of many primitive peoples, and is taken up in the so-called
"great religions" of humankind. It is, in fact. the longing for a lost
paradise. It is presented in the biblical book of Genesis, where Adam and
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Eve are really pretty well fixed, to start with at any rate, in the Garden of
Eden. It is present in the European enthusiasm for the noble savage
which flourished in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth cen
turies. 5 It is present in the American experience, particularly in the
romanticism of the nineteenth century. And, it is present in folklore and
literature throughout the world, this longing for the paradisaic world of
our wilderness forbears.

But this nostalgia for the simple life of the hunter/gatherer, this
perennial hankering after the wilderness, is only a part of the picture.
For alongside our romantic longing is a deep fear, and a compulsion to
subdue nature and to bring it under our control, to tame it. And this
posture, wherein we experience the wilderness as an enemy to be con
quered, I suggest, is occasioned by what we can refer to as a "fall." And
this brings us to our second point: that this emergence from the wilder
ness constitutes one of our greatest human problems, one that has
plagued us for the past 10,000 years.

As ethnologists describe the life of hunters and gatherers, it doesn't
look exactly like the life of the noble savage or like the dreams of the
romantics. And yet, in some ways, it does bear some resemblance to our
dreams of Eden. The hunter and gatherer lives, to a much greater degree
than his farming descendants, in harmony with the wilderness, and he
has a much greater sense of being a part of nature rather than being set
against it as an adversary. The hunter lives in a kind of intimate rela
tionship with the animals, even those he hunts. He rarely, if ever, kills
wantonly; he may even pray for forgiveness from the animal he is bound,
eventually, to eat. And when he does make a kill, he is generally
obliged to use every bit of the animal that can possibly be put to use.

But with the agricultural revolution, a new spirit seems to prevail. As
one writer puts it:

Within agricultural communities hunting expresses the symbolism of
overcoming the beast, who frequently represents chaos and death. In a
variety of stylized activities, such as the royal hunt - which has been prac
ticed, for example, in ancient Egypt and Rome and in modern England
and the modern southern Mediterranean bullfight, and in a variety of myths
and legends ranging from the motif of creation by combat, in which a king
god overcame a chaos-beast, to traditions of a hero fighting a dragon, the
hunt is conceived primarily as a battle between creation and chaos, good
and evil, man and nature. 6

Perhaps our Western change in attitude toward the wilderness is no
more dramatically illustrated than in the attitudes that have been held
toward the wolf. As Barry Lopez has written, "To celebrate the wilderness
was to celebrate the wolf; to want an end to the wilderness was to want
the wolf's head."7 Among American Indians, still intimately tied to the

wilderness, and to hunting and gathering, the wolf was revered and cele
brated in religious ritual. But for the most part, other Westerners, "fallen
agriculturalists," have regarded the wolf as the symbol of evil. It has
become the beast upon which humans have projected their darker
natures-their shadows, to use a Jungian term. It is true, of course, that
the wolf was sometimes a raider of farmers' flocks and a carrier of rabies,
but the great animosity we have held for this animal can probably be
accounted for only by way of seeing it as a scapegoat for our own evil and
"beastly" natures. 8

It is not only in the more-or-Iess modern West that this kind of "fall"
has been noted. For in the ancient Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic the same
tragic break is seen. A sort of "alter-hero" to the king Gilgamesh is the
hairy, animal-like Enkidu, who runs in the wilderness, living in perfect
harmony with the animals. His fall comes about when a courtesan, per
haps an agricultural cult prostitute, seduces him and persuades him to
eat bread and drink wine, the products of agriculture. And from that point
on all the animals run from Enkidu, and the old intimacy has been broken
forever. Enkidu has become a man! Surely some of this same contrast is
to be seen in the biblical story of the competition between the hairy
hunter Esau, favored by his father Isaac, and his smooth, tent-dwelling
brother Jacob, favored by his mother Rebecca.

I have referred to this decisive event in the human adventure, this
move from hunting and gathering in the wilderness to agriculture, as a
"fall." It seems, in fact, altogether likely that this event lies behind all the
stories of the fall of humankind contained in cultures and religions all
the world over, including the account in Genesis. For there are numerous
stories of how human beings fell from their idyllic estate when life, as
Mircea Eliade describes it, was characterized by "immortality, spon
taneity, liberty, the ability to ascend to Heaven and easy access to the
gods, friendship with the animals, and knowledge of their language."9
And in our Genesis account it is not difficult to discern the movement
from the wilderness to the farm, where our primal father and mother
are no longer free to eat from the trees planted by God, but must now
plant and weed and harvest: "Cursed is the ground because of you; in
toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it shall
bring forth to you; and you shall eat of the plants of the field." (Genesis
3:17-18)

Joseph Campbell, in his Masks of God, makes the suggestion that the
good time before a fall is not recalled in the myths of hunters and
gatherers because they, in fact, are in it! Their shamans often prOVide
quick and easy communication with the gods, and the world of nature
makes the sacred presence immediate. As he writes,

Myths and rites referring to the mythological age, when the great mytho
logical event took place that brought both death and reproduction into play
and fixed the destiny of life-in-time through a chain reaction of significantly
interlocked transformations, belong rather to the world system of the

28 The Wilderness The Wilderness 29



planters than to the shamanistically dominated hunting sphere. Whenever
such myths are found in a hunting society, acculturation from some horti
cultural or agricultural center can be supposed. 10

If Campbell is right here, then one is justified in reading stories of the .(1

fall of humankind in a somewhat historical fashion and in concluding that
our late emergence from hunting/gathering life in the wilderness consti
tutes a m~jo.r problem for all of us. Lying behind the various mythologi-
cal descrIptIons of our fall and the idealized pictures of our pre-fall
condition is this very concrete historical reality which can otherwise be
called the agricultural revolution.

How great a problem is it? If we can trust what we have lately been
told by those who study hunting and gathering peoples, our myths are
certainly on the right track. Life in the wilderness was often good, surely
not so good as later tellers of myths and romantics and primitivists would
imagine it, but good nevertheless. The picture given to us by modern
ethnology looks something like this: Possessiveness is minimal, for
peoples without permanent settlement can hold little; nor is there much
need to acquire goods. For fundamental goods are freely provided by a
provident nature. and do not need to be accumulated by anybody. You
don't spend much time storing goods when you live in the storehouse
already. Concomitantly, sharing, rather than hording, is the rule. Paul
Shepard writes that "among bands there is a constant give and take of
vital goods through hospitality and gift exchange." 11 Death is not the
preoccupation that it becomes among farmers, and in some cases there is
probably very little awareness of death as an inevitable natural event. 12
Woman, before the beginnings of agriculture, and the possessiveness
that attends it, is not the property of the male nearly so much as a co
worker, with many of the daily activities shared by both sexes. There is
little political power or use of force. Reputation is won by demonstrated
skill, and is therefore not to be maintained in its absence. The associa
tion of wealth and power comes later with agriculture and the possi
bility of land "ownership." The realm of the sacred is always close at
hand. The holy rocks, trees, rivers, mountains, caves and animals
mediate divine power to those who live intimately with them. And when
a more direct communication with the deities is required, shamans.
characteristic of many hunting/gathering peoples, are quite able to
converse with the gods and to make their wisdom or power available 11
to members of their group. For hunters there is also a powerful
sense of living deeply in the here and now, with an intense alertness
to the sights and sounds and smells and movements of the immediate
environment. And Jose Ortega y Gasset has written,

When one is hunting, the air has another, more exquisite feel as it glides
over the skin or enters the lungs, the rocks acquire a more expressive
physiognomy, and the vegetation becomes loaded with meaning. But all

this is due to the fact that the hunter, while he advances or remains crouch
ing, feels tied through the earth to the animal he pursues, whether the ani
mal is in view, hidden, or absent."13

Ortega goes on to describe the particular alertness that characterizes
the hunter:

He will perceive all his surroundings from the point of view of the animal,
with the animal's peculiar attention to detail, This is what I call being within
the countryside. Only when we see it through the drama that unfolds in the
hunt can we absorb its particular richness. Articulated in that action which
is a minor zoological tragedy, wind, light. temperature, ground contour,
minerals, vegetation, all playa part: they are not simply there, as they are
for the tourist or the botanist. but rather they function, they act. And they
do not function as they do in agriculture, in the unilateral, exclusive and
abstract sense of the utility for the harvest, but rather each intervenes in
the drama of the hunt from within itself, with its concrete and full being." 14

One could say, I believe, that whereas in agriculture one is busy manipu
lating the earth to force a result, in hunting one is attentive to the en
vironment so that it may guide one to the prey. Or we could put it
another way: The farmer forces the earth to play his game. The natural
environment obliges the hunter to learn and become responsive to its
forms and rhythms. The hunter is quite literally taught by nature.

