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Farmer, Photographer, Activist. Born and raised in the 

Philippines, Alexis “Jade” Palma Gil is an immigrant and a 

father of two. Jade has been a community organizer and 

educator for the past 15 years in both the U.S. and the 

Philippines — serving youth, workers, peasant farmers, urban 

poor, and migrants.  He also worked as a project coordinator 

for relief and rehabilitation of rural communities after the 

super typhoon hit the southern part of the Philippines. Jade 

and his family have been a part of the St. Paul & St. Andrew 

community for years.  His photographs of worship and love in 

action have been a gift to us. Now they can help guide our 

Lenten journey into the wilderness.   

 



 

Week 1: March 2 - March 5  3 

Wildness is not the same as 

wilderness.  “Wildness” is a place 

to be visited on its own terms; it is 

not necessarily a vast track of 

land, but a place available for 

exploration.  Wildness means 

accepting the place and those 

who live in it as other, as others—

it is not the size or remoteness of 

the area that matters, but the 

opportunity it presents to meet 

earth others.  

Wildness can be found in a 

piece of near-by nature: a city 

park, of course, but also what one 

naturalist calls “hand-me-down 

habitats,” “unofficial countryside,” 

“shreds and scraps of the natural 

scene” –free places for pottering, 

netting, catching, and watching.  It 

can include derelict railway land, 

cemeteries, the grounds of a city 

museum, bankrupt building sites, 

old gravel pits, embankments, 

margins of landfills, and vacant 

lots.  “A miniscule 

ecosystem…”   Wildness can 

even, if pressed, be found in a 

terrarium or an aquarium, an 

apartment balcony garden, house 

plants, or a goldfish named Ellery. 

“Try the old trick of marking off a 

square yard and exploring just 

there as much attention as you 

would a Rocky Mountain 

meadow.”  Is wildness then, in the 

eye of the beholder?  Yes, of 

course, in part it is.  For some 

people, the Rocky Mountains are 

not wild; a tourist with camera in 

hand can domesticate those 

mountains very easily.  For other 

people that square yard of 

backyard dirt is a veritable 

treasure trove of strange and 

wonderful creatures.  

Encountering  

Wildness 

Explored by Sally McFague, ecological theologian and former 

Dean at Vanderbilt Divinity School, in Super, Natural Christians: 

How we should love nature. 1997.  

Riverside Park North (March 30, 2020) 
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March 2: Pastor Lea Matthews 

A lot of my growing up was done outdoors.  If I wasn’t 

in school or in church, I was outside.  Most of my 

afternoons and all of my summer days were spent 

wandering woods.  In my south Mississippi home, a bike 

and time were all I needed.  Mama would say “Be home 

for supper!” and off I’d go. 

Most of the time, I’d traverse one of two patches of 

woods nearest my home. They were thick with tall and 

lean pine trees, oaks, smilax, and vines.  I’d lose myself 

for hours in them.  It’s on these daily adventures that I’d 

catch tadpoles and crawdads from the creek, build and 

then add to a clubhouse made from fallen wood and 

found objects with my pals, forge dirt bike tracks, 

complete with killer ramps, and then spend hours racing 

them.  I’d whittle with my pocket knife.  I’d play for hours 

upon hours, letting my imagination guide me.  It’s funny, 

later in life when folks would ask Rach and me if we’d 

gone to summer camp, she’d quote her mom, saying, 

“Why do you need to go to camp when you live it every 

day?”  It was kind of like that.  

Now, with Sally McFague’s frame guiding my 

reflection, I see those delicious times of exploration and 

wonder slightly differently.  My adventures were 

centered on un-othering the woods.  My time in the 

natural world was one of industry at least half of the 

time.  I was, as a kid, making it “mine.”  In some ways, 

that meant un-wilding it.  I hacked through bog, made 

paths that weren’t there, and created habitats within 

it.  Don’t get me wrong, I loved every second of it and it 

gave me an immense respect for God’s creation and a 

real and felt awareness of my small part of the whole.   

But I’ve learned more about wildness from my adult 

love of the woods, precisely because I go to them to be 

changed, not to change them. The first time I explored 

Van Cortlandt Park, which is now a sanctuary for me, 

Rach and I went in, with 15 month old Nora and great 

expectations, having heard how vast and wonderful it 

was.  Well, it was vast!  We were maybe a half hour into 

our walk when we found ourselves to be sure ‘nough 

lost.  These woods were much different than the ones I’d 

grown up in.  Huge boulders and cliffs formed from old 

glaciers loomed over us. Craggly, rocky paths off other 

paths confused us and had us going in circles.  Dense 

oak trees loomed over us and tulip and red maple trees 

obstructed our direct views.  We were never so thankful 

to see a person than when a ranger on horseback 

discovered us and directed us out. 

It’s that feeling of potential, even probably lost-ness, 

of out-of-controlness that I point to now when I think of 

the wildness offered in my adult wilderness 

experiences.  It’s been a great teacher to me.  It’s not as 

though we can’t get to this understanding in other 

spaces, and we certainly can from the city.  But when I 

go, daily, into the woods and wilds, I am seeking a 

corrective to an easy distortion or delusion that I am in 

control, that I am the center of concern, that I am not 

deeply and inextricably connected to all and everyone 

that is.  The city bombards me with the opposite 

messages.  And I run to the woods, to be startled and 

stunned back into humility and faith.  From my wildness 

encounters, I gain a more expansive and compassionate 

perspective.  In the wilderness, I am confronted, whether 

I want it or not, by beauty and power and danger and 

unknown.  Each of those things brings me back to God.  

Creator, let us embrace the wildness of our world.  Let 

it teach us, restoring us to right relationship with you, 

with our world, and with all who we share it 

with.  Amen.   

 

March 3: Melanie Baker 

In my younger days, I was a runner.  I would run, rain 

or shine, intense heat (although I would opt for an early 

morning run on those days) or bitter cold.  The act of 

putting on my shoes and stepping outside of the door 

freed me from whatever troubles I was wrestling.  It 

wasn’t that they would go away; it was that the act of 

pounding the pavement helped put them in 

perspective.  The conflict or doubts or frustration still 

lurked, but they had to take their place beside the 

wonders of Fort Tryon or Inwood Park, near where I lived 

at the time.  Making a time for getting some deep 

breaths of air outside made space for things other than 

the “You have to have or do these things” lists that I 

thought I needed to follow.  

What was it like for Jesus in the wilderness?  I think of 

a deserted place, maybe a desert, where there was not 

much to eat and nowhere to hide from the 

weather.  Maybe just getting through the day, one day, 

took all of his ingenuity, patience, and forbearance.  One 

day at a time, step by arduous step.  Maybe it helped 

him to focus on the important things, serving God and 

being the best person he could.  Maybe God knew that 

in order to be able to stand up and help, no matter the 

cost, there had to be time spent with nothing, so that 

Jesus would know what mattered, so that he would be 

less influenced by what the people around him thought 

he “should” do.   

Maybe Jesus didn’t need that.  But I do.  I need a 

space to breathe and figure out what is important.  What 

is a “need” and what is a “want.”  How can I help the 

world around me?  A friend wrote to me recently about 



 

Week 1: March 2 - March 5  5 

the pandemic, saying that it showed them that a simpler 

life can be vibrant and happy.  Maybe that is the purpose 

of the wilderness, to hone our perspective so that we 

can appreciate our blessings and discern how to use 

them wisely. 

Dear God, thank you for all that you have given us, 

and help us to see more clearly how to share what we 

can with others.  Amen. 

 

March 5: Mark Duffy 

I do not tend to be a creature of habit.  As a rule I do 

not make plans.  I like to keep my options open.  I love to 

allow plenty of space for serendipity each day.   New 

York City is the capital of serendipity.  It is the 

headquarters of wildness.  While I may not plan, I must 

do, in order to embrace the city’s serendipity and 

experience it’s wildness.  Walking, talking, listening, 

watching, reading, eating or drinking, whatever action I 

choose nearly always results in discovery.  When one 

walks in the city without an agenda, a rich tapestry of 

sights, sounds and smells are revealed.  One must 

simply be open to seeing, smelling, hearing, eating and 

drinking it in.  The spirit is present and it’s moving.  Do 

we allow our senses to be open to the experience?   For 

me, too much planning leads to too little flexibility to see 

the wonder.  Perhaps I should learn to do both, but 

that’s a discussion for another time. 

I have a fascination and love of the wilderness that is 

at least equal to my love of the city’s wildness.  Some of 

the most joyful times I’ve had were walking with friends 

on a trail in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, far from a cell 

phone signal, a motel, a restaurant or any trace of 

human civilization other than my companions and our 

gear.  It is awe inspiring to see the beauty of God’s 

creation untouched by human activity or interference.  In 

very different ways, an encounter with urban wildness 

and with a mountain wilderness are both unpredictable, 

but reveal a beauty in their natural chaos.  In the city, 

beauty floats on the air from the notes played by a 

busking jazz band that one unexpectedly sees while 

rounding a snowy corner on a winter walk in Central 

Park. In the wilderness, one has the evening glow of 

sunlight after hours of walking with a full pack and 

aching feet, only to delight at the sound and sight of a 

pounding waterfall making a rainbow in its mist. 

Spiritual experience and encounter eludes a 

description using words, just as the beauty 

of  experiences in the mountains and the city often 

do.  There is wildness to it.  One never knows when you 

will suddenly walk up to “that feeling, that revelation, 

that pure joy/love.”  As the Lenten season comes each 

year, I wonder, can I plan the right way to find 

Jesus?  Can I plan the right way to talk with Jesus?  Can I 

plan the correct way to listen to Jesus?  I don’t think 

so.  But, it is equally true that I must take action to find 

the wildness of my faith experience.  I need to get out on 

the “prayer trail,” poke around in the corners that I 

haven’t experienced before, listen carefully and look for 

the spirit of God, Jesus, and the mystery of the Holy 

Spirit. 

After his baptism, Jesus was led into the wilderness by 

the spirit.  For the next forty days he had a very personal 

experience that we know little about, except regarding 

the temptations that he faced from a fallen angel to put 

himself first.  Now it’s our turn again this year during the 

next forty days to have a very personal experience 

seeking what is right and good.  It seems right to 

approach these next forty days moment to moment, but 

with our senses wide open to see, hear, touch, taste, 

feel, seek to understand the wildness before us.  We are 

sure to find new discoveries that clarify the route we 

should follow to bring more joy, peace and 

understanding to both ourselves and our community.   

Dear God, may I embrace the wildness, so that I can 

experience its beauty and learn its lessons.  May the 

lessons I learn enable me to radiate your grace and 

create love, understanding, and greater support for my 

neighbors. 

 

March 5: Carol Scott 

Wildness is unfamiliar; wilderness is wilder. 

Wilderness will mess with you. It will challenge you 

and make you question yourself. 

The wilderness we see envelope Jesus is dangerous, 

barren, lacking in any way to sustain his life. It’s a place 

where he is tested. He goes to the wilderness when he is 

full of the Spirit, fortified, prepared for the unknown. But, 

unlike the Enlightened white men encountering First 

People and dissecting their sacred burial mounds to see 

what was inside, he doesn’t come to explore and claim. 

He comes to survive. 

Benz and I are privileged to spend our vacation time in 

the Adirondack mountains hiking the highest peaks. I 

used to think of this as wilderness. But now, not so 

much. In the wilderness, there is no sure way out. 

There’s no ADK emergency rescue number written in 

permanent ink in your Ziplock bag of important 

documents you hope not to need. There’s no specialized 

gear to keep you safe and warm – base layer, fleece 

layer, shell layer, headlamp, batteries, first aid kit, food, 

water, map, compass, flare.  I cry sometimes in the 

woods because my body is tired and I don’t have the 
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emotional strength to keep pushing to a summit. But not 

because I could starve or die. I fear those things in the 

city wilderness. 

City wilderness is money that ran out months ago and 

insurmountable debt piling up while COVID “protections” 

keep you from getting evicted but don’t stop the rent. 

City wilderness is the dark ride to night court to get 

your child. 

City wilderness is the Special Education Unit of the 

New York City Board of Education, where teachers and 

children alike often get lost. 

City wilderness is HRA, the agency that governs Cash 

Assistance, Food Stamps and Medicaid for NYC, and 

discontinues life sustaining benefits for a missed phone 

call. 

City wilderness is aging and illness without health care 

or the promise of housing. 

Wilderness requires faith. Feels like you need the side 

dish of unceasing prayer served up with the main course 

of all your ass-busting work to get through. Wilderness is 

not a choice. We don’t enter it according to our vacation 

days, or know we’re checking out at the end of the week. 

A wilderness prayer: When you have no assurance 

that the next right step will solve the problem, may you 

take it anyway. May you be fortified by faith that step by 

step, you will make it to somewhere new. May we all get 

through the wilderness together, in prayer and in love. 

Amen. 
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Encountering  

Solitude 

As soon as I get away from 

people the Presence of God 

invades me.  And when I am not 

divided being with strangers (in a 

sense anyone I live with always 

remains a stranger), I am with 

Christ.  

The wind ran over the bent, 

brown grasses and moved the 

shoulders of all the green trees, 

and I looked at the dark green 

mass of woods beyond the 

distillery on those hills down to the 

south of us and realized that it is 

when I am with people that I am 

lonely and when I am alone I am 

no longer lonely because then I 

have God and converse with [God] 

without words, without distraction 

or interference… 

We do not realize our own 

setting and we ought to: it is 

important to know where you are 

put on the face of the earth….The 

marvelous quiet!  The sweet scent 

of the woods—the clean stream, 

the peace, the inviolate 

solitude!  And to think that no 

ones pays attention to it.  It is 

there and we despise it, and we 

never taste anything like it with 

our fuss and our books, our sign-

language and our tractors and our 

broken-down choir.  One moment 

of that quiet washed clean the 

deep, dark inward mirror of my 

soul and everything inside me was 

swamped in a prayer. 

Explored by Thomas Merton in his journals written throughout  

the 1960s and published, in part, in Thomas Merton, When the 

Trees Say Nothing: Writings on Nature.  

Fort Tryon Park (February 12, 2022) 
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March 6: Alicia Pitterson 

I have a habit of taking photos of trees. There's 

something very other worldly that reminds me of their 

presence now, and back before I was born, and long 

after I return to my Maker. Every time I take a tree shot, I 

feel a kinship between our creator and us: that’s me and 

the tree. 

I find that even when I am with others, trees beckon 

me to observe their grandeur, their brokenness, their 

community and their isolation. Sometimes my 

companions look at me quizzically wondering and 

offering commentary to suggest that maybe I’m 

embracing this tree thing a little more than most..though 

I doubt I’m alone… 

The biblical psalmist declares in the first entry “As a 

person delights on the law of the Lord….that person is 

like a strong tree with prospects and prosperity” — how 

wonderfully assuring to know this, in times of 

contemplation, after being in nature.  

So, I find it’s worth the pause to consider that a tree/

trees stand alone or in the presence of other trees. Each 

has its opportunity to offer beauty, comfort and 

presence to an observer or user. It receives its 

nourishment from the divine and the divinely influenced. 

It is “content” in solitude. The rain washes, the wind 

dries, the snow weighs down and the ground water and 

sun does its feeding. 

So it is with me. 

I “walk away” with the idea of being one with God even 

with circles of people, of being washed and fed by God 

and the hands of God, like the tree; being seen and 

known. 

The model of the tree brings me awareness of being 

singularly valued and one with God. I like the idea of 

being able to tune into God, even as people are around 

me. I like that some trees I see sway their limbs in 

hallelujah agreement. And sometimes they are very still, 

as if listening for instruction or reassurance. 

I find solitude in the parks and on the pavement; 

I find solitude in my bedroom, the laundry room and 

on a bench anywhere. 

It’s not contingent on a specific space, but I find some 

of the sweetest communion is in the viewership of 

trees…even on a crowded elevated train ride with me 

peering out the window. 

I don’t know, Jesus,  how many trees were in your life 

when you walked through that gospel of Luke narrative 

during your solitude.  The challenges and the 

unfavorable conditions and the accuser of his faith, 

presses feverishly against hope on my first or fiftieth 

read of that story. Amazingly, we have this great model 

of Mary’s son figuring out his strength in solitude and 

despite solitude. He was watered though famished, 

empowered in his weakness though hungry. That menu 

worked and he remained planted like a strong tree 

unbent by a storm. 

Experiencing God’s presence in solitude sounds like 

an oxymoron. God often joins me and you at the 

invitation of our heart hopes, words and movements. 

God finds us alone and invites us to fellowship. God 

turns solitude into solidarity with our need for 

understanding, hope, resolution, love. These things and 

more gain our Maker’s attention and involvement. 

