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ABSTRACT

ENCOUNTERING GOD THROUGH HIS CREATION
Philip J. Parker
Liberty Theological Seminary, 2007

Mentor: Dr. David D. Pettus

A review of current literature demonstrates the need for a comprehensive
understanding of the revelation of God through His creation. The purpose of this project
isto examine this subject from a biblical, historical, and theologica perspective.
Personal testimonies, pertinent research, and the writings of numerous authors have also
been employed in this study. Additional insights have been gleaned from a survey given
to the members of seven Southern Baptist churches. The project concludes with a
number of recommendations for those who wish to pursue more meaningful encounters

with God through His creation.

Abstract length: 93 words
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this thesis project is to examimwe people encounter God'’s
presence through His creation. Frequently refetweas “natural revelation” it is one of
four ways in which God has chosen to reveal Himsglie first and the most objective
revelation of God is through His Word, the BibM/riting to Timothy, Paul, the great
first century apostle said, “All scripture is Gotehthed and is useful for teaching,
rebuking and training in righteousness, so thatihe of God may be thoroughly
equipped for every good work” (Il Timothy 3:16)Without the Scriptures, we would
know very little about God and how He desires ®tailive in terms of our relationship
with Him and with one another.

God has also chosen to reveal Himself in a verggral way through His Son,
Jesus Christ. In our day and time that revelasaontained within God’s Word, the
Bible. For the disciples and the followers of Jedwowever, it was a revelation of God
that they had experienced personally. In Johnés letter he writes, “That which was
from the beginning, which we have heard, which &eehseen with our eyes, which we

have looked at and our hands have touched—thiseaaim concerning the Word of

'Unless otherwise noted, all quoted passages gftsoeiare taken from the New International
Version translation of the Bible.



life” (1 John 1:1). They believed that they hadtr@®d in the form of a human being
who had lived among them and who had given Hisftifehem. Writing to the church in
Colossae, Paul stated that Christ is “the imagaeinvisible God” (Colossians 1:15).

Another way in which God has chosen to reveal ldifns through the lives of
His people. In Genesis 1:26, as well as in a nurabether places, the Bible teaches that
we were made in His image. The Bible also teatetsHis Spirit dwells within the
hearts and lives of His followers. For examplegPdeclared on the day of Pentecost
that those who repented and were baptized woulduwethe “gift of the Holy Spirit”
(Acts 2:38). God’s Spirit would dwell within theim such a way that they would
become a reflection of the very presence and powéiod Himself. In fact, speaking to
the Christians of Galatia, Paul said, “I have bermified with Christ, and | no longer
live, but Christ lives in me” (Galatians 2:20).

The final way in which God has chosen to reveahs#lf is through His creation.
Once again the Bible very clearly indicates thatnhkbale it (Genesis 1:1), that He
governs it (Isaiah 40:21-26), and that He reveatsgdlf through it (Psalm 19: 1-4). In
fact, this revelation precedes all of the othensl ihis universal in the sense that it is
available to all people regardless of whether artiney are aware of the other means by
which God has disclosed Himself (Romans 1:18-E¥fore the Bible was written,
before the coming of Christ, and before there veemeultitude of Spirit filled believers,
people often encountered the presence of God Wiegrvwiere outdoors. For example, in
the book of Genesis, Adam and Eve met with Him gaalen, Abraham on a starlight
night, and Jacob on a “stony” pillow at a placenaened “Bethel.” Over and over again,

the Bible declares that God has chosen naturahggtin which to unveil Himself to



those who either were or would become His peoplewhat extent is that taking place
today, and if so, how does it happen and whanyttang, can be done to facilitate its
happening?

This is an intriguing topic and one which is gextierg renewed interest among
today’s writers and theologians. Having grown miphie country, the author of this thesis
learned at an early age to appreciate the wonakemagjesty of God’s creation. During
his years as a Boy Scout, he spent a great déah@foutdoors. Later, during his college
years, he was introduced to the writings of Jomatbdwards, a Puritan pastor who was
instrumental in the birth of the First Great Awakenin America. In one of his
narratives, Edwards describes an encounter witisGhihile he was riding on horseback
through the forests of New EnglahdThe author could not help but wonder if that was
an isolated event, or if it was genuinely possibleothers to also have spiritual
experiences in outdoor settings.

Several years later the testimony of a friend jpled confirmation that
encounters with God in natural surroundings areondt possible but also desirable in
terms of enriching our lives as Christians. Atamndoor worship service during a church
sponsored camping trip, an invitation was givesftare personal testimonies. The friend
related an experience which had taken place wieilevdns in high school. Having been
asked to write an essay about a sunset, he detiddaterve one that very evening. He

sat down in his back yard and watched the sun elipAbthe horizon. He stated he had

%A Jonathan Edwards Readed. John E. Smith, Harry S. Stout, and KennettiRkema (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995; Yale No&n& 2003), 293.



become aware of God’s presence as he beheld tiegsin. For him it was a treasured
memory of an encounter with God on a very specsiahig.

Having served as a pastor for over thirty yedms author is aware of the fact that
people both need and desire to experience Godsepce. In spite of today’s secular
culture, which does everything it can to eradieaten the mention of His name, people
are still searching for God. They want to know Hind establish a relationship with
Him. The New Age movement is but one example sfdingoing interest in all things
spiritual. Indeed, our culture in America has breayuite similar to the one Paul
confronted in the city of Athens. The people wiaterested in spiritual things, but they
were unaware of God’s revelation in Jesus Chiisiey were aware, however, that God
had revealed Himself through His creation. Thigréfore, became a point of common
understanding upon which Paul could build his gbppesentation. When he spoke to
those who had gathered for the meeting of the Aagog, he introduced his message by
saying, “The God who made the world and everytlnigis the Lord of heaven and
earth and does not live in temples built by har{@<ts 17:24).

Like Paul, sharing Christ through a common awassié God'’s revelation of
Himself through creation, and the possibility oEavencountering Him through that
creation, is an important consideration for evalegébutreach in today’s world. It
provides Christians with a means by which theyeféectively share their faith by
drawing upon shared experiences with those wha@meChristians. This study,
therefore, can be genuinely beneficial in two walygst, it can enrich the lives of God’s
people as they seek to know and experience Higpecesdby encountering Him through

His creation. Second, it can provide them witlea/mvay in which to share their faith



with those who are aware of God’s presence in Hiaton, but who have not made a
personal commitment of their lives to Jesus Chrlsi.these two ends this paper is

dedicated.

Research Questions

This examination is built around two key reseayubstions. First, how much
time are people, especially Christians, spendiridamrs? Second, are Christians in
today’s world encountering God through His creatamd if so, how would they describe
what they have experienced, and how has it impabsdlives? With regards to the
first question, prior to the twentieth century, mpsople in the United States came from
an agrarian background. They spent a great deahefoutdoors. But during the
twentieth century a massive population shift totacp. People moved to the cities, they
purchased homes with central heating and air cmilig, and they began driving
automobiles instead of walking. Today it is poksitb spend almost twenty-four hours a
day in a man-made environment.

It, therefore, becomes crucially important to diger how much time people are
actually spending outdoors and the kinds of thihgs$ they are doing when they are
outdoors. From a biblical and historical perspaxtmany of those who have had
significant experiences with God in an outdoorisgttlid so in a solitary fashion over
extended periods of time. For example, Moses wsigepherd for forty years before he
met God on Mount Sinai (Exodus 3:1-3), and Jesantdprty days in the Judean
wilderness before He began His public ministry (fMetv 4:1-2). If people today spend

little or no time outdoors, and if what time they spend outdoors is always in the



company of other individuals, the opportunity tgpexence God’s presence in that
setting will probably be greatly diminished andmany instances even non-existent.

In fact, recent findings seem to indicate that harbeings need to spend time
outdoors, and if they are denied this opporturityas a negative effect upon their well-
being. That at least is the thesis of a recentbliphed book entitledast Child in the
Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature Deficit @ider2 Therefore, the first
guestion that must be answered has to do with tif@y much time are people today
spending outdoors, and when they are outdoors arkatey doing? Are they involved
in a variety of activities with other people, oedhey reserving time for quiet meditation
and solitude? This question, in all of its vari@spects, is the subject of the first part of
a survey. The survey will be given to Christiars at least three different churches,
representing congregations located in urban, sam@ind rural settings.

The second question addresses the issue whitlhs heart of this project. Are
Christians in today’s world encountering God throddjs creation, and if so, how would
they describe what they have experienced, and la@it impacted their lives? For
example, biblical experiences with God in an outds®iting are usually described using
language that is sensory in nature. Moses sawrangubush and heard the voice of an
angel (Exodus 3:1-5). As a result of his encouwiér God, his life was transformed.
No longer was he a shepherd in the wilderness. howas God’s deliverer of Israel.
The same could be said of Paul in the New Testant@ntthe road to Damascus he saw

a light and heard the voice of Christ (Acts 9:1-B)stead of persecuting Christians, he

% Richard Louv/ast Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children fromtiNe Deficit Disorder
(New York: Algonquin, 2005), 98-111.



became God'’s apostle to the Gentiles. In factudhout the Scriptures, those who had
significant and life changing encounters with Gaglevfrequently outdoors when the
experience took place. The same is true with dsger a number of individuals whose
lives God impacted down through the centuries. yTea some of their most profound
experiences with Him when they were outdoors.héssame true today? Do God’s
people still have significant and even life chaggemcounters with God when they are in
an outdoor setting? And if so, how do they déscthese experiences? This multi-
phased question is addressed in the second pidue stirvey.

These, therefore, are the two questions addressbs presentation. They are
examined from a biblical, historical, and theol@jiperspective. They are also examined
through the survey given to members of SoutherrtiBtaghurches representing urban,
rural, and suburban settings. Based upon the atesearch, the author hopes to be able
to answer these questions in a way that will beruetive and helpful for those who

desire to encounter God through His creation.

Defined Terminology
Most of the words and concepts in this paper bx&ky recognizable and easily
understood. There are a few, however, which deserbe defined for the sake of
enhanced clarity. They are listed as follows:
God—the divine being who created the universe and iwlaentified in the Bible as the
Lord of heaven and earth. When capitalized, gnsefo the Judaic-Christian

understanding of God.



Encounter—an awareness of being in the presence of somésmevhether that
individual is another human being odGAa his includes those experiences
in which there is a sensory interchaingelving, for example, hearing and
seeing, as well as those instancesinlwa person is simply aware of another’s
presence.

Outdoors—any setting which is outside of a man-made enwremnt. This could include
the backyard of someone’s home or a pathe city as well as a rustic setting on
a quiet lake or in a national forest.

Wilderness—an outdoor setting which may or may not be rugaedl desolate, but which
is isolated in terms of contact with other humamg® This definition is derived
from Susan Bratton’s definition of wilderness enmiments in her book,
Christianity, Wilderness and Wildlife.

Sensuality-the five senses of sight, hearing, taste, feelmgl, smell whiclare used to
describe an individual’s physical experiences voich may also be used to
describe spiritual experiences. For example, Jislenauthor of the last book in
the New Testament, uses sensory language to ldesehiat he has seen and heard
when he is called forth to witness the events dnataking place in heaven
(Revelation 19:1).

Physical—that which can be experienced in the time/spaoéirmaum of everyday life.
We live in a world where we are continually in cacttwith other people and

things through our five senses.

“Susan Power BrattoGhristianity, Wilderness, and Wildlif€ranbury, NJ: Associated
University Press, 1993), 18.



Spiritual—that which can be experienced within another dsramnof reality that ushers
us into the presence of the divine. This realpeiceived through a sensual
awareness that is similar to our physical sensewbich is nevertheless
distinctly different and even transcendent.

Revelatior—an act of God whereby He makes known to mankitrdth or realization
that was previously undisclosed or hidden. Thssldisure can be either general
or specific in nature. When it is general, itvsidable to everyone. When it is
specific or special, it is usually regarded as palisclosed in God’s Word, the
Bible.> Natural revelation is the disclosure of God tlylowr in His creation as
separate and apart from that which has been spatyfrevealed in the Old and
New Testament. For the purpose of this paper, however, natenalation
refers to any and all accounts—including those tlaie biblical, historical, and
personal—in which God has chosen to reveal Hinteetiugh or in the realm of
nature.

Theophany-a theological term that “refers to the temporal apatial manifestation of
God in some tangible fornd.”"Many of mankind’s biblical encounters with God
in outdoor settings, especially those in the G¢dtdment, can be described as

theophanies.

*Merrill F. Unger,Unger’s Bible DictionaryChicago: Moody Press, 1985), 922.

®van A. Harvey A Handbook of Theological Terrfidew York: The Macmillan Company, 1964),
158.

Ibid., 241.
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Limitations Declaration

The subject matter for this thesis project is ratiread in scope. Therefore, a
number of limitations need to be delineated. Ftras paper will address the subject of
encountering God through His creation from a Ciamsperspective. Throughout history
mankind has attempted to relate to God througlictues of nature. For example, there
are prehistoric ruins in Ireland which clearly ioakie a relationship between the burial of
ancestors and the worship of the sun. At Newgraagée near the east coast of Ireland,
a huge passage tomb was built in such a way thatglthe winter solstice the rising sun
would send a shatft of light into an inner chambbere the bones of deceased members
of the community had been placéd his and other practices are found in many if not
most religions throughout the world. In many imsts, the forces of nature are the
principle means by which individuals attempt tarbéouch with God. This was
certainly true of Native Americans. Religion ahé world in which they lived were
inextricably tied togethet. While these religious practices and beliefs alemebuntering
God through nature might be interesting and infdiveathey are not addressed in this
paper, except to indicate that they often lead [getmpbegin worshipping the creation
instead of the Creator, a problem Paul addressesnmans 1:24-25.

A second and corresponding limitation involves tha$o have been selected to
take the survey. The author at first thought thatight be interesting to compare the

experiences of Christians and non-Christians. ®uich an endeavor is worthy of

8sean Duffy,The Concise History of Irelan@ublin: Gill & Macmillan, 2005), 22-23.

°Betty Ballantine and lan Ballantin€he Native Americans: An lllustrated Histq@tlanta:
Turner Publishing, Inc., 1993), 191.
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consideration, it too is beyond the scope of thigge. What the author is attempting to
do is to describe how God'’s people have encountdnmedthrough His creation
beginning with the Bible, continuing on through trenturies of Christian history, and
ending with those who are members of today’s chegchMoving the focus of the paper
beyond these parameters would, in the author's@pite a difficult if not impossible
undertaking.

A third limitation involves the selection of theblical and historical characters
who will be surveyed in terms of their encountemhwsod through His creation. There
are so many that it would simply be impossible taenabout each and every one.
Instead, a number will be selected depending ofifthehanging significance of their
experiences and, with regards to the historicaviddals, the accuracy of the accounts
describing their experiences. All too often tratid fable, especially during the Middle
Ages, become entangled with one another.

A fourth limitation has to do with the debate betwesvolution and creation.
This is an ongoing controversy that would requiteeenendous amount of time and
research to adequately describe, and such a digmessuld not directly address the two
guestions upon which this paper is based. Itasdver, briefly addressed at the
beginning of chapter four. If the creation, ourrldpand the universe beyond it, has not
been created by God, then the possibility of enteing Him through it is both
impossible and illogical. Therefore, a brief sextin the fourth chapter must address the
fact that more and more individuals, especiallysthm the field of science, are

embracing the idea that the creation does reveghithsence of the Creator.



12

A fifth research restraint involves the life stgleanges that have taken place in
America during the past century. Years ago pelpgde in smaller homes and spent a
great deal of time outdoors. A favorite eveningtpae for adults was sitting on the front
porch. Their children were also outdoors playingaety of games from hop-scotch to
sandlot baseball. Today, those scenes have vahishthe most part in favor of big
screen TV’s, computer games, and professional sptayed in indoor stadiums. While
a study comparing the amount of time people spemdioors today as compared to
previous generations might prove to be interesamgn-depth presentation is beyond the
scope of this paper. This change in life stylesydver, will be briefly addressed in
chapter five.

The final limitation deals with the subject of emgy, man’s relationship with the
world in which he lives. This too is a broad sabj@and could itself become a thesis
topic. Originally, the author was not going to selth this subject, but to not do so would
be an injustice. It would ignore mankind’s divin@gdained participation in the
redemption of creation as expressed by Paul in Rer8dl9-23. It would also ignore a
key insight that is found in the writings of theegt Puritan theologian, Jonathan
Edwards. He believed that people can perceivédhn@'s presence when they become
involved as partners with God in the appreciatiod ereation of natural beauty.
Therefore, the importance of protecting and cafimghe environment is a topic that will

be briefly addressed in the sixth chapter of tlagep.