It is little wonder, then, that with the development of agriculture an
ambivalence develops toward the wilderness world. The attraction re
mains, as we have seen, in a pervasive nostalgia. But now the farmer's
livelihood must be wrested from the earth, and the forces of nature which
threaten human enterprise become enemies: marauding beasts which mit
crops and attack domesticated animals, floods, droughts, and all manner
of blights. And, furthermore, the farmer has forgotten the ways that earth
has taught over many millenia, and so now threat is compounded by
mystery. And the ability even to survive in the wilderness is severely
reduced. No wonder that the wilderness becomes a terrifying place!

This leads now to our third point: One of the functions of religion has
been to take account of this dramatic change in human experience and
to make safely available the benefits of the wilderness once enjoyed
by hunting/gathering ancestors.

We have seen that the motif of a lost paradise is a recurring feature
of religious mythologies all over the world. That is, there is an attempt,
by way of myth, to come to terms with the tragic dimension of the agri
cultural revolution. But most familiar to us is the account in Genesis to
which we have already referred. And this Genesis narrative seems almost
literal, in places, as it describes the major features of the fall. Adam and
Eve, in their pre-fall state, live in a garden planted by God. not by them,
where all their needs are provided for. (Perhaps a little puttering around
was needed, but apparently of a merely custodial kind.) A particularly
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intimate knowledge of the animals is suggested (as with hunting/gather-
ing peoples) in the account ofthe man's naming them; for, according to
ancient Hebrew thought, to give a name to something is to contribute an
essential part of its being. And, of course, there is no reason to under
stand these animals as anything but wild animals. Also recall that the ..
language of the snake is perfectly intelligible to the woman. Also, Adam
and Eve were hardly conscious of sex, or, if they were, it appeared not
to be a major problem for them. But, of course, the thing that changed fI

all that was the eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.
The Hebrew word here translated as "knowledge" can mean "creative
skill," or as we might say, "technology." And the words "good and evil"
are to be understood, I believe, as alpha-omega symbols, or A to Z
symbols, as our alphabet would have it. And so the tree is a tree of
technology pertaining to everything in the world, from A to Z. And so it
was the acquisition of assertive, manipulative knowledge, so necessary
for agriculture, that was the occasion of the expulsion from Eden.

And look what happened! Even before God showed up on his evening
stroll sexuality entered the scene; and Adam and Eve were sent scurry
ing about looking for fig leaves. The heavy sexual emphasis of agricul
tural religion is a truism in the history of religions.

There is an implication that if allowed to stay in the garden, the
man and woman would have eaten of the tree of life and lived forever.
Among hunters and gatherers, as we have seen, the knowledge of natural
human mortality is not always entirely clear, 15 while the cycles of birth
and death become, for agriculturalists, primary data of experience and
subject matter for their mythologies (with the dying and rising divinities
corresponding to the death and rebirth of the crops).

The serpent, symbolic of the unstructured wilderness - or often of
water, which the Old Testament sometimes uses as the symbolic equiva
lent of wilderness - becomes the enemy of humankind, as does wilder
ness for the farmer.

Eve, we are told, will now be subject to her husband, as apparently
she was not in the garden, in a way similar to what one sees in the
subjugation of women brought about by the introduction of agriculture.

And, of course, the sheer drudgery of farming we have already noted.
Among peoples of the wilderness the distinction between work and play
is hardly known, and the time spent in securing food comprises, gen
erally, a relatively small part of each day.

The fall was clearly tragic, and yet not entirely so; for humans had
become like the gods, and God him8elf says in the Genesis story: "Behold
the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil," that is, all
things, at least potentially. And so there is a sense, as has frequently
been asserted, that the fall was a fall up, a fall which signals entry into
the full human estate. Like Enkidu, Adam only becomes a true man when
he is cut off from his supportive natural environment. The text of The
Gilgamesh Epic notes that after his seduction, "Enkidu slackened in his

running, no longer could he run as before. But he had intelligence, wide
was his understanding." 16 But still, there is a price, and we can't go back
without great peril, at least according to our Genesis account. The cheru
bim and the flaming sword symbolize the danger to anyone who would
now venture back into the garden. And, in fact, the garden from which
we are estranged becomes for us a wilderness, once familiar, but now
threatening and strange.

And so we are led to another way in which religions have dealt with
humankind's wilderness past: they have simply affirmed their ambivalent
feelings toward the wilderness, grasping in various ways both its promise
and its threat. In the Old Testament the wilderness, through which Israel
had journied from Egypt to Canaan, is frequently recalled as a place of
death and destruction, "with its fiery serpents and scorpions and thirsty
ground where there was no water," to cite the words of Deuteron
omy (Deuteronomy 8:14-15). But yet it is also the place where God was
particularly close to his people in the so-called "honeymoon period"
called to mind by the prophets. And, of course, that decisive event of
Israel's receiving the Law from God takes place in the wilderness. As
Johannes Pedersen has written:

The stories of the wanderings form the necessary sequel to the Paschal
legend. But the stories of Yahweh's revalation in Sinai are also closely con
nected with it, because they establish the relation between Yahweh and
Israel through the giving of the law. This gave the whole wilderness period
its great importance as the period which forms the foundation of the life of
Israel, and numerous examples have shown us how social and ritual ques
tions that arose among the people through the ages are reflected in the nar
rative dealing with the wilderness period.... Though the life of the people
was exclusively determined by Canaan, and the desert was in their view a
wilderness where lawlessness reigned, they still sought their history, so to
speak in condensed form, in the desert. 17

Israel, then, looked with some ambivalence toward the wilderness. It was
remembered as a threatening place, causing the early exodities to prefer
the hardships of Egypt (seen in the accounts of the murmurings against
Moses). But it was also recalled as the arena in which Israel had en
joyed a peculiar intimacy with her God, climaxing in the making of the
Covenant at Sinai.

In the New Testament the same ambivalence is found. On the one hand
the wilderness is seen as a threatening place, the place where Satan
dwells, and where he puts Jesus to the test. But it is also a place of sal
vation. John the Baptist is of the wilderness. He is a "wild" man who
was "clothed with camel's hair, and had a leather girdle around his waist,
and ate locusts and wild honey." (Mark 1:6) He preaches salvation, and
he baptizes in the Jordan. And it is out into the wilderness that Jesus
goes, there to be baptized and to receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.

Now if we shift our attention to ancient India, a similar picture emer-
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ges. From very early times the wilderness, or the "forest" has played an
important part in Indian life and thought. And what seems to be meant
by "forest" is simply "non-village" or "non-city," that territory which lies
outside of structured human habitations, including cultivated land. 18

The forest was frequently regarded as a terrifying place. Full of divine
or semi-divine beings, yakshas and rakshasas, it was a place for most
people to avoid.

In that venerable Indian classic, the Mahabharata, particularly in the
Book of the Forest, we can easily see how fearsome and disagreeable this
Indian wilderness was taken to be. The Piindava brothers and their com
mon wife Draupadi have, through some misadventures, become obliged
to spend 12 years wandering about the forest. Throughout the narrative
we are left in do doubt about the hardships endured. And life for the
exiled Piindavas is not made any more pleasant by their encounter with
evil demons, the rakshasas, although victory by the Piindavas is always
assured.

For the ancient Indian, however, there is also a strong attraction to the
forest, at least on the part of some. As van Buitenen has written,

The image of the "wild outside" was not simply one of terror.... No doubt,
the forest is the haunt of barbarous tribes, predatory animals, and of many
kinds of stalking demons. This side of the image is quite nicely conveyed
in the story of Naja, where Damayanti is deserted by her husband in the
wilderness. But even there there is no escaping the impression that the
forest, with its sudden dangers and miraculous deliverances, is a realm of
romance."19

Indeed, the traditional Hindu concept of the "four stages" of life
testifies to the positive valuation of the forest. Following upon the first
and second stages of life prescribed by official dharma for twice-born
males (student and householder), one is enjoined to take to the forest. As
we read in the Manusmrti, "When a householder sees his (skin) wrinkled,
and (his hair) white, a~d the sons of his sons, then he may resort to the
forest. Abandoning all food raised by cultivation, and all his belongings,
he may depart to the forest, either committing his wife to his sons, or
accompanied by her."20 The householder embarking upon this stage is
instructed to take with him his sacred fire and the implements neces
sary for performing the proper domestic sacrifices, and to maintain these
rituals faithfully. But finally, "having thus passed the third part of (a
man's natural term of) life in the forest, he may live as an ascetic during
the fourth part of his existence, after abandoning all attachment to
worldly objects."21 At this point a man dies totally to the world, lets his
fire go out, and seeks only final release, moksha.