Dear Tree and People Shaper: Thank you for models 

found in nature: trees, human failings and rebounds, 

overcrowded minds and the winds of possibilities. We 

can be still and hear our exhaustion sigh itself away to 

restorative energy and refreshing reconfigurations.  May 

it be found when we notice the trees say nothing but 

hear all that’s needed to survive and thrive. May we 

figuratively stand and believe.  In the name of Jesus, 

amen. 

 

March 7: Donna Matthews 

Living solo with my faithful four legged companion 

Phoebe, I’m familiar with the words alone, lonely, 

isolation, and solitude.  Unfortunately those words have 

been grouped together and given a rather negative 

connotation.  Aloneness is bad, loneliness is worse, and 

they both contribute to the sad state of solitude. 

Thankfully, Paul Tillich, has shaken up that perception 

by saying, “Our language has wisely sensed the two 

sides of being alone. It has created the word loneliness 

to express the pain of being alone. And it has created 

the word solitude to express the glory of being alone.” 

Loneliness can be and is tough and must be worked 

and lived through. 

But I’ve found in my days of being by myself that 

solitude can provide a time of strength, calm, and 

connection even when all alone. Solitude is positive!   

Each morning as I open my front door and step out 

into the darkness, instead of being afraid of what might 

be waiting, I look up into the royal blue of the sky, the 

still twinkling stars, and silver moon.  As Phoebe and I 

walk further, the neighborhood lights begin to fade as 

the pink, and orange light of sunrise peeks over the 

green pine trees. The pinecones crunch beneath my 

feet. The birds, waking too, are singing out loud.  A friend 

once told me that if you don’t hear the birdsong, you’re 

focusing on your own thoughts too much, stop, and 

listen to the song. 

We may pass one or two people jogging by, but most 
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mornings on this early walk, Phoebe and I are by 

ourselves in God’s world.  Stephen Vincent Benet once 

penned, “There is a wilderness we walk alone, however, 

well-companioned.” How can we doubt that we are 

wrapped in God’s loving arms, while surrounded by 

creation?  God is within the opening of early morning, 

reaching out to me, accompanying my steps. 

Thankfully the glory of solitude can save us on many 

of life’s journeys. 

God, thank you for blessing us with connection to 

you,  even in our aloneness. You reach into our 

tenderest parts with love and grace if only we allow you 

to walk with us in our solitude. Amen 

 

March 8: Martha Morton 

Where can I go from Your spirit?  

Where can I flee from Your presence? 

If I go up to heaven You’re there;  

if I lay my bed in the depths, You are there. 

If I rise on the wings of the dawn,  

if I settle on the far side of the sea,  

even there Your hand will guide me.  

Your right hand will hold me fast.   

    Psalm 139 

Jesus, newly refreshed by the Holy Spirit, follows that 

spirit into the wilderness to experience a Holy Solitude 

and what does he get? Tempted by the devil for 40 days. 

Solitude can feel like that - so promising, but when you 

really get there you might end up struggling, wrestling, 

despairing, (and maybe forgetting to eat since there’s no 

one there to remind you which couldn’t help matters.) I 

know I can end up there, anyway.  

Thomas Merton explores the distinction between 

solitude and loneliness, which is a crucial distinction. 

But even true solitude is not always comfortable. And 

perhaps rightly so– alone with yourself, you can face 

parts of you that can hide behind your day-to-day 

experiences. Who’s to say that you might not be 

tempted to have thoughts that are cruel, harmful, and 

hopeless? 

We often sang a beautiful song with the lyrics adapted 

from Psalm 139 (noted above) around our evening 

campfire at my sleep-away summer camp. The song 

leaders who would banter a bit to connect one song to 

another. They would have a consistent introduction to 

this particular song, which would go roughly like this: 

“Do you know what makes me feel good? There’s 

nowhere you can go that God can’t find you.” 

“Really? So what if I ran all the way to my grandma’s 

house in Colorado?” 

“Yep, he would be there!” 

“But what if I moved all the dirty laundry out from 

under my bunk and got under there and got reeeally 

quiet?” 

“God would know where you were then, too! Because 

God is everywhere.” 

The intentions were good here. They wanted to say 

that we are never alone, that God is always with us. It is 

reassuring that no matter where you end up, you can 

turn to God. But this kind of story sometimes sets up the 

experience of God as a game, where we hide and God 

tries to find us.  Why do we hide? 

Jesus did not have a comfortable time in the 

wilderness, but God was there with him. Jesus actively 

searched for inspiration, for help, from God. I’d like to 

think that helped him feel less alone in his temptation. 

Maybe we have the hide and seek backwards. God is 

everywhere, and I wonder if it is we who must do the 

seeking. When I have made time for solitude with God, 

that is when my cup is full. Sitting quietly in the early 

morning on the back stoop, or taking a solitary walk 

through woods or on a busy sidewalk, I have been so 

happy to find God with me, and to have been so sure of 

God’s presence, even if mostly what I brought to our 

exchange were struggles. But most importantly, I was 

seeking; I was making a conscious choice to connect, to 

not hide. I haven’t spent lots of time hiding from God, 

but perhaps I have not been seeking God as much as I 

could. I know that when I do, my solitude, my life, is 

richer for it. 

Dearest God, enrich our solitude, that it might be a 

source of respite as well as a safe place to challenge 

ourselves. Thank you for not hiding when we seek You. 

Amen. 

 

March 9: Andrea Steinkamp 

Luke’s story of Jesus’s temptation in the wilderness is 

one of my favorites. While at first glance it may read like 

a bit of a superhero story, I realized as I spent more time 

with it how human, how relatable it feels. Well, maybe 

not the going forty days without food part, and maybe 

not the part where Jesus is able to resist every 

temptation of the devil – the temptation to prove 

himself, the temptation to power, and the temptation to 

test God. But the desire to withdraw, the need to 

withdraw, to be completely alone, that feels very 

relatable, especially to this introvert. And the fact that 

the devil shows up to distract Jesus, well yeah, that feels 

relatable too. 

Perhaps that is why we crave solitude and avoid it at 

the same time? Who wants the devil showing up on their 

doorstep? 
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While solitude can be restorative for our frazzled 

nerves and tired, sensory-overloaded bodies, if we sit 

with ourselves and no other distractions for long enough, 

stuff comes up. Because without the distraction of 

everyone else’s business, we finally have time to sit in 

our own, and that’s often not pretty or comfortable. 

While I don’t believe in the devil as an actual being, I do 

know the devils of shame, of self-loathing, of 

unexpressed rage, of insecurity, of jealousy, of pride. 

Those are the devils that show up in my wilderness. 

Because I know these devils so well, I’m a 

professional at being alone, at seeking solitude, without 

really seeking solitude. I may escape to my bedroom and 

shut the door after a long day; I may be physically alone, 

but it’s not solitude, not when I have my books and my 

phone and my music with me. I’m just distracting myself 

from the things I’m not ready to feel. And that’s ok. Until 

it’s not. Until the feelings become so big that the usual 

distractions can’t contain them. Until the feelings 

become distractions themselves. It is then, I seek 

solitude. 

True solitude, I continue to learn, is an invitation, an 

invitation to relationship with the source of our lives and 

ourselves, an invitation to relationship with God. It is an 

invitation to close our eyes and listen only to the silence 

of God’s presence, to the sound of breath in our lungs, 

to the song of unbounded love in our hearts, assuring us 

that in our wilderness moments, we are not alone. 

Loving God, what a gift it is to know that we are never 

alone in our wilderness moments, but rather, that you 

are as close as the silence. Thank you. Amen.    

 

March 10: Frank Glass 

I like the great outdoors a lot. I love looking at photos 

and films of it. I’m even perfectly happy to go out and 

visit the great outdoors for an hour or two every now and 

then, as long as I can go back home—or to a reasonably 

nice hotel—pretty quickly when that hour or two is 

up.  You may have guessed I’m very much not a fan of 

camping, either.  Give me hot-and-cold running water, a 

comfortable bed, HVAC, a functioning kitchen, a 

conveniently located bathroom; and I’m happy.  If you’re 

offering the wilderness, I’ll pass. 

All of which might make it incredibly surprising—as in, 

“I do NOT believe that for one second”—for you to hear 

that once, for two very long years, I worked as a Peace 

Corps Volunteer and lived in a tiny village on Yap Island, 

a few degrees north of the Equator and far out on the 

edges of the Western Pacific Ocean. A place where the 

Marianas Trench plunged between me and 

Guam.  Where there was no electricity, no running water, 

no comfortable bed, no pest control.  Where there were 

rats galore, mosquitos galore, termites galore, fruit bats 

as big as B52s galore, high levels of never-ending heat 

and humidity galore, regularly recurring bouts with 

intestinal parasites (not galore but enough to make 

carrying stool samples several miles, on boilingly hot 

days, into the little hospital in the district center 

unquestionably no fun at all), and occasional terrifyingly 

devastating typhoons. Also, with no telephones and with 

mail that took weeks to arrive, so great a sense of 

isolation from everything we’d ever known, that most of 

the PCVs in my group had winged their way home before 

their first few months on the island had 

passed.  Whether or not it was the Devil who was 

offering, the temptations to give in and give up were 

great. 

But there were also great rewards to living in such a 

different world; and any Peace Corps Volunteer who’s 

stayed the course would happily tell you about those 

rewards, given the right time and place and your 

willingness to listen and at least pretend you’d rather not 

be doing anything else on earth. 

One thing I’ll speak about here was the sky above that 

small island in that vast ocean, and the sense of 

immensity and awe I got whenever, with no ambient light 

whatsoever and astonishing calm and quiet all around, I 

could look up at night and see what seemed to be every 

single star in the heavens, including more shooting ones 

than you could count.  And when the Apollo 11 landing 

occurred, I can almost solemnly swear that, on several 

July evenings that year, after a sip or two of tubâ, pretty 

much all of us in the village could clearly see tiny folks 

walking on the surface of the moon! 

I don’t know that Thomas Merton’s “As soon as I get 

away from people, the presence of God invades me” 

rings true for everyone, especially for introverts, whose 

resting state is “away from people.” For me, it’s the kind, 

loving, generous, hopeful, decent people I’m lucky 

enough to be around who make me feel God’s presence 

every single day.  That and great music.  Impossible to 

listen to a work like Maurice Duruflé’s Requiem and not 

feel God’s presence.  And sometimes, if you can see all 

of them, the stars help as well. 

Creator of the stars, inspirer of the music, help us to 

be ever open to and mindful of your presence in our 

lives and the lives of others.  Amen. 

 

March 11: Rachel Black 

My sun sign is Cancer, a cardinal water sign, 

represented by the crab. When we lived in San Francisco 

and had our charts done, I learned that Cancerians are 
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often called the homebodies of the Zodiac.  Well, this is 

certainly true about me.  I love being in my home.  We 

joke that my mother never leaves her zip code, and I 

definitely inherited that trait. I like to be anywhere, really, 

that feels safe, secure, and nurturing (think little crab 

shell tucked around me). Part of what makes me feel at 

home in a place is that I can find solitude there.  I enjoy 

social settings and like being around other folks.  But my 

energy and renewal come from solitude.  After I extend 

myself socially, I feel the real need for a little “reset.” I 

need time by myself.   

So much in my day-to-day is filled with tasks, thoughts, 

demands, and deadlines.  I commute an hour to work 

from the Bronx to the West Village, and am, from the 

moment I leave my home, fully immersed in the crush of 

the city…so many people, so many buildings, so many 

distractions, just so much.  Plus, I work in a music school 

as the director.  This means, there’s never quiet!  It’s 

wonderful, mind you, but I listen to music all day long, all 

the day long.  The need for peace, for space, for un-

productive alone time is real. In solitude, I find my 

equilibrium.  I can literally breathe easier, deeper.  My 

mind and my soul open back up.  And it’s there that I 

don’t feel bombarded by all that is around me.  I feel the 

gift in all that is around me.  

Each July, we fly down south and spend a week with 

Lea’s side of the family.  All 13 of us make our way to 

the Alabama coast and pack into a rental house on the 

beach.  Each day has a nice rhythm to it (routines are 

also something we Cancers love). We rise early, hitting 

the beach by 7am and break at midday for lunch and a 

nap.  Afterwards, it’s back to the beach again.   The only 

thing to take us away is the dinner bell, when it’s time to 

eat again.  I usually take a few books to read, but 

honestly, I’m also happy to just sit on the beach, listen to 

the Gulf waves, and watch the water and the dolphins 

coming and going.  There’s no other place on earth as 

peaceful for me. It’s a place where I can find solitude, 

even when I am sitting under one tent with 8 people.  I 

can just be.  I am reminded of the beauty in the simplest 

things.  I pay attention to everything, noticing grace and 

gift.  

The challenge is to find that connection to my 

deepest, truest self, the natural world, and God when I 

am not at my favorite place on earth.  How can I take 

with me the lessons I learn again and again from the 

coast, from that beachy wilderness?  I bring back a shell 

each year to add to our home altar.  I look at them daily 

and remember God’s grace, found in solitude.  

Creator God, thank you for this beautiful home you 

give us all.  Thank you for the beauty and the mystery of 

the ocean deep, the way it pulls us into contemplation 

and connection.  Thank you for how it widens our 

perspective and offers us peace.  Help us find and 

nurture that perspective, even when we are not sitting in 

sand.  Amen.   

 

March 12: Kate Baum 

In spring 2018, for the first time in my 60 years of life, 

I wouldn’t do what my mother wanted me to do. She 

stopped speaking to me. My mother who I had called 

each morning for the last 40 years, who I saw each 

weekend-   cut me off. I felt adrift. As I write this, I can 

still feel the acute pain.  I was in the wilderness. No map, 

no North Star, no GPS. I felt so alone. 

I was angry, teary and hurt. I missed my Mom, my 6 

siblings and my gaggle of nieces and nephews, all those 

noisy family gatherings. Initially I took a number of very 

tempting paths through this wilderness….martyrdom, 

self- pity and righteousness. Slowly I started rebuilding, I 

turned to my husband, sons and friends for solace.  I 

started to look beyond myself.  Instead of morning 

phone calls to Mom I started having morning 

conversations with God.   I asked for healing.   I began 

each day with a scripture reading, a meditation, a 

looking up to help me look in. Each day that quiet time 

grew longer, my need for it more necessary.  Solitude 

became my friend and a wonderful companion. 

Then I started to get daily emails from SPSA about the 

Methodist church schism and SPSA’s loving response. I 

realized all family groups had their troubles- some just 

had better tools to deal with the conflict.  Life was messy 

and if I wanted to engage fully in it – there would be 

hurt, conflict, disagreement – I needed to love others as 

they were, put my judgy self aside  and develop tools 

that would serve me well. I learned to voice my beliefs 

(say what I mean, mean what I say and not say it 

meanly) and accept situations that I couldn’t change. 

Most of all I learned to trust that God’s love and 

companionship would see me through.  I have found my 

North Star. I was not alone. 

My “this world” relationship with my Mom ran out of 

time. She died in March 2021. We never fully reconciled 

but in January 2021 we did have a lunch with some 

connection and for that I am grateful.  

Loving God, thank you for guiding me through the 

wilderness of this messy wonderful crazy life. Your loving 

companionship is a source of radical comfort for me.  
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Encountering  

Dependence 

Van Cortlandt Park (February 12, 2022) 

We humans can escape neither our 

dependence on nature nor our 

responsibility to nature—and that, 

precisely because of this condition of 

dependence and responsibility, we 

are also dependent upon and 

responsible for human culture.  

We must know both how to use and 

how to care for what we use.  This 

knowledge is the basis of human 

culture.  If we do not know how to 

adapt our desires, our methods, and 

our technology to the nature of the 

places in which we are working, so as 

to make them productive and to keep 

them so, that is a cultural failure of 

the grossest and most dangerous 

kind.  Poverty and starvation also can 

be cultural products—if the culture is 

wrong. 

…Most people now are living on the 

far side of a broken connection, and 

that is potentially catastrophic.  Most 

people are now fed, clothed, and 

sheltered from sources, in nature and 

in the work of other people, toward 

which they feel no gratitude and 

exercise no responsibility.  

We are involved now in a profound 

failure of imagination.  Most of us 

cannot imagine the wheat beyond the 

bread, or the farmer beyond the 

wheat, or the farm beyond the farmer, 

or the history (human or natural) 

beyond the farm.  Most people cannot 

imagine the forest and the forest 

economy that produced their houses 

and furniture and paper, or the 

landscapes, the streams, and the 

weather that fill their pitchers and 

bathtubs and swimming pools with 

water.  Money does not bring forth 

food.  Neither does the technology of 

the food system.  Food comes from 

nature and from the work of 

people.  People must work in harmony 

with nature…  One way we can 

describe the task ahead of us is by 

saying that we need to enlarge the 

consciousness and the conscience of 

the economy.  Our economy needs to 

know—and care—what it is doing.  This 

is revolutionary. 