1% This theme is addressed in many of Edwards’ vgritisuch as hisliscellaniesandEnd of
Creation.
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Theological Foundations

The theological foundations upon which this papestructured are threefold in
nature. First, it is built upon the biblical daeon that God created the universe. This,
of course, is the central theme of the first twaptlers in Genesis, and it is repeated
elsewhere throughout the Bible. Psalm 89:11-1&|n®446:5-6, Isaiah 40:28-31,

John 1:1-12, and Revelation 4:11 are but a feh@itany references to God as creator.
Langdon Gilkey, author dflaker of Heaven and Eartstates, “In the idea that God is
the Creator, therefore, we find one of the affinorad about God which the Biblical
writers, and Christians after them, have regardeaf @rimary importance to the
Christian faith.**

This affirmation is essential for several reasdims,most important of which is
that God is preeminent. In Genesis 1:1 the wdeamlares, “In the beginning God created
the heavens and the earth.” The verb in this sentes the Hebrew wordara. Clyde
Francisco, in his commentary on this passage optace, states, “Althoughara comes
from a root which means to cleave or split apad d@scribes the activity of a carpenter,
this form used in Genesis is never applied to aayextept God. Man cannodra.

Only God carbara. It is an exclusive activity of God. The verlnesver used with the
accusative of the materials employed; so it celgtgonints in the direction of creaticax
nihilo (out of nothing).*? In other words, God, unlike human beings, dogshage to

make the universe out of pre-existent materials.dbles not slay a dragon and then

Y andon GilkeyMaker of Heaven and Ear{Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company,
1959; Anchor Books, 1965), 4.

%Clyde T. Franciscazenesis The Broadman Bible Commentary, vol. 1, revised @ifton J.
Allen (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1973), 121-122.
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fabricate the world out of its remains, as is thsecwith some of the other creation
stories from the ancient Middle Ea&tHe stands above and beyond His creation. He
transcends it. He is the one who speaks it inistexce. It has its origin and beginning
in the One who is eternal. In his commentary, TasWhitelaw writes: “Thus,
according to the teaching of this venerable docuntka visible universe neither existed
from eternity, nor was fashioned out of pre-exgtmaterials, nor proceeded forth as an
emanation from the Absolute, but was summonedbetog by an express creative
fiat.” 4

Although this foundational principle may seem pettly obvious, it is nonetheless
of significant value. During college, this authook a number of religion courses under
Dr. O. W. Rhodenhiser. One of the things he wagtiwas that all religions address the
subject of god, mankind, and the world, and th&t ointhese three will always be
preeminent. Buddhism, for example, stresses tipeitance of the human soul.
Traditional Chinese religion emphasizes the nedyéan harmony with an overarching
universe. Judaism and Christianity, on the otlaedh state that God is the beginning and
origin of all things. He is the one who has crdateankind and the world in which
mankind lives> That the universe is not pre-existent, but abtuabuires a

creator, is, therefore, a key foundational prireippon which this paper is built.

B3yictor P. Hamilton,The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-Tfig New International Commentary
on the Old Testament, ed. R.K. Harrison (Grand &apVilliam B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
1990), 110.

“Thomas WhitelawGenesisThe Pulpit Commentary, vol. 1, ed. H. D. M. Speaad Joseph S.
Excell (McLean, VA: MacDonald Publishing Compan$85), 3.

%0. W. Rhodenhiser, televised course “Christianityofg the World's Religions”, University of
Richmond, Channel WRVA, Richmond, VA, 1966-67.
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A second theological principle that is foundatiotethis paper is the assertion
that the realm of nature testifies or bears witnests Creator. Psalm 19 is perhaps the
most beautiful expression of this theological dioetr The psalmist says, “The heavens
declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim theknad his hands. Day after day they
pour forth speech; night after night they displapwledge” (Psalm 19:1-2). In fact, this
entire psalm, which may have originally been twibedént psalms that were joined
together, might be summarized by saying that Gedchasen to reveal Himself through
both the creation that He has made and the lanHbdtas ordained for His people. In
his commentary on this particular psalm, John Durkaites, “The one respect in which
the two poems are alike is that they each extadmittedly divergent ways, the
revelation of God. The first poem extols the ratieh in his handiwork; the second the
revelation in his word. This similarity of direoti probably brought the two poems
together in the first placé®

Of course, the idea that the creation reflectstitare and character of God is
expressed in other passages of scripture as well example, Psalm 50:6 states, “And
the heavens proclaim his righteousness, for Godélins judge,” and Psalm 89:5 says,
“The heavens praise your wonders, O Lord, youhfaibess too, in the assembly of the
holy ones.” And of course, there is Paul's detlaraconcerning natural revelation in
the first chapter of his letter to the Romans.

Indeed, one of the arguments for the existenc&aaf has its origin in this

theological concept. Known as the teleologicaliargnt, it is ancient in origin, going all

'830hn I. DurhamPsalms The Broadman Bible Commentary, vol. 4, ed. Qtiffo Allen
(Nashville: Broadman Press, 1973), 206.
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the way back to Plato. Its most famous explanatiomever, dates back to William
Paley’s bookNatural Theology: Evidences of the Existence attigbiites of Deity
Collected from Appearances in Natuvehich was published in 1862. His argument for
the existence of God can be summarized in this Brann
Suppose that while walking in a desert place lasezck lying on the ground and
ask myself how this object came to exist. | ceopprly attribute its presence to
chance, meaning in this case the operation of satiral forces as wind, rain,
heat, frost, and volcanic action. However, ieés watch lying on the ground |
cannot reasonably account for it in a similar waywatch consists of a complex
arrangement of wheels, cogs, axles, springs alathdxss, all operating accurately
to provide a regular measurement of the lapsar.t It would be utterly
implausible to attribute the formation and asseéngodf these metal parts into a
functioning machine to the chance operation ohdactors as wind and rain.
We are obliged to postulate an intelligent mindalihs responsible for the
phenomenon®
The creation, therefore, demonstrates by its vatyne that it is not a chance event or a
self-perpetuating reality. It bears the stamp désigner without whom it could not have
come into existence. This is the second theolbgitaciple upon which this paper is
based.
The third theological principle foundational tastipaper is the universality of
God's revelation of Himself in nature. It is théoe all to observe. It is not something
that is hidden and then suddenly revealed to @tsgteup of people. It presents itself to
one and all, each and every day. This is precisbt Paul is saying in Romans 1:20.

He writes, “For since the creation of the world Gadvisible qualities—His eternal

power and divine nature—have been clearly seenghederstood from what has been

30hn Hick,Philosophy of ReligioiEngelwood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 19633.

B1bid., 23-24.
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made, so that men are without excuse.” Commeiatmtis verse of scripture, the
editors of theCommentary on the Epistle to the Romictude a quote from a Dr.
Schaff that states, “The book of nature is . pa@euterion theognosiaa school of
general knowledge of God; and there is no natiorath which is entirely destitute of
this knowledge

Indeed, all people, even in societies which hav&mowledge whatsoever of
Christianity, seem to have an awareness that teergod who created the universe.
Occasionally, some of them make a decision to dmdwho He is. Such was the case
with a Japanese girl about ten or eleven yearg®ido grew up on a farm on the island
of Miyako, Japan. One warm August evening she watgide and watched the moon as
it gradually descended across the evening skyedined so close that she could almost
reach out and touch it. She thought, “Who mad&’thiThe next day she observed the
various plants that grew on the farm and wondereerevall of the seeds came from that
created such a variety of vegetation. The sametnraswith the trees and flowers that
grew around her home. She wondered, “Where digl¢bme from?” Although she had
been raised in a family that practiced ancestoshipt she came to a decision that would
alter the future direction of her life. She sdiin going to leave here and find the truth
about who made all of this.” She is now a Chrisdad a member of the author’s

church® The universality of God’s revelation through idigation is, therefore, an

Albert N. Arnold and D. B. Ford;ommentary on the Epistle to the Romakis American
Commentary on the New Testament, ed. Alvah HovéylgdBelphia: American Baptist Publication
Society, 1889), 49. No citation is given for Dch&ff.

sumiko Wiggins, interview by author, 15 January@ortsmouth, VA, Calvary Baptist
Church.
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important foundational principle for this papet.islsupported by both the Word of God
and the testimonies of those, such as this Japgméseho have encountered Him

through His creation.

Methodology Description

In today’s world, people are becoming increasirtibconnected from the natural
environment around them. In fact, in many instantieey never really spend any time
outdoors. They exist in a totally man-made enviment. This is certainly a departure
from the past, and there is growing concern tisatfitects may be detrimental to our
society’s health and well-beirfg. From a Christian perspective, the potential fannfn
involves not only the physical aspects of life, blso the spiritual ones. This is a serious
problem that Christians need to address.

Beginning with the scriptural accounts in the @&stament, God’s people
encountered the Lord in outdoor settings. Thatiene they both met and worshipped
Him. Over and over again the Lord revealed Himgethem through His creation. That
is also true with regards to the New Testamenga@afly in terms of the life and
ministry of Jesus Christ. He spent a great detihod outdoors, often in solitude
communing with His heavenly Father (Luke 6:12).e Hame could be said of some of
God’s most notable servants down through the ceErstuiThey had meaningful, life
changing experiences with the Lord when they weitdaors. Was there something
about that environment that drew them to God, &sd,iare God’s people still availing

themselves of that opportunity today? The questiwerefore, around which this thesis

2l ouv, 46-53.
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is being developed, can be summarized as folldw®y can Christians in today’s world
encounter God through His creation? The authdrattgémpt to address this question in
a thesis project involving seven chapters.

The first chapter is an introduction. It setglidhe parameters of the paper. It
begins with a purpose statement regarding the sulvjatter to be examined. It then
introduces the two research questions that aregyheoposed. The next section defines
the special terminology that has been employedtlamdne which follows sets forth the
paper’s limitations. The most important part cf thist chapter is devoted to the
theological foundations upon which the thesis reenlkestablished. The two concluding
sections outline the content of the paper’s sev@apters and provide a review of the
literature utilized for this thesis.

The second chapter presents a number of biblecalumts in both the Old and
New Testaments that describe mankind’s encountiéinsGod in a natural setting. These
individuals include Adam and Eve, Abraham, Jacobsés, Elijah, Elisha, Jesus, and
Paul. What kind of experiences did these people math God in an outdoor setting?
How were they affected by these encounters? Whiaiges took place in their lives as a
result of their encounters? While these last twestjons can be easily answered based
on the biblical accounts, the first one should prtvbe both fascinating and challenging.
Did these individuals encounter God through thaisical senses, or was something of a
more spiritual nature taking place? Were they ggsthaving visions that could only be
expressed in language that refers to sight andriggarSeveral biblical commentators

have raised this question in their discussionsieée divine encounters. Exploring the



20

various explanations and coming to at least a ti#etaonclusion as to how these
individuals encountered God is a substantial piattied subject matter in this chapter.

The third chapter presents the accounts of Chnistreho have experienced God's
presence in a natural setting throughout the cestéollowing Christ’s birth. It begins
with the ascetic movement of the third century enatlides various medieval individuals
such as Saint Patrick and Francis of Assisi. Tdoeants of other individuals such as
Jonathan Edwards, Charles Finney, and Billy Graaseralso included in this chapter. It
is chronological in order. This chapter providdwiaf biographical sketch of each of
these individuals along with an in-depth descriptd their encounters with God. What
they experienced, how they described their expegigrand any insights which they
gained from these experiences are presented. xeorge, Jonathan Edwards described
these special times with God as utilizing a “siséimse” that enables a person to have an
overwhelming and intuitive encounter with G%d.

The fourth chapter is the most complex. It begitth an exposition of key
biblical passages, especially the writings of Rauiis letter to the Romans. It addresses
the biblical presupposition that God has chosehpnly to reveal Himself, but to also
express Himself through the forces of nature. Tharticularly obvious when one
examines the Old Testament account of the Exoddisljyah’s confrontation with the
priests of Baal at Mount Carmel. The fourth chaptso explores the idea that not only
man but also creation itself praises and exaltCtteator. Is biblical language that

describes trees as “clapping” (Isaiah 55:12) mesgigbolic in nature, or does it, and

22 Selected Writings of Jonathan Edwards, ed. Harol&ifhonson(New York: Frederick Ungar
Publishing Co., 1970) 13.
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other passages such as Psalm 148, actually descsitygtural truth that all of creation,
including the realm of nature, is involved in wapghing the Lord? The writings of well-
known theologians, such as Martin Luther and Jaratdwards, are examined along
with what has been written by leading naturalistsrdy the past two centuries. The
overall purpose of this chapter is to examine fi@®logical question as to how God
reveals Himself through His creation. Researckdsdn indicate that He reveals Himself
in two ways. First, God reveals Himself througts idieation rationally. The complex
design of the universe leads people to the logicatlusion that it did not come into
existence on its own or by accident. The secongiwavhich God reveals Himself is
experientially. Regardless of how it is descriljgebple have a personal encounter with
God that is facilitated by their presence in ardoaot setting. This, rather than a
revelation based upon reason, seems to have apradceind effect upon people’s lives.
The fifth chapter attempts to do two things. Fiitstlescribes the current habits of
Americans in terms of the amount of time they spaumtdioors. There is a growing body
of research which indicates that people need tagspme outdoors. When they do not
take advantage of this opportunity, it can havegative impact upon their well-being
known as “nature-deficit disordef” In Richard Louv’s bookl,ast Child in the Woods,
the author presents a number of studies to sugipertlaim. One of them comes from a
nine year research project conducted by StepheiRanbel Kaplan for the U. S. Forest
Service. Summarizing this couple’s findings, Lawtes, “They followed participants

in an Outward Bound-like wilderness program, whmbk people into the wilds for up to

2 ouv, 99.
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two weeks. During these treks or afterward, subjegported experiencing a sense of
peace and an ability to think more clearly; thespakeported that just being in nature was
more restorative than the physically challengintvées, such as rock climbing, for
which such programs are mainly know.”

The second thing that this chapter attempts t® do report the findings of the
survey. Given to members of Southern Baptist diescen at least three different
congregations in the Hampton Roads area, it inelictite amount of time that people are
spending outdoors each week and the kinds of thirgshey are doing when they are
outdoors. It then indicates how many people hamsed God’s presence when they
were outside and if those occasions were morerati@nal realization of His presence or
an experiential encounter with the Lord. A numbigpersonal interviews are also
included. These interviews reflect the accountsidifviduals who have had significant
experiences with God in an outdoor setting.

The sixth chapter is a brief presentation of twaids that are tangentially related
to this study. The first deals with the subjeceoblogy. It surmises that the preservation
of the environment is essential not only for thatowation of human life upon this
planet, but also as a divinely appointed localesfozounters with God. The second
surveys the various ways in which people can peeff@mselves for these encounters.
A number of recommendations are suggested sudtegsdctice of solitude, the

observation of nature, camp experiences, and Ghristeditation.

21bid., 102.
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The seventh and final chapter is a summary of \Wwhatbeen presented in the
previous chapters. The paper’s hypothesis is exadnin light of the two key questions
the author has attempted to address. Seven coreclasights are presented. This is

followed by a section offering recommendationsftother study.

Literature Review
The research for this thesis involves a panopliytefature covering a vast

spectrum of time and subject matter. It can beseliewed on a chapter by chapter
basis, beginning in chapter two with the biblicat@unts of those who encountered God.
The primary resources for this section of the thase the various commentaries which
address these encounters with God. Some of thelodgr The Broadman Bible
Commentary, The Interpreter’s Bible, The New AnagriCommentarygndThe New
International Commentary on the Old Testameértte author also seeks to research what
has been written about various individuals sucMases. For example, two books, John
Davis’ book,Moses and the Gods of Egyainhd Alan Cole’s boolgxodusare referred

to in the paper.

The third chapter of the thesis presents thenbesties of Christians who have
encountered God’s presence in nature. To the extisrpossible, their actual writings
have been used as opposed to what others havenalttbut them. Saint Patrick, for
example, wrote a defense of his ministry in Irelaldritten in Latin, it is one of the
earliest manuscripts from the medieval period. dteounts of other historical figures,
including Saint Francis of Assisi, Jonathan Edwa@isarles Finney, Charles H.

Spurgeon, and Billy Graham, have also been includdgkse accounts, along with brief
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biographical introductions, are presented in thigltchapter. Another feature is the
inclusion of some of these individuals’ poems amlgs, especially those from the
Middle Ages. They represent a rich testimony @lige regarding the revelation of God
through His creation.

The fourth chapter examines God'’s revelation inrgafrom a theological
perspective. It explores various authors’ explangtas to how God communicates with
mankind through His creation. The works of Augoustand Calvin are briefly examined,
since they served as a foundation for the extercwementaries of writers such as
Jonathan Edwards. Edwards more than any otheorw@ither before or after his time,
went to great lengths to explain how God reveataddif to His people. In fact, the First
Great Awakening in America was largely due to thet that Edwards stressed the
importance of experience as opposed to reasomnstef becoming a child of GAd.