Megasthenes, in his discussion ofthe Indian "philosophers" of his day,
describes the "Brachmanes," who live simple, disciplined scholarly lives
and "have their abode in a grove in front of the city within a moder
ate-sized enclosure."22 Such groves would probably be included in the
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"forest" realm. He tells us also of some other "philosophers" much
ascetic in their habits: ' more

Of the Sarmanes he tells us that those who are held in most honor
called .Hylob~oi.They live in the woods, where they subsist on leaves of tr:~:
an~ WIld frUIts, a~d wear garments made from the bark of trees. They ab
s~am from sexualmtercourse and from wine. They communicate with the
kmgs, who consult them ~y messengers regarding the causes of things, and
who through them worshIp and supplicate the deity. 23

And so fo~ the old Indians the wilderness is both a fearsome and desirable
place. It IS fr~quen:l~ avoi~ed by people lest they suffer hurt or death;
but at other hmes It IS theIr goal; it contains the promise of commun'
cation with the divine, or even of salvation. I

Let me now speak of some of the ways religious people have devised for
un-doing the "fall," if one may put it so, or of ameliorating its conse
~uences. Perhaps the simplest method was to project the lost paradise
~nto a good future and to make this a part of the tradition, so that edenic
lI~agery would be used !o picture the coming good time that awaits us,
eIther upon the conclUSIOn of our individual lives or at the end of thO
~ge. The para~ise of Islam, which awaits the faithful devotee, is Visu:l~
Ized as a luxunant garden. And the vision of the coming new age of the
Ol~ Tes~amentprophets could suggest a return to a harmony with nature.
ISaIah, m one of hIS prophecies, spoke these familiar words:

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb
and the leopard shall lie down with the kid

and the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
and a little child shall lead them.

The cow and the bear shall feed;
their young shall lie down together;
and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.

The suckling child shall play over the hole of the asp,
and the weaned child shall put his hand on the adder's den.

(Isaiah 11 :6-8)

And Jeremiah forsees a time when people will once again know God inti
~at:ly, .not having to depend upon teaching about God, and will know
mstmchvely how to live, not needing any longer the teaching of the law:

But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after
~hose days,. says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write
It upon theIr hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.
And no longer shall each man teach his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,'
for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest says the
LORD. '

(Jeremiah 31:33-34)
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We have seen that wilderness people live with an extraordinary close
ness to the sacred. and we also know that in traditional wilderness
culture. law is much more a matter of inherited custom than a corpus to
be learned and administered.

The Apostle Paul interpreted the new age of the Christian regime as a
reconstituting of Eden. where the old constraints of status and order
were being done away with. Christ. the second Adam. nullifies the re
sults of the first Adam's sin (Romans 5:17).24

A more immediate technique was a literal return to the wilderness. in
the expectation of finding fulfillment there. We have seen how life in the
forest was valued in India. We should add that almost all the old religious
schools of India flourished in the wilderness. including that of the Bud
dhists and of the authors of the Upanishadic Aranyakas or "forest books."
In the Old Testament there were certain men who were holy by virtue
of their eschewing agrarian ways. The Nazirites refused to drink wine.
the product of agriculture. or to cut their hair, reminding us of the hairy
old Enkidu. Samson. in fact. was a Nazirite, whose animal strength, you
will recall, was undone when he got a haircut. (The hippies of the sixties
weren't really all that original in their reaction to the establishment, with
their long hair, their indianesque lifestyles. their love of rough leather
clothing. and their penchant for "going native" in all sorts of ways.) Also
figuring in the Old Testament were the Rechabites, mentioned by
Jeremiah:

Then I set before the Rechabites pitchers full of wine and cups: and I
said to them, "Drink wine." But they answered, "We will drink no wine.
for Jonadab the son of Rechab. our father. commanded us. 'You shall not
drink wine, neither you nor your sons forever: you shall not build a house;
you shall not sow seed: you shall not plant or have a vineyard: but you
shall live in tents all your days. that you may live many days in the land
where you sojourn.' " (Jeremiah 35:5-07)

Among later Jews there were the Essenes. living on the shore of the
Dead Sea. And there were the followers of John the Baptist. And there
was Jesus. And among the Christians there were the desert fathers.
And it also needs to be pointed out that all the great religious savior
figures are reported to have received their decisive enlightenment in the
wilderness: The Buddha attained enlightenment as he sat in the wilder
ness under a tree; Mahavlra. the founder of the Jains.and Zoroaster. we
are told. received their enlightenments on the banks of rivers; Allah first
addressed Mohammed in the wilderness, as the prophet meditated in a
cave at the base of a mountain; Moses received his commission in the
wilderness when he was addressed by God from a burning bush; and
Jesus went into the wilderness and received his divine appointment
when he was baptized by John, the wilderness man.

Religious folk may also create a kind of symbolic wilderness when the
primeval world is not easily accessible. Here I shall cite just two

examples: the ancient Buddhist stiipa and the great European cathedrals.
The stupa is a very old and important devotional structure consisting

of a large solid hemisphere around which devotees can parade in their
worship. Stupas are. in fact. still being built and worshipped in the East.
The burmese pagoda. for example. is a particularly stylized form of the
venerable stupa. What I would mention here, though, is the wilderness
symbolism to be found on the ancient Indian stupa. There we find depic
ted in stone reliefs the flora and fauna of the of the Indian wilderness
lush vegetation. tree spirits, snakes. elephants, monkeys; but these are
all "tamed" as it were. by the presence of the large mound. the stupa
proper. representing the present Buddha. In fact. carved upon the stilpa
itself or on the surrounding railings we see some of the forest animals
quite clearly worshipping the stupa/Buddha. What seems to be sug
gested here is that the power of the wilderness is still available to the
worshipper. but it can now be safely appropriated because of the Bud
dha's protective presence. Recall the strange ambivalence toward wild
erness that we've already talked about. lt is not to be carelessly en
countered. even symbolically; and some protective symbol is generally
necessary.

The great European cathedrals were built at a time when the first
clearing of the forests had reached its peak. and these towering chur
ches would seem to be safe, solid representations of that forest, like the
stilpa making the power of the wilderness safely accessible to the devo
tees, the presence of Christ on the high altar functioning like a stupa. the
veritable body of the Buddha. Worship .would now take place among
the soaring tree-like columns, carved with representations of forest ani
mals and plants, with the sun's rays slanting down through the stained
glass windows as though through the boughs of the ancient forest. 25 And
the haunting sound of the wind through the trees would now be replaced
by the soul-stirring voice of the organ. As Oswald Spengler has written.
"The history of organ-building. one of the most profound and moving
chapters in our musical history. is a history of longing for the forest. a
longing to speak in that true temple of Western God-fearing."26

In some Eastern religions one finds yet another way of dealing with the
fall. although the term "fall" is hardly appropriate there. For in Shinto
and Taoism one lives best by integrating life with the movements of na
ture. Nature takes the lead. as with the hunter. It is as though under
neath the noise and confusion of modernity there still throbs the steady
ing rhythm of the wilderness. The forces of nature are still available to
guide us if we will. by whatever means we may, allow them to come into
play in our lives. And Zen. too, promises the devotee a new awareness
of the powers of nature, to be experienced as they are and not as they
serve his or her pre-conceived plans and designs.