Explored by Wendell Berry in his essay, “The Distrust of Movements,” written in 1998 

about the failure of single-subject movements of correction, as opposed to working 

towards a radical and revolutionary economic and agrarian overhaul for the nation.  
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March 13: Betty Ann Driver  

When I was about six years old our family moved to a 

new house.  It was a house my parents had saved for 

and designed to specification.  The yard was about three-

quarters of an acre.  We watched the house be built, 

spread hay for the new grass sown, drove the tractor 

that leveled parts of the backyard, and helped my mom 

paint my bedroom.  An exciting adventure, to say the 

least.   The yard had two large oak trees, each reportedly 

over a hundred years old.   

Not long after we moved in one of the trees became 

diseased.  Huge ants made a new home for themselves 

in the trunk of the tree.  They busily carved out wood 

pulp and burrowed through to make their version of an 

interstate highway.  And for a time, it seemed we were 

headed toward losing the tree.  This bad news took quite 

a hold of me.  I developed a relationship with the tree.  I 

sat out in the yard beside it and talked to it.  I also began 

grieving its loss.  I loved the tree and couldn’t imagine 

our lovely new yard without it.  I think this was my first 

experience of losing something I loved and valued.  

And then one day my dad said he believed he had 

located someone who could help us.  A tree surgeon, no 

less, was coming to “operate” on the tree.  I dared to 

hope this expert would save our tree.  The surgeon 

arrived; I don’t recall any details of the procedure, so 

perhaps I did not witness it.  I was a first-grader by 

then.  But the surgeon spaded out the injured tree pulp 

and plastered up the wound, reinforcing the big trunk of 

my tree to ensure its stability, even against the rare high 

winds of East Tennessee.  The ants were sent 

packing.  And I was so relieved and grateful.  Impressed 

also that my dad had located this person and we got our 

tree miracle – for surely a miracle is what happened. 

While I didn’t speak about it in these terms at the 

time, surely the tree was a gift from the wilderness to my 

young mind and heart.  I have always had a special place 

in my heart for trees.  There were many beautiful ones in 

the region where I grew up.  As we journey once again 

through this challenging church season, listening to its 

complex and often troubling Biblical story, I welcome the 

theme of wilderness and its gifts and challenges.  As we 

struggle on so many levels with violence, 

misunderstanding, wastefulness, hate, poverty, 

prejudice, the threat of a major military engagement, the 

predicted closing window on planet survival, the tatters 

left forever in the wake of a global pandemic – indeed, 

our too-long list of troubles, we can pause and listen to 

one who has thought deeply about these topics and 

written prolifically about them for over half a century, 

even as he plants his crops and tends his animals.  I 

choose just a few provocative sentences from one whose 

work I deeply admire: 

 

What I have been talking about is the 

possibility of renewing human respect for 

this earth and all the good, useful and 

beautiful things that come from it. [Wendell 

Berry, Citizenship Papers, p. 50] 

 

The respect I mean can be given only by 

using well the world’s goods that are given 

to us. [p. 51] 

 

The callings and disciplines that I have 

spoken of as the domestic arts are 

stationed all along the way from the farm to 

the prepared dinner, from the forest to the 

dinner table, from stewardship of the land 

to hospitality to friends and strangers. [p. 

51] 

 

To learn them [the domestic arts], to 

practice them, to honor and reward them is, 

I believe, our profoundest calling. [p. 51] 

 

Wendell Berry calls us, I believe, to strive, especially 

within our local communities, to stop the unraveling of 

the tapestry of healthy land, environment and human 

community.  He expresses this commitment in poetry, 

novels, and non-fiction.   I will gladly recommend specific 

works for any who wish to dig deeper. 

Holy One, as we seek to walk with Jesus along his 

toughest journey, we thank you for Your created world 

and all that is good, useful and beautiful in it.  Help us to 

slow down and pay better attention. Forgive us for taking 

Your gifts for granted and selfishly, wastefully using 

them for our own gratification.  Guide us to become 

better stewards, neighbors, preservers of trees, air, 

water, and crafters of nurturing communities.  Help us 

be a little more worthy of Your wondrous gifts.  ~Amen. 

 

March 14: Jon Deak 

All my life have I thirsted deeply for the Wilderness of 

this sacred planet of ours. In its vastness I find a clarity 

of understanding or at least an intimate view of the 

beauty of God’s design. The Wilderness is not 

metaphorical, symbolic, abstract or distant, nor is it 

‘safe.’ It is comforting without being comfortable.  To me 

it has been necessary to confront it, revel in it, survive in 
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it and tremble in fear for my life in it.   

For me, one of my longest solo experiences years ago 

was in an actual, unexplored area of the Chilkat 

mountains in Alaska. Its peaks were mighty, yet not as 

high as some others, so as not to attract mountaineers, 

and the surrounding jungle of tangled forest through 

which I had to struggle for days, lost and without a map, 

was as yet untouched. I was alone in this white, glacial 

wilderness for 28 days - not quite the ‘40 days and 

nights,’ but who’s going to quibble!  

It was both intensely physical and intensely spiritual. I 

often felt hopeless. And it was complete with a devil:  I 

was stalked day and night for three days by a large 

Grizzly. How large?  Both of my boots could fit into one of 

his paw prints, that’s how large. After that, I felt helpless 

and hopeless. The point is not how or why I survived by 

trick or luck, but that the whole odyssey changed my life. 

I was humbled by the beauty and power around me and 

left with a vivid sense of my vulnerability and tiny brevity 

on this planet. But I didn’t give up. It catalyzed my need 

to justify my existence by helping others in some as yet 

undefined way, but which has since become clear.  

What to say to the many of us who, while adventurous 

in other ways, will never have such an intense encounter 

in Wilderness?  Again, I have no answer, no pretense of 

advice or authority, except for learning a sense of 

perseverance and commitment. 

Along with Wendell Berry, I fear that we have lost our 

connection with the reality of our utter dependence on 

this God-given Earth.  How will our grandchildren care for 

the Earth - To regain the wisdom of Chief Sealth (Seattle) 

in his immortal words of 1854? He said to us:  

“How can you buy the Earth or sell the sky?  Every part 

of the Earth is sacred to my people, every shining pine 

needle, every mist in the dark woods . . We did not 

weave the web of life, we are merely a strand in it. .” 

This then, is my prayer:   

Dear beautiful God/Goddess, help us to understand 

our place and our complete dependence on your 

magnificent, yet fragile, Earth.  Help us restore our 

connections with it and with each other and our 

responsibility to the coming generations.  May your 

Wisdom guide us.  Amen 

 

March 15: Rev. Jenna Johnson 

I have always loved being outside and running around 

ever since my next door neighbor’s mom implemented 

the “you can only be inside for 30 minutes a day unless 

there is bad weather” rule. I got used to spending all day 

outside, exploring the woods and riding bikes through 

the neighborhood. As I got older, I tried to maintain 

nature in more formal ways; I worked at summer camp, I 

went hiking, I started rock climbing because I loved the 

way the fresh air and the sun felt. Whenever I became 

stressed, the solution was to get away, to find a way to 

go outside and leave my problems behind. 

College was a difficult time of growth for me; I learned 

so much about myself and my faith but it was a very 

painful process. When it all got to be too much, I’d drive 

up to the summer camp I worked at and spend the 

weekend. I’d stay in a cabin, hike the trails and sit in the 

porch swing by the lake. There was something about the 

physical act of leaving the place of stress and diving 

headfirst into nature that took away the dread or fear or 

pain. I’ve always depended on nature to heal my wounds 

and to nurture me towards growth and hope of the 

future. 

Luckily, I’ve always had the space to run away; to head 

into the wilderness and know that it held a space for me. 

It seems that time in nature was just as important to 

Jesus. Right after he has this huge moment with God 

and the big event is over, he goes straight into the 

wilderness to get away from it all. Jesus reminds us that 

nature is always there to catch us and to help us breathe 

after overwhelming or amazing moments when we just 

need to catch our breath. It will be there to help us take 

a break and think through what’s going on. We need 

nature to help us reset and make sense of our lives and 

the things going on around us. Jesus’s time in the 

wilderness, John Wesley’s preaching in the fields, and 

Wendell Berry all remind us of the importance of nature 

and the ways we need untamed, wild places in our lives 

to breathe a little deeper and be ready to emerge again. 

God, guide us to the wilderness where we may 

breathe you in and feel you in the sunshine on our skin. 

Help us to acknowledge the ways we need the natural 

world and to make time to enjoy it. Amen. 

 

March 16: Amanda Munroe 

One of my favorite meditations from beloved Buddhist 

teacher Thich Nhat Hanh begins with concentrating on a 

tangerine. The instruction is in the tangerine to see a 

miracle. Here’s an excerpt from the meditation1 on the 

Plum Village website: 

“You can see the tree. You can see the white flower 

and the rain and the sunshine that go into it. They’re still 

there. The white flower, the blossom, the tangerine 

blossom, is still there. And the rain and the fog and the 

sunshine are going through it. And you begin to see a 

very tiny green tangerine. And because the sunshine, the 

rain continue to go through it, it continues to grow. And 

now it has acquired this beautiful shape. Beautiful. The 
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whole cosmos has come together in order to produce 

this wonderful miracle which is a tangerine.” 

I have great affection for this meditation because it 

reminds me that every fruit (everything I consume, in 

fact!) is the product of a series of scientific miracles: 

photosynthesis, pollination, even the precise 

temperature and humidity in which the tangerine was 

grown: everything has acted together to create these 

sweet, crescent-moon pillows of nourishment that I get 

to enjoy. When I pray before I eat, I like to then 

remember the many people who were involved in 

transmitting that tangerine to my kitchen. It’s mind-

boggling! 

There is a lot of investment in this nation, given its 

founding narratives, in independence. And there is true 

beauty in independence. But we lie to ourselves if we 

believe we are wholly independent and not at the same 

time wholly dependent. The tangerine meditation 

reminds me that I am dependent on miracles to live my 

daily life (I am sometimes reminded of this truth in a less 

pleasant manner, like encountering subway 

maintenance during a tight commute…). 

Encountering dependence does not mean embracing 

fatalism, saying, “everything happens for a reason” or “I 

have no choice in the matter.” On the contrary, it is the 

first step in embracing a powerful kind of freedom. 

Caution is advised: acknowledging one’s dependence on 

God’s miracles runs the risk of making you delirious with 

joy. Having meditated on all the miracles present in just 

one tangerine, you may become aware that miracles 

abound everywhere. You yourself are a dependently-

arisen miracle. 

Perhaps this is part of what the Apostle Paul wanted 

his readers to remember when he wrote  that “we have 

this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear 

that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does 

not come from us” (2 Corinthians 4:7) and, “for it is by 

grace that you have been saved…the gift of God” (Eph. 

2:8). 
1 https://plumvillage.org/library/clips/tangerine-meditation/ 

 

March 17: Aimee Chang 

Growing up in the agricultural Central Valley of 

California, nature’s authority was imminently present in 

my daily life. Most of the produce we consumed was 

grown nearby, picked by the parents of seasonal 

Mexican farmworkers whose children would arrive and 

depart from my 4th grade class with the harvest. We’d 

ration bathing water during droughts and walk to school 

on days the tule fog was so thick it was unsafe to drive. 

No longer living there but working remotely in our family 

wine business, not much has changed. Pandemic illness 

depleted our vineyard team who live in close-quarters 

workers housing. I rarely sleep the month of August as 

my phone alerts me to electricity shut offs to prevent 

wildfires, or word from my brothers that their families are 

evacuating their homes at 2am. We lost our entire 2020 

grape vintage to smoke taint. Charlie, Quinn, and I were 

unable to go outside that summer because it was over 

110 degrees, and the air was thick with orange ash. 

From living and working in California, my orientation 

towards nature is not so much fear but humbleness. 

From youth, I am reminded that I am a speck of dust in 

this universe, or a tiny cog in a wheel in which I 

comprehend little and can control even less. Faith fills in 

those gaps. Community solidarity offers grounding. 

Appreciation for the fruits of others’ labor sustains my 

body and my spirit. I depend on nature to keep the big 

picture perspective. 

It’s not all experienced through disaster. Implicitly 

understanding the vastness of the wild affords me space 

to sit in not knowing, in pain or grief, with peace and with 

God. 

God, as we wander through the wilderness of our daily 

lives – both at home and out in the world – may we be 

humbled by that which we do not know or understand 

such that we feel gratitude, deepen our responsibility to 

others, and connect to your love. Amen. 

 

March 18: Rev, David Billings 

To continue our reflections in this the third week of 

Lent, our key word is Dependence. Can we depend on 

Jesus? Will he keep his promise to us?  Is he the one for 

whom we have been waiting? Will Jesus fulfill the 

prophet Isaiah’s words to bring Good News to the poor 

and release to the captives?   

Let’s think about what was happening:  Jesus was 

going up the mountain to have some time alone. He was 

attracting more and more attention and his audience 

was changing—larger, more diverse, and more volatile, 

even threatening. You can just feel the crowd jostling 

with each other to get closer to him and shouting at him 

to get his attention. What must he have been 

thinking?  What was going through the minds of those 

who had just signed on to follow him and who were 

drawing more attention upon themselves?  They were 

becoming known as his disciples.  Were they also 

expected to protect him?  Be his bodyguards?  His 

mother was even there. What must she have been 

thinking? 

Most of those coming to hear him teach were moved 

by his words. He was touching them in ways hard to 



 

16  Week 3: March 13 - March 19 

 

express.  He was different.  But how to explain just how 

he was so to those who had not yet seen him or had yet 

to hear him speak. These were not the Jews who 

frequented the Temple. These were Jews outside. Some 

were not Jews at all. They were not people of the Book. 

Who were they? Scary business I would say. 

Increasingly there were those who sought to be healed 

by him.  Just relieve my pain. Help me walk. Make it stop 

hurting. 

The word was out. 

More and more Jesus was attracting outcasts in 

society.  They were standing first on the fringes, but now 

they were closer and closer. The authorities had to be 

told. This could get out of control. This many people 

could mean trouble. 

Jesus’ invitation was not just words. It had the ring of 

truth, especially to those not used to being invited. This 

truth was liberating. It sounded like freedom. 

But some were there to spy on him, to take notes on 

what he said and make a list of those who were present. 

They intended to sell him out. Make a few bucks by 

ratting on him.  Give him over to Herod. Let Herod worry 

about him. 

This is the message for Lent:  Can we depend on 

Jesus?  Through the millennia this has been the big 

spiritual question for some: can we trust in Jesus to 

keep his word, or should we look for answers 

somewhere else? Can we depend on something not yet 

imaginable? 

 

March 19: Karen Collins 

Growing up, my family spent a full month every 

summer camping in Vermont.  That is where I learned to 

love wilderness areas, mountain vistas, skies that went 

on forever, and quiet that was only broken by the wind 

as it blew through the trees.  Whether sitting on a rocky 

ledge or listening to the water lap softly against the 

lakeshore, being in nature was where I felt God’s 

presence.  I continue to be dependent upon nature 

today, which is why I gravitate often to NYC’s parks. 

But, in 2022, the connection most of us have with 

nature and wilderness is tenuous.  Relatively few of us 

actually grow our own food or spend the majority of our 

time in natural environments.  Quiet natural beauty is a 

less common experience.  The gifts that nature affords 

us, such as fresh water, clean air, livable temperatures, 

and quiet, peaceful places, are not available to an 

increasingly large number of people.  Consequently, we 

are forgetting that we are dependent upon nature and 

need to take care of our earth. 

As an elementary school principal in the South Bronx, I 

was concerned about my students’ wellbeing.  The air 

quality in this mostly poor, predominantly Black and 

Latinx community is among the worst in NYC.  This is 

largely due to heavy truck traffic on the Bruckner 

Expressway and Hunts Point, two things that were built 

in the South Bronx because wealthier communities 

refused to have them.  As a result, fully one-third of my 

students had asthma.  

Other manifestations of our disconnection from nature 

are the climate emergency and environmental 

injustice.  We all know the story of how thousands of 

children have permanent cognitive damage due to lead 

in Flint, Michigan’s water supply.  We know about the 

pervasive illness and death in “Cancer Alley” in 

Louisiana and other communities where heavy industry 

pollutes the air, land, and water.  We’ve heard about 

island nations and coastal communities facing demise 

over the next decades as polar ice melts and seas 

rise.  And yet, most of us in the USA continue to 

consume way more than we need, including fossil 

fuels.  Greed by corporations and individuals ensures 

our broken connection with nature.  Wilderness is 

shrinking. 