For him a very important aspect of that experiemas encountering the Lord through
nature. Edwards’ comments in his works, such aB&isonal Narrativeare vitally

important to this chapter.

The concepts and ideas of other writers, some ohware theologians and others
who identify themselves as naturalists, are alssgmted in this chapter. Among their
number is Rudolf Otto. His bookhe Idea of the Holys a classic in terms of defining
divine encounters. Another theologian, Belden L. angrofessor in the Department of
Theological Studies at Saint Louis University, haade important contributions in this

field of inquiry. Attention will also be given tine writings of Sigurd Olson, John Muir,

A Jonathan Edwards ReadediX.
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and Annie Dillard. These writers are considereldeither naturalists or ecologists.
Nevertheless, their writings dip into theologicsdues as they discuss nature and its
relationship to God. Finally, an author mentioire&ary ThomasSacred Pathwayis
utilized. Written by Susan Bratto@hristianity, Wilderness and Wildlifeontains a
wealth of information and concepts that have erhtiles thesis to be a much more
insightful presentation.

As stated previously, the fifth chapter deals \gitdttistical and survey information
regarding time spent outdoors and the kinds of mepees people have when they are
outdoors. Louv’s booMK,ast Child in the Woodss a good place to begin with regards to
this topic. The chapter will also explore otheok® on this topic such as Edward
Wilson’s Biophilia.

The sixth chapter includes comments from severltgians and writers on the
subject of ecology. Jirgen Moltmani@®d in Creatiorand Eric Rust'\Nature—

Garden or Desert3tress the importance of a Christian responseetgbwing
environmental crisis. Brady and NeuziksSpiritual Field Guidegresents a revised
interpretation of Genesis 1:26. In terms of hajgneople to encounter God when they
are outdoors, key insights are offered in Gordobttald’sOrdering Your Private

World and Eugene PetersoiVgorking the Angles.

In the seventh chapter, recommendations for fughedy are buttressed by a
descriptive illustration from T.M. Moore®onsider the Liliesas well as a reference
from a paper written by William Unsoeld, “Spiritidalues in Wilderness” and an
insightful interview with Tim Parker. Each hightits the need for additional research,

especially with regards to enhancing the spiripsgthways and discovering the



26

psychological dynamics that usher people into Gpdésence when they encounter Him

through His creation.



CHAPTER 2

BIBLICAL RECORD

Adam and Eve

When all of the biblical accounts are taken irdasideration, one thing becomes
immediately obvious regarding mankind’s encountgth God. Most of them took
place in an outdoor setting. In fact, the storynainkind’s relationship with the Lord
actually began in an outdoor setting, the Garddbdein (Genesis 2:4-25). It was here
according to the Genesis account that God plantgdden and placed man within it. It
was here that man was given the responsibilityewrfidpits caretaker, and, of course, it
was here that the man, and then his wife, Eve gimamhgoing relationship with their
Creator. Unfortunately for them and for the restnainkind, that relationship was broken
when they ate the fruit of the forbidden tree. @&mdy they became aware of a
nakedness that separated them not only from ondemiout also from the God who had
created them. They no longer felt comfortable is ptesence. The writer of Genesis
3:8 states, “The man and his wife heard the sotiticeoLord God as he was walking in
the cool of the day, and they hid from the Lord Goabng the trees of the garden.”

Initially one might surmise that this verse of iSture is a rather simple, straight
forward declaration of what was taking place. Thed was strolling through the garden
during the cooler part of the day looking for Adamd Eve. When they heard the sound

of His footsteps, they hid themselves from His pree. Is this, however, the best way to

27
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come to a proper understanding of this verse apg&ee? When examined from a
linguistic point of view, another possibility emesy According to Kenneth Mathews,
the adverbial phrase “in the cool of the day, nsaétempt to translate the actual Hebrew
that reads “wind of the day.”There is, consequently, a subtle change in theeie
meaning, a change that John Calvin, the great Reftoon theologian, mentions in his
commentary on Genesis. He believes that the changerding took place when this
verse of Scripture was being translated from thierele into Greek and then into Latin.
Calvin states, “Moreover, what Jerome translagsthe breeze after mid-day,’ is, in the
Hebrew, ‘at the wind of the day;” the Greeks, omgtthe word ‘wind,” have put ‘at the
evening.”? Thus Genesis 3:8 is not just talking about whed &ppeared. It is also
describing how He appeared. His appearance wasianad by the wind that blew
through the garden.

How did such a misunderstanding arise? It appgbatsan assumption was made
that when the wind begins to blow it naturally éolis that it also becomes cooler,
especially as evening approaches. Such is the adleast, in many parts of the world,
including the Middle East. When a breeze stirpeemlly during the evening or early
morning, it has a cooling effect upon the surrongdiountryside. For that reason a
translation which would have rendered the phrase“asnd of the day” or a “gentle
breeze” could easily be replaced by one which des€ithe consequences of such a
phenomenon. The meaning of this verse wouldetbes, be altered. The sound of the

Lord could easily become confused with either Gqugsumed footsteps as He walked

Kenneth A. MathewsGenesis 1-11:26The New American Commentary, vol. 1A, ed. E. Ray
Clendenen (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publish2g86), 239.

2John CalvinGenesistrans. and ed. John King (London: Billing & Sdrimited, 1965), 160.
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through the garden or the sound of His voice wherasked Adam and Eve, “Where are
you?” Consequently, a more accurate translaticdBesfesis 3:8 would be, “The man and
his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as hewalking during or at the wind of the
day, and they hid from the Lord among the treefefgarden.”

In terms of encountering God through His creattbe,writer of Genesis thus
seems to be saying that the realm of nature playetke at least in introducing God’s
presence. As the wind began to stir, it indicdked the Lord was approaching, an event
that might have taken place on a regular basisdrégsing this possibility, Calvin states,
“Yet | do not doubt that some notable symbol of phesence of God was in that gentle
breeze; for although (as | have lately said) teimg sun is wont daily to stir up some
breath of air, this is not opposed to the suppmsithat God gave some extraordinary sign
of his approach, to arouse the consciences of Aatadrhis wife.®* Another theologian,

G. Charles Aalders, has arrived at the same capnaugie writes that Adam and Eve
“became aware of the presence of the Most Highutiita specific movement of nature.
This movement or activity is designated as the ledthe day’ or ‘day wind.”

The consequences of this encounter with God &mmwse, well known. Adam
and Eve were cast out of the garden. The rigbwaodl labor in a thorn infested
environment and the pain of childbirth became & pltheir lives. Because of their
disobedience, they also faced the eventuality affdean inheritance that was passed on

to their heirs. Fortunately, however, not all w@st. A future redemption was promised

3 Ibid., 161.

* G. Charles AalderGenesisvol. 1, trans. William Heynen (Grand Rapids: Zendn
Publishing House, 1981), 104.
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in Genesis 3:15, a redemption that would be redlizéhe coming of Christ. Speaking
of that redemption, Paul declares to the Christiar@orinth, “For as in Adam all die, so
in Christ all will be made alive” (I Corinthians 22).

One further observation also deserves to be stated Hebrew word for “wind”
used in Genesis 3:81ligach. This word possesses three different and yetrelted
meanings. It can refer to the movement of aith&breathing of a person, and to the
Spirit of God> For example, theuachor “wind” of Genesis 3:8 is the same word that is
used to describe God'’s creative presence in Gehgsisn fact, throughout the
Scriptures this word, or its equivalent in the Grgmeumareflects not only a force of
nature, but also the active presence of God HimdelExodus 14:21, the Lord delivers
Israel through a strong wind out of the east wisieparates the waters of the Red Sea. In
John 14:8, Jesus compares the Spirit of God twihe that “blows wherever it pleases.”
In Acts 2:2, the Spirit of God descends upon thestips when “a sound like the blowing
of a violent wind from heaven” fills the house itwh they have gathered. Based upon
these and other biblical accounts, it appearsGloat has chosen to reveal Himself in
some very special ways through this particular etspenature. Speaking to his soldiers
as they were preparing for battle, David said, 54sn as you hear the sound of marching
in the tops of the balsam trees, move quickly, bsedhat will mean the Lord has gone

out in front of you to strike the Philistine armf{iT Samuel 5:24).

*George Arthur Buttrick, edThe Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bibleol. 4, (New York:
Abingdon Press, 1962) 432-33.
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Abraham

Abraham is known as the father or patriarch ofkeish people. He is also the
spiritual father of all who have placed their fagiihd trust in God. The story of his life
begins in the twelfth chapter of Genesis when thil lcalled him to leave the city of Ur
and begin a nomadic existence in the land of Can&aom that point on he and his
family spent most of their time in an outdoor eowiment, and it’s in that environment
that he had numerous encounters with God.

Sometimes these encounters are described in gémens. For example, in
Genesis 12:7, the Scripture says that the Lorde¢apgal” to Abraham. No further
description of what took place is given. On otbecasions, however, the encounters are
more specific in nature. In Genesis 18:1-33, Godescribed as not only appearing unto
Abraham, but also as actually taking on human fo8titing at the entrance to his tent,
Abraham greeted three strangers who had arrivedtaiomn. One of them is portrayed
as the Lord. Another such visitation took placeMmunt Moriah as Abraham was about
to sacrifice his son. Genesis 22:11 states, “Beitaingel of the Lord called out to him
from heaven, ‘Abraham! Abraham!” Speaking of tegkcounts, biblical commentators
have treated them in different ways. Gunkel, fareple, consigns them to legend, an
ancient story that has found its way into the Sargs® Other commentators infer that
they might represent either God’s messenger, Gauseli, or simply a voice that is

heard’

®Hermann GunkelGenesistrans. Mark E. Biddle (Macon, GA: Mercer UniviggsPress, 1997),
239.

Victor P. Hamilton,The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-58e New International Commentary
on the Old Testament, ed. R. K. Harrison and Rdbéttibbard, Jr. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1995), 112.
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The account in Genesis 15:1-21, however, descabescounter with God in a
somewhat different manner. The first verse stédfdser this, the word of the Lord came
to Abram in a vision: ‘Do not be afraid, Abramarh your shield, your great reward
(Genesis 15:1).”” Unlike the other accounts, tine moves beyond that which a person
normally experiences through his five physical ssndt takes Abraham out of the realm
of the physical, and places him in another dimansitreality, the realm of the spirit. He
is able to catch a glimpse of what God intendsctmenplish in the future. During this
encounter with God, Abraham was reassured thatdwdvWhave descendents as
numerous as the stars in the sky. One can alransesAbraham standing side by side
with the Lord in a dream like trance looking ugleg stars as the promise was delivered
and later confirmed in a dramatic, sacrificial coaet making ceremony. In his
commentaryPn GenesisBruce Vawter states, “For the first time the Yatweems to
have become sensitive to the anthropomorphismeoifrtan-to-man talk which thus far he
has represented as the vehicle of divine revelatdow—Dbriefly, as it happens—he
clothes the divine communication in the mysteriausa of the prophetic experience, the
nature of which was never adequately explained byehe great prophets of Israel
themselves®

Any attempt to describe this most unusual out@xmerience with God is fraught
with difficulties, especially when the Scriptureats that Abraham fell into a deep sleep,
heard the prophecy concerning the future genetbhis children, and witnessed the
passing of the smoking firepot and torch betweerpikces of the animal sacrifices. One

thing, however, is certainly taking place. Themeaf the physical and the realm of the

®Bruce VawterOn Genesis: A New Readifigondon: Geoffrey Chapman, 1977), 207.
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spiritual were interacting with one another as @otered into a covenant making
ceremony with His servant Abraham. This ceremong oth a frightening and a
majestic experience for Abraham. In fact, thepfoteand the torch may have represented
the very presence of God Himself. Gunkel stat8sch a description of God’s
appearance is very naive and surely very anciéat.one should note how carefully the
narrator speaks. He does not say directly thatgpiphany is Yahweh, but merely gives
that impression? It is an impression, however, that will find dléu expression not only
in the life of Moses at the burning bush, but alamumerous other occasions throughout
God’s Word.

In terms of the impact of this event upon Abrahaiiié, the Scriptures speak for
themselves. Genesis 15:6 declares, “Abraham [seliehve Lord, and he credited it to
him as righteousness.” In spite of the fact tleastill had no children and in spite of the
fact that he might be attacked in retaliation faving rescued Lot, an event which had
just previously taken place, Abraham laid his feard concerns aside, and instead placed
his trust in a God who had promised to be his draed great reward. That which
followed in the covenant making ceremony was aiocmaftion of God’s intentions. God
would fulfill His promises because of Abraham’slffai Paul, referring to this very
passage of Scripture, indicates that this is thenséy which all of mankind can find
peace with God. It is by faith, not good worksttheople are rightly related to the
Almighty. Quoting Genesis 15:6, he declares, “Aara believed God, and it was

credited to him as righteousness” (Romans 4:3).

Gunkel, 181.
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Jacob

Jacob was the grandson of Abraham, and like hisdfagher, he had a number of
encounters with God in an outdoor setting. Twthein deserve to be examined. The
first one occurred while he was fleeing from histher Esau. It is recorded in Genesis
28:10-22, and can best be described as visiomadture. Having stopped for the evening
in a place which he later named Bethel, Jacob lwkdden for the evening using a stone
for a pillow. While asleep, he had a dream in \ithe saw a staircase reaching to
heaven with angels ascending and descending udamal its steps. God, who was
standing at the top of the staircase, promiseadtept him and to give to him and his
descendents the land of Canaan. Upon waking, Jaasliimmediately aware of the fact
that he had encountered the presence of the Ubwdas an unsettling and frightening
discovery. He declared, “How awesome is this glaieis is none other than the house
of God; this is the gate of heaven” (Genesis 28:17)

A question, of course, immediately arises concgythis event. Was there
something special about this location? Biblicdladars such as Gunkel believe it was
already a sacred place where people gathered fshipd® Others are not so sure.
Calvin, for example, sees it as a desolate locatioich only acquired a special spiritual
status at a later daté.One thing, however, cannot be debated. The storehich
Jacob rested his head became a memorial to whagkew place. Jacob poured oil upon

it and set it up as a pillar anassebahan act of worship that was repeated on numerous

YGunkel, 311.

Hcalvin, 120.
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occasions throughout the Old Testan@nHe even promised to return and incorporate it
into a house for God. Whether or not he considdredgtone to have magical properties
as a sort of foundation for a staircase into heaagmot be ascertained. That certainly
was the case among other peoples both in the Migiate and elsewhetd.What is

certain, however, is that the experience was mmgotten. On his return to Canaan, Jacob
stopped at Bethel to build an altar to the Lord.

Before that could transpire, however, there wasand encounter with the Lord.
Heading back home to Canaan, Jacob was fearfuhihéirother, Esau, was coming to
destroy him and his family. After dividing his cpany into two groups, he spent the
night alone until he was confronted by a mysteristusnger. Genesis 32:24-26 states,
“So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled withtil daybreak. When the man saw
that he could not overpower him, he touched th&etaaf Jacob’s hip so that his hip was
wrenched as he wrestled with the man. The man $a&time go, for it is daybreak.’

But Jacob replied, ‘1 will not let you go unlessuybless me.” The blessing, of course,
was the acquisition of a new name. Concerningriéig name Francisco writes, “The
new namdsrael meant that from now on his life would take a nexedion. Israel
literally means, “God prevails,” but the explanati@versed the meaning into “you have
prevailed.” The implication is that Jacob becamytvictorious in life when he

recognized the supremacy of Gdd.”

Francisco, 210-11.
BGunkel, 308.

Y“Francisco, 211.
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But what actually happened that evening? What kinan experience took
place? Did God take on human form, did Jacob ver@ath an angel as indicated in
Hosea 12:4, or was it a prayer struggle in whicdoBavas pleading with God for
protection before meeting Esau? Biblical schoterge presented a multitude of
differing interpretations. Concerning the locatafrthe struggle, there is, however, an
interesting play on words. In Cuthbert SimpsoxXsgesis of Genesis 32:24-32, he
writes, “J1 [Cuthbert’s designation for the writdrthis passage] appears to have taken
over practically unchanged the legend of the Jabkblke wordabhaq wrestled,
occurring only here in the O. T., is a wordplay*‘dabbok”— according to which some
supernatural being, presumably the numen to theeplarestled with Jacob all night (vs.
24) to prevent him from crossing the stredr.”

Whether or not Simpson’s assertion is valid is higiebatable, but the use of the
word abhagand its association with the Jabbok, a clear thgwnountain stream that is
about thirty feet wide at the place where it isi’® should not be overlooked. It
indicates that God’s encounter with Jacob was &ssatcnot only with a particular place
but also with a particular natural phenomenon saffawing stream of water. In fact,
just like at Bethel, Jacob felt compelled to giva special namé&eniel| saying, “It is
because | saw God face to face, and yet my lifespased” (Genesis 33:30). Having
acquired the new name of “Israel,” and having stggtiand in a sense prevailed in a

wrestling match with God, Jacob was now ready mbt to confront his brother, but also

*Cuthbert A. SimpsoriThe Book of Genesihe Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 1, ed. George A.
Buttrick (New York: Abingdon Press, 1952), 722-23.