A related way of living in the world is with an alertness that. accord
ing to what we have seen from the writings of Ortega y Gasset. charac
terizes the life of the hunter. at least while he is hunting. In the Jap-
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anese Tea Ceremony we see dramatically stated the richness and signifi
cance of each tiny moment in that absolutely humble task of making a cup
of tea. Or we see it in the Hindu classic, the Bhagavad-Giti'i, where the
counsel is given to do one's assigned duty without desire for the fruits of
?ne's act~on, and ultimately to offer one's actions as gifts to Krishna. It is
m the domg that goodness abides, not in what is produced. Such atten"
tion to the immediate, so characteristic of hunters, is not confined to the
East.' ~owe~er. Remember Brother Lawrence in his monastery kitchen
gl~flfymg hIS dreary duties not by what they produced, but by their
bemg offered for themselves to God. Or think of Qoheleth's advice in
Ecclesi.ast~s to accep.t one'~ daily lot of working and loving and eating
and drmkmg as precIOUS gIfts of God, to be enjoyed for themselves. If
you have ever seen films of primitive hunters in action, you will, I think,
have been struck that the hunt is often a success, whether it yields up
prey or not. Or if you have witnessed the follow-up recollection of the
hunt, replete with gestures and acting out, you have noticed that the
pleasure and the joy is literally made present not only to the hunters
t~emselves,but to those who remained behind. It is in just such drama
tIc .r~-crea~ions:: th~se that Alfred North Whitehead finds the origins of
rehgIOus fltual. It IS the act that is important. Or recall the notion of
"living i~ the moment" or in "the eternal now" of Christian piety. Joseph
Brow~, m fact, would equate this Christian awareness, as well as the
IslamIc Waqt, with the hunting Sioux's "being attentive," being ever alert
to all the signs of Waken Tanka that present themselves in the immediate
environment. 28

Still another religious way of experiencing the wilderness life is in the
orgy. For here there is a deliverate obliteration of the institutional forms
characteristic of developed social life. People of low estate behave as
aristocrats. Aristocrats act like peasants. Normal sexual taboos are deli
berately broken, and sexual behaviors may be reversed: men dressing as
women, and women as men, as though to recreate a time when sex roles
and sex rankings were of much less significance. And all work is aban
doned, recalling a time when it wasn't necessary.

Finally we may point to mysticism as a way for the individual to return
to the wilderness situation. As Eliade has written, "It is mysticism that
~est exe~pl~fiesthe restoration of the life of Paradise." 29 He furthermore
Imk~ ChrIstIan mysticism with shamanism, that ecstatic practice most
partlC~la:ly.associat~dwith hunting and gathering peoples and reminis
cent of. hfe m paradIse characterized by "friendship with the animals,
ascenSIOn to Heaven [he recalls Paul's mystic experience recollected in
II Corinthians] and meeting with God."31 Indeed, some Christian mystics
have used explicit wilderness imagery to refer to the place of their inner
journey. Richard of St. Victor (d. 1173), for example, writes,

. : . the ~uman mind may fall into ecstasy and transcend itself through inten
sity of JOY and exultation. This kind of going forth seems to be sufficiently
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well expressed in the Song of Songs (8:5) ... : "Who is she." saith Scrip
ture, "that cometh up from the desert? ..." If we rightly interpret the desert
as being the human heart, what is this arising up from the desert, but the
passing of the human mind into ecstasy?

... the soul is led by God into the wilderness where it is fed with milk
so that it may be inebriated with inward sweetness. Harken what is said of
this state when the Lord speaks by the prophet (Hosea 2:16);"Therefore,"
he saith, "I will feed her with milk and will lead her into the wilderness
and will speak to her heart."31

Now to recapitulate: We have suggested that we human beings have
our proper home in the wilderness; that a major human problem that we
still wrestle with is that traumatic shift from life in the wilderness to life
in separation from the wilderness; that one of the functions of religion
has been to deal with this separation, articulating it in myth and at
tempting to "undo" its results in a variety of ways.

And here we conclude with the promised postscript. At the risk of
appearing overly romantic or optimistic - or even faddish - I would say
simply that there now appear to be some exciting signs of the emergence
of a kind of "wilderness consciousness" which may serve to modify the
aggressive, manipulative, competitive, and possessive consciousness
spawned by agriculture and its succeeding technologies.

There are several signs of a new spirit among us, and I point to a few.
Most prominent, I suppose, is the growing movement toward a sane
ecology, based upon the conviction that we live in intimate relationship
with our natural surroundings and that any disharmony in a part of the
total environment has deleterious consequences for other sectors as
well. The spirit of the movement, if we may call it such, surely goes
beyond mere prudential considerations and engages deep human feel
ings also. The extinction of some species of whale probably wouldn't
threaten human survival; but, like the hunters, some of us sense the
prospect of a deep loss in the economy of nature.

In the holistic medicine movement there is the firm belief that we must
be concerned not just with bodies, but with minds and souls, and indeed
with the wider human and non-human milieu in which people live. A
broad awareness is called for which, as Ortega reminds us, is charac
teristic of the hunter. Also the techniques of the hunter's physician, the
shaman or medicine man, are being taken seriously by increasing num
bers of Western therapists. And we find insurance companies who will
pay for the Eskimo's treatment by his shaman or the Navaho's by his

medicine man. 32
The movements for human liberation would seem to embody the egali-

tarian spirit of the hunting band. And one thinks particularly of the
liberation of women from the rigid structures whose genesis appears
to lie in the movement from wilderness to farm.

Some researchers are trying to learn from nature how to structure our
immediate environment and are designing living spaces that will enable
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us to exist in a closer harmony with nature and to tap into the renew
able sources of energy which nature provides, thereby exemplifying the
receiving knowledge characteristic of wilderness living as well as the
manipulative knowledge of the farmer and factory worker.

Consciousness research points to the lopsided education that most of
us receive, which emphasizes the analytic and rational to the exclusion
of the holistic and intuitive. Some recent research, in fact, shows that
children raised in the non-literate Hopi culture score much higher in tests
requiring a sensing of larger patterns and wholes than do their literate,
more analytically-oriented white counterparts. 33 Apparently with the
proliferation of technology there has been a suppression of some funda
mental capacities of mind. But here, too, there is a growing awareness
that in our schools we must maintain and increase the emphasis upon
the real basics that train these neglected modes of knowing: art, music,
dance. ("Back tathe basics!" would seem to mean different things to
different people.)

In the religious quests of modern Westerners there has been an in
creased thirst for the direct experience of the sacred, as though we
longed to live, at least a part of the time, in the enchanted world of our
wilderness ancestors. From cults to charismatics, all manner of tech
niques are employed for penetrating our psychic depths, for moving into
the inner wilderness of our unconscious minds, like Richard of S1. Vic
tor or the wilderness shaman. And we seem also to be coming to a new
appreciation of the role of mysticism generally in our Western history
Jewish, Christian, American Indian.

Is it then possible that the mind-boggling technologies which have
meant so much, but which threaten to annihilate us, are now to be united
with the dormant sensibilities that so marvelously sustained us through
out most of our time on earth, our time in the wilderness? I hope that
it might be so.
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THE WILDERNESS IN OLD TESTAMENT THOUGHT

Waldemar Schmeichel

There is no way Israel could live where she does without incorporating
the wilderness into her self-understanding. A glance southward from the
old city walls of Jerusalem reveals the unmistakable contours of the
Judean wilderness. Beyond it is the Negev and farther yet lies the Sinai.
To the east of the Dead Sea we find the wilderness of Moab, now part of
West Jordan, and beyond it cradling Israel's total eastern exposure lies
the Arabian Desert. 1 Israel belongs to what James Breasted has called
the fertile crescent and fills out the southern tip of this crescent as it
looks toward the southeast. 2 Thus a significant part of Israel and the
majority of its borders are defined by the broad term "wilderness."3

Despite such ubiquity, the Old Testament does not primarily orient
itself to wilderness as such, but to a specific wilderness, the Sinai.
And then this orientation is not to the timeless expanse of the peninsula,
but to a specific time period at the close of the Bronze Age sometime
during the thirteenth century B.C.E. Further, the Old Testament is not
interested in the Sinai because it is a wilderness, but because something
of surpassing significance happened there at that time. In short, Old
Testament interest in the wilderness is qualified by three limitations.
Its focus is (1) on a particular wilderness, (2) at a special time, because
(3) a series of significant events took place there and then.