And yet, I remain hopeful.  My optimism is buoyed by 

millions of activists around the world, including 

Extinction Rebellion, Greta Thunberg, and a multitude of 

organizations working to ensure clean air, fresh water, 

and livable environments for our global 

community.  Closer to home, I’m excited by the work of 

the NY Restoration Project which includes 700 urban 

gardeners who work in NYC’s community gardens, 

cultivating more than 18,000 square feet of raised 

beds.  They grow fresh fruits, vegetables, and herbs for 

local consumption.  Through these efforts, our broken 

connection with nature is slowly being repaired. 

Dear God, help us to treasure wilderness and to 

always remember that we are dependent on nature for 

our very existence.  Give us the tenacity to fight greed 

and ensure the well-being of our earth. 
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Encountering  

Silence 

It is difficult to undo our own 

damage, and to recall to our 

presence that which we have 

asked to leave.  It is hard to 

desecrate a grove and change 

your mind.  The very holy 

mountains are keeping mum.  We 

doused the burning bush and 

cannot rekindle it; we are lighting 

matches under every green 

tree….cobbles rumble when a 

wave recedes, and thunders 

break the air in lightning storms.  I 

call these noises silence.  It could 

be that wherever there is motion 

there is noise, as when a whale 

breaches and smacks the water—

and whenever there is stillness 

there is the still small voice, God’s 

speaking from the whirlwind, 

nature’s old song and dance, the 

show we drove from town… 

At a certain point you say to the 

woods, to the sea, to the 

mountains, the world, Now I am 

ready.  Now I will stop and be 

wholly attentive.  You empty 

yourselves and wait, 

listening.  After a time you hear it: 

there is nothing there.  There is 

nothing but those things only, 

those created objects, discrete, 

growing or holding, or swaying, 

being rained on or raining, held, 

flooding or ebbing, standing, or 

spread.  You feel the world’s word 

as a tension, a hum, a single 

chorused note everywhere the 

same.  This is it: this hum is the 

silence.  Nature does utter a 

peep—just this one.  There is a 

vibrancy to this silence…you give 

your life’s length to listening. 

Explored by Annie Dillard in the Pulitzer Prize winning text, Teaching 

a Stone to Talk: Expeditions and Encounters. 1982.  

Inwood Hill Park (February 12, 2022) 
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March 20: Marianne McClure 

I board the elevator headed to the office of my dentist 

on the 18th floor.  On a panel to my right scrolls a script 

providing a few sentences about “ Recent income … “ I 

can’t tell you more because I reflectively averted my 

eyes. I don’t want to know. Can I not ride the elevator in 

the solitude of my own thoughts? Today the siren call of 

data has replaced the Muzak of the past.  An 

improvement, at least it is easier to consciously shift 

one’s gaze than to close one’s ears.  But this brief 

moment of irritation captures for me the trap of living in 

the “Age of Information,” a way of life that most of us, 

myself included, participate in willingly.  We want data, 

we want connections, we want our email, our NPR news, 

our daily Times with our daily bread.  

This chatter of fact and opinion keeps our minds at a 

constant vibration, playing and replaying words, images 

and ideas.  Always slightly distracted, we fleetingly notice 

our surroundings.  With our attention splintered, we 

rarely notice our thoughts or the urgings of our own 

hearts.  And if we dare to ask -- “How can I hear my own 

heart?  How do I know what I want?  What is my true 

desire?” – if we pause to listen, we discover that the 

signals of our heart, though constant, rumble 

faintly.  Jammed by the noise and static of our devices, 

these rumblings need amplification. They need silence 

and solitude. 

Not to be confused with loneliness, solitude is an 

aloneness that opens us up to silence. But silence is a 

Swiss Army knife that does many things.  Some negative 

and passive, giving refuge to the coward who does not 

speak up when their favorite aunt utters a racist slur or 

when their boss shares a homophobic joke.  Some active 

and positive, providing a safe retreat at that moment 

when we are unable to say anything that nurtures love; 

holding one’s tongue when we cannot find the grace to 

speak the loving thing in a moment of anger or when we 

are tempted to unnecessarily criticize. 

The silence, however, that voices the muted rumblings 

of the heart allows the soul to speak.  It is the silence of 

the morning of the soul that dawns when we stop to 

invite quiet and calmness, preconditions for a moral life 

and prerequisites for a right relationship with God.  It is 

the silence of the seeker that discovers, in the words of 

Thoreau, that “God himself culminates in the present 

moment.”  In silence, we find a deeper level of 

communication that goes beyond words, that becomes 

communion. We reconnect with,  as Thomas Merton 

expresses, “…an older unity…that we are already 

one.  But we imagine we are not.  And what we have to 

recover is our original unity. What we have to be is what 

we are.” 

Dear God: Teach us to be quiet, help us to be silent so 

that we may find communion with you and discover who 

we are.  Amen. 

 

March 21: Peggy Griffin-Jackman 

My favorite time of day is early morning. In the dark 

quiet there is a silence, yes, even in this big busy city a 

richness, a comfort of being surrounded by the depth of 

night. There is something about being alone and quiet at 

dawn that brings me very close to God, where I feel the 

presence of the Spirit.  Now in retirement I can stretch 

that wonderful closeness way into the morning, just 

being, maybe focusing on breath, maybe reading a 

devotion, and sitting quietly with the thoughts, maybe 

walking, but gradually becoming aware of the sounds of 

quiet around me.  The city is hushed and quiet, silent, 

but then I begin to hear birds making their delight 

known, the movement of wind, the dancing of branches 

and rustling leaves. Whether walking a city street, sitting 

on my balcony, in a dark room with a candle or probably 

my favorite, sitting or walking on a deserted beach 

where the sound of silence ebbs and flows with the tide, 

this is time with God.  This listening to and being held by 

silence prepares me for the day ahead, strengthens me 

for what I may face and even heals and soothes my 

spirit.  It is my essential go to, especially during the hard 

and lonely struggles of my life, times that have felt like I 

was wandering in a wilderness. 

It was early in my nursing career in the 70’s I was 

working in Cardiac Critical Care and had to assume the 

Charge Nurse responsibility for the whole unit for a 

period. I was terrified, it felt like (and was) a huge 

responsibility. The first day I got up very early and spent 

time with God praying like I never had before! It calmed 

me and we all got through the day; things went well. That 

was the beginning of my intentional early morning quiet 

time, silent time, Co-workers began to comment on the 

smooth days, even with emergencies, when I was in 

charge.  I replied that it was God not me, which opened a 

place for faith to be open & present in the unit, a gift. 

As Psalm 46 tells us “Be still and know that I am God”, 

in the silence God is deeply known. It must have been 

that kind of stillness among His other lessons that 

strengthened Jesus during the time in the wilderness. 

Loving God, may we be awake to encounter silence, to 

encounter you within the quiet. Amen. 
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March 22: Bill Crawford 

On Silence…. 

A desert breeze stirred a sweet fragrance into the cool 

morning air in the foothills of the Sangre de Christo 

mountains about 70 miles north of Santa Fe. Walking 

there in those moments, I mused how different this was 

from my frequent route at about this time of day… to my 

favorite deli for bagels, across busy sidewalks, alert to 

flashing “walk-don’t-walk” signs, with the rumble and 

roar of city street traffic churning about. It was almost 

eerie. I never lived more than a short distance away from 

a subway or the “El (elevated) train.” And here I was 

miles from nowhere, or at least from so much that was 

familiar. Wilderness to me. 

The sandy terrain under my feet came to life as the 

pre-dawn shadows gave way to glorious light. The sun 

had just kissed the horizon and its rising glow was 

spilling across the landscape, revealing the dew which 

appeared like sparkling crystal glitter on magnificent 

flowers whose names were Apache Plume and Devil’s 

Claw; they were like strangers who I just met and wanted 

to know more about.  

Much earlier I had wandered out from the confines of 

the Christ in the Desert monastery, from the chilly 

darkness of a stark, simple room, with thick adobe walls 

and stony floor. I was unable to sleep, anticipating this 

time when I could behold the sunrise beyond the 

shadows (I am a morning person…). 

After a while, the sun became hot. The air dry. The 

sage-graced, perfumed breezes gave way to an almost 

blistering heat. I had gone out a bit too long, too far. I 

had looked for, and forward to, the experience of the 

wilderness. This was it. I had brought water and a hat to 

block the sun; the jacket I had shed was now in my 

backpack. The monastery was still visible in the 

distance, although it blended in beautifully with the wall 

of the Chama Canyon which was still further back and 

beyond. I felt as though I was as far away from 

anywhere, I had ever been, or could be. And it was 

wilderness to me. And it was silent and silence like I 

have never known. 

I stood still. Thinking about the Psalm (46.10), “Be still 

and know that I am God…” The baking desert heat, the 

stalwart Apache Plumes, the forsaken cacti all along the 

way… agreed: Be still. I had come a long way in silence, 

to silence, to be silent. Evermore aware of my breathing, 

acutely attuned to listen and see, being still and praying. 

I’m still, and ever since then, seeking being silent, it 

brings me to pray, even while walking . . . even to the deli 

for bagels.  

Let’s pray… Holy One, God walking with us, still us … 

beyond noise and clatter in the landscapes of our lives, 

instill in us your Spirit, center us in your love. Amen.  

 

March 23: Pastor Ekama Eni 

Do you think we actually ever get to truly experience 

silence, like the actual absence of sound? 

I’m not sure, or at least I know I struggle with 

remembering times I’ve actually experienced true and 

actual silence. Living in New York City, I can seldom 

think of a place within our five boroughs where it’s 

actually silent. In the dead of night one can hear the 

wind, the muffled underground of a rushing train or the 

sirens of distant ambulances. On my commute, even 

wearing my noise canceling headphones, I can hear 

almost the hum of movement that surrounds me as 

neighbor moves from point A to point B. Even if I’m out 

camping somewhere remote or in a cozy little cabin, if 

you listen hard enough there are creepy crawlies buzzing 

and owls hooting.  

It seems like our quest to silence isn’t an easy one. 

Even when we go to places that are by design, desolate 

and devoid of so many of our creature comforts, there 

are sounds that surround us. I’ve always wondered what 

babies hear for the time they spend growing in their 

mother’s wombs, places of probably darkness and 

extreme wonder. Surely creation must have some sort of 

sound!  

Even Jesus, thrust into the wilderness by the Holy 

Spirit, struggled to find peace and silence during his 

time there! Jesus, famished and surrounded by 

nothingness, was tempted by the devil. Imagine being in 

a place and expecting nothingness, only to be 

confronted with the devil, bugging you and disturbing 

your reason for being in the wilderness in the first place. 

Jesus is sent to the wilderness in order to prepare for his 

upcoming last week of life. His last week of life before 

his death. His last journey into David’s Royal City. His 

last Passover meal.  

Jesus, and most certainly the Holy Spirit, knows that 

Jesus needs this time of silence to prepare for the days 

ahead. Perhaps our invitation into the silence that can 

be found in the wilderness is a call to something deeper. 

Not just the absence of sound, but a stillness and peace 

thatis necessary for preparing for tomorrow. Preparing 

for the work and be the people that Jesus asks us to be, 

even while temptations and distractions abound.  

God of the wilderness, continue to reveal yourself to 
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us as we prepare to dwell in the silence that your peace 

brings. Amen.  

 

March 24: Nancy Meyers 

I live in a very noisy area where two major New York 

City avenues cross, creating a lovely neighborhood 

square but also a large open space where the song of 

sirens, the grind of garbage trucks, and the blare of 

horns all too often create a cacophony that is hard to 

escape. Because of this, I have discovered, I actively 

seek the ‘sounds of silence.’ 

Where do I find silence? 

One place is that special time (for me at least) just 

before sunrise when the darkness of the night is fading 

and the city that, allegedly, never sleeps is just 

beginning to stir. At that hour I breathe, pray, and sit with 

the hum I call my city silence: the distant drone of a 

plane, the soft swish of tires on the street, the coo of a 

pigeon on my windowsill. If I am lucky, I get fifteen or 

twenty minutes of this silence before the street noise 

erupts and sweeps it all away.  

The other is my daily morning walk in Central Park. 

The Ramble is certainly no wilderness but if I am early 

enough it almost seems like it is my woods alone and 

certainly not one in the middle of the city. I pause in my 

steps, and like Dilliard says, I empty myself, and marvel 

at the silence that wraps itself around me: the trickle of 

water over rocks, the rustle of wind through branches, 

the skittering of squirrels through the fallen leaves, the 

birdsong from the treetops. This is a vibrant silence that 

is alive around and within me. 

I cannot even begin to compare my two places with 

Jesus’ wilderness encounter with silence. But both 

places make me feel stronger and more centered. 

Neither gives me a feeling of power but both fill me with 

a feeling of potential. The potential that each new day 

holds for me to make better choices, to live more 

gratefully with what I have (i.e.: to fight the NYC 

temptation for more, bigger, better, etc.), to start each 

day with hope, to believe that I still have it within me to 

grow and change. When something forces me to skip 

one or both daily practices my mind is less clear and my 

day off kilter. Could that be God calling me out of myself 

and beyond myself? 

Dear God, thank you for the precious moments of 

silence that can be carved out of our noisy city and our 

noise-filled lives. Help all of us to notice them, 

pause……….. and listen for your presence. Amen. 

 

March 25: Aya Yabe Duruz 

In nature, birds chirp even during the winter; tree 

branches fall, making a rather alarming thumping noise. 

When trees are glazed with ice, they become a giant 

wind chime. Of course, you won’t hear honking or people 

yelling at each other like in Jackson Heights, Queens, but 

you will be surprised how hard it is to find a spot that 

provides absolute silence even in upstate New York. I 

learned that while walking around my friend’s farm and 

adjoining wooded area in the last two years of the COVID 

pandemic. 

Sure, silence is not a default mode in the wilderness. 

Still, we tend to have the image of Jesus walking in a 

quiet wasteland for forty days. Before tempted by the 

devil, what did Jesus hear? Did he not hear various 

sounds such as dry grasses making rustling noise as he 

stepped over them, rocks tumbling off small hills, and 

the morning wind blowing through his hair? It is possible 

that the only think Jesus heard in the wilderness was the 

sound of silence as he was so absorbed in his thought, 

shutting off any noise. That’s why Jesus heard the devil 

talking to him, and more importantly, was able to 

overcome the devil. 

When I go out for a walk in the woods, my farmer 

friend warns me to be quiet not to surprise the wild 

animals in their habitat. I heed his advice and proceed 

with care. Snow is good as it absorbs sound. But when it 

hardens on the ground, it makes noise under my feet, 

which I can’t control. When I focus on each step not to 

disturb my neighbors, I forget about what I was doing the 

previous day or a few hours earlier. Then I lose myself in 

the environment. If I were a student of Zen, I would 

probably describe it as being one with nature. Whether 

or not I am one with nature, I remain silent because I 

have no words to describe the moment. 

Only then, although very occasionally, do some living 

things appear in front of me. I have seen a herd of white-

tail deer running through the woods. Their presence 

totally changes the scenery: it makes the woods feel 

more exhilarating. More recently, I saw a tiny mouse 

scurrying from one dead grassy bush to another, 

somewhat defiantly disregarding my presence, trying to 

survive in the frigid environment just one more day. 

That’s the kind of miracle I find in the wilderness. 

Lord, may the wilderness be with me always.  Grant 

me ears to hear the sound of silence, so I am more 

aware of the life you created on earth. 
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March 26: Hannah Chomiczewski 

“I listen to the clock tick. Downstairs the thermostat 

has just stopped humming. God is in this room.” 

–Thomas Merton  

Silence.  

The temptation is to accuse it of being rare, elusive, 

luxurious – something that asks impossibly for 

accommodation, for schedule-clearing. (At my most 

exhausted, I envision silence longingly as a bath.) Yet – 

not so, says Thomas Merton, keeping a close ear on the 

clock. Not so, says Annie Dillard, recognizing that 

stillness anywhere is silence everywhere – and so 

everywhere, there must be the very Sound of Silence we 

call God. 

Yet God’s silence is not a passive omnipresence; it is 

(lest we forget) a command. It is a call to sudden, 

surrendering stillness. It is not to be waited upon, or 

even sought out. Silence waits upon us, seeks us out 

and yearns for just a blink of our stillness, demands a 

hint of earnest self-emptying. Dillard captures the right 

response to this quiet and constant command: I am 

ready. I will stop. 