¥Francisco, 227.
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to face the new challenges that would be before limce again Francisco states, “What
God by his grace would give him was more than Jaoold achieve by his best efforts.
When God prevailed, Jacob prevailéd.”

In summary, what can be said regarding these teounters that Jacob had with
God? First, a precise understanding of what tdakepwill probably always be a matter
of conjecture. Scholars will arrive at differingreclusions as to what actually occurred.
Second, regardless of what happened, one thirgrtaic. The writer of Genesis locates
both of these events in an outdoor setting—thé fitsle Jacob was sleeping under the
stars at Bethel and the second by the banks afableok River. Third, Jacob had these
encounters while he was alone, during times ilif@svhen he was facing a crisis. At
Bethel he had to confront the fact that he wastsadl and separated from his family. At
Peniel, he was preparing to meet a potential adwgrkis brother Esau. In both
instances, but in startlingly different ways, Gedssured Jacob of His presence and
protection. Fourth, both of these encounters Wikrehanging events in Jacob’s life.
The first might be likened unto a conversion exgece in which Jacob confessed faith in
God, even though it was all wrapped up in a rasledish bargaining agreement. The
second might be likened unto a sanctification eiepee. God became not only his
protector and provider but also his Lord. Thatlsyine acquired the new name of Israel.
Finally, in both of these events there is this sanswvhich the realm of the physical and
the realm of the spiritual were becoming intertwdngth one another. There was an
interchange of activity and communication betweétwas taking place on earth and

what was taking place in heaven. This interachiearkens all the way back to the days

Ylbid.
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of Abraham, when, for example, the angel of thedltotd the patriarch to stay his hand
on Mount Moriah. The Scriptures indicate thatdngel “called out to him from heaven”
(Genesis 22:11). Regardless of whether the woedvan” refers to the sky or to the
actual abode of God, the fact remains that twors¢paealities were interacting with one
another. That is a recurrent theme in Genesisellsaw throughout the other biblical
accounts of God’s encounters with mankind, espgdiabse which take place in an

outdoor setting.

Moses

The biblical account of Moses is well known, pautarly with regards to his
encounters with God. In fact, Moses and the Lachime so well acquainted that the
book of Deuteronomy ends with these words, “Sihe®t no prophet has risen in Israel
like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face, whiball those miraculous signs and
wonders the Lord sent him to do in Egypt . . .” (Bonomy 34:10-11). These
encounters began when Moses met the Lord as heasiag for his father-in-law’s
sheep near Horeb, the mountain of God. It waddgenning of a spiritual adventure that
would not only transform his life, but also theds/of an entire nation who were enslaved
in Egypt.

In Exodus 3:1-4:17, the writer states that theean§the Lord appeared to Moses
in a burning bush that was not consumed by thedtanCurious as to what was
happening, Moses decided to get a closer lookheAdrew near, the Lord spoke to him
from the midst of the bush saying, “Moses, MoseAfter removing his sandals because
he was standing on holy ground, Moses was intraditewé¢he God of his fathers. He was

commissioned to bring the people of Israel out @y, and he was given authority to
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perform miracles using his shepherd’s staff. \Whaitctly, however, transpired during
Moses'’ first encounter with God? Where was he?aW¥ind of bush was on fire? Who
was the angel of the Lord? Did Moses see anddikaf this with his physical eyes and
ears, or was this a vision that he had experienCdu¥se are among the various
guestions that have been raised by those who hasleed this passage of Scripture.
Concerning the location of Moses’ encounter witkdGno one really knows
where it took place. There are, however, somesdluéerms of the two names by which
the place is identified. The first name is “Horelrid the second is “Sinai”. In his
commentary on Exodus, R. Alan Cole writes, “Horeldemonstrably Semitic, probably
meaning ‘desert’ or ‘desolation.’ It is conceivalthat it was the Semitic name for the
non-Semitic place-name Sinaf” Sinai, on the other hand, seems to be a verganci
word whose meaning cannot be definitely ascertainiedan mean “thorny” with regards
to a bush or a place that is difficult to accessl, iamay even have its origin in the
worship of the moon, a cult that was located inb#ad® It can, therefore, be assumed
that Moses met God in a remote wilderness locatiod,that it may have had some
association with the idea that a god or divine gp@ould reveal Himself in that place.
The biblical account, however, seems to suggestMbaes was not really
looking for God when he encountered the Lord. Btmning bush was a curiosity that
captured his attention. This bush has been destahd identified in many different
ways. For example, Werner Keller suggests thaight have been a desert plant which

possesses tiny oil glands that can burst into flantee crimson blossoms of mistletoe

'8R. Alan Cole Exodus(Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 1972),682-

®Unger, 1029.
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twigs that grow on acacia bushes and trees in thg Eand?° Others have noted the
symbolic value of the plant in that its humble g$ads a common, ordinary bramble bush
represents the unpretentious people of Israel wére @bout to be touched by God'’s
holiness without being destroy&d.

Regardless of what it was or what it represertteglpush was the means by
which God captured Moses’ attention. The fact thags on fire indicated that God was
present. H. L. Ellison describes the phenomendhisxmanner, “The “flame of fire” is
the glory of God’s presence, which transforms mésinot consume; it marked the
presence of the angel of the Lord, “Yahweh presetime and space”. It was intended
to make Moses realize that nature in all its umifidy is not a barrier to exclude God, but
merely a veil to hide the working of God’s powerathghout life around us’? In his
book on Exodus, Terence Fretheim also states, a6keciation of the divine appearance
with fire in a bush is unique (cf. Gen. 15:17), l#nticipates God’s appearance to
Moses “in fire” at Sinai (19:18); there God spokwit of the midst of the fire” (Deut.
4:12)%

The presence of God in the burning bush is alscateld by the phrase “the angel
of the Lord.” For most commentators this is jusbther way of saying that God Himself

was present. For example, John Davis states ipduk,Moses and the Gods of Egypt

\werner Keller,The Bible As Historytrans. William Neil (New York: William Morrow and
Company, 1956), 131.

Z\W. H. GispenExodus;The Bible Student's Commentary, trans. Ed van\ass (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan Publishing House, 1982), 53.

#2H. L. Ellison,Exodus The Daily Study Bible, ed. John C. L. Gibs@thiladelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1982), 16.

“Terence E. FretheinExodus Interpretation, ed. James Luther Mays (Louisyi¥: John Knox
Press, 1991), 55.
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“The special call of Moses to the task of leadgrstame by means of the ‘angel of the
Lord’ (v. 2), which, in fact, was an appearanceéhaf Lord himself, the second Person of
the Godhead® In other words, the Lord appeared in such a \nayite took on a shape
and a form that could be recognized by Moses. mtpseen the burning bush, having
been told to remove his sandals, and having héargdice of the Lord, Moses knew that
he was standing in God’s presence. Indeed, tleas¢o be what the writer of Exodus
3:6 has in mind when he says, “At this, Moses hsdféice, because he was afraid to look
at God.”

One final question remains regarding this encounith God. Was it subjective
and visionary in nature, or was it an actual evieat took place? In his commentary on
Exodus, Honeycutt suggests, “Such a revelation glvewy may well have been mediated
through a visionary experience. The visionary eigmee would likely have assumed its
descriptive character from the cultural ideas comnaothe era in which Moses lived.

For Moses the bush burned with the flaming presentiee angel of the Lord. But it

may well have been an inner experience, and oneisnext to Moses may have seen
nothing extraordinary®® Other commentators would, however, disagree.y Betieve

that it was an observable event. In fact, ondeft states that it was an observable event
in which nature itself played a role. Fretheinteta“This is not an ecstatic vision into

an other worldly sphere; nor is it simply an ‘ingaight.” While it is unusual, what is

seen is within the world. As with other theophanigod uses nature as a vehicle for

#30hn J. DavisMoses and the Gods of Egyfrand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1986), 69.

Roy L. Honeycutt, JrExodus The Broadman Bible Commentary, vol. 1, reviselifta® J.
Allen ( Nashville: Broadman Press, 1973), 312.
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“clothing” that which is not natural. The natural does not stand over against the divine
but serves as an instrument for the purposes of &@aking both holiness, passion, and
mystery (fire) and down-to-earthness (bush). Thedvwomes “out of the bush,” from
God androm withinthe world.”®

It would, therefore, appear that God chose mouoatss terrain and a burning
bush in which to reveal Himself to Moses. It woaldo appear that beginning with this
encounter and continuing throughout the remaintibtases’ life, a series of events took
place in which the natural and the supernaturaéweeracting with one another. This
was certainly the case with the plagues of Egyet.crossing of the Red Sea, the
miracles in the wilderness, and the covenant mag@mgmony at Sinai (Exodus 7:14-
20:19). In different ways God revealed Himselbtngh the forces of nature,
demonstrating that He had authority over them aatdt least to a certain extent His
nature could be perceived through them. For exemyhen the Lord descended upon
the mountain in fire, smoke, and thunder, the peoplsrael were dramatically
introduced to the power and majesty of God. Indts020:19 it says that they “trembled
with fear.”

One other encounter in the book of Exodus alsergles to be mentioned. After
the covenant between Israel and the Lord had beaifisially confirmed, God invited
Moses and the leaders of Israel to come up on thentain for a fellowship meal.
Exodus 24:9-11 states that during the meal thosehal climbed the mountain actually
saw the Lord without being harmed. As they gazsahuHis presence, they saw

something that resembled a pavement under God'sneele of sapphire that was as

ZFretheim, 55.
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clear as the sky. It was if the curtains of hedvad been pulled aside for this special
occasion. Describing this encounter Fretheim writ€he exact nature of the divine
participation in this meal is ambiguous, but God wartainly fully present in the midst
of the people during the eating and drinking.s laicommunal activity, in which both
God and people participate. The seeing of God &ctual, if impressionistic, seeing (it
is stated twice), not an inner perception or ag@iion without analogy in human
experience® This understanding of what took place is alsod&t to in Honeycutt's
commentary. With regards to the Hebrew words iightghat are used in this passage of
Scripture, he says that they embrace both theyphsisical as well as the spiritual
aspects of this experience. Speaking of thetfirs# that a word for seeing is used in
verse 9, he writesSaw is the common word for seeing with the physica ég'ah),

while beheld (v. 11) is the customary word for seeing as iiiséom (chazah):?® In other
words, the writer of the book of Exodus believedt tfinere was a genuine encounter on
the mountain between God and the leaders of Istaelas an experience that embraced
both the physical and the spiritual, a real eviat took place in this world as well as a
visionary event that took place in God’s world.

In closing, it is interesting to note the similee# between what Moses and the
leaders of Israel experienced on the mountainvdrat is recorded in Ezekiel 1:26 and
Revelation 4:6. Whether experienced in a visiowith one’s physical senses, the Bible
clearly teaches that mankind is occasionally ugher® the presence of God. It also

seems to be clearly indicating that these encosymeore often than not, take place in a

ZIbid., 260.

ZHoneycutt, 413-14.
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natural setting, whether it is a mountain in th&dainess, a river downstream from

Babylon, or a rocky island off the coast of Asianigi.

Elijah and Elisha

Even the greatest of God’s servants can be ovémdueby despair, and that’s
exactly what seems to have happened to the pré&pipeght. In response to Jezebel's
threats, he fled to Horeb, the mountain of God.wds exhausted both physically and
spiritually. In spite of his best efforts, Israeld its leaders had not returned to the Lord.
Confused and dispirited, Elijah had come to theg@lahere the power and majesty of
God was most dramatically manifested in the daydades. Elijah had lost his way in
life, and he didn’t know where else to turn. Hesvadso frustrated in terms of his
relationship with the Lord. He had done everythieghought he was supposed to do,
and yet it seemed to have all been for naught.réfieated word for word responses to
God'’s questions in the nineteenth chapter of | Kireyeals Elijah’s despondent, angry,
“woe is me” attitude. In response, God confrortigd in a most unusual way.

In I Kings 19:11-12, Elijah was summoned to sthrtbre the Lord as He passed
by in a strong wind, an earthquake, and a fireesehwere natural phenomena with
which Elijah was well acquainted in terms of bemgnifestations of God’s presence
(I Kings 18:38). In fact, they were reminiscentloé days of Moses. God, however, did
not choose to present Himself in these forces tfrea Instead, He captured Elijah’s
attention in the stillness that followed. Then amdly then did Elijah realize that the
Lord was present and that he should cover hisifaaaticipation of a personal audience

with God. Concerning this encounter with the Larellome Walsh states:
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A second comment on the theophany concerns tineah@henomena
listed: wind, earthquake, fire. These are tradal accompaniments to
Yahweh'’s appearance; compare, for example, theptianies at Sinai in
Exodus 3:2 (fire) and Exodus 19:16-18 (thundghthing, cloud, smoke,
fire, and the “the whole mountain shook violentlyTwo of the three have
already appeared in the story of Elijah as matafems of the divine—fire
(18:38) and wind (18:45). The repeated denidafiweh’s presence in these
phenomena is not, therefore, a denial that théy po the divine presence but
that theycontainthe divine presence. Yahweh'’s appearance is rextddy
natural upheaval, but it is ineffably more: igiésound of sheer silencé’”

Walsh also attempts to describe this mysterious@dof silence. He says, “ltis a
‘sound,’ perhaps intelligible, perhaps not (Hebigg/means “voice” as well as ‘sound’).
Yet it is a sound of ‘silencetdemami”*® In other words, God had chosen to address
Elijah in a distinctly different way than he expett His message was conveyed in
silence rather than a bombastic display of divioegr. Exactly how God had
accomplished this is not explained in a way thatearly comprehensible. Did Elijah
hear God’s words in his mind? Did he hear an dadibice that could only be heard
after all of the uproar had subsided? Or did Guabse some other means by which to
communicate with the prophet? No definable angsvgiven. The best thing that can be
determined is to simply state that Elijah becam&scmus of the fact that God was
speaking to him. In fact, God was not only confiogn Elijah as to why he had
abandoned his calling, but he was also re-commmssgjchim for further service. Once
again Walsh writes, “Yahweh’s commands offer a keband a compromise. The rebuke

is that instead of accepting Elijah’s resignatidahweh assigns him new duties to

perform; the compromise is that one of those dugi¢ise installation of someone to

#Jerome T. WalsH,Kings, Berit Olam, ed. David W. Cotter (Collegeville, MNhe Liturgical
Press, 1996), 276.

Fbid.
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succeed him as prophét:"This installation, of course, involves one fieacounter with
God. In Il Kings 2:1-18, the account of Elijah’'sghrture into heaven is recorded. He
was carried away in a whirlwind. For the prophstdericho who view this event, it was
simply a natural phenomenon. The prophet had beatthed away by a wind storm,
and they demanded permission to go in search af Eilisha knew that their efforts
would be in vain. He had seen something that temds the natural. In response to his
request to be Elijah’s successor, the aged prd@tepromised that it would be granted if
Elisha saw him as he was being taken away. Tih@déed, was what transpired as a
heavenly chariot and horses separated the two mmeresponse Elisha cried out, “My
father! My father! The chariots and horsemenso¢!” (1l Kings 2:12). Commenting
on this passage of Scripture in Il Kings 2:9-12 thémey and Honeycutt state, “The
promise of prophetic succession rests on that pateéa discern the hidden powers of
God at work in the world, the insight necessargecceive the presence of God which
many, though having eyes yet never sBelt other words, what appeared to others as a
natural phenomenon became for Elisha a vivid detmatien of God'’s presence and
power.

Once again the forces of nature and the presenGedhad become intertwined.
The realm of the spirit and the realm of the phgisiad embraced one another. As a
result, one man'’s life on earth had come to an batlanother man'’s life had been

infused with spiritual power and authority. As lee®n previously stated, mankind’s

*bid., 277.
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encounters with God in the realm of nature hadtitential to become transforming
events. On the mountain, Elijah’s prophetic cglivas restored. By the Jordan River,
Elisha’s was inaugurated. Could they have takangby other means and in other
places? That is certainly true. Isaiah encoudt&ed’s presence in the Temple
(Isaiah 6:1-8), and Samuel heard God’s voice inTdegernacle (I Samuel 3:1-14). The
number of occasions in which these encounters ptaste outdoors, however, is

remarkable. That is true with regards to both@e Testament and the New Testament.