This brings us to a fundamental question. Since the main interest
is in the events and not the location, may we conclude that the location
and environment are incidental to the events and that any other

Dr. Waldemar Schmeichel was born in Germany, and studied at Judson College
(BA) and the University of Chicago (BD, MA, PhD). He is Assistant Professor
of Religion at the College, beginning here in 1974.
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environment could just as well have served and sustained the events?
Put differently we may ask, is the geographical accident which took
place in the Sinai wilderness between Egypt and Canaan, bet",:een the
land of bondage and the land of promise, a neutral factor whIch con
tributes detail but not substance to Israel's formulation of her faith?
For the most part, as we shall see, scholarship has answered affir~a~

tively and treated such wilderness topics. as th~ exodus: the Smal
theophany, the covenant, and the murmurmg epIsodes wIthout sub
stantive consideration to their physical environment. To be sure, Israel
murmured against the scarcity of water and food, manifestly wilderness
deprivations, but she also murmured against Mosaic leadership and
enemy threats. What seems therefore important is the f.act that she
murmured and rebelled against the divine providence. A dIfferent loca
tion, fertile land, perhaps, would have provided different reasons for
objection; it would not have eliminated the people's argument with
God's guidance. 4

•

In light of this observation and the im?licit.judgmen~o~ the hIstory
of scholarship, is it profitable to pursue thIS tOPIC from withm the.center
of Old Testament assertions or is inquiry assigned to a perIpheral
concern without a firm textual base? The contention of this paper will
be that such inquiry is not only profitable, but that the evidence is
available once a proper set of questions has been aske? ~ shall ~u~~ue
the matter in the following outline. I will first attempt a BIblIcal dehmtIOn
of what constitutes a wilderness. I will then survey representatively
the history of scholarship which has utilized the wilde~ness theme in
a variety of ways. Then I will present my own formulatIOns about .the
significance of the Sinai wilderness for Israel's religious understandmg.

I
Even as an urban generation we are sufficiently familiar with a

natural wilderness that we have little difficulty abstracting from it a
variety of symbolic meanings. What, however,.would cons.titute a Biblical
understanding of wilderness were we to thmk theologIcally -about an
idea the Bible itself does not present in any reflective way? I should
think we would have to begin from the Biblical understanding of creation.

It is now commonly accepted that the Book of Genesis presents us
with two distinct creation stories. The first story by the fifth century
Priestly Writer (1 :1-2 :4a) describes the pre-creational earth engulfed
in darkness and water. When God intervenes creatively, these two
primordial elements are pushed back to yield part of. their dom~nance

to the sun and the dry land respectively.5 On the thIrd day thIS l~nd
is addressed to produce vegetation, and it does (vss 11-13); on the SIxth
day it is once again addressed, this time to "bring forthyving c:eatures"
(vss 24), and it does. 6 Against the background of thIS creatIOn .story,
wilderness is that part of the land that is incapable of respon.dmg to
God's word for cooperative creation. It cannot produce vegetatIOn and
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animal life. It stands mute to God's creative word on the third and sixth
days. The reason for this inability has nothing to do with hostility to
God's creation; it simply points to an imbalance. The waters that were
bidden to recede to allow the dry land to emerge receded too far in parts
of that !and. The sun that was bidden to rule the day is ruling too
harshly m that same land. The wilderness is the result of an imbalance
between the work of the third and the fourth days having received too
little from the work of the third day and too much from that of the
fourth day.

We should emphasize that the pre-creational elements, the sea and the
darkness, are not understood as enemies of God nor, in contrast to ancient
Babylonian conceptions, 7 are they used as building blocks for the crea
tion of the world. They are rather assigned limits: the water is given a
shore; the darkness a dawn. Yet each evening something of the pre-crea
tional state embraces God's creation as a profound reminder of what so
easily could be the annihiliation of the earth, but never will be because
of God's providence. 8 Is it not possible to argue that the existence of
wilderness serves a similar function? It is a reminder of the precarious
balance that exists between the days of creation, and that this world
knows something of the impotence of response to God's creative word.

The second story of creation by the tenth century Yahwist (Genesis 2)
moves most hurriedly to the creation of humankind and reduces to five
subordinate clauses the creation of the land that can support life. Al
though it is not mentioned by name, the pre-creational condition is the
wilderness. 9 At the end of these subordinate clauses the agricultural
world awaits Adam, the first farmer. Here wilderness is the environment
which has not yet experienced God's creative intervention. When that
intervention occurs, the Garden of Eden emerges as the result of horti
cultural activity (vs 8, "God planted a garden"). Once again, the wilder
ness does not stand in hostility over against creation; it is rather a dull
neutrality on the verge of agricultural possibility as soon as consistent
rain happens.

The two stories of creation produce two contrasting conceptions of
wilderness. The first is an environment that is impotent to respond to
God because it has related itself out of proportion to the days of creation.
Although in itself it is not a hostile environment to God, by being unre
sponsive, it harbors those forces of the world that also do not respond
and are impervious to creation.

The second conception suggests an environment that exists in the
absence of God's intervention. Where God has not yet acted, there is
wilderness; where he acts, there is the Garden of Eden.

II
A book as intensely and universally studied as the Bible will not have as
visible a topic as the wilderness neglected by the history of scholarship.
That scholarly attention is as diverse as it is instructive. Let me begin
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with a broad survey of the more prominent attention the Biblical wilder
ness has received.

A. Ever since the German scholar K. Budde first suggested it at the
close of the last century, the notion of a nomadic ideal in the Old
Testament has at various times intrigued the scholarly imagination. 10 In
its extreme forms this notion idealized the wilderness as Israel's forma
tive period and rejected her post-wilderness achievements of the state,
city, culture, temple, and worship. 11 Even cautious proposals, such as the
one by Budde, argued for an undercurrent of veneration for the wilder
ness in Israel's awareness which eventually found its culmination in the
Christian monastic movement. 12

There is evidence and an impetus for such a position. The evidence
can point to such statements as this one from Jeremiah (2:1-3):

The word of the Lord came to me, saying, 'Go and proclaim in the hearing
of Jerusalem, Thus says the Lord, I remember the devotion of your youth,
your love as a bride, how you followed me in the wilderness, in a land not
sown. Israel was holy to the Lord ... 13

Then there is an obscure group of purists, the Rechabites, who excluded
Yahwism from agriculture and the city and who, with the Nazirites,
shared an objection to wine, the symbol of agricultural fertility.14 Be
yond such fragmentary references, we can point to Israel's beginnings
and note that in the wilderness Yahweh first disclosed his holy name
(Exodus 3), there he formed his covenant with his people and revealed
his law to them, and as the Book of Deuteronomy has Moses say in the
wilderness, "This day you have become the people of the Lord your God"
(27:9).

To such evidence appropriately interpreted we need to relate an im
petus scholarship has discovered at the beginning of this century: the
Bedouin tribes of the Near East and North Africa who had preserved
ancient ways against the assaults of modernity.15 By studying their
behavior and lore, scholars drew conclusions from this contemporary
laboratory to Israel's long forgotten past in a similar environment. By
noting the much discussed pride and freedom of the Bedouin and his
disdain for the sedentary life, interpreters highlighted the supportive
Biblical texts and read them with a picture of a desert-defying nomad
in mind.

But the tide has turned against the argument for a nomadic ideal in
the Bible as a result of a more careful reading of the suggestive texts.
They generally do not celebrate the wilderness but what happened in
that wilderness. "What lent it significance," W.D. Davies maintains,
"was not the quality of the wilderness itself, but the events that hap
pened in it; not the space of the wilderness but the time of the wilder
ness ... we have interpreted 'the wilderness' in the Old Testament
historically not geographically."16 What therefore began as a theological
examination of a geographical environment has in the course of time
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negated the importance of geography in the idea of wilderness in favor
of its history.

B. An idea that has had a much debated currency in the more than
100 years since it was first proposed 17 is known as the Kenite hypo
thesis of the origins of Yahwism. The evidence allows the following
argument. When Moses had to flee Egypt after the murder of the
Egyptian foreman (Exodus 2:11-22), he finds himself among a nomadic
tribe called the Midianites (Exodus 3:1; 18:1; Numbers 10:29), else
where called Kenites (Judges 4:11), probably the name of a Midianite
clan. Moses marries into the family of Jethro (Exodus 3:1, elsewhere
called Reuel, Exodus 2:18) who is identified as a "priest of Midian, "18
and he functions as a shepherd in his father-in-law's employ. It is there
by the "mountain of God" that he has his experience of the burning
bush and the revelation of the name of Yahweh. He is commissioned
to return to his oppressed people and lead them into freedom by the
authority of this newly-revealed name of God. When Moses finally
succeeds, he brings his people to the same mountain of his religious
experience. Jethro comes out to meet the fugitives and praises the
liberating God with a new recognition, "Now I know that the Lord is
greater than all gods" (Exodus 18:11).