Stop what? The temptation may be to stop time, stop 

responsibilities, stop the noise in the head. Yet we are 

not meant to escape entirely from this world. No, alas, 

our Lord wants us in it! 

The prophet Elijah begs permission to stop, having 

sunk from zealous pursuit of God’s will to utter despair 

at his worth as a prophet: “Enough, Lord! Take my life, 

for I am no better than my ancestors.” He resigns, turns 

to sleep. Immediately an angel meets him in his attempt 

at rest, and with a rousing command: “Get up and eat!” 

Elijah does. The food sustains him for the forty days’ 

journey to Mount Horeb. And it is here, on the mountain 

of God, that the “tiny whispering sound” of silence 

beckons to Elijah. How does the Sound of Silence 

respond to this prophet’s hidden face, his despair, his 

devastation? 

Go back! 

Oh, what difficult words to hear in Lenten days! Can 

we not escape into silence? 

Truly, we cannot. To rest in true rest is impossible, for 

we cannot know true, lasting rest on this earth. Silence 

instead invites us to rest in our restlessness. This the 

Way of the Cross. This is the Way of Christ, led by the 

Spirit into the wilderness. This is our quiet and constant 

command, for these forty days and beyond. 

God may invite you into brief, blissful moments of rest 

in silence; God may also invite you to embrace the clock 

and love your cross. Cling to these divine invitations! And 

let the Sound of Silence charge you anew: 

Be still. I am with you. 

Go back! 

O Sound of Silence, in this fourth week of Lent, I ask 

You for the grace to obey Your quiet, constant command 

to be still; to know rest within my restlessness; to find 

peace in knowing that the perfect peace is yet to come; 

and to hold fast to hope in the Only, Already, and Soon-

to-Be Hope of Your glorious Resurrection. Amen. 
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Encountering  

Freedom 

The High Line (February 12, 2022) 

But to the few travelers who 

are in earnest—true lovers of the 

truth and beauty of wildness—we 

would say, Heed nothing you have 

heard; put no questions to 

“agent,” or guidebook, or dearest 

friend; cast away your watches 

and almanacs, and go at once to 

our garden wilds—the more 

planless and ignorant the better. 

Drift away confidingly and into 

broad gulf-streams of Nature, 

helmed only by Instinct… 

To lovers of the wild, these 

mountains are not a hundred 

miles away.  Their spiritual power 

and the goodness of the sky make 

them near, as a circle of 

friends.  They rise as a portion of 

the hilled walls of the Hollow.  You 

cannot feel yourself out of doors; 

plain, sky, and mountains ray 

beauty which you feel.  You bathe 

in these spirit-beams, turning 

round and round, as if warming at 

a camp-fire.  Presently, you lose 

consciousness of your own 

separate existence: you blend with 

the landscape and become part 

and parcel of nature. 

Explored by John Muir in the essay, “Twenty Hill Hollow,” about his 

travels through the California plain in the summers of 1868 and 1869.  
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March 27: Don Kirby 

“Wilderness” may be a physical place, a place remote 

from that which is familiar, or a state of mind wherein 

seemingly we are detached from reality.  Emerging from 

a wilderness of body or spirit can bring with it a new 

freedom for living more like how God intended.  For 

Jesus, overcoming the perils of a wilderness framed the 

beginning of his ministry of reconciling wayward 

mankind with a loving God. 

I have a discomforting sense that the land in which I 

live is becoming a wilderness of people alienated from 

one another and separated from God.  My “sweet land of 

liberty” continues to fall woefully short of its freedom;’s 

promise for descendants of those millions of Africans 

first brought here four centuries ago in human bondage. 

For many, throughout American history the freedom that 

I have enjoyed since birth has rarely been theirs and 

even today remains aspirational.  Similarly, Muslims, 

Chinese, Latinx, and others deemed to be “different” are 

treated as less than full fledged citizens because of the 

color of their skin or the tenets of their faith.  “Baby, we 

have a long ways to go.” 

Thinking on our most recent Gospel reading during 

Sunday worship, Luke’s version of a portion of the 

Sermon on the Mount, I am convinced that love of God 

whom we have not seen and of our neighbor whom we 

have is the bedrock for true Christ-discipleship, a goal 

devoutly to be sought.  

In my sixth grade class at P.S. 49, Mr Klothe had 

gotten it into his head that it would be a good idea for 

his class to learn worthy values spoken in a  Spanish 

language poem.  So we committed to memory "Hay cinco 

cosas, que yo quiero, cinco cosas que adoro yo: mi pais, 

y mi bandero, mis padres, mi escuela, y Dios”.  Those 

five things that I love, apart from God, are my country, 

my flag, my parents, and my school.  Neighbors are not 

even an afterthought.  Another teacher in the school had 

her class recite the Pledge of Allegiance ( before “under 

God” showed up) each morning near the start of class, 

without reflection on its very meaningful closing phrase, 

“with liberty and justice for all”.  In that era, “all” would 

have been defined far more narrowly than what it would 

today.  Mr. Seubert  always opened school assemblies 

with his reading of Psalm 24 - “The earth is the Lord’s 

and everything in it”.  If pressed, I wonder how he would 

explain “everything”.  Do educators consider more 

honestly today how their words and the texts which they 

teach so often fall short of realities of the past and of 

the present?  Is “freedom” just another word? 

Our Pastor’s recent tale of finally meeting that elusive 

Pigeon Lady (the  scatterer of bird/rat food on the West 

End sidewalk, about whom he claims to have nurtured 

unspeakable thoughts, took an interesting twist when he 

observed her talking to the pigeons.  It may be more the 

rule rather than the exceptions that people, including 

family members, who say and do weird things seemingly 

for no reason other than to annoy, are struggling in a 

wilderness of the spirit  Those who most annoy me, the 

vaccine deniers who arguably have mightily contributed 

to the length and severity of the pandemic, and fellow 

Methodists who would allow the denomination to 

split  over their personal gender hangups (so much for 

“One in Faith, One in Hope, One in Charity”), may well be 

in a dark valley and need not our condemnation but our 

prayers and a showing of loving kindness. 

As in the ministry of Jesus,  overcoming what perils we 

find in wilderness can lead to freedom to be all that God 

intends us to be, God’s disciple-makers and God’s 

witnesses to the end of the earth.  Wouldn’t it be lovely if 

“Freedom not for just one, but for all” stood right behind 

“In God we trust” as the motto and motivator in all of our 

relationships.  

Holy One, may ours be a life of radical hospitality, 

unconditional love, and passion for justice.  May it be so. 

 

March 28: Stephanie Douglas 

Our apartment’s rooftop has always been a happy 

place for me. It doubles the size of our private space, 

which means a lot to a New Yorker! We have a picnic 

table, lounge chairs, and festive lights, and I often hang 

out up there when the weather allows.   

In March of 2020, when the world experienced a 

wilderness we’d never known before and our city went 

into lockdown, the rooftop was the sweetest gift.  It 

became my own personal wilderness to explore.  On the 

roof, I was up and safe and socially distant, so I could 

enjoy the world all around. I watched sunrises and 

sunsets, clouds drifting by.  I got to interact with many 

neighbors, now new friends.  We waved from our private 

spaces, chatted across balconies, made grateful noise 

together nightly at 7:00PM. Beyond other humans, I 

became familiar with the blue jay, the cardinal, the 

mourning doves.  I watched a new litter of kittens 

discover their own wilderness in the yards below. There 

was so much life to discover and appreciate. 

Then my mom got sick.  My mom had always been my 

grounding force, and suddenly I was in a brand new kind 

of wilderness.  The rooftop became a frightening spot.  I 
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spent more time up there on the phone, trying to 

navigate the healthcare system, struggling to get 

answers from Mom’s Florida healthcare providers when 

staffing and communication were threadbare.  I would 

look out across the cityscape, talking and texting with my 

brother and father, trying to make sense of Mom’s 

illness. Mom was in her own wilderness, alone in 

hospitals and rehab facilities, because COVID’s 

uncertainty meant a no-visitor policy.  Her only 

interactions were by phone. Our conversations - once a 

stabilizing and calming force - became more sporadic 

and brief, less comforting, quietly desperate.  I sat on 

that roof after hanging up and I sobbed. I was as lost as 

I’d ever been. 

In all of this, the roof kept bringing me back to God.  I 

was in the wilderness, but my only way out was through 

God.  I prayed.  I sang.  I sat in silence. I opened my arms 

to the heavens and I surrendered. I heard God’s voice - a 

voice an awful lot like my mom’s - telling me to lead with 

love and not with fear.  My mom and I would always be 

connected. We knew each other’s love, and that was a 

never-ending gift.   

Five months after she died, I sat up on the roof and 

wrote a letter to my mom.  I tried to articulate how even 

though she was gone physically, she was somehow 

everywhere now in all the beauty around me. She was 

here/not here/here. I wrote to her, “I can’t separate the 

loss and the presence of you.  The lost and the found.” 

Jesus went to the wilderness because He was 

lost.  But Jesus also went to the wilderness to lose 

himself so he could find himself through and with God.   

I find comfort in knowing that something can be two 

things at once.  The wilderness is scary and liberating. 

Tip the prism, shift a perspective, refocus.   We may feel 

lost in our personal wilderness, but if we can trust it - 

and God - the wilderness can often be the very place we 

find safety, and ultimately, our freedom.   

Heavenly Parent, thank you for creating wilderness for 

us and in us.  Thank you for allowing us to get lost and 

for giving us space to be found there.  Thank you for 

helping us recognize that through it all, you are always 

with us. Amen. 

 

March 29: Pat Schlegel 

I grew up on a farm about 15 miles from a small town 

in Western Kansas.  To get to our home, we drove 7 

miles south of town on a highway and 7½ miles west on 

a dirt road.  The first house on the dirt road was a mile 

west of the highway; the next one was ours.  My uncle 

lived a mile west of us, but after that, you ran out of road 

(in another 7 miles) without passing another house.   

The roads are lined with wooden fence posts strung 

with three strands of barbed wire outlining the pastures 

where cattle graze.  The land is a patchwork grid of 

pastures and fields, which are planted to wheat, milo or 

feed (for the cattle) or left unplanted for the year to 

collect moisture since there isn’t enough rain to grow a 

crop on the same ground year after year. 

You can see windmills in the pastures, pumping water 

for the cattle, and oil pumps scattered throughout the 

area with their accompanying tank batteries near the 

road so the trucks can easily get to them to haul the oil 

to a refinery.  There are occasional clumps of trees near 

creek beds, most of which are dry unless there has been 

a recent big rain. 

The sky is boundless—you can see all around the 

horizon.  There are beautiful sunrises and sunsets, and 

the stars light up the sky every night unless it is 

cloudy.  It is easy to feel God’s presence in such a place 

and to feel the grandeur of the world God created, 

particularly, for me, at night when I look at the stars 

filling the sky.  

I never thought of this as a wilderness; it was 

home.  But driving down the dirt road to my family home, 

it is easy to imagine how the prairie must have looked 

before it was settled, without any roads or fences or 

houses or oil pumps, with the tall prairie grass swaying 

in the wind.  I’ve often wished I could have seen it that 

way.  And I’ve often wondered how the settlers who first 

made their way across the Great Plains, and the native 

Americans who lived there before the settlers arrived, 

ever found their way across that vast prairie without any 

roads or other landmarks showing them where to 

go.  Those travelers may well have felt that they were 

lost in an enormous wilderness.  I imagine the 

temptations they felt were more a despair about where 

to find water or shelter for the night.  Just as Jesus 

experienced in his wilderness, though, God protected 

and provided for those traveling across the prairies, just 

as God does for us. 

Oh Lord, how majestic is your name in all the 

earth!  The grandeur of the world you have made is all 

around us.  Help us to appreciate this world you have 

created and to remember that you are protecting us and 

guiding us through the wildernesses that we 

experience.  Amen. 
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March 30: Charlene Floyd 

So John Muir has some advice for those of us who are 

lovers of truth and who are looking for it in the 

wilderness, but I have a few questions for Muir. 

 

Muir: Heed nothing you have heard 

Me: Wait, I talk for a living—and I have to believe at least 

a few people are listening 

 

Muir: Put no questions to ‘agent’, guidebook or friend 

Me:  No questions??  I question this. 

Every class I teach starts with a question— 

‘Why is it sometimes hard to compromise? 

‘Who do you consider to be a hero? 

‘What’s one political conversation you’ve had in the 

last week? (how about EVERY conversation you’ve had in 

the last week?) 

    All real change starts with a conversation; all 

conversations start with a question. Right?? 

  

Muir: Cast away your watches and almanacs 

Me: A few years ago I taught in a gigantic classroom 

where the clock was on the wall above the blackboard—

so the students knew how much longer we’d be 

together, but I had no idea.  I started leaving my watch 

on the podium, but I am a wanderer, making my way up 

and down the aisles.  One morning I gathered up piles of 

response papers, lecture notes and attendance rosters—

but I forgot my watch.  As I sat on the train heading 

home, I pushed up my sleeve to see if I had time to stop 

for a coffee before my next meeting—no watch. Two days 

later I returned to the classroom, and there on the 

podium was my beloved Timex. I am wearing it right now, 

feeling grateful that my colleagues chose to leave my 

watch behind. 

  

Muir: Go at once to our garden wilds—the more planless 

and ignorant the better 

Me:  I am a professor with a plan—generally at least two 

plans—I always have too much material because I want 

to be sure I always have enough. 

 

Muir: Drift away confidingly and into broad gulfstreams 

of Nature, helmed only by instinct 

Me: So Mr. Muir, there’s a vision that haunts me of the 

herd (I understand it could be called a rangale, who 

knew??) of deer that I’ve seen grazing peacefully inside 

the prison fences (where I am privileged to teach once a 

week) twenty, twenty-five, thirty, many, many deer...Were 

they—or their ancestors on the land when those chain 

linked fences were constructed?  Is it only instinct, or is 

it those thirty-foot fences topped with multiple coils of 

shiny, spiky barbed wire that helm the deer in? 

 

So will I really find truth if I am able to accept Muir’s 

advice and abandon wise words and watches? At this 

particular moment in my life I had to push back. 

But here’s the thing:  I made a plan; I set aside three 

hours to write this reflection.  But it wasn’t happening.  I 

checked my watch, the time ticked by.  The page was 

filled with notes, but it might as well have been 

blank.  The deadline came and went. 

This morning I arrived on campus only to find that my 

entry had been blocked by CUNY since I had been 

randomly selected to complete a Covid test. Hmmm ok—

but I had a 9:30am class and the mandatory test site 

didn’t open ‘til 2pm.  So my morning class was replaced 

with a couple of hours in a diner.  An egg sandwich and 

hot coffee—some unplanned time to drift to write… 

maybe Mr. Muir has a point. 

 

Wise and wonderful God, Please hold me together.  

Please let me go.  

And please help me trust  

 that you know which I need.  

   So be it. 

 

March 31: Linda Bloom 

After our son Jack went off to college, he and my 

husband Paul started taking hikes together when Jack 

was home on break, mostly in local parks or in various 

parts of Westchester County. It was a way to bond as 

much as a chance to exercise and enjoy nature. 

In the spring of 2020 — physically separated from 

Jack, who then was living in L.A., and from everyone else 

because of the pandemic — Paul and I started taking our 

own regular walks together. 

This was not unique to us. Escaping to nature, 

whether watching birds from a window or trekking into a 

forest, was the way many of us survived isolation. 

At first, even a walk down the street seemed like a bid 

for freedom. When I look back at photos on my phone 

from that spring, I see a neighborhood tulip tree in full 

blossom, a golden burst of forsythia in front of my 

apartment building, daffodils ignoring social distancing 

rules by grouping together in Henry Hudson Park. Paul 

introduced me to Riverdale Park, a wooded area just 

above the train tracks and the Hudson, which I had 

never bothered to explore before then. 

The outdoors, the wilderness, seemed like a safe 
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space that God was providing during the pandemic. And 

to go further afield, in fact to go to fields, to follow trails, 

to catch a glimpse of the river through the trees — that 

made me confident that the world was still intact even 

as the virus threat loomed nearby. 

John Muir, the 18th century naturalist and 

conservationist, believed you could bathe in the beauty 

and spirit of the natural world until you became a part of 

it. He found his sacred space in places like the Sierra 

Nevada Mountains of California and at Yosemite. During 

the first year of the pandemic, I found mine in public 

parks, on a rail trail in the Catskills and along the banks 

of the Hudson River. 

Dear God, thank you for creating a wilderness that 

offers us space to ponder and reflect, a place to feel 

free.  Warm and bathe us in your spirit beams so that we 

can share your love with all. 