Jesus

Defining and describing Jesus’ encounters with @bdn He was outdoors is, of
course, a challenging endeavor. The Bible cleadghes that Jesus was the incarnation
of God Himself. The Bible also teaches, howevsat He was a genuine human being.
Referring to Jesus, the writer of Hebrews statésr this reason he had to be made like
his brothers in every way, in order that he migitdme a merciful and faithful high
priest in service to God, and that he might makeehent for the sins of the people”
(Hebrews 2:17). In other words, Jesus did not l@asgecial means of accessing God’s
presence. He had to come to the Lord in the saayethat all people come to Him.
Those encounters are described in the Gospelsy gdréray a man who lived and taught
for the most part in outdoor settings, and who bottis Father’s counsel in solitary,
natural surroundings.

A study of the Gospels, especially the Synoptitesarly indicates that the life and
ministry of Jesus were undergirded by extendeddiaigrayer in remote locations. For
example, Luke 6:12 indicates that Jesus spent@amgy by Himself on a mountain

before selecting the twelve disciples. After theding of the five thousand, Mark 6:46
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indicates that Jesus retired to a mountainsidprayer before meeting His disciples as
He walked upon the Sea of Galilee. Finally, therhe evening of agonizing prayer in
the Garden of Gethsemane on the night before Heematfied (Mark 14:32-42). These
and other New Testament accounts clearly indideteXesus sought God’s presence in
outdoor settings, especially during those timeswae of utmost importance to His
ministry. Two of them deserve special attention.

The first is the wilderness temptation. It is netad in all three Synoptics
(Matthew 4:1-11, Mark 1:12-13, Luke 4:1-13) anddsiplace immediately after Jesus’
baptism. Describing the location where this exgrare took place, Leon Morris suggests
that the wordvildernessrefers to that which is high dp. He writes, “The term covers a
wide area, but the meaning here is surely notxésitis remained in that part of the
wilderness which adjoins the Jordan but that Hetwiprto the lonely mountainous area
to the west.® It is in this location, of course, that Jesus veaspted in terms of the
future course of His ministry. In his commentargitk Stagg states, “Although Jesus
was tempted in every way that we are (Heb. 4: &) wilderness temptations were
basically messianic, having to do with his missidh.Confronted by the devil, Jesus had
to choose the future direction of His life. Thrsceunter, which ended on a triumphant
note as angels attended to His needs in Matthely & 1nevertheless, a warning that

both God and Satan have access to the realm akenathat was certainly true in the

% eon Morris, The Gospel according to Matthé@rand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1992, 71.
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Garden of Eden and is equally evident here. Ity fache ancient world evil spirits were
thought to roam about in desolate places. Spedgitite believers in Ephesus, Paul
reminded them that their struggles were “not adgdlash and blood, but against the
rulers, against the authorities, against the powktisis dark world and against the
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms’p(tesians 6:12). Jesus, therefore, spent
a significant period of time, forty days and nightsa wilderness location. During that
time He fasted, “a natural accompaniment of serthirking and prayer® He also,
however, faced a serious challenge from the foo€ewil, a vivid reminder that in the
realm of nature people can be led to or away frad.G

A second encounter that is vitally important teul life and ministry takes place
near the end of His life. It is recorded in altloé Synoptics. Jesus took the inner circle
of disciples, Peter, James and John, to a high tamunAlthough this mountain is not
named, it's description as being high and the thaa&t this account comes on the heels of
Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi indicateas probably Mount Hermon, the
highest mountain in that region. During this exgece, Jesus was transfigured by the
light of God'’s glory, He conferred with Moses anlij&h, He and the disciples with Him
were enveloped in a bright cloud, and there wavtiee of God’s commendation.
Although some scholars doubt the historicity ostaccount and others would describe it
as a post resurrection appearance, many consittelbé an actual event which describes

“the enthronement of Jesus as Messiah and HiglstPvibich Peter and the others

Morris, 72.
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behold.®’ In fact, James Brooks in his commentary on Maatkes, “A reasonable
conclusion, therefore, is that the transfiguratctually happened, that it was an
objective experience and not just a vision, antlith@as reported to the early church by
the participants. If in fact Peter was a sourcefarmation for Mark, the account is an
eyewitness report:®

When considering the life and ministry of Jesus,ftlllowing conclusions can
thus be drawn with regards to His encounters withiéavenly Father. According to the
Scriptures, most of them took place outdoors, guwdien He was by Himself, although
there were occasions when His disciples were neafhgse encounters were for
extended periods of time, a major portion of amawg or longer, such as His temptation
experience in the wilderness. In many respects\ere similar to events recorded in
the Old Testament, especially those that are ctlatdloses. Finally, as has been the
case throughout this survey of biblical encountéth God in outdoor settings, they had
a transforming effect. They provided Jesus withéhcouragement, instruction, and

divine power He needed for His ministry here ortlear

Paul
On the road to Damascus, a man who had been pérgg€hristians had a life
changing experience with Christ. Instead of jgilihem, he became one of them. In
fact, even though he was a Jew, he eventually be&awwn as the apostle to the

Gentiles. What happened on that day around nobe &ags approaching the city? In

3’Sherman E. Johnsofihe Gospel According to St. Matthélhe Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 7, ed.
George Arthur Buttrick (New York: Abingdon Pres851), 458.

#james A. Brookdylark The New American Commentary, vol. 23, ed. David8ckery
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three different places—Acts 9:1-9, Acts 22:6-11d &ats 26:12-18—an account is given
of what transpired. An examination of these act®urdicates that once again an
outdoor environment and perhaps even the forceatofe were chosen as the means
through which Paul would have a personal encownitérthe risen Lord.

Indeed, each of these accounts provides key itssaghto what happened. All of
them indicate that this encounter took place arowwh as Paul was approaching the
city of Damascus. They state that a light brigtthan the sun blazed down upon Paul and
his companions. It was accompanied by a souncetletione heard but which not
everyone understood. Paul was the only one wheiwed a personal message in
Aramaic from Jesus Christ.

There are, of course, a variety of opinions ashat took place in terms of the
natural phenomenon that precipitated Paul's eneswwith Christ. None of them,
however, provides a satisfactory explanation with possible exception of what William
Barclay says in his commentary. He writes, “Judble Damascus the road climbed
Mount Hermon, and down below lay Damascus, a lowdlife city in a green plain, ‘a
handful of pearls in a goblet of emerald’ as sonecwad called her. That very region had
one characteristic phenomenon. When the hot ahveoplain met the cold air of the
mountain range, violent electrical storms resultddst at that moment there came such a
lightning storm, and out of the storm Christ spak®aul.**

If this is indeed what happened, Paul’'s encounttdr @Ghrist is similar to the
events which transpired on Mount Sinai in Exodud@22. God spoke to the people in

a voice of thunder, but only Moses actually underdtwhat He was saying. It is also

*Wwilliam Barclay, The Acts of the ApostléBhiladelphia: The Westminster Press, 1955), 72.
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similar to an event recorded in the Gospel of JdRaferring to Paul’'s Damascus road
experience, John McRay states in his commentatye ‘Situation may be parallel to the
one in John 12:27-29, where Jesus understood Goits speaking to him while the
crowd standing nearby only heard the sound andgtitdtiwas thunder® In fact, Paul
himself seems to be suggesting that this is exadit took place. Luke quotes him as
saying in Acts 22:7 that “my companions saw thétligput did not understand the voice
of him who was speaking to me.” Finally, Luke’sdeption in Acts 9:1-9, which
describes Paul's companions as being “speechlalss seems to indicate that something
happened that startled and perhaps even frightieaad, a reaction reminiscent of that
which occurred when God spoke in a voice of thurdéiount Sinai.

Regardless of what actually took place, one tisrajsolutely certain. Paul
believed he had seen the Lord and had heard Hie v&tommenting on Paul’'s
references to this experience in his letters, GViBicgregor writes, “Paul refers four
times in his epistles to his conversion experig@a. 1:15-16; Cor. 9:1; 15:8; 1l Cor.
4:6). From these passages it is clear that hecoraginced that the vision had a truly
objective reality. He had ‘seen Jesus our LoreC@r. 9:1) just as truly as had the
original disciples. There was for Paul no distimctin kind between the appearance of
Christ to Himself at his conversion and the appsaga to the eleven before the
Ascension.** This is also the position of Conybeare and Howsba point out in their

commentary, “It is evident that his revelation was merely an inward impression made

“%John McRayPaul: His Life and Teachin¢Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 54.
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on the mind of Saul during a trance or ecstasyval the direct perception of the visible
presence of Jesus Christ. This is asserted inv@passages, both positively and
incidentally.”

Another aspect of Paul’s life that deserves tonleationed is his reference to
Arabia in his letter to the Galatians. Like Jesuappears Paul spent at least a brief and
perhaps even an extended period of time in quigtide before he began his preaching
ministry. He writes, “But when God, who set merap@m birth and called me by his
grace, was pleased to reveal his Son in me sd thigiht preach him among the Gentiles,
| did not consult any man, nor did | go up to Jates) to see those who were apostles
before | was, but | went immediately to Arabia daier returned to Damascus”
(Galatians 1:15-17). How long he stayed and exadtlere he went cannot be
determined. However, this passage of Scripturetl@dne that precedes it, where Paul
says that he received a revelation from Christsadm@vey the idea that this was a time
of spiritual communion with God in a solitary loat. Addressing this possibility,
Hubert Johnson states, “In his Arabian retreat 8aestled with the perplexing problem
that arose from his acceptance of Jesus. Fagstohg@xcluding the world from his
thoughts, until he felt himself mystically alone $ought the presence of the risen
Jesus.*

In conclusion, Paul, like many of his spirituaédecessors, had a life-changing

encounter with God. It began on a road near Dansased was confirmed during a time

*AV. J. Conybeare and J. S. Hows®he Life and Epistles of St. Pg@rand Rapids: Wm. B.
Eedermans Publishing Company, 1984), 75.
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of spiritual preparation in Arabia. The way in whithe Lord communicated with Paul
will always be a matter of conjecture. That itkgdace in an outdoor setting and that

God chose to reveal Himself in and through thatrggtannot be denied.

Summary

Having examined the lives of nine biblical indivals and their encounters with
God in outdoor settings, what conclusions can bad? First, God chose to reveal
Himself through His creation. In fact, at times ttreation actually participated in the
divine revelation. That was certainly true, foample, of Moses and the burning bush.
It was also true of a number of other encountets Bod, going all the way back to the
Garden of Eden.

Second, many of these encounters took place arewikess locations, away from
large population centers. This is evidenced inlitres of individuals such as Jesus in the
New Testament and Jacob and Elijah in the Old Temté Being alone, especially in
locations such as mountains and deserts, seenaséddeen important in terms of
preparing people to encounter the Almighty.

Third, when people encountered God, it was ifrtdam of the physical and the
realm of the spiritual were reaching out to embmaoe another. That's why it is so hard
to distinguish between those experiences that wisienal in nature and those that were
seemingly referring to an objective reality thah ¢ sensually perceived. For example,
did Elijah actually hear God’s voice in the sileradter the storm, or was it simply the
best way to define an experience that could n@Xdpdained in any other way. One
possibility is that these kinds of experiences imgdhat which is both physical and

spiritual.
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Fourth, the question arises as to whether orhestet encounters were readily
observable? Sometimes they were as when the aftiemsiel met with God for a
fellowship meal on Mount Sinai. More often thart,fwever, these experiences can
best be described as personal encounters betweéwitth and the individual to whom
He is speaking. Paul, for example, heard the voicdesus, but it appears that his
companions were only aware of a sound or a noetethley did not understand.

Fifth, these encounters involved a number of r@fpinenomena such as fire,
clouds and wind storms. In fact, these phenomestuéntly became the means by
which mankind was made aware of God’s presenceal&®pg about the Lord, the writer
of Psalm 104:3 says, “He makes the clouds his chand rides on the wings of the
wind.” As the Israelites stood before the Lordret foot of Mount Sinai, they became
aware of God’s presence as He came down upon thataio in smoke and fire.

Sixth, a wide variety of individuals had encoustetith God. They came from
many different backgrounds and walks of life. Atm was a displaced urbanite. Jacob
was the son of a nomadic herdsman. Moses wadirgatiee household of a pharaoh.
Elijah was a prophet from Galilee. Jesus grewugié home of a carpenter. Paul was a
rabbinic scholar from the Greco-Roman city of Tarstlevertheless, they and a host of
others had meaningful encounters with God when werg outdoors.

Finally, regardless of the notoriety and acconmpfients of these individuals, all
of them were transformed by their encounters witll GSome experienced His presence
during times of personal crisis such as Jacob, wd®fleeing from his brother. For
others the event signified a major change in theréudirection of their lives. That was

certainly the case with Elisha who became the prbplsuccessor to Elijah upon seeing
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the chariot and horses of fire that had been sent the Lord. Regardless of the
circumstances surrounding their encounters with, @wllives of these individuals were
transformed almost without exception.

This, of course, raises one final question. Allhese biblical encounters with
God could be classified as theophanies, eventiohwGod personally revealed Himself
to an individual or to groups of individuals in vgathat most people would describe as
miraculous or supernatural. Were there other emeos with God in outdoor settings
where people became aware of His presence butodidave the kind of experiences in
which God communicates with them through a visioa physical manifestation? The
biblical record is silent in that regard. One thihowever, is certain. Encountering God
through His creation is a consistent theme throughee pages of the Bible. Man’s
relationship with God begins in a garden calledrEaled ends in a garden called the New

Jerusalem.



CHAPTER 3

TESTIMONY OF THE SAINTS

Antony of Egypt

During the first two centuries, Christianity wasnparily a missionary enterprise
that faced periods of active persecution. Chrstiaere often despised and rejected by
those in authority in the Roman world. By the efthe third century, however, things
were beginning to change. There were greater nisrdfeChristians, and martyrdom
was no longer seen as the “height of a Christigltsy and his ideal of perfectiort.”In
his book on Christian monasticism, David Knowlegeg, “Though persecution was to
recur under Decius (249-52) and Diocletian (284)30% form fiercer than ever before,
this was in a sense a desperate measure, and weesliately followed by the conversion
of Constantine and the swift transformation of @teistian Church from a persecuted
and fervent sect into a ruling and rapidly incregdrody, favored and directed by the
emperor, membership of which was a material adgenta

In response, those who wanted to live a life inaa@dbedience to Christ began
to look for a new way in which to express theirispal fervor. Having fled into the

Egyptian desert during times of persecution, theyan to see it as a place where they

'David Knowles Christian MonasticisnfNew York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1969), 11.

bid., 12.
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might escape the cares of this world and experiard®eper communion with God,
“tasting the sweetness of that solitude, and remgim it or returning to it when the
Peace of the Church cam@.”Among the first of these was a man named Antdvigny
consider him to be the “father of monasticisha’way of life that is derived from the
Greek wordnonoswhich means “alone or solitary®”

Most of what is known about Antony comes from thé@ings of Athanasius who
compiled a biography called théta Antonii.® It is a chronological epic of the man’s life
beginning with his childhood along the Nile RivédBorn around 254, Antony was raised
in a Christian home by parents who, although theyevpeasants, were nevertheless quite
wealthy in terms of their land holdings. At abthe age of eighteen his parents died,
and he took over the management of the family fa@ne day shortly thereafter, as he
was walking to church, he found himself thinkingoabthe early Christians who laid
everything at the apostles’ feet. Upon his arrhalistened to the reading of Matthew
19:21 in which Jesus told the rich young ruleritgegverything to the poor and to come
follow after Him. Deeply impressed by what he haard, Antony immediately disposed

of everything that he possessed, except for a guodilon that was reserved for the care

®Derwas J. ChittyThe Desert CityCrestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 6p6& .

“William Harmless, S. JDesert Christian§Oxford: University Press, 2004), 18. This is an
excellent and well-researched book which contamgalth of information that would not otherwise be
readily available.

SKnowiles, 9.

bWith the exception of a number of brief accountther Christians of that day and time, most
of what is known about Antony comes from Athanasilis famous church father and bishop of
Alexandria. He wrote what is considered to befils¢ genuine biography of a Christian saint. Altigh it
is somewhat fanciful and even legendary at tintgmobably reflects a reasonable account of Anteny’
life. That, at least, is Harmless’ position in hisokDesert Christians(See page 69.)
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of his sistef. He then “apprenticed himself to an old man fromearby village in order
to practice the ‘solitary life.® Thus began higsceticisma Greek sports term meaning
“exercise regimen®

This spiritual exercise regimen included six pics that he continued
throughout his long life and that in many respéeisame the foundation upon which
monasticism was built. First, he spent the dayligiurs doing manual labor, either
weaving baskets for sale or later tending a gardatond, he practiced “watchfulness”
at night, spending entire evenings without sle€pird, he pursued an austere diet of
bread and water along with frequent fasting. Hguré practiced introspection, the
weighing of his thoughts so that he might not lssdaded from his commitment to
Christ. Fifth, he prayed unceasingly in accordanitk | Thessalonians 5:17. Finally, he
gave careful attention to the hearing and memaozaif the Scriptures since he was
uneducated and perhaps even illitefdte.