What follows is of special signifiance. Jethro offers a sacrifice to
Yahweh and presides over the sacred meal. Later, he offers instruction
and advice to Moses as to the administration of justice "which was
regarded as a religious rather than a civil funtion."19 All of this,
Oesterly and Robinson conclude, "is incomprehensible except on the
supposition that Yahweh was the God of Jethro and his tribe, the
Kenites, and that Jethro himself was Yahweh's priest."2o More recently
H. Ringgren concurred, "Of the many theories explaining the origin of the
religion of Yahweh, the Kenite hypothesis is the only one to which a
certain probability attaches."21

Despite the fact that the wilderness environment functions promi
nently in this hypothesis, it is nowhere appropriated in a substantive
understanding of Yahwism. Only the extreme proposals contain the
suggestion that the origin and nature of Yahwism may indeed be tied
to a wilderness locale. These proposals, however, suffer from over
interpretation and are liable to the caricature of Yahweh as a desert
deity and thus subject to an Old Testament aversion to "localize" God.
In the more moderate discussion it is not a matter of central interest
that Yahwism may very well have originated among the descendants of
Cain and that it was nurtured in the wilderness and that its decisive
theophanies to Israel occurred in the wilderness.

C. The Danish scholar Johannes Pedersen has provided a fascinating
blend between psychological, historical, and anthropological insights.
He begins with a distinction between land which, as in most of these
studies, is agricultural land, and its opposite, desert land. The latter is
wilderness because it is "cursed country, where the blessing is lacking ...
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it is land of chaos, because the law of life does not operate there ...
wicked demons are at work there (Leviticus 16:10, 22), but for human
beings it is uninhabitable also the animals belonging to the world-
of man, keep far from it We hear several times that the desert
is toho or tohu wabhohu, the characteristic expressions of chaos, the
lawless, the empty."22 In short. wilderness is a non-land because it is
without blessing. 23

This leads to a religious geography where land is the space of
blessing and the space of man, and wilderness is the space of the cur~e
and therefore prohibited to human habitation. 24 When sin occurs, thIS
geography is disturbed, and wilderness, the territory of the curse,
invades the land, the territory of the blessing (ef. Leviticus 19:29;
Numbers 35:33; Jeremiah 2:7; 3:2,9).

At this point Pedersen reveals his anthropological starting point. He
writes, "The connection between the nature of the country and the
blessing which is to be maintained by man is so powerful that the country
is a wilderness as soon as sin prevails."25 Therefore, humans are the
recipients and carriers of the blessing and the curse. Because of the
intimacy between humans and the land, the existence of wilderne~s a~d
the existence of land await human performance. If humans hve m
accordance with the divine will, they will receive and then transmit to
their physical environment the benevolent, life-generating power called
blessing by the Old Testament. 26 If they violate and ignore that will,
they invite "a poisonous, consuming substance that destroys an~ un~er
mines ... It consumes the earth, which loses its power of germmatIOn;
the plants fade, towns collapse, the inhabitants wail and disappear from
the surface of the earth (Isaiah 24:6-12), the whole of the country
decays, all pastures are dried up (Jeremiah 23:10)."27 This outward
manifestation of the curse the Old Testament calls the curse.

Pedersen needs to be criticized on a number of levels. Not only does
his argument rest primarily on the later evidence from the prophe~s
and the hagiographa, he ignores the wilderness as the place of God s
revelation of his name, glory, law, and the establishing of the covenant
with Israel.26 From our point of view the following criticism emerges.
The wilderness is portrayed as a derivative reality. Not only is it failed
land, but both wilderness and land depend upon what humans do or fail
to do. If they do, their physical environment is land; if they fail to do, it is
wilderness.

D. In part as a reaction to Biblical theologies centering on the word of
God and existential human decisions and in part as a response to
present ecological concerns as well as to modern Israel's celebration. of
eretz Israel, several studies have emerged which attempt to deal WIth
the Biblical land as a primary theological datum. Thus Brueggemann can
assert, "Land is a central, if not the central theme of biblical faith."29
Bernard Anderson has provided a convenient land-oriented outline of the
whole Bible. 3o The story begins with a land promise to Abraham who

is asked to move from the ancestral land to a land he will be shown. His
descendants escape famine into a false land and are led by Moses into an
incomplete land before they claim the land of promise. The central sec
tion of the Old Testament deals with the management of the land, its
division into two realms. and with the threat of the exile, Le. expulsion
from the land of promise. Following the exile the movement is toward
God's Kingdom "which is not of this earth."

Contrary to what one would expect in studies focusing on the land, the
theme of the wilderness fares poorly. W.D. Davies concludes, "At best it
(the wilderness) was only a transitional period: it was 'on the way' to the
land: its value was preparatory not final."31 Brueggemann agrees, "The
wilderness is the route of promise on the way to land or the wilderness
is unbearable abandonment to be avoided by return to slavery," Le. a
false land. 32 In and of itself the wilderness possesses no status. 33 When
it is treated at all, it is "not the space of the wilderness but the time
of the wilderness" which is important. 34 Or it quickly acquires a "sym
bolic significance" by becoming "a symbol for the effect of the divine
wrath, the outward devastation that inexorably follows human sin."35
Desert imagery is used to "symbolize moral and spiritual realities."36 The
concrete earthiness with which these studies discuss the land is not
extended to the observations about the wilderness, except in negative
terms. The conclusion implies denial of land reality to the wilderness and
exposes a certain agricultural bias in these studies.

In the hands of M. Noth the wilderness received full status in the
Pentateuch, but only as a literary and theological theme. Noth argued
for the structural primacy of five narrative themes, the promise to the
patriarchs, the deliverance from Egypt, the revelation at Sinai, the
guidance through the wilderness, and the entry into the promised land.
Among these themes it is "obvious that (guidance in the wilderness) is not
a very important or really independent theme," he concludes. "It pre
supposes in every instance the theme 'guidance out of Egypt' and 'guid
ance into the promised land' and depends on both of these."37 But then
Noth has to concede, "Nevertheless this theme is treated in an imposing
number of individual narratives."38 Finally, he seeks refuge in a reas
onable guess, "Probably this theme arose simply from the narrative
desire to tell something concrete about the further fortunes of the
Israelite tribes after the 'guidance out of Egypt.' "39

It is precisely at the point of Noth's uncertainty that Jay Wilcoxen finds
entry into our issue. He first of all agrees that the wilderness theme is
quantitatively emphasized and disagrees that such emphasis can be
explained by a narrator's love for his art. "What is it about the Wilder
ness theme that led the Israelite traditionists to develop it on a scale
comparable with the other themes of the sacred history?"40 he asks. He
identifies as central to it the murmuring episodes, 14 of which intersperse
the narrative, having to do with lack of water and food, the breakdown
in the community's authority structure and with danger from external
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enemies. 41 All take the form of a "trial-by-ordeal" and exceed the
community's resources to adjudicate them. They must be settled by
divine action and always are arbitrated by some form of miraculous
intervention.

Wilcoxen then asks the important question, "What aspect of Israelite
experience and of the Israelite apprehension of life did the (murmuring
episodes) grasp and structure?"42 The episodes "assume the reality and
seriousness of tensions within the community, of threats to the con
tinuance of its existence or its order."43 These episodes, not uniquely
wilderness problems by any means, showhow tensions and difficulties
will arise in the social order and that the deity is sufficient to deal with
them by alleviating the cause of the tension and by punishing those who
push their discomfort beyond the limits of social tolerance. "The narra
tive of those 'trials' release the tensions, in part by putting the
anguished feelings of the people into words, the words of challenge
and rebellion."44

But why use the wilderness to make this point? "The wilderness is
symbolically the place where life is not possible; it is, therefore, the
setting in which the basic truths about men's relations to the sources
of life are presented."45

Wilcoxen further notes that there is a difference in the structuring
of the pre-Sinai and post-Sinai wilderness episodes. 46 The former
elicit no serious punishment while the latter almost always result in the
death of the perpetrators. Clearly the editors of the wilderness materials
pursued a self-conscious purpose by interpreting the significance of the
Sinai event in this structuring. At Sinai the fugitives from Egypt re
ceived law and a covenant, a treaty was established between the
liberating God and these recent forced laborers. At Sinai they became a
legally constituted people with clear definitions of right and wrong, of
socially acceptable and punishable acts. When in the presence of law
the people oppose legally constituted authority, they will suffer the law's
provision for rebellion.