 

April 1: Betsy Lunt 

The passage from John Muir was meant for me, 

referencing the mountains, the sky, the circle, and the 

plains. Like him, my children and I headed west one 

summer to explore some of the wilderness of our 

country. We had many great adventures that will forever 

be in our memories. For me, though, the experience that 

still reverberates deep in my heart, was the time spent 

at the Blackfeet Nation’s annual festival. Located east of 

Glacier National Park, the tribal grounds are a road 

much less traveled.  

During the day, in addition to dancing and drumming 

contests, there were public events, where everyone was 

invited to celebrate and commemorate milestones in the 

lives of tribal members - births, marriages, graduations, 

birthdays, deaths. Everyone attending participated in 

these recognitions, and this shared experience was 

preparation for what was to come. 

It was in the evening, though, where my most 

memorable experience occurred. Let me set the stage. 

First, since this was July in northern Montana, sunset did 

not occur until very late and evening lasted a long time. 

The small open-air grandstands were circular and inside, 

also, arranged in a circle were several groups seated 

around their own large drum. Turning your head one 

way, you would see the Rocky Mountains rising up in 

their purple (really) majesty. Turning the other way, the 

endless plains confronted you. And then you would look 

up to the limitless expanse of the sky, with hints of the 

starry splendor to come. Just as that would begin to 

register, the drumming and chanting would start, one 

group handing off to the next. This fundamental music 

echoed inside my essential being. To this day, those 

sights and sounds are part of my permanent memory.   

In a place that many have called wilderness, I found 

this encounter so very comforting. While recognizing that 

I was only a tiny part, I was still included in a timeless 

design.  

Maker of our universe, Thank you for helping me to 

learn some of my most important life lessons though 

unexpected encounters in your wilderness. Do not let 

me forget. 

  

April 2: Cheryl Melchiorre 

While working from home for more than a year, like 

many folks, I felt the need to get away. In the summer of 

2020, Jim and I decided to take a few days and explore 

some of New York State. What a big, beautiful state it is. 

As we drove north, we began to see the Catskill 

Mountains; even farther north, the Adirondacks were 

reaching for the sky.  

As I recently read through some of John Muir's writing, 

his interpretation of what he saw while gazing at the 

"Twenty Hill Hollow" brought to mind that 2020 trip to 

upstate New York.  

When we reached our destination at Blue Lake Inn, we 

settled in and began to plan our next day's itinerary. 

"When you visit the ‘Daks, you must climb Mount 

Goodnow,’ a friend had told us. ‘The views at the top are 

spectacular.’”   

As we drove to the trailhead, we were excited to start 

our trek up the mountain.  

This rugged, but well-kept trail (thanks to the SUNY 

College of Environmental Science and Forestry) was 

continuously getting steeper, and rockier. We trudged 

on, stopping occasionally to catch our breath and notice 

the nature that surrounded us. The balsam, hemlock, 

white birch, and white pine trees were thick along both 

sides of the rugged trail. As we climbed on, we noticed 

an old stone foundation. We had been told by other 

hikers that once we reached this point, we were getting 

close to the top. The trail was getting steeper still as we 

slowly made our way up. We stopped to listen, and we 

began to hear voices of hikers who had made their way 

to the summit. The "oohs” and “aahs" were getting more 

audible as we reached the top.  

The view from the mountain's top was spectacular!  At 

the top of Mount Goodnow stands a 60-foot-tall fire 

tower. As we waited our turn to climb the tower, we were 

surrounded by other lovers of nature, chipmunks, and 
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the beauty of God's creation. When it was our turn to 

climb, with each step we saw many shades of green. The 

vast number and variety of trees, a large lake, the seven 

High Peaks of the Adirondacks all against the vibrant 

blue sky. 

As John Muir puts it, "To lovers of the wild, these 

mountains are not a hundred miles away. Their spiritual 

power and goodness of the sky make them a circle of 

friends." 

Lord, thank you for the freedom to climb mountains, 

and relish in the beauty of your creations. Amen. 
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Encountering  

Interdependence 

Central Park (December 16, 2021) 

The sense of awakening to the 

world, of seeing it alive and 

oneself alive in it and toward it, is 

what could be called conversion 

to the earth…The conversion to 

the earth, the awakening to who 

we truly are, occurs most often, it 

seems, through immediate 

encounters with particular wild 

others.  Strange as it is, small, 

seemingly inconsequential 

meetings—with herons, amoeba, 

and turtles—can be the occasion 

for world-shaking changes in our 

sense of self and our species in 

the scheme of things.  

…Mediated sources are 

certainly important, but there is 

nonetheless, no substitute for the 

real thing.  The direct experience 

with other earth creatures in 

places of relative wildness is 

important to both children and 

adults. In this way, we feel in 

touch with these others.  Only in 

this way do we become aware 

again and again of our deep 

connection with them.  This is not 

an oceanic experience of 

connection with nature in 

general.  Rather, it is an interest, a 

fascination with others, often one 

other, that develops from focused 

attention to particular things in 

special places.  It comes from 

small beginnings in local places 

with some concrete, embodied 

other…  

I was about eight or nine years 

old, and allowed to go alone in a 

row-boat to the third lake to hunt 

for sun turtles.  I could scarcely 

contain my excitement.  I spent 

hours hunkered down in the 

boat…the real success occurred at 

another level: the sense of being 

on an adventure in a wild area, an 

adventure in which I was in a 

close encounter with a mysterious 

and fascinating other species. 

My early experiences with this 

Explored by Sally McFague, ecological theologian and former Dean at 

Vanderbilt Divinity School, in Super, Natural Christians: How we should 

love nature. 1997.  
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April 3: Clara Arndsten   

As a city kid, my fondest memories of nature were our 

retreats out to Kingswood and Quinipet, the weekends 

away in the wilderness. Hardly the forty days that Jesus 

was out meditating in the middle of nowhere, but still 

impactful and full of shared experiences that fostered 

community, not just among us humans, but also with the 

plants and animals we saw and learned about in each 

place.  

Back in NYC, the interconnectedness I felt at church 

retreats was strengthened by trips to the Natural History 

Museum to learn more about the science of our 

connections with the rest of the world and walks through 

Central Park, where you can see a surprising number of 

species if you really look.. But my closest experience as 

a young kid with the wild other came in the form of a 

surprising animal: the humble city pigeon. You see them 

all around of course, scavenging and feral, but the best 

and most secret way to view them is through the 

windows of the church, where pairs would nest on most 

of the windows with air conditioners.  

When I timed my viewing right, I was just a few inches 

away from the ugly, but cute nestlings as they waited for 

their parents to return to feed them. Rather than be 

boxed out by humans, pigeons thrive in our city full of 

fake cliffs to hide their nests. Pigeons are our neighbors, 

sometimes annoying to be sure, but we help each other. 

Humans take joy in feeding pigeons and breeding them 

for fun and food, and pigeons have found an important 

niche in our urban environment.  

As I craned my neck and reveled in the squeaks of the 

pigeon babies, it seemed so amazing that our church 

wasn’t just for us. It provided a place for many 

communities, both of other faiths and of other species. I 

have come to appreciate the audacity and flexibility of 

urban animals. While New York City skyscrapers seem to 

proclaim human exceptionalism, the gulls, geese, 

squirrels, raccoons, insects, and hundreds of migratory 

songbird species would disagree. NYC is their city just as 

much as it is ours. Our lives cross paths and affect each 

other every day.  

When I see a pigeon today, I feel that connection just 

as strongly as seeing jellyfish at Crab Creek out at 

Quinipet. The wilderness that Jesus was guided to by the 

Holy Spirit served as a place of meditation, but I find that 

easiest place for me to meditate on our 

interdependence is among the hustle of city animals, 

from pigeons to equally dapper businesspeople, trying to 

make their way and live life together in the urban wild. 

 

April 4: Chris Grabenstein 

There is a reason I have chosen to live in the city for 

most of my adult life. 

The wilderness here is very well organized.  (Thank you 

Central and Riverside Parks.) 

But, there was a time when I craved wilderness. I was 

living in a high rise in the concrete jungle that is 

Manhattan Plaza on West 43rd street with a marvelous 

view of all the diesel-fumed ramps and traffic flowing 

into the Port Authority Bus Terminal. 

To escape, I decided to purchase my own wilderness 

retreat (even though I couldn't afford to spend much on 

it).  I bought a small, pre-fab cabin on concrete piers 

three hours away from the city in the mountains of 

northeast Pennsylvania.  It came with 32 acres of 

wilderness. 

I think I know why the devil decides to bedevil Jesus in 

the wilderness.  Come on.  It's spooky out 

wild other, these reptiles, with 

their ancient lineage, impressive 

longevity, ingenious skeleton, and 

immense difference from my own 

species, have made it my link to 

nature.  It is as if turtles opened 

up a pathway for me into the 

natural world—giving me a bridge 

to pass over into that other 

world…a bond with the natural 

world characterized by curiosity, 

fascination, wonder and attention 

that can awaken in a child and 

continue, albeit in different forms, 

throughout life. 

…We are, at the most basic 

level, from and with these earth 

others.  They are not just casual 

acquaintances to whom we can 

choose to be related. Rather, they 

are our relatives, our kin, the 

network of life from which we 

came and to which we will 

return.  We all need to awaken to 

this reality. 
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there.  Especially if you're not a mountain man like Kit 

Carson but, rather, a carpenter's kid or a guy writing 

television commercials about flame-broiled Whoppers 

for Burger King. 

Which brings me to my close encounter with a 

"mysterious and fascinated earth other," one of the 

prompts that was provided for this meditation. 

In short, it was spooky.  And creepy. 

It started with a thrashing and rumbling and rustling 

beneath the planks of my cabin's elevated front 

porch.  Then came the scurrying.  And the scratching. 

Something was setting up shop in the crawl space 

beneath my wilderness home.  After a little terrified 

inspection (with some sort of rake or hoe in hand) I 

discovered that my "earth other" was a raccoon, 

determined to interconnect with me and my cabin. 

There's this thing about raccoons.  They have very 

human faces.  It's something to do with the way their 

eyes are set on either side of their noses.  

Being a city boy (even one who did spend his 

formative years in the mountains of Tennessee), I didn't 

know what to do.  Fortunately, a more mountainy man 

than I lent me a big, boxy Havahart trap.  It's basically a 

large cage with a spring loaded device that snaps the 

door shut when an animal steps on a launch 

pad.   Peanut butter, the neighbor suggested, would 

make excellent bait.   I set the trap.  And kind of hoped 

the raccoon would see it and move on to the next cabin 

down the road. 

But the very next morning, the raccoon was in it.   

And it wasn't happy.   

It was glaring at me with those very human eyes, filled 

with rage and recrimination.  Who did I think I was?  The 

raccoons were here in the wilderness long before I was. 

Then things got worse. 

I had to drag the cage out from under the porch.   A 

long handled gardening implement was, once again, 

involved.  Next, I had to hoist the crate up into the 

hatchback of my little Honda Civic wagon. 

And take the raccoon on a drive to its new home.  A 

forest preserve five or ten miles away from its home and 

mine.   

It was a very long ride.  

Those beady raccoon eyes were staring at me in the 

rearview mirror the whole time. 

I tried to explain.  "This will be better. There will be 

more trees.  And, it's a forest preserve.  We're talking 

government protected trees." 

The raccoon wasn't buying it.  It didn't hiss.  Or 

growl.  Or make a sound. 

It just stared at me.   

For five or ten miles. 

Finally, I found what I considered to be a very friendly 

raccoon relocation spot and pulled off to the side of the 

rutted dirt road. 

I said a silent prayer, lowered the cage to the ground, 

and, knees trembling, once again called upon on my 

trusty long-handled gardening implement. 

I pried the cage door open. 

The raccoon sprang out. 

For an instant, the little devil looked like it wanted to 

charge at me, to sink what I imagined were its sharp and 

pointy teeth into my ankle.  

Fortunately, right when I was about to run screaming 

up the road, abandoning my vehicle to any bears who 

might want to take it for a joy ride, the raccoon decided 

to turn around and waddle off to find a new home in the 

state forest. 

I imagine Jesus felt ten times worse when he 

encountered his ten times spookier devil in the 

wilderness. Chatting with Beelzebub after a forty day fast 

must've been terrifying. 

But maybe his time in the wilderness made Jesus 

better able to withstand the trials and tribulations to 

come in the so-called civilized world.  In the wilderness, 

the demons and devils are much easier to identify.  They 

show themselves.  Boldly.   They leap out of the shadows 

and crawl under your front porch. 

But, after you safely pass through the wilderness, you 

can breathe a slight sigh of relief.  The worst is over.  On 

your return to civilization, you are ready, willing, and able 

to deal with whatever the non-wild world throws at 

you.  Because you've already dealt with worse.  Much 

worse. 

I pray that when we finally come out of the wilderness 

of this pandemic, the wilderness lessons stay with us.  If 

we could deal with all that, with God's help, we can 

definitely deal with whatever comes next.  

 

April 5: bj Karpen 

When you stop to think about interdependence, it kind 

of takes your breath away. Nothing exists in a vacuum. 

Nothing exists independent of anything else. 

No matter how isolated we might feel at times, we 

cannot exist in isolation. 

Here are some words by two of the greatest spiritual 

leaders of our lifetime, Buddhist Monk/Peace Activist, 

Thich Nhat Hahn, and the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, 
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Jr., who it turns out, actually knew each other and had 

tremendous respect for one another: 

Thich Nhat Hahn holds up a tiny sheet of paper and 

says: 

“You don’t need to be a poet in order to see that there 

is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper. Without a cloud, 

there will be no rain; without rain, the trees cannot grow: 

and without trees, we cannot make paper. The cloud is 

essential for the paper to exist. If the cloud is not here, 

the sheet of paper cannot be here either. So we can say 

that the cloud and the paper inter-are….If we look into 

this sheet of paper even more deeply, we can see the 

sunshine in it. If the sunshine is not there, the forest 

cannot grow. In fact nothing can grow. Even we cannot 

grow without sunshine. And so, we know that the 

sunshine is also in this sheet of paper. The paper and 

the sunshine inter-are. And if we continue to look we can 

see the logger who cut the tree and brought it to the mill 

to be transformed into paper. And we see the wheat. We 

know that the logger cannot exist without his daily bread, 

and therefore the wheat that became his bread is also in 

this sheet of paper. And the logger's father and mother 

are in it too. When we look in this way we see that 

without all of these things, this sheet of paper cannot 

exist.” 

And Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in his Christmas 

Sermon, 1967: 

“It really boils down to this: that all life is interrelated. 

We are all caught in an inescapable network of 

mutuality, tied into a single garment of destiny. 

Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. We 

are made to live together because of the interrelated 

structure of reality…. 

Before you finish eating breakfast in the morning, 

you’ve depended on more than half of the world. This is 

the way our universe is structured, this is its interrelated 

quality. We aren’t going to have peace on earth until we 

recognize this basic fact of the interrelated structure of 

all reality.” 

Loving Spirit, help us to soften the barriers that keep 

us feeling separate from nature, from our fellow 

humans. Let us allow ourselves to awaken to the reality 

that we are not solid; we also are matter, made up of 

nature, as in that tiny piece of paper. And that we need 

all of nature and each other to survive and to thrive. 

Amen. 

 

April 6: Amy Jo Frischling 

Though my family and friends from down home 

consider me a "City Girl," I still consider myself a "Country 

Girl" at heart.  Growing up in a little, tiny farming town in 

the very southeastern corner of Virginia, my days of 

summer were spent water skiing with water moccasins, 

exploring the marsh behind my family home along the 

Pagan River (no joke!) and traipsing through the freshly 

plowed corn and soy bean fields in the neighborhood 

looking for arrowheads and Native American pottery 

(there was lots of it). 

When I first visited NYC in August of 1985 when I was 

just 18 years old, my mother said a jolt of electricity went 

up her spine the second my feet hit the Manhattan 

sidewalks for the first time.  She knew, she says, in that 

instant that I would never return home to live.  I WAS 

home. 

This urban jungle had so many new and exciting things 

to offer - and I soaked up every moment of my time living 

here.  But I longed for nature.  I missed busting open 

cattails, making wishes on dandelions, and trapping 

garden snakes and fireflies.  I missed walking barefoot 

through the morning dew-covered grass and catching 

spot and croaker off the dock.  I did not want to leave 

New York but trips into Central Park just didn't fulfill my 

need for nature. Growing up, whenever I had a problem I 

needed to work out, I'd go outside to the "back yard" - a 

multi-acre lot we lived on surrounded by the river to the 

north and the woods to the east - I'd lay in the grass 

under the big oak trees with the rays of sun shining 

through the leaves, and I would pray. I missed that 

terribly, even after finding SPSA in 1989. 