Antony gradually withdrew from the world. He malviom the fringe of a
village to a nearby necropolis and finally at tige af 35 into the desert. For twenty
years he existed as a hermit in an abandonedsg&wing no one, but accepting gifts of

bread that were left for him. When he finally egest, his friends noticed that he had not

"Harmless, 60.
8bid.

°James E. Goehring, “Asceticism,” Eimcylopedia of Early Christianityol. 1, ed. Everett
Ferguson (New York: Garland, 1990), 104.

YHarmless, 61-62.
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aged physically, but that he “now possessed a mgaginner tranquility visible in his
face.” !

From that point on he became a spiritual leadtgaing a following of devotees
who lived with him in the desert. At first he hadnted to flee from this new found
notoriety, but was led by a voice “from above” wtg the “Inner Mountain,” an oasis on
a high hill about three days journey to the eashefRed Sea. There a community of
followers developed who sought his wisdom and jpredthis way of life. Coming and
going from his beloved spiritual retreat, he bec&m@wvn not only as a teacher but also
as a miracle worker, especially with regards todémsting out of demont$. Having
literally fought with them during the earlier yeanfshis monasticism, he taught his
disciples how to discern their presence and hokedognize their negative impact upon
human existenc¥

Visiting philosophers were amazed by his wisdond, @nen the emperor
Constantine and his sons sent letters requestingdoinsel. Thus his stature continued to
grow as both a visionary and a prophet, at times enticipating events that would take
place in the future. In terms of his theologywees orthodox, especially with regards to
the Arian heresy’ He lived to be 105 years of age and was buriethinonmarked grave,

ending a life that had a tremendous impact upomévelopment not only of

monasticism but also of Christianity itself. Hmpact upon Athanasius, the bishop of

Ybid., 64.
2bid., 66-67.
Bibid., 87.

“1bid., 67-68.
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Alexandria, was so profound that he became Antobiggrapher. The record of his life
also played a role in the conversion of the grdaidfian theologian, Augustine of
Hippo, and it set the standard for an understandirighristianity as a disciplined way of
life that required the spiritual martyrdom of thelibver’s life on a daily basfs.

Where and how did Antony have such an impact @lomstianity? The answer
arises out of the environment in which he livedkelElijah, the Old Testament prophet
which he especially admired, Antony was a man wiensa great deal of time outdoors,
much of it in solitude. Like Francis of Assisi, ls0 seems to have had a special
relationship with God’s creatures. In fact, a rolieas attributed to him in which he and
his followers wished to cross a canal filled witba@odiles. “Antony simply prayed, and
the crocodiles kindly allowed the monks to crosthait incident.*®

He and those who became his disciples believadhbg were creating a new
Eden. They had banished the forces of evil froeir thesert retreat, and were recreating
in Christ the mystical relationship with God thaidhbeen intended from the beginning.
Harmless, in his boolesert Christiansstates, “Athanasius portrays Antony as the
‘natural’ man, humankind as it would have been thede been no Fall. It is no accident
that when Antony retires to the Inner Mountaincheates a miniature Eden, planting a
garden and getting the wild beasts to obey Hifnlf order to accomplish this goal,
Antony had to rely on those Scriptures which he m&thorized. Access to God's Word

was limited, and he may not have even been abieath He also had to rely upon a

Bibid., 99-100.
B1bid., 66.

Ybid., 93.
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special kind of divine inspiration that was impdrteto him as he lived alone in the
realm of nature. On more than one occasion, ptplosrs were amazed by Antony’s
wisdom which “came from mysterious illuminationsreeeived while in his mountain
solitude.”*® He did not, however, worship nature. Ratheras the means by which
God communicated his truth. As far as Antony wascerned, a monk who was no
longer residing in the desert, was like a fish@fuwvater'® In conclusion, a story by
Evagrius Ponticus, a well-educated theologian vditiesl in Egypt in the late fourth
century and who was fascinated by Coptic wisdomyides an insightful summary
regarding the way in which God revealed HimselAtdony. In his bookPraktikoshe
shares this story about Antony. He writes, “A agrimember of what was then
considered the circle of the wise once approadhegust Antony and asked him: ‘How
do you ever manage to carry on, Father, deprivgadasre of the consolation of books?’
His reply: ‘My book, sir philosopher, is the natwkecreated things, and it is always at

hand when | wish to read the words of Got.”

Patrick of Ireland
Patrick was born somewhere between the yearso68 416 A.D. on the
western coast of England. The exact location binthplace is unknown, although it

was probably within the southern region that wademiRoman jurisdiction. In fact,

B1bid., 67.
°Chitty, 6.

®Harmless, 109Rraktikos92 SC 171:694; trans, John Eudes Bamberger, C$.4:39
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some believe that it may have been as far souteaBristol Channel® His father,
Calpurnis, was a civil magistrate and a deacohenchurch. His mother, Conchessa,
was a spiritually minded woman who taught her sow to pray?? His grandfather had
served as a priest, and the entire family coulcktres Christian heritage back to the
Roman occupation of Britain in the second cenfdry.

Patrick grew up in a world that was rapidly chaiggi Rome’s legions had
departed from the country in 400 A.D. to proteatytfrom the barbarians. The people of
Britain were left to fend for themselves againkbat of enemies, one of which was Irish
pirates who raided the coastliffe During one of these raids, Patrick, whose namensie

"n0b|e,”25

was taken captive along with many of his countngmin Patrick’s
Confessionhe states, “I was then about sixteen years of &dal not know the true
God. | was taken into captivity to Ireland with myahousands of people . . . and
deservedly so, because we turned away from Goddiadnabt keep His commandments,

and did not obey our priests, who used to remindfusir salvation.®

Zpaul Gallico,The Steadfast MafiNew York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1958), 23-25.

#Celibacy was not required as a prerequisite forisgras a deacon or priest at this time. Only
later did it become a mandatory requirement foiraiibn.

Bwilliam J. FedererSaint Patrick(St. Louis, Mo: Amerisearch, Inc., 2002), 7-8.
*Gallico, 26-27.
®Federer, 12.

Much of what is known about Saint Patrick can henfbin this work and in a letter that he
wrote to Caroticus. Both documents were writtehatin, a language in which Patrick was not well
versed. The&onfessiorns an autobiographical defense of his life and stigiamong the Irish. In many
respects it is similar to Paul’'s defense of hisstieship in the New Testament. His correspondémce
Caroticus, a British tyrant, is a letter of exconmization for enslaving some of his converts. Thetgs in
this paper are taken from a translation by Ludwigjé3, Christian Classics at Calvin College,
www.calvin.edu. Bieler’s translation of both documtis included in FedererZaint Patrick.
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Thus began six years of slavery in the northerhgfdreland. His owner may
have been a Druid Chieftain by the name of Miliughp lived a few miles north of
today’s Belfast. Patrick became a shepherd, cdonlgis master’'s sheep near a place
that is known as Mount Slemidh.Survival was difficult not only in terms of being
outdoors in all kinds of weather, but also withaets to the culture into which Patrick
had been enslaved. It was both pagan and violEm. people practiced Druidism, the
worship of the forces of nature, which includedhbahimal and at times human
sacrifice?® Their way of life was one of continual conflictVill Durant in his bookThe
Age of Faithstates, “Clan fought clan, kingdom fought kingddam,a thousand years;
between such wars the members of a clan foughaoother; and when they died, good
Irishmen, before Patrick came, were buried uprighbattle, with faces turned towards
their foes.**

Facing this kind of natural and cultural enviromtyé”atrick began to give serious
consideration to the faith that he had spurnedtasr@ager. He rediscovered a life of
prayer. In hiConfessiorne states, “But after | came to Ireland . . . evday | had to
tend sheep, and many times a day | prayed . .lotleeof God and His fear came to me
more and more, and my faith was strengthened. mMynd@pirit was moved so that in a
single day | would say as many as a hundred pragedsalmost as many in the night,
and this even when | was staying in the woods antthe mountains; and | used to get up

for prayer before daylight, through snow, througsst, through rain, and I felt no harm,

ZGallico, 31.

2Will Durant, The Story of Civilizatioryol. 4, The Age of FaitifNew York: Simon and Schuster,
1950), 83.

Durant, 82, W. E. LeckyHistory of European Morals from Augustus to Chasgme,vol. 2
(New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1869), 253.
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and there was no sloth in me . . . as | now semgus® the spirit within me was then
fervent.”®® One evening while he was asleep, he heard a spieaking to him. It said,
“It is well that you fast, soon you will go to yoawn country.®! Then after a short
while, whether it was that same evening or on aroblecasion, the voice spoke again,
“See your ship is ready® Commenting on this experience, G. A. Chambeséites,
“This is not the place to enter into a discussiparuthese curious phenomena, nor to
guestion the reality of an experience which Stri€latlaims to share with the Hebrew
Prophets, with St. Paul, and with the goodly felbvp of the mystics. He believed that
God revealed to him His will. He believed that tlugce he heard was a voice from God
and something more than an echo of his own commees&

Based upon that conviction, Patrick fled from ¢aptor, found passage on a ship
carrying a cargo of wolfhounds, and eventuallyeaét possible sojourn in the southern
part of Europe, made his way back home to Britdinvas there that he received his call
to missionary service. Once again, one evenindewld was asleep, Patrick received a
vision from the Lord that in many ways was simtlaiPaul’'s experience in Acts 16:9.
Patrick writes in hisonfession;And there | saw in the night the vision of a mamose
name was Victoricus, coming as it were from Irelanidh countless letters. And he gave
me one of them, and | read the opening words oletiber, which were, ‘The voice of the

Irish’; and as | read the beginning of the lettdrdught that at the same moment | heard

30Federer, 57.
*Ybid., 58.
*bid.

33G. A. Chamberlain, “St. Patrick: His Life and Wdrlg Sixteen Centuries with Ireland’s Patron
Saint Patricked. Alice-Boyd Proudfoot (New York: Macmillan Puing Co., Inc., 1983), 20.
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their voice . . . they were those beside the Wdddoelut, which is near the Western Sea
... and thus did they cry out as with one mouWe ask thee, boy, come and walk
among us once more>* After several more such visitations, one of whiniolved
what he surmised to be the voice of the Holy Spgidtrick became utterly convinced and
convicted that he was to return to Ireland withgbspel. But first he had to prepare
himself for the ministry, a task which probably ueed a number of years of study at
Auxerre, a center of Christian activity in northémrance®

After being consecrated as a bishop, Patrickasktas Ireland. He was now over
40 years of age. Nevertheless, he was an energatiovho fearlessly proclaimed
Christianity. In fact, his confrontation with tiguids on the eve of Easter proved to be
the turning point in his ministry among the Irishhe lighting of a paschal fire prior to
the ceremonial blaze at Tara, the religious andigall center of Ireland, produced a
hostile onslaught to which he and his companiosparded by singing Psalm 20:7.
Victorious in that encounter with the Druid prieatsd their followers, Patrick received
permission from King Loeghaire to preach the gasgédlis and many other accounts are
recorded in a number of documents that are prohzdtytruth and part legeridl. What

can be stated, however, with certainty is thati€latrad a profound impact upon the

conversion of Ireland to Christianity. Will Durastiates, “He ordained priests, built

3Federer, 59-60.
3Chamberlain, 26-29.

%R. P. C. HansorBaint Patrick(Oxford: Clarendon Press 1968), 75-81. Buok of Armaglis a
collection of ancient Irish documents that datesklia at least 807 A.D. It contains several act®oif
Patrick’s life, one written by a man named Muirdiaccu Machteni and another by a Bishop Tirechan.
Both were written in Latin and appear to come framrearlier time. The historical accuracy of their
accounts, however, has been questioned, espegitilyegards to the numerous miracles that are
attributed to Saint Patrick.
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churches, established monasteries and nunnerigsefastrong spiritual garrisons to
guard his conquests at every turn. He made it sesapreme adventure to enter the
ecclesiastical state; he gathered about him menvanten of courage and devotion, who
endured every privation to spread the good newslaa was redeemed. He did not
convert all Ireland; some pockets of paganism &ndoetry survived, and leave traces to
this day; but when he died (461) it could be sdildim, as of no other, that one man had
converted a nation’”

That conversion had begun with Patrick himselirtythose years when he was a
slave. Living outdoors, the realm of nature wasdunstant companion as he cared for
his master’s flocks. Separated from his family &mehds and living among a people
whose language at first he probably did not evetetstand, Patrick probably spent long
periods of time in quiet, reflective solitude.wias in that environment that the Lord first
spoke to him. It was the beginning of a relatiopstith God that would not only
transform Patrick, but also the Irish people ad.wigl conclusion, an ancient poem
attributed to his authorship is a fitting summatadriPatrick’s life and ministry. Known
asThe Lorica(Breastplatepf Saint Patrickits repetition was intended to guard a
traveler against spiritual adversari&sThe third and fifth stanzas include these words
which are reminiscent of Patrick’s love of natungl &is devotion to Christ:

| bind unto myself today the virtues of the stankav'n,

The glorious sun'’s life-giving ray; The whitenegglee moon at even,

The flashing of the lightning free; The whirlingnad’'s tempestuous shocks;
The stable earth; The deep salt sea, around theteidal rocks.

$Durant, 84.

#alice-Boyd Proudfoot, edSixteen Centuries with Ireland’s Patron SaiNew York:
Macmillan Publishing Co, Inc., 1983), 49.
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Christ be within me, Christ behind me, Christ before,

Christ beside me, Christ to win me, Christ to carmémd restore me,

Christ beneath me, Christ above me, Christ in qdhtist in danger,

Christ in hearts of all that love me, Christ in rttoof friend and strangéF.

Francis of Assisi

A visit to a garden shop or nursery generally advéhe presence of at least one
statue portraying Saint Francis of Assisi. Theogafor his prominence in outdoor
statuary can be traced to the fact that this tiweléntury friar is considered to be the
friend of all living things. In fact, he is not lgrthe patron saint of Italy, but in 1980 he
was also designated by Pope John Paul Il as therpsaint of ecolog$? With that in
mind, a brief consideration of his life is essdntigh regards to a consideration of those
Christians whose lives have been significantly ioted by their encounters with God
through His creation.

Francis was born in the town of Assisi which isatbone hundred miles north of
Rome in the year 1181. It was a town rife withlemce between the various families and
a host of social, religious, and political intesegying for power. Francis’ family
members were cloth merchants in the rising mereaciass. Their increasing
prominence, however, was not beneficial in termgrofiding either for their son’s
discipline or education. Speaking of his teenagpry, Lawrence Cunningham states,

“Francis seems to have been a typical indulged|timeaspoiled, and thrill-seeking

*bid, 49-50. Translation by Mrs. Cecil Frances Adager.

““Regis J. Armstrong and Ignatius C. Brady, €aancis and ClargNew York: Paulist Press,
1982), 5.
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adolescent who was indulged by a family who coftilord to look with a benevolent eye
on the peccadilloes of yout®

This self-centered life, however, was broughtrieead by a number of events
including a failed military campaign, an imprisonmea serious iliness, and a spiritual
awakening that gradually began to transform hés |fForsaking his family’s wealth by
dramatically disrobing in front of the bishop of#s, Francis became a religious hermit.
Pursuing the vision that he had received from €hoisgo and repair my house, which
you can see is all being destroyed,” he set ali@utask of rebuilding a tumbled down
church at San Damiano. Only later, as he heardnéat11:7-10 being read in a worship
service, did he come to a fuller understandindhefitmplications of this vision and
discover his true mission in lif. Thus began “his new life as an itinerant lay phes,
dependent on providence, in order to follow therp®@borist.** Gathering around himself
others who also desired to live this way of lifeaficis received permission to preach the
gospel from Pope Innocent Il around 1209. Froiw ploint on his life was dedicated to
that task, a task which frequently placed him aisccbmpanions outdoors.

There are, of course, numerous accounts thatidegbe love and respect which
Francis exhibited towards God’s creation. In fécnas a frequent theme throughout the

Middle Ages. Stories about saints who befriendachals, even those who would

*_awrence S. Cunningharfirancis of Assis{Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 2004), 6.

“**Mark Galli, Francis of Assisi and His Worl@owners Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2002), 28-
57.
“3Cunningham, 25.
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normally be ferocious, are numerdidsHowever, not all of these stories, especiallysého
about Francis, should be dismissed as legendame®f them can be found within
Francis’ own writings. Others are included in biEyghies that were written within
twenty years of his death. In fact, Thomas of GelaFirst Life of Francis (Vita Prima)
was written just two years after the saint’s derfiise

In these accounts Francis actually addresseddatian. For example, one of the
best-known stories involves a flock of birds. Hieli@essed a mixed gathering of crows,
doves, and daws, calling them his brothers andrneimg them of their God given gifts
such as “feathers, wings, the pure air for a hotfielater, on another occasion when he
was speaking to a crowd of people, he asked treyhmids overhead to be quiet, and
they graciously complied with his request. He alddressed inanimate objects such as
fire. “In one instance, one of his garments cadiglt but he refused to put it out
because he did not want to harm Brother FifeWhile many would consider such
behavior bizarre, it nevertheless revealed an wtaieding of the creation that is rooted
in the Bible, especially the book of Genesis. Diestg Francis’ unique understanding
of the creation, William Cook writes, “If God isdHather of all human beings and indeed
of all things that are, then all God’s creaturesratated by virtue of having the same
father—i.e., they are brothers and sisters. Thremcis came to understand that God’s

family included crickets and rocks and sticks a#l aefellow humans of all sorts and

*Roger D. SorrellSt. Francis of Assisi and Natufidew York: Oxford University Press, 1988),
20-21.