Wilcoxen then makes a final observation. The sacred history begins
in one man who becomes a people and will possess a land. The adequacy
of the story of the people can be measured by its ability to parallel
the development of the individual man. "The narrative structure presents
the making of the man Israel" at the same time as it presents the
making of the people Israel.

In this case, the five themes correspond to five stages in the development
of a man. The divine promise to the patriarchs is the 'conception' of 'Israel',
the exodus is the 'birth' (the 'delivery') of 'Israel,' Sinai is the 'bar mitzvah'
of 'Israel,' (the point at which moral responsibility formally begins), the two
parts of the wilderness period are pre-adolescent childhood and the period
from adolescence to adulthood, and the conquest (in which Israelites be
come capable warriors and holders of landed property) represents the entry
into the responsibilities and privileges of an adult young man. 47

50 The Wilderness

One could elaborate on this fascinating study which has the advan
tage ?f regardin~ the wilderness as the central point of entry into
I~rael s sacred hIst~ry an? of treating the wilderness as a physical,
lIterary, and s~bohc realIty. But the emphasis is clearly on the latter
two, .and the w~lderness as wilderness is only inferentially suggested as
a SUlta~le enVIronment for the murmuring episodes without being a
compelhn~ one. No. account is taken of the fact that more than murmuring
happened m the wIlderness, and once again we must conclude that the
wilderness is seen in basically subordinate terms.

F. Let me briefly summarize the clearly negative results of this review
of schol~rship. Where the wilderness is not outright ignored, such as in
the Kemte hYP.othesis, it is viewed from the point of view of agricul
tural land, as m the nomadic ideal and by Pedersen. When the land
itself is studied, the wilderness becomes a transition to it. When theo
logically more self-conscious efforts are made, the wilderness becomes
a period of the wilderness (land studies, nomadic ideal) or it becomes
a .literary o~ symboli~ theme (Noth, Wilcoxen). For the most part, the
wIldern~ss IS a ne~ah~e reality standing over against the land or history
or blessmg or habItatIOn. In all instances it is a transient reality soon
to be abandoned for a preferable environment. Under the influence of
Pedersen and expressing a pervasive view, Jonathan Smith writes, "For
the ancient Israelite, the wilderness or desert was not seen as neutral
ground, but rather a sacred land." But then he concludes "sacred in
the 'wrong way'. It is the demonic land, the wasteland th~ dangerous
land."48 '

III
M~ own deliberations in disagreement with this negative judgment by

the hIstory of scholarship begin with three observations.
(1) I cannot dissociate the fact that before the moment Moses exper

iences the theophany of the name of Yahweh, he is told "Do not come
near ... for the place on which you are standing is holy ground" (Exodus
3:5). In this crucial story the decisive revelation of the name of Yahweh
the tetragrammaton, renders the ground holy, a ground which earlie;
had been identified as wilderness (Exodus 3:1).49

(2) Brueggemann had observed without drawing any conclusions from
this observation that "All the faith questions are put to Israel in the

'ld "50Th h 'WI erness. e geograp y of Israel s sacred history is the wilderness
exclusively. T~e exodus and. Sinai, the act of redemption, the law giving,
of people makmg, all are wIlderness events as is the decisive manifes
tation of Yahweh to Moses and to his people.

(3) Israel never develops a theology of the land, but it does develop
a theology of the city. 51 The closest to a land theology we come in the
Old !estament is found in the truncated phrases "the promised land" and
t~e la~d flOWing with milk and honey."52 Both phrases, however, are
dImenSIOns of promise and not of possession; they function outside of
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the land and are not descriptive of ownership. The Zion theology with
its emphasis on the city of God and closely allied with it, the royal
theology with its celebration of the king as mediator between heaven and
earth provide, next to the exodus tradition, the second center of Old
Testament theology. 53 The question has to be asked why wilderness
events and the life of the city join hands to define theologically
Israel's experience with God. Did Israel elect not to develop a theology
of the land or was she incapable of doing so?

I shall interrelate these questions toward the following thesis: In
contrast to prevailing views, it is necessary to view Israel's other two
geographies, the land and the city, from the point of view of the wilder
ness and not the other way around. 54 It is the wilderness that has
shaped Israel's religious self-understanding more so than has been recog
nized, convinced as commentators have been that fertility and agricul
ture are self-evidently superior. But that is an agricultural judgment and
not a theological one.

Let me begin with a structural overview of Israel's sacred history
as we find it in the Torah, in Genesis through Deuteronomy. The narrative
is prefaced by stories of creation which culminate in a creature in God's
image, man and woman. Quickly and inexplicably God's experiment with
human life turns into a heart ache. The first sin leads to expulsion from
a most supportive environment. The second makes a murderer out of a
brother and leads to his banishment. The cumulative thrust of subse
quent sins leads to the Great Flood, but it also leads to the construction
of a ship. The deity's disillusionment with the human species cannot be
absolute, and justice requires that the eight people who have lived up
to the divine expectation be exempted from this judgment. But the
trend toward cumulative sin is not reversed and God intervenes a fourth
time by introducing disparate languages which lead to the fragmentation
of the human community.

At this point God's universal approach in dealing with humankind
comes to a halt. Having expelled, banished, drowned and dispersed
to stay human proclivity for sin, God starts again with a man and a
woman, this time not to populate a world but to create a people. By a
twofold geographical separation from the sinful past of humanity these
two people, Abraham and Sarah, are moved from the ancient city of
Dr of Chaldea, the present Iraq, to Haran, in northern Syria. By a second
separation, this time even from their clan and family (Lot excepted,
Genesis 12:4) this husband and wife are pointed to Canaan as the land
of their descendants' eventual possession.

This individual story is set in motion by a twofold promise, a multitude
of descendants and Canaan as the land of their habitation, a promise
which runs like a red thread through the whole of the Pentateuchal
narrative. 55 But both promises are slow in being realized; as a matter of
fact, empirical evidence makes them unrealistic. Sarah is barren and the
land is heavily populated. To assist this stalled promise Abraham and

Sarah resort to self-help. Sarah gives one of her servants as a concu
bine to Abraham (Genesis 16) and a son, Ishmael, is born. Although its
details have been violated, the intended effect of the promise is rescued:
there is a son. But the Bible takes a dim view of human efforts to rescue
God from over-generous commitments. When Abraham was one hundred
and Sarah ninety (Genesis 17:17; 21:5), the son of promise is born to
them whom they are asked to name Isaac (Genesis 17:19) which means
"he laughs"-Abraham (Genesis 17:17) together with Sarah (18:12-15)
at the impossibility of it all, Isaac himself, or, perhaps, God in the face of
human doubt and incredulity.

The barrenness of the ancestress, stressed with Sarah, Rebekah
(Genesis 25:21), Rachel (Genesis 29:31) and Leah (Genesis 29:9), is a
counter-theme to the promise of desc~ndants. Its resolution, however,
does not lie on the human level. Just as the promise is divine, so is its
fulfillment. 56

All this has been noted in the commentaries and belongs to the assured
results of scholarship. 57 What has not been noted is a parallel develop
ment in conjunction with the second promise, the land. For periodically
the land is barren as well and produces famine which exposes the land
as potentially incapable of sustaining the lives of the descendants. The
human resolution to the barrenness of the ancestress was another
woman; the same resolution to the barrenness of the promised land is
another land. At least in one instance God dissuades Isaac "Do not go to
Egypt ... sojourn in this land ... and I will fulfill the oath which I swore
to Abraham your father" (Genesis 26:2-3). The flight to Egypt is here
understood as tantamount to mistrust in Yahweh's land promise.

Each time the Israelites attempted to escape Canaan's famine by going
to Egypt they courted disaster. Sarah was incorporated into Pharaoh's
harem (Genesis 12:10-20); Rebekah comes close to suffering a similar
fate when Egypt is explicitly forbidden as a resolution and Isaac escapes
to the Philistines (Genesis 26:1-11); when brotherly jealousies and
hostility erupt in Jacob's family, Joseph is sold into slavery, and he ends
up in Egypt. The traders who facilitate this exchange? They were
Ishmaelites, descendants of the self-help solution to Sarah's barrenness
(Genesis 37:25-28). When Jacob sends his sons to Egypt to buy food,
Simeon is thrown into jail (Genesis 42:24). When the brothers return a
second time, they have to bring Benjamin, Jacob's remaining loved son,
into Egypt's threatening boundaries (Genesis 42:34,36; 37:1-34). Finally,
the whole clan, 70 strong (Genesis 46:27), escapes famine-prone Canaan
and settles into famine-impervious Egypt to prepare itself for eventual
slavery.