The pull back to nature was so strong, that I made a 

plan to leave New York and head back south as soon as 

I finished graduate school.  God, however, must have 

had other plans because, just 6 months before 

graduating, a tall, handsome New York City born and 

bred Jewish guy appeared in my life and, the rest, as 

they say, is history.  I told him on our first date, "just so 

you know, I'm out of here in May!" He placated me and 

even accompanied me on an interview trip to Virginia I 

long had scheduled.  Shortly after, I secured a job on the 

Upper West Side! 

Knowing how important nature was to me, he made 

sure we travelled frequently to Long Island where we 

joined a CSA and dug our own potatoes, and to Virginia 

to visit family and soak in the sunsets along the 

river.  We eventually rented a home on the East End 

where I dug and planted my own vegetable garden, 

clipped flowers from my yard every week, and lay in the 

hammock (too old for the grass) under the big oak tree 
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where I would find time to talk to God. Years later, we 

made the move in summer to the Adirondack 

Mountains, by a lake with a world of wildlife in our 

backyard - herons, deer, loons, and lots and lots of 

chipmunks. Instead of laying in the grass, we float on the 

lake, staring at the incredible beauty that surrounds us - 

and I thank God every day for the incredible bounty 

bestowed upon us.  Every summer, the moment we 

arrive in the Adirondacks, I feel that jolt of electricity 

going up my spine telling me that, though not in the 

south, I'm back in nature - I'm home. 

Wild and Wonderful God, Thank you for the bounty of 

nature that surrounds us, whether in the city or country, 

that reminds us of the many gifts you have bestowed 

upon us, and where your presence is palpable, close at 

hand.  Help us to never take these gifts for granted. 

 

April 7: Mary McMurtery 

When I was a child and would hear the story of Jesus 

being tempted by the devil in the wilderness, I always 

imagined Jesus wandering through some kind of craggy 

desolate place, the devil stalking him in some kind of 

form, whether as a person, a serpent, or a fallen angel. A 

dark figure outside of Jesus taunting him from behind or 

at his side. But reading this as an adult, more and more I 

wonder if it could be possible that Jesus was being 

plagued by a darkness from within, a nagging seed of 

doubt, like a splinter under the skin. Doesn’t it often 

seem to occur that once you’ve discovered your calling, 

or chosen a particular path in life, that something tends 

to happen to test your resolve? As a child I always 

imagined this story from a more mystical perspective, 

but considering it from this angle, it seems a very human 

struggle to me, one that I can definitely relate to. 

We don’t get a description of the wilderness that Jesus 

was going through, but having struggled with depression 

and anxiety in my life, it seems possible to me that Jesus 

could have been struggling through any number of 

mental and emotional wildernesses we humans can find 

ourselves in. When I’ve found myself in those dark 

corners, it feels lonely, isolating, suffocating, and 

hopeless. It’s frightening how easily one could be 

convinced to do oneself harm, just to stop feeling that 

way–whether by consuming something one shouldn’t, 

giving up and putting trust in something or someone 

other than God, or, God forbid, being tempted to do 

something more drastic and final. One can get so 

consumed and utterly convinced by the gravitational pull 

of the dark wilderness within, that it can feel like there 

are no other choices, that it’s not physically possible to 

get out, and one starts to identify with being small, 

unimportant, inconsequential, matter-less.  

It’s at these times that the medicine of nature and the 

earth that God provides can call us out from the dark 

inner wilderness, and lead us into the expansive, 

spacious Wild, reminding us of all that there is to live for, 

where we’ve come from, where we are going, and help 

us to dream of what may be.  

It’s my 40th birthday this Saturday, February 26th, 

and my husband, John, and I are planning to drive out to 

the Grand Canyon for the weekend to celebrate. It’s too 

bad this devotional is due before then, or else I could 

have shared a special experience from this coming 

weekend with you all. Neither of us have seen the Grand 

Canyon before, and we’re greatly looking forward to the 

trip, God-willing that we remain healthy and all goes 

smoothly. After these seemingly interminable years of 

Covid-19 and quarantine, without any real end in sight, 

we are heeding the call of the Wild and nature’s 

medicine, and I hope in some way you will heed it, too.    

Dear God, thank You for this precious earth and the 

natural beauty that surrounds us at every turn. Whether 

taking in the grand vista of the Grand Canyon, or the 

exquisitely small beauty of a wildflower found in a crack 

of concrete, help us to see and understand in our bones 

that we are not alone. Amen. 

 

April 8: Micah McCann Moina  

One of the things I have not liked about living in New 

York City is the lack of animals—the lack of natural 

wildness. There is plenty of human wildness, but that 

doesn’t appeal to me. 

There hasn’t ever been a time in my life when I did not 

seek out the company of animals.  When I couldn’t have 

real animals, I turned to toy animals.  And so, though 

wilderness, itself, is not something I seek out on a 

regular basis, I turn to it because of the creatures that 

inhabit it. I depend on the wilderness and I depend on its 

inhabitants for sustenance. It is through animals that I 

see God. 

One such occurrence was on a backpacking trip 

through Aravaipa Canyon in Arizona.  This narrow, 

fourteen-mile canyon is inhabited by all forms of desert 

and riparian wildlife. My hiking companions and I were 

hip deep in the river, tugging our bodies through the 

clear water and around red walls of ancient river 

dirt.  Around a jutting corner of this rock, we proceeded, 

only to come across the form of a huge blue heron, 
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poised regally in the middle of the river and against a 

backdrop blue sky. There was a collective intake of 

breath from us and we froze. My heart stopped and my 

mind focused on only one thing: to look at this amazing 

bird. My higher power was in that heron. It just was. 

God was there. God was in the stillness, in the sound 

of the water, in the slight flutter of feathers in the 

breeze. God was in the searing heat of the sun and in 

the walls of that canyon. God was that bird. And that bird 

told me that God is love. God loves these magnificent 

beings with whom we share this planet.  God speaks 

love through these beings to me.  God spoke through 

that heron and God speaks through my dogs, the cats I 

had as a child, through my hamsters, mice, and degus 

that we kept in our apartment.  God created them and 

me. We are siblings on this planet and I cannot live 

without them. 

My ingenious God: please help me protect the animals 

you created. Please help me to know how to care for 

them, to understand them, to watch over them for 

you.  They are my brothers and sisters. I thank you for 

this family and pray for the strength to do what is right 

for them.   

  

April 9: Elizabeth Jensen  

I'm writing this from the back of a camper van parked 

on the Central California coast. I've just come back from 

the beach, where we had an unexpected encounter with 

more than 100 Long-billed Curlews, one of the coolest 

looking birds out there. Picture a more-than-foot-long 

stilt-legged sandpiper patterned in warm brown tones. 

It's the bill that you notice, though: delicate, curving 

down in a sweeping arc, and absurdly long, nearly as 

long as its legs. It uses the bill to probe for food in the 

sand, as it nonchalantly times its movements in rhythm 

with the lapping of the waves. The other birds on the 

shore have bills that are far shorter and straighter and 

they seem to do just fine when it comes to finding food, 

but there's some reason that these Curlews ended up 

the way they did. 

Like many birders, I keep a life list of the birds I've 

seen and searching out new species is part of the thrill 

for me, along with the sheer beauty of many birds, like 

the brilliant yellow and black Scott's Oriole we 

encountered at 7 a.m. last week trilling sweetly from 

high atop a Joshua Tree in the desert. But it was a quote 

from the artist Fred Tomaselli that helped me crystalize 

what exactly I'm drawn to when I spend hours looking for 

darting movements so high in the treetops that my neck 

cramps and staring at a 575-foot high ochre rock face 

looking for a six-inch long chestnut-colored Canyon 

Wren. 

Tomaselli refers to the bird world as a "parallel 

universe." There is an entire intricate world that goes on 

all around us, too often unnoticed. The birds have 

evolved with their migratory patterns, their striking and 

also drab colors, their nesting habits, as a way of 

survival. Even if we don't know exactly why, there's a 

reason black and white magpies have black bills almost 

everywhere they appear in the world, except in a 150-

mile long swath of California farmland, where their bills 

are vibrant yellow. I can choose to pay attention to this 

world or not. If I do decide to peek in, I will almost 

certainly be delighted by what I discover.  

We are surrounded by parallel universes in our lives, if 

we would only choose to think of them that way. Not all 

are as joyful as the birds. We can feel helpless when 

surveying the world, from the extreme gulf between rich 

and poor to the daily violence which some communities 

must navigate and the mind-boggling decisions that are 

contributing to devastating climate change. But instead 

of feeling despair, what if we tried to immerse ourselves 

into understanding the forces at work in these parallel 

worlds? Could there be a way forward by immersing 

ourselves in intentional observation of universes which 

are not our own? 

I may never understand why the Long-billed Curlew 

evolved the way it did, but just asking the question is a 

start. 

Dear God, help us pay attention, really pay attention, 

to the parallel universes that surround us.  
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Fort Tryon Park (February 12, 2022) 

The wilderness, as defined in 

contemporary terms, became a 

place of refuge and possibility for 

black people.  Maroon sites, such 

as the African and African 

American enclaves in the Great 

Dismal Swamp “can be read 

against the legal landscape and 

the geographies of power and 

resistance rather than as 

commonplace sites within the 

economic system of slavery.”  One 

might go so far as to label parts of 

the GDS during this historical 

period as a “black landscape”—a 

“system of paths, places, and 

rhythms that a community of 

enslaved people created as an 

alternative, often a refuge, to the 

landscape systems of planters 

and other whites.” 

…”We are offered an 

opportunity to expand how we 

view resistance and resilience in 

their multiple forms on the 

landscape.  And we are reminded 

that “beyond the eye and mind of 

the white majority, African 

American culture was vibrantly 

alive, and had been alive for more 

than three hundred years..” 

Explored by cultural geographer and professor, Carolyn Finney, in her 

book Black Faces, White Spaces: Reimagining the Relationship of 

African Americans to the Great Outdoors, where in this chapter she 

writes about the Great Dismal Swamp (GDS) National Wildlife Refuge, 

where between 1720-1860, thousands of escaped slaves lived in a self-

made and self-governed community. 2014.  

Encountering  

Refuge & 

Possibility 
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April 10: Benz 

I backpack to get away from the realities of my daily 

life and the brutalities of the intertwined systems of 

capitalism, white supremacy, and patriarchy. How far 

away? you ask. I found out about September 11 on 

September 15. When I unplug in the wilderness, I really 

unplug.  

For me, the mountains that I climb and sleep in are a 

space of rejuvenation. I need to withdraw from everyday 

realities in order to restore my capacity to fight. It’s not 

just the lack of cell reception that makes this possible; it 

is the spiritual experience that is the intimate 

relationship with the awesome majesty of nature. It is 

also the intimate connection between my mind and 

body; the work of my body in climbing mountains is a 

source of deep satisfaction.  

In addition, the wilderness embodies certain values 

that are central to my belief system. Money is utterly 

useless, unless perhaps you run out of toilet paper. 

Having more stuff than you need is a burden at best, 

and a danger at worst. The land is not “mine” – or 

anybody’s.  

In this way, I find wilderness to be a great metaphor 

for an untarnished imagination. Out there where people 

have not put up their roads, their private housing, their 

for-profit healthcare – all their “can’ts” to God’s creation 

– I feel invited to imagine the world the way God 

intended it. 

Too often, our ideas about justice are limited by what 

seems possible at the moment; we want to be practical 

and realistic. And, for sure, working hard for the change 

that we have the power to enact now is critical. Like 

“good cause” evictions, a top state legislative priority for 

tenants right now. But we need to make sure these 

fights don’t make us lose sight of the horizon, of a vision 

of a truly just future. Like “cancel rent.” Housing, 

healthcare, food, water are human rights that should 

never be commodified.   

Walter Brueggemann calls this prophetic imagination. 

We must refuse to let our imagination be limited by the 

unjust systems suffocating the planet. We must refuse 

to listen to their apostles in government, business, and 

non-profit sectors when they tell us, “it’s not possible,” 

“there is no alternative,” or “this is the best we can hope 

for.”  

A vision of a just future is no guarantee that it will 

come about; but without such a vision, it is a guaranteed 

impossibility. And who are we to limit what new future 

God can make possible? The prophet’s job is “to express 

a future that none think imaginable,” in Brueggemann’s 

words.  

Holy One, challenge us to let go of the limits on our 

imagination. Keep our feet on the ground and our eyes 

on the horizon. Make us relentless in our insistence that 

your kin-dom come, on earth as it is in heaven. Amen.  

 

April 11: David Wildman 

It was late at night, and we were gathered around a 

tiny oil lamp deep in discussion.  We had traveled a long 

day’s journey over rough roads high into the mountains 

of the Philippines to meet an indigenous community 

there.  No streetlights, no electricity, beautiful, lush 

landscapes and vistas: it was a welcome refuge from the 

noise, crowds and pollution of the city.  

An indigenous leader turned to me and asked: ‘How 

can we stop the mining and logging companies from 

devastating our land, displacing our communities, and 

destroying our way of life?  What choice do we 

have?  Some are taking up arms to resist.”  

My years of seminary training, of work with Global 

Ministries, of advocacy at the United Nations, and of 

activism in the peace movement failed to prepare me for 

the threats I encountered in that remote wilderness 

refuge.  The greatest danger facing this community was 

so-called civilized, globalized companies invading their 

sacred ground.  

Throughout the journey up to this remote wilderness 

we passed many heavy construction equipment that 

were levelling trees and fields to widen a path for 

monstrous logging and mining trucks: all for the sake of 

extracting profits and exports.  What did I—a city kid with 

cell phone and laptop whose components may have 

come from a nearby mine, with a pension likely invested 

in some of the very same companies threatening them, 

what did I have to offer to a tiny community seeking to 

live simply and peacefully amid God’s beautiful, created 

wilderness?  Any words I uttered in that dark night failed 

to do justice. 

As I listened to these indigenous voices, I heard anew 

the words from the prophet Ezekiel: “in the abundance 

of your trade you were filled with violence, and you 

sinned…you corrupted your wisdom for the sake of your 

splendor….in the unrighteousness of your trade, you 

profaned your sanctuaries.” (Ezekiel 28:16-18) I was 

transformed!  I was convicted!  

The next morning, we began the slow descent from 

that remote mountaintop experience, back to the city, to 

the centers of power, greed and violence—the very place 
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I call home.  I didn’t have any answers, but I did carry 

their urgent questions in my heart.  I keep asking their 

questions in hopes that by listening I may be guided to 

walk paths towards justice each day.  

In Luke’s gospel, the power of the Roman empire and 

of religious nationalism are repeatedly challenged and 

overturned by a God who keeps showing up at the 

margins—in the wilderness—among the oppressed.  In 

chapter 3, Luke first names the emperor and various 

ruling authorities and then undercuts all that power by 

declaring, “the word of God came to John son of 

Zechariah in the wilderness.” (Luke 3:1-2) And that word 

is a call to repentance: to stop extorting, start sharing, 

and join the movement.  

In that mountaintop encounter I found refuge, not 

from hardship or struggle, but through listening to, and 

learning from, the resilience and resistance of a small 

indigenous community.  Each day their burning 

questions on how to stop exploitation invite me to 

challenge my own complicity, to reject the temptation of 

complacency, and to join in Jesus’ justice-making 

movement. 

O Spirit, who urges us to step off the beaten path, to 

think outside the box, and to overturn tables of unjust 

trade, help us to listen to cries for justice and to follow 

you.  Amen. 

 

April 12: Catherine Keller 

I love escaping into the beauty of the wilderness. But 

times of solitude amidst nonhuman nature have often 

been for me times of struggle with the deeper 

challenges of my life. Sometimes some clarity, some 

freedom, some energizing perspective finds me there--

between trees or waves or mountains. 

Full of the Spirit and led by it, Jesus did not have a 

peaceful retreat experience in the wilderness. Nor does 

he report any mystical ecstasy. He was contending with 

the meaning of his life, his extraordinary calling, his 

humanness. He needed to get clear of every other 

human for a while. He had experienced such a power 

flowing into him, through him, in that experience in the 

waters of the Jordan that he knew he needed to face the 

temptations that come with power. The temptation to 

exercise power over others--however well-intendingly, to 

use his gifts to build his own kingdom, to let the 

gratitude and admiration of followers expand his ego, to 

confuse himself with the God he worships. But, at the 

cost of unbearable struggle and near starvation, he 

passes all the devil’s tests--and moves into his ministry 

with that unique fusion of confidence and humility that 

still calls so clearly to us. That offers always fresh--

possibility. 