“Ibid., 7.
“*SWilliam R. Cook,Francis of Assis{Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1989), 57.

“Ibid., 53.
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conditions.”® All of these things, both animate and inaniméterefore, had the ability
and the privilege of joining with mankind in praigiGod in their own unique and
distinctive ways, ways that reflected their Godegivnature and purpose.

For Francis this became the doorway through whe&kould encounter the very
presence of God Himself. As he not only obserugtdabtually entered into a personal
relationship with the natural world around him vires drawn into the realm of the spirit.
It was a mysticism of the heart, based upon feslofgoy and delight in discovering
what it means to dwell in the presence of not eh&/created but also the Creator. In his
book on Saint Francis, Sorrell says, “Francis oértered a state of mystical rapture
while delighting in an affectionate interaction lwitarious creatures? He then
provides an example from thegend of Perugiawhich is believed to have been written
by Brother Leo, an intimate friend and companiofri@ncis. The described event took
place while Francis was crossing a lake in a boehoat. The fisherman who owned
the boat gave Francis a waterfowl “that he migtice over it in the Lord> Included
within later works such as Celand/#a Secundathe incident is described in this
manner. “The blessed father accepted it joyfudgudenter) and opening his hands, he
gently told it that it was free to fly away. Buhen it did not wish to leave, but wanted to
rest there in his hands as in a nest, the sasgddiis eyes and remained in prayer (in

oratione). And returning to himself as from anotplace after a long while (quasi

“|1bid., 52.
49Sorrell, 94.

*%bid., 95.
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aliunde post longam moram ad se reverses), heygemtimanded the bird to go back to
its former freedom™

This and other accounts indicate that on suchsmoea Francis entered into a
state of mystical transcendence as he contemplagecteation and the Creafdr.n fact,
whenever he focused his attention upon God, whétlevas enjoying nature or thinking
about Christ’s birth and crucifixion, he seems avdbeen elevated to a higher spiritual
sensitivity, a sensitivity that was grounded in émisotions’> Sorrell states, “Francis’
mystical experiences, especially his nature-mykstinas, occurred because he was
unusually open to his senses and emotions whichitadnto ecstasy. . .. One gets the
impression that Francis’ emotions on these occasareep him completely off his
feet.”® In fact, Sorrell compares Francis’ feelings tosth of a child. He says, “They
bounce along with ecstatic, free joy, and revealatic absorbed in an ineffable,
timeless wonder of the experienc&.In other words, Francis encountered God’s
presence in the creation when he reached out teriexge it through his senses—seeing,
hearing, touching, and even speaking to the reéinatore that surrounded him. In those
encounters he was overwhelmed by feelings of jay@eace which he attempted to
convey to those who were around him. Perhaps thest beautiful expression can be

found inTheCanticle of Brother SunThe main section, which deals with nature, was

pid.

*Ibid., 96.
3bid.

*bid., 96-97.

*Ibid., 97.
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written about 1224, just two years before his dé&th is still sung to this day, often in a
paraphrased form known as “All Creatures of Our @od King.®” A more accurate
translation of this poem can be found in Benen Fabgok, The Writings of St. Francis
of Assisi. It begins with these words:

Most high, all-powerful, all good, Lord!
All praise is yours, all glory, all honour
And all blessing.
To you, alone, Most High, do they belong.
No mortal lips are worthy
To pronounce your name.
All praise be yours, my Lord, through all that ymave made,
And first my lord Brother Sun,
Who brings the day; and light you give to us thiobgn.

How beautiful is he, how radiant in all his splendo
Of you, Most High, he bears the likeness.
All praise be yours, my Lord, through Sister Moonl &tars;
In the heavens you have made them, bright
And precious and fair.
All praise be yours, my Lord, through Brothers @and Air,
And fair and stormy, all the weather’'s moods,
By which you cherish all that you have matie.
Jonathan Edwards
The opening statement about Jonathan Edwards oeGgnt and William
Pinson’s20 Centuries of Great Preachimgads, “He preached what is perhaps the most
famous sermon of all time. He participated inrh@st dramatic single revival in

American life. He is regarded as one of the warlgfeat thinkers—and probably the

greatest mind of early colonial America. He is @ydregarded as the greatest preacher

*%Ibid., 98.
*AWesley L. Forbis, edThe Baptist HymnalNashville: Convention Press, 1991), 27.

*¥The Writings of St. Francis of Assigians. Placid Herman and Benen Fahy (Chicagmdisean
Herald Press, 1976), 130.
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of his era in the American colonies. Without aloipudonathan Edwards is one of the
most significant names in the history of Americaegehing.”® What they failed to
mention, however, is that not only was Jonathandtdgva great preacher, evangelist,
and theologian, but also a gifted naturalist wheftaly examined and was divinely
inspired by the wonders of God’s creation. In f&#reno Dwight penned these words
about his great grandfather, “One characteristigytoch he has not generally been
suspected, but which he possessed in an unusuaejegas a fondness minutely and
critically to investigate the works of nature. Flpropensity was not only discovered in
youth and manhood, but was fully developed in ¢folad, and at that early period was
encouraged and cherished by the fostering handrefpal care®

Jonathan Edwards was born on October 5, 1703ash \&indsor, Connecticut,
the only son of Timothy and Esther Edwards. He arasitellectually gifted child whose
life was influenced by the religious instructionto$ parents and the natural beauty of the
countryside in which he grew up. Religion and mattherefore, became intertwined in
his life at an early age. For example, his let®f,Insects”, written when he was twenty
years of age, is both a physical and a metaphysiatise on flying spidefs. He
concludes by stating to the recipient of the letter. | thought it might at least give you

occasion to make better observations on these wasdmimals, that should be worthy

*Clyde E. Fant, Jr. and William M. Pinson, Jr., e#8.Centuries of Great Preachingpl.3
(Waco: Word Books, 1971), 45.

®The Works of Jonathan Edwardsi. Edward Hickman, memoir by Soreno E. Dwight, %o
(London: Billings & Sons Ltd., 1834, reprint, Catk, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1976), xvi.

®1A Jonathan Edwards Readed. John E. Smith, Harry S. Stout, and KennetiRkema (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995; Yale No&n&, 2003), xi.



75

of communicating to the learned world, from whobstgning webs so much of the
wisdom of the Creator shine®”

Educated not only at home but also at Yale CoJlégvards devoted most of his
life to the local church. In 1727 he became thgastor of the Congregational Church in
Northampton, Massachusetts, assisting his grareffatie revered Solomon Stoddard.
After Stoddard’s death, he became the pastor, addrihis leadership two great spiritual
awakenings took place, the first around 1734 ardsétond in 1740-1741.
Unfortunately he was later dismissed from the Narthton Church over a membership
issue. He then became the pastor of a small claur¢he frontier and served as a
missionary to the Indians. In 1758, he was setetdde the president of the newly
established Princeton College, but died an untirdeBth as a result of a reaction to a
smallpox inoculatiofy®

Much has been written about Edwards in terms ®pheaching, especially his
famous sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angrg.Gddis theological positions have
also been carefully scrutinized. However, his rebows encounters with God, especially
those in outdoor settings have not received as rattehtion. They reveal, however, the
heart and mind of a man who was not only intellaktyibrilliant, but who also had a
consuming passion to encounter the presence dlthighty. This is particularly
evident with regards to a “Personal Narrative” viie wrote around 1740. In their
introduction to Edwards’ writings, Smith, StoutdaMinkema state that this narrative

“bears all the earmarks of the classical Puritamnveosion narrative and its obsessive

®9bid, “The Spider Letter”, 8.

%Fant, 46-47.
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concern with the salvation of the s8tilThey also acknowledge that it provides unique
insights into Edwards’ understanding of the humaul and how it is affected by a divine
encounter with Go&

Nowhere, is this more evident than in two sepgpatsages within the narrative.
The first has to do with his realization of the smignty of God. By Edwards’ own
admission, it was a difficult and challenging dowrto accept. But once he had become
convinced of its “reasonableness,” his entirewtes transformed, especially in terms of
his relationship with the Lord. His awareness ofiS sovereignty began, according to
his account, when he read | Timothy 1:17. He stdtéever any words of Scripture
seemed to me as these words did. | thought witbeffijhow excellent a Being that was:
and how happy | should be if I might enjoy that Gaxld be wrapped up to God in
heaven, and be as it were swallowed up in BfnThis newfound joy spilled over into
every area of his life, especially when he was ooits. Speaking of those experiences he
says, “God’s excellency, his wisdom, his purity domk, seemed to appear in everything;
in the sun, moon and stars; in the clouds, and$kyein the grass, flowers, trees; in the
water, and all nature; which were used greatlyxarfy mind.”’

The second passage, a description of a profouigibores experience which took
place later in life, also deserves to be examingfthereas the first grew out of a reading

of God’s Word, this one took place while Edwardsabone in the forest. In this

beautifully written account he states:

84A Jonathan Edwards Reade¢xXXIV.
lbid.
%bid., “A Personal Narrative,” 284.

%Ibid., 285.



77

Once, as | rid out into the woods for my headttmo 1737, and having lit
from my horse in a retired place, as my manner comyrhas been, to walk for
divine contemplation and prayer; | had a view, fioatme was extraordinary, of
the glory of the Son of God; as mediator betweed &ul man; and his
wonderful, great, full, pure and sweet grace anéd,Jand meek and gentle
condescension. This grace, that appeared to roalisoand sweet, appeared
great above the heavens. The person of Chriseapgéneffably excellent, with
an excellency great enough to swallow up all théagiad conception. Which
continued, as near as | can judge, about an hducjvkept me, the bigger part of
the time, in a flood of tears, and weeping aloutelt withal, an ardency of soul
to be, what | know not otherwise how to expresantto be emptied and
annihilated; to lie in the dust, and to be fullGiirist alone; to love him with a
holy and pure love; to trust in him; to live upamhto serve and follow him, and
to be totally wrapped up in the fullness of Chréastd to be perfectly sanctified
and made pure, with a divine and heavenly puilityave several other times, and
views very much of the same nature, and that hadetie same effectg.

These and other outdoor experiences were instrianarthe development of Edwards’
understanding as to how God reveals Himself and inmwan beings should respond to
that revelation. They are expounded upon in a reurabhis treatises such Beeedom

of the Will, Original Sin, The Nature of True Viet@ndConcerning the End for which
God Created the WorldAs such they are a reflection of what Edwards dévgperienced
himself when he encountered God through the cneadind they can best be summed up
in a particularly insightful comment by Clyde Hablmk. Describing how Edwards
perceived the process of divine communication betw@od and man to be taking place,
he writes, “God, like a fountain or sun, overfloiwsHis goodness and power, both
creating the world and establishing the manner wvthe saints will forever approach to a
total union with Him. . . . The relation of GodHs world is not that of a ruler

exercising his sovereign rights over subjects somas that of an infinitely fertile source

8bid., 293.
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of being and excellence that overflows into theld,dilling the saints with His own
nature, which is reflected back to Hiff?.”

Like Antony of Egypt and Francis of Assisi, Jdraat Edwards was a mystic. In
his book,Encounters with GadVlichael McClymon states, “Complete absorption in
God, rapt, enjoyment of the divine ‘sweetness,’ flondetfulness of one’s self—here in a
nutshell is Edwards’ spiritual ideal® That ideal, which became the focus of his writing
and his preaching, had its origin in two sourcegegélation, God’s Word and the realm
of nature. In both, he found doorways that progtiden with access to God’s presence.
Contemplation and meditation, whether it took plexchkis study or among the forests
and fields of his beloved New England, afforded Bdig with opportunities to move
beyond the merely physical and into the realm efdivine. Having grown up in a home
where he could spend significant periods of tim&loars and being able to pursue that
passion as an adult, coupled with a keen and iitiyaisntellect, enabled Edwards to
develop an understanding of the relationship betw&ed and man that is still an

authoritative resource for theological investigatio

Charles G. Finney
He was one of America’s greatest evangelists duhie nineteenth century. His
revival meetings in Rochester, New York, served aatalyst for the General Awakening
which began in 1830. Because he developed nevs@nétimes controversial

evangelistic measures such as a public invitatraadtar call, he has become known as

#Clyde A. Holbrook Jonathan Edwards, The Valley and Nat(@anbury, NJ: Associated
University Presses, Inc., 1987), 120.

“Michael J. McClymondEncounters with Go@New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 48.
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the “Father of modern revivalisni” In his book on Charles Finney, Lewis Drummond
states, “Probably no preacher has ever ministerddmore raw spiritual power than this
man. His words were like an artillery barragelirigl multitudes to the floor. His
piercing eyes seemed to search out people, bartogheir very souls, confronting them
with the demands of the Savior. His plain, pungeolloquial preaching arrested people
in frozen and rapt attention. He was a man ‘migtith God.”"?

From whence did such spiritual power emanatdfadtlittle to do with his
upbringing. His family was not particularly relagis and Finney himself confessed that
“he had never heard a prayer uttered in his hothet fact, after serving briefly as a
teacher, he decided to become a lawyer. As Towdd arter state, “For much of his
early life, preaching the gospel was the last tlinghe mind of Charles Gradison
Finney, a New York lawyer and confirmed atheisec&use of his brilliance and
hardheaded approach to life, many people in towrbthal that his conversion was even
possible.**

All that changed, however, on October 10, 1821gmie experienced a dramatic
religious conversion. Having returned home toelstin County in the western part of
New York, he was gradually becoming more and materésted in Christianity. He

began giving serious attention to God’s Word a@adtstl attending a local Presbyterian

church. Realizing that he must make a decisiao ashether he would accept or reject

"Elmer Towns and Douglas Port@he Greatest Revivals Ev@firginia Beach, VA: Academx
Publishing Services, Inc., 2005), 102.

) ewis A. Drummond The Life and Ministry of Charles G. Finnélinneapolis: Bethany House
Publishers, 1985), 22.

bid., 33.

Towns, 100.
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God’s promise of salvation, he agonized over thasiten for several days. At last he
could bear it no longer and sought God’s presemeesecluded grove of trees on or near
a hill outside of the village where his law offie@s located?

As he entered the woods, he said to himself, Higwe my heart to God, or | will
never come down from theré®” Thus began his titanic, spiritual struggle withdza
struggle that he describes in detail in his autptaiphy. Basically, he was dealing with
the issue of pride. Was he willing to utterly aimmpletely trust his life into the care of
God without any sense of embarrassment as to wheatsomight think or say about him?
As he wrestled with that question, a passage gftsce came to mind which he believed
was a revelation from God. He writes:

Just at that point this passage of Scripture sdgmdrop into my mind
with a flood of light: “Then shall ye go and pragta me, and | will hearken unto
you. Then shall ye seek me and find me, when gé sbarch for me with all
your heart.” | instantly seized hold of this witty heart. | had intellectually
believed the Bible before; but never had the theln in my mind that faith was
a voluntary trust instead of an intellectual stdteias as conscious as | was of
my existence, of trusting at that moment in Godgaeity. Somehow | knew that
that was a passage of Scripture, though | do riok thhad ever read it’

Finney’s conversion began in the woods, but itioored even after he returned to
his law office. He received a “mighty baptism e tHoly Ghost” which he describes in
this manner. “Without any expectation of it, with@ver having the thought in my mind
that there was any such thing for me, without aopliection that | had ever heard the

thing mentioned by any person in the world, theyHgpirit descended upon me in a

manner that seemed to go through me, body and $colld feel the impression, like a

Charles E. Hambrick-Stow&harles G. Finney and the Spirit of American Evdisge(Grand
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,&)990-13.

®Drummond, 47.

