
Sermon – Fresh Expressions 
 
Growing up with my feet firmly planted on South African soil, I learned to look at the natural 
world for answers to life’s challenges.  
 

(1) The leaves of the trees that become bitter when antelope have eaten too much, taught 
me about boundaries and buying based on need,  

(2) I learned about possibility from the Namib Desert, which looks dead for much of the 
year, dry, dusty. Yet there are these little seeds that lie dormant on the surface, and as 
soon as the Spring rain falls, the water activates a motion that causes the seed to tunnel 
into the soil and within a week Namaqualand daisies cover the earth in brilliant colours.  

 
John Muir wrote: “In God’s wilderness lies the hope of the world” 
 
 
It is interesting to me that Jesus is grounded in this earthy wisdom as well.  
 
In the gospel reading today, we read of a time when there was inexplicable suffering of 
religious people at the hands of Roman leaders.  
 
And in their fear, those listening to Jesus, were trying to find explanations for this suffering, to 
give them a kind of security.  
Really, they were asking, what can we do to avoid such suffering?  
 
In Jesus wisdom he answers with the word “Turn” or “Return”. 
We cannot predict who will suffer and will not suffer.  
We cannot predict the outcomes of our actions nor can we control the response of others –  
but we can keep turning back toward God, toward hope, toward possibility. 
 
And to find this hope, Jesus’ looks to the natural world for answers. 
 
A story of two people – one who owns the land but is not attentive to the cycles of nature, and 
the other who gardens and learns from the land and that life flows in cycles – budding, 
flourishing, pruning, death and budding again. 
 
The landowner makes a decision based on what he or she can see. 
The gardener makes a decision based on possibility and what something or someone can 
become with the right kind of tending and nurturing?  
 
We are invited to as we keep turning toward possibility, to co-create with God, to get our 
fingernails dirty with soil – and tend to seemingly dead things – for the life of the world. 
 
 



I came to know the work of John Muir from my visits to Van Dusen Gardens when I lived on Oak 
street in Vancouver.  
 
I specifically remember a quote on the doors at the entrance:  
"When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the 
Universe." 
 
John Muir, was a prophetic figure for humanities interrelationship with Earth from 1838 – 1914. 
And yet he didn’t get to see the fullness of what he did come to fruition. His words and witness 
have become more valuable after his death. 
 
There are now 3 places in Canada, 20 in Scotland and over 50 in the USA named after this man. 
https://vault.sierraclub.org/john_muir_exhibit/geography/place_names.aspx 
 
From him, we can learn that the fruit of our life’s work and passion may not be visible but it is 
still valuable. 
 
(John Muir’s story from Philip Newell’s Book: Sacred Earth, Sacred Soul) 
 
John Muir began his life in Scotland. Born in Dunbar, Scotland, he moved as a boy with his 
family to Wisconsin in 1849. In the following decades the Celtic vision of earth’s sacredness 
found in him radical expression.  
 
Every life-form, he said, and every rock formation is “throbbing” and “pulsing” with the divine. 
Even the stars are being pulsed onward by “the heart of God.” 
 
The earth, he said, is a divine “incarnation” - using a word that most of Western Christianity has 
reserved exclusively for Jesus.  
 
Muir applies it not just to Jesus, not even just to humanity and the creatures, but to the matter 
of the earth itself. Even earth’s geological formations, he says, are “heaven incarnate”; the 
rocks can be called “instonations” of God. 
 
Muir’s father taught him only the Bible - to the exclusion of everything else, believing that no 
other book was necessary. He forced his son, by beating him, to memorize the New Testament 
as well as much of the Old Testament by heart. 
 
It is a wonder that Muir continued to search for God. But he longed for union with God and he 
writes:  The winds, the waters, the springs, he says, are all “words of God.” 
The earth, Muir realized, is like a “divine manuscript.” 
The great sacred text of the universe, he said, is a living unfolding text, and God is still “writing 
passages” for us to learn from. 
 
He prophetically announced that the universe is a “Bible” that will one day be read by all.  



I think we are living in such an age – where are friends and neighbours are getting to know 
God through nature. 
 
The Muir family moved to Wisconsin and John went to university during the time of the Civil 
War in America.  
 
Given his nonviolent convictions, he sought to avoid being drafted into the Union Army.  
 
So in 1864 he headed north by foot through the woods of Wisconsin and crossed into Canada 
and worked at a sawmill in Ontario.  
 
After the war he returned to the USA and worked in a wagon wheel factory and pursued 
engineering. But he suffered an industrial accident that nearly blinded him.  
 
He spent six weeks confined to a darkened room, fearing he might never see again.  
 
But when Muir began to recover his physical sight, he simultaneously began to experience a 
new inner way of seeing, what she called seeing with the “eye within the eye.”  
 
He became aware of a glory deep in all things. The earth had become for him “a burning bush,”  
And he made his home in the mountains where he lived out a life of oneness with creation and 
God.  
 
He married later in life, and continued to offer his thoughts to the world through writing – 
particularly urging leaders and politicians to preserve wilderness. 
  
During the last ten years of his life he gave himself tirelessly to campaigning to save the Sierra 
Park Valley, also known as the Hetch Hetchy Valley, in Yosemite. The city of San Francisco 
wanted to dam up the valley as a water reservoir for the growing urban population.  
 
The angry Muir said this would be like damming up our cathedrals to turn them into water 
tanks. But in the end it failed. Congress passed the Raker Act in 1913, allowing the city of San 
Francisco to build the dam and reservoir, effectively drowning one of Yosemite’s most beautiful 
valleys. The loss is “hard to bear,” wrote Muir. It “goes to my heart.” 
 
Muir died the following year, 1914. He was heartbroken by the loss of Hetch Hetchy, but he 
remained a prophet of hope. “Earth has no sorrows,” he wrote, “that Earth cannot heal.” 
I pray he is right. 

 

 
 
 



It is tempting for us to evaluate our actions on the visible outcomes we see. 
We have been trained to think in terms of  

- how many?  
- How long? 
- How much? 

 
But just as Muir learned to see with the eye of his heart – I wonder if the fruit is not the ending. 
The fruits are interior. 
 
Just as in Jesus’ parable… 
 
“The fruit is in the waiting, in the dead of winter, in the manure; the nurture, the rest, the 
darkness.  

The fruit is in all of it, sowing seeds we can’t yet see.”  

(Lisle	Gwynn	Garrity) 

 
  