We have our own times of temptation, our own places 

of wilderness.   Sometimes we flee into the wilderness to 

escape the powers of others--like the Hebrews fleeing 

Egypt, finding refuge in the desert and the possibility of a 

whole new kind of civilization.  Or like the African 

Americans in the Great Dismal Swamp between 1720 

and 1860.  How ironic that the white supremacists they 

escaped in that wilderness worship a Christ who they 

think does rightly lord it over “all the kingdoms of the 

world” (as the devil puts it.) 

And another irony: we may think of the wilderness as a 

place of refuge. Yet in our century  the wilderness itself 

needs refuge! The whole earth was wilderness for most 

of its four and a half billion years.  But now the life, the 

integrity, the delicate balance and creative 

abundance  that the planet evolved and that let humans 

come forth--hangs in the balance. Our species (in 

particular the dominant white version) has now so badly 

exploited the wild life of the creatures and of the very 

elements of earth, sky and waters that the climate is 

changing. Our species’ future (in particular that of the 

more vulnerable populations) is under threat. The form 

of global capitalism that now rules “ the kingdoms of the 

world” can reduce the earth to a  “wilderness” in another 

sense, a different Great Dismal sense: of  a planet no 

longer hospitable to human civilization. 

So perhaps now when we take refuge in the --still 

refreshing--wilderness for a few days or hours now and 

then, we tune to the vulnerability of the earth and sky 

and waters.  We face the temptations of greed and 

power that move among and around us. And perhaps, if 

just in a walk along the Hudson, we feel the great river’s 

currents moving us.  If only in a walk through the trees of 

Central Park, we  might sense our own earth roots deep, 

our trunks lifting, our branches reaching together.   A 

deep breath can remind us: we are creatures of a 

Creator who from our very genesis in that wilderness 

garden  deemed not us humans “very good” but 

“everything he had made.” (Gen 1.31.)  Together let us 

get the word out: creatures unite! Stop the discreation! 

Honor the Creator--in whom we find all refuge and 

possibility.  “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” 

 

April 13: Julia Tulloch 

The crystal time the silence times 

I'll learn to love their quietness 
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While deep beneath the glistening snow 

The black earth dreams of violets 

I'll learn to love the fallow way 

- Judy Collins, The Fallow Way 

 

I used to not like March, or even parts of April... or 

February, for that matter. In northern regions, the trees 

are bare. The snow, if any, is sparse. The weather 

fluctuates. For me, shaped by warmer climates and 

suburban convenience, it seemed dreary. But when I 

lived in the Appalachian Mountain foothills, I began to 

see this “wilderness” in a clearer way: the angled winter 

light through the trees along its winding roads, the soft 

sound of the earth on wandering footpaths, the 

dampness felt in the valley’s early morning fog, the joy of 

sunlight hitting the mountain top. There was patience 

with the weather, and acknowledgement of the 

necessary quietness of the in-between times of March, 

April, and February, too, for that matter.  

I learn[ed] to love the fallow way: learning to live with 

this season allowed me to see it as a time of rest and 

restoration for the earth which also asks us to pace 

ourselves to live in harmony with God’s creation and 

requires us to seek repair amid climate change. To love 

the follow way allows us to live with the in-between 

moments of our lives - to have the patience with 

ourselves in the changing seasons of relationships, 

work, health, aging, loss, and grief. In a world shaped by 

systems of competition and control, living in the “fallow 

way” reminds us to pace ourselves in the city, too, to 

notice the light, to be amazed at constructed patterns 

and designs, to thrive on its many opportunities, but still 

to  find a quiet place and a soft path, to walk gently with 

each other, and to accept our own needed renewal.  

Creating God, help us give ourselves permission to 

allow our own fallow times: to look at our relationship to 

the earth and seasons as a way of renewal, mutual care, 

resistance, and recommitment to God’s vision for us. 

Amen. 

 

April 14: Jim Melchiorre 

The walk from Dos Pilas to Nacimiento takes more 

than an hour through the rain forest in the Petén region 

of Guatemala. I traveled there in April 1990 to produce a 

video series about a team of archaeology students. We 

trudged into Nacimiento with a Vanderbilt University 

physician who was offering basic medical care to the 

people there. 

We were told the village had 175 residents. None 

spoke English. Only one spoke Spanish. While that lone 

Spanish speaker was crucial to communication --- he 

would hear the medical issue in the indigenous 

language, explain it in Spanish to the Guatemalan 

students with us, who would communicate it in English 

to the physician --- the man was regarded with suspicion 

by the villagers, considered an outsider, because he 

spoke the language of the conquest. 

The younger, more naïve version of me found that 

incredible. The Spanish conquest had happened more 

than 400 years earlier. Now I see it differently, especially 

in the context of this Lenten theme. That small village, 

remote as any place I’ve ever been, was an example of 

resistance. 

In her book Black Faces, White Spaces: Reimagining 

the Relationship of African Americans to the Great 

Outdoors, Carolyn Finney writes of the Great Dismal 

Swamp National Wildlife Center, where thousands of 

Black people who had escaped enslavement lived 

between 1720 and 1860, as offering us “an opportunity 

to expand how we view resistance and resilience.”  

The community into which Jesus was born, under 

Roman occupation, demonstrated resistance by living in 

a way that preserved its faith and commitment to Torah. 

The temptation story in the Gospel according to Luke is 

the Bible’s most detailed account of Jesus in the 

wilderness, dueling with the devil, trading quotes from 

scripture. Jesus prevails because, well, because he’s 

Jesus, but also because he perseveres, armed with the 

tradition and culture of a community built for resistance. 

Whether the effort is to preserve land, language, faith, 

or culture, we find examples of resistance around the 

globe: historically Palestinians, Kurds, even the Irish can 

make the claim. Extending Carolyn Finney’s premise, the 

entire history of African people in the two continents 

currently called America can be seen as resistance and 

resilience. 

After the General Conference in St. Louis in February 

2019, members of our church community often used the 

phrase “resistance is holy.” Excellent hashtag but, more 

important is to practice that resistance, by making a 

commitment to view and live our lives through the lens 

of love and justice, willing to be “called out” when our 

privilege blinds us to injustice “hiding” in plain sight. 

Resistance need not be publicized. It doesn’t have to 

be photographed. Resistance exists even if it never 

appears in a social media post. And here’s the humbling 

part: it doesn’t matter if we recognize it, or join it, or 

approve of it. Holy resistance in its many forms 
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demonstrates that the Spirit is moving and God has 

already shown up. Whether or not we show up, well, 

that’s our decision. 

Open our eyes to see what God is up to, especially in 

the places and with the people we’re likely to overlook. 

Amen. 

 

April 15: Aurora Celestin 

I believe wilderness is a place of refuge not because it 

is comfortable, but because it is where we can struggle 

freely. We don’t often allow ourselves to struggle 

imperfectly, fearing it will cost us respect, opportunities, 

money, friends, family, and ultimately the security of our 

futures. The ice is exponentially thinner the more 

multiply oppressed you are. So we stifle the inconvenient 

sides to us, limiting the number of costly missteps we 

make on any given day and ignoring the pain of our 

burdens. 

But, in the wilderness, Jesus shows us it is safe to be 

vulnerable. In our guiding gospel lesson from Luke, 

Jesus is vulnerable when tempted by Satan. Though 

Jesus is physically compromised from fasting, Satan’s 

appearance suggests he may be feeling spiritually weak, 

too. The Jesus of the city streets says “get behind me, 

Satan.” But, the Jesus in the wilderness, pestered and 

tempted, speaks with no such bravado. He references 

over and again what is written, as if clinging to text 

studied and memorized just for this test. The rote 

recitation may be more for his own bolstering than for 

Satan’s benefit. 

Here, Jesus meets with conflict, but the wilderness is 

still a safe place for him to be exactly what God 

intended: fragily human. There is no walking on water, 

no silencing storms, no miraculously conjuring a feast. 

There is also no one to call him rabbi or heretic, no one 

to lead or denounce. The disciples, crowds, naysayers, 

and imperialists have all been left behind. It is just him 

and the Devil, and Jesus finds himself dangerously 

human. 

I see Satan as manifesting the out Jesus may want 

from his destiny. Jesus is grappling with his hunger not 

only for food, but for comfort, honor, and most 

importantly, God’s protection. It is not hard to feel that 

he deserves the bread, kingdoms, and protective angels 

more than the scorn, ostracization, and torture he has 

and will yet endure. This wilderness scene is the first 

inkling we get that he himself is hurt by the deprivation 

of his just deserts. The next time we see Jesus in the 

wilderness many chapters later in Luke, he’s in 

Gethsemane praying to God, “Father, if you are willing, 

remove this cup from me; yet, not my will but yours be 

done.” (Luke 22:42) Again, in the safety of the 

wilderness, Jesus hurts freely, cracking, buckling, but 

leaning on God. Together, these wilderness experiences 

prepare him for the agony of the cross, allowing him to 

falter, fight, and regain his footing with even more 

miraculous strength. Without them, I don’t think we get a 

Jesus on the cross capable of brazenly asking God why 

he has been forsaken or demanding God’s forgiveness 

for those who have betrayed him. 

Jesus demonstrates how, though the world may make 

many demands of us, we owe it to ourselves to seek out 

the refuge of wilderness. There, in privacy, we can fall 

apart, collect our pieces, and repair and prepare 

ourselves to emerge into the world more audacious and 

divinely empowered than before. 

Dear God, give us the courage to seek out the 

discomfort and safety of the wilderness. Meet us there 

when we are ready to take a step back and allow 

ourselves to fall apart and be repaired by Your healing 

hands. Deliver us fortified and emboldened like Jesus 

from our wilderness sojourns. In his beloved name we 

pray, Amen. 

 

April 16: Pastor K Karpen 

Here we are at the end of our long, restless wandering 

through the wilderness of Lent. Today we sit with Jesus 

in his tomb. 

The tomb, of course, is just a different sort of 

wilderness.  It is quiet here. As still as death. And lonely.  

After the trauma of his last week, there must have 

been something strangely comforting about this day in 

the tomb.  The empire had done its worst.  His disciples 

had shown their worst.  After disappointment, betrayal, 

fear, torture and death, there are no more expectations. 

Jesus is done.  

In a weird way, Jesus is safe; Jesus is free. 

Wilderness to me always means loneliness. A space 

not so much full of trees, but empty of companionship.  

When I think of time spent in wilderness, I think of a 

night years ago in an unfamiliar city. On a high school 

choir tour of Eastern Europe, I'd grown weary of my 

annoying and disappointing fellow students, and so I left 

the hotel to get some air.  

Relying on my amazing sense of direction, pretty soon 

I was lost. Nothing looked familiar. No one spoke 

English. I'd forgotten the name of the hotel.  

Strangely, I don't remember feeling afraid. Wasn't 
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Wednesday, March 2 

8-9am, 12-1pm: Curbside Ashes  

6:30pm: Ash Wednesday Service 

Sundays in Lent 

Mar. 6, 13, 20, 27, Apr. 3 

11am: Worship Service 

Wednesdays in Lent 

6:30pm: Lenten Vespers 

Mar. 9, 23, Apr. 6 on Zoom 

Meeting: 897 2882 6272 

Mar. 16, 30 - in-person, YouTube 

Palm Sunday (April 10) 

11am: Blessing of Palms & Donkey; 

Worship Service 

Maundy Thursday (April 14) 

7pm: Worship Service 

Good Friday (April 15) 

6pm: Crosswalk 

7:30pm: Worship Service 

 

 

Easter (April 17) 

6:30am: Sunrise Service at 

Belvedere Castle and on Zoom 

Meeting: 812 6512 0964 

11am: Celebration of the 

Resurrection 

All services streamed live on 

YouTube. 

 

 

being completely alone what I wanted?  

So, I decided to just walk around and see what 

showed up. And eventually I found my way back. And I 

was really ready to be back with my annoying and 

disappointing friends.  

I picture the tomb as a refuge for Jesus, Holy Saturday 

as a time of respite for him.  And I wonder whether Jesus 

was tempted to stay there, stay alone, stay dead. 

Knowing, as maybe he did, what trouble his resurrection 

might bring.  

Was he lonely, 'sealed in a stone cold tomb', as that 

jolly Christmas carol 'We Three Kings' puts it? Did he 

begin to miss his annoying and disappointing friends? 

Did he, who had constantly sought out the lonely, the 

lost, the left behind, feel, himself, left behind? Sealed in 

the tomb's lonely wilderness, did finding refuge in death 

make him ready for the opportunity and possibility of 

rebirth, resurrection,  new life?  

In any case, there, in the place of death, Jesus made a 

choice for life.  So that we can also. 

Praying now. Lord of the wilderness, make us ready to 

receive the new life made possible for each of us 

through your resurrection power.  Amen.  

Lent & Holy Week at St. Paul & St. Andrew 

Engaging the Wilderness of New York City 

Explore the wilds of our world with guided walks around the city: March 2-8 (Riverside Park), March 10 (Fort 

Tryon Park), March 15 (Van Cortlandt Park), March 24 (Inwood Hill Park), March 27-April 2 (The High Line), April 

4 (Central Park). Visit our website for details! 



 

 

Encountering Wildness  

March 2-5 (page 3) 

• Where have you encountered 

wildness in your personal life? 

• What risks and rewards are offered 

in wildness that are not experienced 

as acutely in cultivated space and 

place? 

• Where and how have you 

encountered wildness in your faith 

journey and spiritual pilgrimage? 

• How can we learn from Jesus’s time 

in the wilderness and his encounter 

with wildness? 

 

Encountering Solitude  

March 6-12 (page 7) 

• When have you experienced 

loneliness amidst the crowd? 

• How has solitude, found through a 

wilderness experience, been a gift? 

• How have you experienced the 

presence of God in solitude? 

• How can we learn from Jesus’s time 

in the wilderness and his encounter 

with solitude? 

 

Encountering Dependence  

March 13-19 (page 12) 

• How have you experienced your own 

dependency on nature? 

• How have you witnessed the broken 

connection from the natural world to 

our lived, daily experiences? 

• How does our faith tradition keep us 

in touch with our dependency and 

on the sources of our provision? 

• How can we learn from Jesus’s time 

in the wilderness and his 

dependence on nature? 

 

Encountering Silence  

March 20-26 (page 17) 

• Have you ever heard the sounds of 

silence? 

• How does silence offer sound, 

vibrancy, and power? 

• What role does silence play in your 

faith life and relationship with God? 

 

• How can we learn from Jesus’s time 

in the wilderness and his encounter 

with silence? 

 

Encountering Freedom  

March 27 - April 2 (page 22) 

• When have you explored with 

aimlessness and abandon? 

• What do you have to release in 

order to encounter the freedom of 

wilderness? 

• How is God’s presence felt in 

freedom, detached from control and 

expectation? 

• How can we learn from Jesus’s time 

in the wilderness and his encounter 

with freedom? 

 

Encountering Interdependence 

April 3 - 9 (page 28) 

• When did you have a close 

encounter with a mysterious and 

fascinated “earth other”? 

• How have you awakened to the 

reality of our interconnectedness 

and interdependency? 

• How do you experience God through 

the divine connection between the 

natural world and all who are in it? 

• How can we learn from Jesus’s time 

in the wilderness and his encounter 

with interdependence? 

 

Encountering Refuge & Possibility 

April 10 - 16 (page 34) 

• How has the wilderness been a 

place of refuge for you? 

• Have you been awakened by a 

wilderness experience to what is 

possible or to a different way of 

living/thinking/being, outside the 

current systems and institutions of 

which we are all a part? 

• How is God present in the imagining 

and creating of a different way, a 

new way for us all? 

• How does Jesus’s time in the 

wilderness provide a space for 

imagining an alternative way of 

living? 

Guided Reflections for Lent Encountering 

Wilderness 

This Lent, we’ll follow Jesus 

into the wilderness, searching 

for and discovering the spiritual 

and material gifts of the natural 

world.  Each week, we’ll explore 

one aspect of a wilderness 

experience, inspired by authors 

and activists, and reflected on 

by our community 

members.  We’ll think about 

how God is present as we 

navigate the wilderness 

encounters in our lives.   

Note that four prompts 

accompany each week’s focus 

text and topic.  These prompts 

guided the contributing writers 

in their exploration and we now 

invite you to use them to 

stimulate your own reflection. 

May the words and wisdom 

captured in this collection 

guide us through a holy Lent, 

when we can release what 

burdens and distracts, and be 

drawn closer to God.  May we 

accompany Jesus in this time 

of wilderness, allowing the 

natural world to teach us and 

expand our faith in the Creator 

and Creating God. May our 

wilderness encounters be 

blessed. 

In gratitude for the wandering 

wonder ahead of us! 

Pastor Lea 