Egypt is the self-help solution to the tardiness of the divine land
promise just as Hagar, the concubine, is such a solution to the problem
of descendants. What suggested the need for such action was human
impatience with God's inscrutability. The recipients of the promise
could not see themselves clear in the haze of God's purpose with them
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and resorted to shape their destiny with the help of Egyptian food. 58
Now Israel is in a wrong land, and although quite numerous (Exodus

1:7), she is not a people. Yahweh's salvation has to return the Israelites
into the land of promise, the right land, and transform a multitude into
a people.

What is famine? It results when agricultural land acts like a wilderness,
when the scarcity of water and the abundance of sun reduce land depen
dent on a careful balance between both to unproductiveness. It is a way
of speaking of wilderness in its effect upon human life. In her quest for
survival Israel fled the wilderness in Canaan for the agricultural predict
ability of Egypt. "Do not go down to Egypt," Yahweh had counselled (Gen
esis 26:2), but predictability in descendants and land is a more persuasive
reality than a vague promise, even from a deity.

Therefore, the act of salvation is an act thatIeads back into the wilder
ness, into that environment which most threatens human existence and
God's promise toward a purposeful future with that existence. It returns
Israel into the center of the problem where she most powerfully exper
ienced the apparent impotence of her promising God and where she was
prompted to grasp for a verifiable alternative, Egyptian food that had con
cealed slavery as a price tag. The act of salvation begins with the prepara
tion of the leader who grows up in a king's household and discovers that
he can kill. Note that the Biblical text passes without comment over this
murder, for it is the only thing that could prompt Moses to exchange the
prerogatives of a prince with those of a wilderness shepherd (Exodus
2:11-15). It is as though the deity is bringing Moses to himself into a non
interchangeable place, and after the proper introduction and instruc
tions, Moses is sent back to Pharaoh with the word, "Let my people go ...
in the wilderness' (Exodus 5:1). Eventually he does, and Moses brings the
fugitives to the mountain of his own experience and to the priest of the
God whom he has experienced there. 59 Above all, however, he brings the
people to Yahweh. Then revelation takes place, law is given, peoplehood
bestowed and tested, and the raw edges of the new experience - between
the people and their God, between the people and the structure of their
leadership-are smoothed out with a view toward land occupancy.

But this occupancy never takes place in the Torah! Its last book,
Deuteronomy, concludes with the people standing on the threshold of the
land, and the story ends with the land as promise and not as possession.
This is the more surprising since the logic of the land promise requires
its realization narrated triumphantly in the Book of Joshua. On this
basis scholars have argued for the Hexateuch as the logical unit over
the Pentateuch, for the primacy of the six books over the five. 6o But the
fact remains that the primary community of this book, Judaism,61 identi
fied a radical break between Deuteronomy and Joshua, between the wild
erness and the land. In doing so, it defined the land as eternally promised
but never possessed (Leviticus 25:23). Israel's saving history remains
poised, frozen between two geographies.

Is it because one is too rich and complex in memory, the other a dan
gerous future with possibilities of predictable difficulty? Let me address
the latter first. The land Israel was poised to enter was not only popula
ted, its population was governed by a religious understanding as power
fully land conscious as seems imaginable. 62 It does not take long reading
the Old Testament to discover that Baal is the deity whom all good
Yahwists oppose. In 1928 at present Ras Shamra (ancient Ugarit) on the
north Syrian coast tablets were discovered providing independent detail
of this deity and the religion in which it functioned. 83

We are dealing with a fertility cult celebrating the seasonal pattern
of the year. The sky god Baal sends the annual rains which impregnate
the land and produce the life sustaining growth. But before he can do so,
he has to oppose the personified forces of the primordial waters
(Yam)64 and of death (Mot). The former he defeats, but death defeats him.
Rain ceases, and the hot, scorching months of summer parch the land and
place a question mark over the continuance of all of life. Baal's consort,
Anat, loudly and spectacularly bewails the death of her mate, and then
confronts death herself and defeats it, releasing Baal back into life. The
sexual union between them is symbolized by the sky raining upon the
fertile earth, and the existence of life is assured for another year.

The cultic re-enactment of this myth with the king and queen often
playing the roles of the principal deities and its concretely self-evident
meaning in the context of an agricultural setting made this a powerful
interpretation of the seasonal year. We could argue that in this myth we
are given the first theology of the land. But, perhaps, just the opposite is
true: We are given a systematic interpretation of the reality of the wilder
ness. For myths arise and are cultically sustained in order to deal with the
significant problems of human existence. 65 The problem is not that land
produces, that is a consequence of the existence of life as such; the prob
lem is when land ceases to produce, when the seasonal incursion of the
wilderness into the land lasts beyond the summer months or in severity
exceeds human ability to survive it. That generates anxiety, requires
explanation, and searches for hope. PascalI observed in a different con
text, "Humans can bear anything if they can make a story out of it." That
which needs to be borne is the threatening potential of the wilderness.
The Baal myths tell the story of how the wilderness is overcome.

But it is the story of Baalism and cannot religiously be appropriated by
o~hers w~thout having them become Baalists. Yahwism, centrally a reli
gIOn of hIstory, and Baalism, a religion of nature, could not interchange
their interpretation of the wilderness. 66 So the religion of Yahweh had to
deal with its experience of the wilderness in its own way. If our interpre
tation is correct, it rejected the circumvention of the problem by reliance
u.p0,n Egyp.t and the constancy of the overflOWing Nile. In the final analy
s~s it prOVIded a strikingly undemonstrative solution: Yahweh will pro
VIde, have trust, believe. Desist from self-help and allow Yahweh to
demonstrate his power, for he has promised and his word shall not fail.
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To make the point as unmistakable as Baalism could make it in its own
way, more than two-thirds of Israel's saving history is allowed to take
place in the wilderness. When there was hunger, Yahweh provided man
na and quails (Exodus 16; Numbers 11:31-33); when there was thirst,
wells were purified and rocks produced water (Exodus 15:22-25; 17:6-7;
Numbers 20:10-11); when there were enemies, the wind blew, the sea
opened and closed (Exodus 14:16-18, 21-25), prayerfully raised arms
secured victory (Exodus 17:11-13); when camp was to be broken, Yahweh
would make timing and direction known (Numbers 10:11-13). In the ten
sions over political and religious leadership, Yahweh demonstrated his
will miraculously (Numbers 12, 16).

Thus the wilderness is a place, an environment, not to be feared. It
simply awaits Yahweh's creative word and will support life. So the tenth
century creation story presents it. Five centuries later the priestly writer
is no longer so sure. The wilderness has become dull, unresponsive, to
Yahweh's word of creation, but at this point the land has ceased to exist
for Israel. What exists is the city, Jerusalem, and the unresponsive wild
erness and the experience of an unresponsive people fresh out of exile.

In conclusion let me summarize the perspective with which I would
like to persuade you. Israel's self-understanding with regard to land and
wilderness developed over against an already eXisting understanding
ritually re-enacted by the indiginous population of Israel's promised land.
This understanding was so strong and well suited for an agriculture com
munity, and Baalism and this land understanding were so centrally inter
related that Yahwism could only begin its own land understanding in
contradistinction to the existing one. It clearly perceived that at the core
of the Baalistic myth and ritual was not the land but the wilderness.
Reaching into its own historical origins Yahwism brought its people into
the wilderness and religiously kept them there "for ever." Israel's sacred
history leaves the people in the wilderness always poised to take that
next step into the promised land. Every act of worship, every act of sacri
fice, returned the land dwelling Israelite into the wilderness. For there
she was taught to rely exclusively on her God's provision and providence.
If wilderness is the reality that threatens life, and if Yahweh is the life
giving and life-sustaining reality, then the God of life needs to be known
in the center of the threat. Israel's sacred literature gives structural sup
port to such a view. Just as the mountain of God, the location of his deci
sive revelation, is surrounded by the wilderness, so the Sinai narrative
detailing that revelation is preceded and followed by the wilderness
theme. God speaks from his mountain, and that mountain lies in the wild
erness. Those who want to hear God need to be in the wilderness.

Here the term "wilderness" is at the same time a geography and an his
tory; it is a place in which something significant happens. And what hap
pens is human life lived between the polarities of destruction and preser
vation. The invitation of faith is to trust in the preserving God for he will
provide and will transform a wilderness.
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