""Charles G. FinneyAn AutobiographyOld Tappan: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1908), 16.
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wave of electricity, going through and through nhedeed it seemed to come in waves
and waves of liquid love for | could not expresmiany other way*® No longer was
Finney ashamed of Christ. He became a fearlesesatfor the Lord, using his
eloguence as a lawyer to drive home the claimshois€ Throughout America and later
in England, he became known as a world-renownedgalest. His success was built not
only upon his preaching and “new measures” but apgm a profoundly personal
relationship with God, a relationship that requisgghificant periods of time when he
was alone with the Lord, frequently in outdoor isgfs. In his autobiography he states, “I
used to spend a great deal of time in prayer; samst | thought, literally praying
‘without ceasing.’ | also found it very profitablend felt very much inclined to hold
frequent days of private fasting. On those daysuld seek to be entirely alone with
God, and would generally wander off into the woadgget into the meeting house, or
somewhere away entirely by myseff.”In such solitary settings, some of which were
outdoors, Finney was imbued with a spiritual ferand power that was not his own. It

was a gift from God to a loyal and obedient servant

Charles Haddon Spurgeon
Like the Colossus of Rhodes, Charles Haddon Spuarg®mod astride Victorian
England in a way that far surpasses any other temig his day and time. He served as
the pastor of the largest church in the world dytime nineteenth century and has been
variously described as the “Prince of the Preatlad the “Last of the Puritans.”

Spurgeon was born on June 19, 1834, at Kelved&ssex, the first of seventeen

bid., 20.

Ibid., 35.



82

children® Within eighteen months, probably due to the intyeg birth of a second
child, Charles went to live with his grandparedtshn and Sarah SpurgetnJohn was
the pastor of Stambourne’s Congregational Churguosaion which he held for fifty-
four years$®? Charles lived with his grandparents for the fistyears of his life and
returned for frequent visits thereafter. He ex@ibhis grandfather’s library and learned
to read at an early age. In many respects he aag lIschooled. As his father stated,
“He was always reading books—never digging in taelgn, keeping pigeons, like other
boys. It was always books, and bookS.That does not mean, however, that Spurgeon
had a distaste for nature. He grew up in a rwetiing and enjoyed the countryside. As
one biographer has stated, “He was a child of patttothing pleased him more than
taking two or three friends on a jaunt through Irlaaes. He delighted in the open
landscape, plowed fields, and healthy brown edfth.”

In fact, during the early years of his pastoratistry at Waterbeach, he spent a
great deal of time outdoors. In the autobiograpthiyed by his wife and his personal
secretary, Spurgeon recounts an incident that ptesde during a thunderstorm.
Everyone was frightened, but Spurgeon speakingnoddif said, “There was real danger,

for a stack was set on fire a short distance atvatyl was as calm as in the sunshine of a

8James J. EllisCharles Haddon Spurgediew York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1890), 17.

#Richard Ellisworth DayThe Shadow of the Broad Brim: The Life Story ofr@saHaddon
Spurgeon Heir of the Puritar{¥alley Forge: Judson Press, 1934), 27.

8Arnold Dallimore,Spurgeor(Chicago: Moody Press, 1984), 4.

8G. Holden PikeThe Life and Work of Charles Haddon Spurgean. 1 (London: Cassell &
Company, Limited, 1892), 17.

8. C. Carlile Spurgeoned. Dan Harmon (Uhrichsville, OH: Barbour Pubiligh Inc., 1945), 85.
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summer’s day, not because | was naturally couragydmut because | had unshaken
confidence in my Lord® He then continues:

Men are by nature afraid of the heavens; the stipeus dread the signs in the
sky, and even the bravest spirit is sometimes rtmttemble when the firmament
is ablaze with lightning, and the pealing thund®emas to make the vast concave
of heaven to tremble and to reverberate, but | ywael ashamed to keep
indoors when the thunder shakes the solid earthftanlightnings flash like
arrows from the sky. Then God is abroad, and ¢ km/walk out in some wide
space, and to look up and mark the opening gatksadfen, as the lightning
reveals far beyond, and enables me to gaze intortbeen. | like to hear my
Heavenly Father’s voice in the thunder.

It was the same voice that had called him to regrere when he was saved under
the preaching of the Primitive Methodist lay preacivho took as his text from “Look
unto Me and be ye saved, all the ends of the &&ftht.was also the same voice that he
had heard down through the years as he studieds®ddid, the source of his faith and
theology. It was a voice that guided him in a pha&ag ministry that brought thousands
to Christ as he proclaimed the matchless wond&aaf's saving grace. It was a voice
that also spoke through the realm of nature. Fporgon, however, it was a voice that
spoke most clearly and beautifully after a persad found the Lord, not before. In his
autobiography he states:

The greatest mind in the world will be evolved Bgimning at the right end. The

old saying is, “Go from nature up to nature’s Gdai;t it is hard work going up-

hill. The best thing is to go from nature’s Godahoto nature; and if you once
get to nature’s God, and believe Him, and love Hins, surprising how easy it is
to hear music in the waves, and songs in the wildperings of the winds, to see

God everywhere, in the stones, in the rocks, irrifhy@ing books, and to hear
Him everywhere, in the lowing of cattle, in thelimg of thunders, and in the fury

#Charles Haddon Spurgeadd, H. Spurgeon Autobiographyol.1, revised ed., originally
compiled by Susannah Spurgeon and Joseph Harralis(€&PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1976), 186-
87.

®Ibid., 187.
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of tempests. Christ is to me the wisdom of Godarl learn everything now that |
know the science of Christ crucifi&d.

Spurgeon was a great preacher, a great pastoratwgriter, and a great
humanitarian. The Metropolitan Tabernacle in Lamnd®purgeon’s College, the
orphanage and the home for widows, as well as a litggary repository that he left
behind, all bear testimony to the impact of his kihd ministry. In fact, he exhausted
himself, both physically and mentally in the seevaf the Lord. What drove him was a
desire to help others experience what he himselfexaperienced, God’s love and
salvation in Christ Jesus. It was the consumirgsipa of his life. In many respects he
might even be described as a mystic. In his bdakiaSpurgeon, Carlile writes,
“Spurgeon never lost his mysticism. While laborargraveling, he delighted in the
beautiful vision. Whenever he spoke of his Sawher|ingered with longing of love to
see more. His one passion was Chf3tlt was a passion grounded in God’s Word and
buttressed by his encounters with God in the redlmature. Speaking of his younger
days, when Spurgeon was serving the church in \Ma&eh, Richard Day states, “In
those formative days he gave himself with uttemaloa to study, and to the service of
God. And he ‘high-lighted’ it all with meditatiotgnely walks; such solitude as the

mystic Emerson felt to be essential to radianagénCity of Man-Soul

8spurgeonC. H. Spurgeon Autobiography09.
#Carlile, 190.

“Day, 65.
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Billy Graham

Billy Graham is the greatest evangelist of therttieth century. In fact, the
editors 0f20 Centuries of Great Preachimsgate, The popular impact of Billy Graham is
greater than that of any preacher in histdfyWhat could account for such success in
Christian ministry? Some would say that it conresnf his use of the media such as
radio and television. Others would point to thdlweeganized crusades that have been
held all across America and around the world. Nafrthese explanations, however,
adequately describes the real source of Billy Gréb@reatness as an evangelist. In
order to discover the origins of that greatnessefabconsideration must be given to
three key events in his life.

The first is well known. During his senior yearhigh school, Graham was led to
the Lord by the evangelist, Mordecai Ham, durirtgrae month revival in Charlotte,
North Carolina. One evening as the choir was smgfie invitation hymn, Graham and a
new friend, Grady Wilson, went forward “to registedecision that would forever alter
their lives.® It was not an emotional decision. In fact, latet evening Graham knelt
beside his bed and prayed, “Oh God, | don't undesall of this. | don’t know what'’s
happening to me. But as best | can figure itMehgiven myself to you® It was,

however, a decision that would transform his life.

IClyde E. Fant, Jr. and William M. Pinson, Jr, e@6.Centuries of Preachingpl. 12 (Waco:
Word Books, 1971;%printing, 1979), 281.

*william Martin, A Prophet with Honor: The Billy Graham Stdfyew York: William Morrow
and Company, Inc., 1991), 63.
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The second took place several years later whigh&n was a student at Florida
Bible Institute. The school was located near Tampéhe grounds of a former country
club and luxury hotel that had gone bankrupt dutiregGreat Depression. Graham had
the opportunity to hear some of the greatest, fomeddalist preachers of that day and
time. It also offered him an opportunity to wrestlith the future direction of his life.
After being rejected by his girlfriend because dit’'t think he would amount to
anything, Graham began to earnestly seek God'stiirefor his life?* “Night after
insomnia-wracked night he stalked the streets aifdle Terrace or roamed the lush,
humid countryside for three and four hours at @tipraying aloud as he walke®.”"He
had had some success preaching at a trailer parkebwvasn’t sure if he wanted to do
that for the rest of his life. Finally, one evemion the eighteenth green of the school’'s
golf course, he got down on his knees and pray@d;6d, if you want me to serve you, |
will.” ® In his autobiography he writes, “The moonlighe moss, the breeze, the green,
the golf course—all the surroundings stayed theesaND sign in the heavens. No voice
from above. But in my spirit | knew | had beenledlto the ministry. And | knew my
answer was yes”

The third decision came a humber of years latgraefore the Los Angeles
Campaign in 1949. It was that campaign that laaddfis career as a worldwide
evangelist. Prior to the crusade, a close perdaeald had said to him, “Billy, you're

fifty years out of date. People no longer accbptRible as being inspired the way you

*Ibid., 70-74.
*Ibid., 74.
Billy Graham,Just as | AnfNew York: Harper Collins, 1997), 53.

“bid.
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do.”® Deeply disturbed as to whether the Bible couldrbsted as completely true, he
once again retreated to an outdoor setting, theBeamardino Mountains surrounding the
retreat center where he was staying. Sitting kamge rock, which has since been
memorialized by a bronze plaque, he began to patinie heart regarding all the
guestions that had been raised in his mind regautthie reliability of God’s Word. Then
at last he felt freed by the Holy Spirit to prafather, | am going to accept this as Thy
Word—faith! I'm going to allow faith to go beyond my intetheial questions and
doubts, and I will believe this to be Your inspinedrd.”®

Sensing God’s presence and power, Billy Grahamneasready to fully
embrace the ministry of evangelism that the Lord afaout to set before him. It was a
ministry founded not only upon a decision that bd made at a revival meeting when he
was a high school student, but also upon two aatditilife changing encounters with
God that he had experienced when he was outdétad.it not been for each of these

special times with God, it is doubtful that Billy&ham would have become the world-

renowned evangelist that he is today.

Summary
In this chapter the lives of seven men and th&oanters with God through his
creation have been examined. These men came ffferedt times, cultures, and
backgrounds. One was born in Egypt in the thimtws. Another grew up in medieval

Italy. Still another was a pastor in New Englaawld the last is a well-known evangelist

%bid., 138.

“bid., 139.
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who is still alive today. Some of them, like Jdreat Edwards, were well educated.
Others, like Antony and Francis of Assisi, probalidyl little formal education. In spite
of such differences, there are, however, a numbemnoarkable similarities in terms of
their lives and their relationships with the Lord.

First, each of these men was deeply devoted tsChFheir commitment to Him
was rock solid. Second, each of these men hadfaymd respect for God’s Word. It
was the standard by which they lived. Third, theked to the Lord for leadership and
guidance. They were willing to give up everythtogollow Him. Fourth, they wanted
others to experience what they themselves had iexped. In other words, they wanted
to know Christ and to make Him known. Fifth, tHegcame great men, not so much
because they themselves were great, but becayse/¢ne willing to be greatly used.
They were humble and obedient servants of the L&8igth, each of these men believed
in the sovereignty of God. They were much morevi@adtic than Arminian in their
theology. Finally, they encountered God not ohlptigh His Word, but also through
His creation.

Sometimes these encounters took place at cruaiiadsoin their lives such as
Patrick’s imprisonment or Finney’s conversion. odter times these encounters reflected
an ongoing relationship with the Lord. That wadaialy true of Francis and Edwards.
It should also be noted that these outdoor encouimtéh God bear a remarkable
similarity to one another in at least three ways.

First, many of their experiences, especially thbs¢ were the most profound,
were of a solitary nature. They took place wheaytivere by themselves. This is

particularly true of those men who were more mysdiycoriented. They longed for
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opportunities to be alone with God. Francis, faraple, spent forty days, for the most
part by himself, on Mount La Verna near the endisflife. It was during this time that
he received thetigmataof Christ.

Second, most of these encounters with God coulddssified as relational
experiences that were sensual and/or emotionaturé@ These men were in touch with
God in terms of desiring to have a deeper, morsgpe relationship with Him. They
sensed His presence, both physically and spintuaiid they were frequently
overwhelmed emotionally during these experiené@se has only to read Edwards’
account of encountering God in the forest infessonal Narrativeo realize that it was
an emotionally intense experience that very quicktywed beyond the limitations of the
physical into the realm of the spiritual. EvenlBibraham, who downplayed the
mystical aspects of his outdoor encounters with,@@$ nevertheless brought to tears
when he sensed the presence of the Holy SpirihainGalifornia mountainside.

Third and finally, the realm of nature seems twsas a conduit between God
and man. It enables the Lord and His people tim beuch with one another. Francis of
Assisi may have actually been hinting at this m@anticle of Brother Sunin John
Smith’s book on Saint Francis, he suggests thatisieeof the preposition “through” in
the canticle means that mankind is to praise thd Lihrough” or even “for” His
creation'® In other words, as a person becomes enthralleteblpeauty and majesty of
the creation and begins to praise God for it, moientially ushered into the very
presence of the Creator Himself. As was stateltbeahat seems to be what transpired

when Francis embraced the waterfowl on the lakéitaalso seems to have been evident

1%30hn Holland SmithErancis of Assis{New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1972), 174.
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in some of the other men’s lives as well, especiithathan Edwards. In Hfersonal
Narrative he states, “I often used to sit and view the mémna long time; and so in the
daytime, spent much time in viewing the clouds skyl to behold the sweet glory of
God in these things: in the meantime, singing foriti a low voice, my contemplations
of the Creator and Redeemé?’In many respects these and some of his other
comments, especially those which speak of his deilighearing “the majestic and awful
voice of God’s thunder®? are reminiscence of the well known Swedish hymowH
Great Thou Art.”

After examining the lives of these men, who repn¢®nly a small handful of
those who have had similar experiences, one cdrelptbut conclude that God can be
encountered through His creation. Coming to aebettderstanding as to how that
process takes place will, of necessity, becomédie that is addressed in the next

chapter.

1017 Jonathan Edwards Readé@8s.
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CHAPTER 4

DOCTRINAL IMPLICATIONS

Creational Evidence

The biblical record and the testimony of the saait bear witness to the
proposition that mankind can encounter God thrddghcreation. But how does that
revelatory process take place? Various writersthadlogians have addressed this
guestion, and it is the subject matter of this thapThere is, however, a prior concern
that must first be addressed. Is there any evilérca creator within the creation? In
other words, does a careful examination of theensi provide any indication that it was
created by a creator, a supernatural being whanstendent to its existence?

Prior to the Renaissance, few if any would havgerhsuch a question. The Bible
said God created the universe, and that was thefahé discussion. Things began to
change, however, beginning with the discoveriesen like Galileo and Copernicus.
Because the Roman Catholic Church had adoptedcarrétt understanding of the
universe based upon the writings of Philo, the chuthe Bible, and even the idea of a
divine creator were gradually discreditedAs Western culture became more
scientifically oriented, God, as a first cause r@éfation, was no longer considered

necessary.

!Ken Ham,Genesis and the Decay of the Nati@BsCajon, CA: Master Books Publishers, 1991),
33-35.
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This paradigm shift became even more evident &iterles Darwin published
The Origin of the Species by Means of Natural $iele 1859. It presented a view that
“all life came not from the hand of the Creator frotn the process of survival of the
fittest. Thus Darwin disclosed his god. In adetb a friend he even named it and
capitalized it: ‘My deity [is] Natural Selection®”During the remainder of the nineteenth
century and well into the twentieth, a whole hdsbther scientists, many of them
biologists, began to embrace Darwin’s ideas. laricle forAmerican Scientist,
Francisco Ayala argued, “Biological evolution canwever, be explained without
recourse to a Creator or a planning agent extéorthle organisms themselves. There is
no evidence, either, of any vital force or immanamergy directing the evolutionary
process toward the production of specified kinderganisms.*

This understanding of creation was then gradwdiylied to other areas of
scientific inquiry. Not only the origin of life lh@also the formation of the cosmos itself
was considered to be a random, evolutionary pratessook place over eons of time.
The universe became a self-creating entity devbalaeator. Carl Sagan, a well-known
astronomer who hosted tR®smogelevision program, for example, developed a
cosmological theory known as the Oscillating Moadlethe universe. Commenting on
this theory, Lee Strobel notes, “This theory eliates the need for an absolute beginning

of the universe by suggesting that the universaedp, then collapses, then expands

william L. Krewson, “Evolution’s Deadly Theology|srael My Glory,July/August 2005, 15,
quoting Francis Darwin, edThe Life and Letters of Charles DarwiNew York: Basic Books, 1959), 2:
165.

3Francisco J. Ayala, “Biology as an Autonomous ScighAmerican Scientis66 (Autumn
1968), 213.
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again, and continues this cycle indefinitefyth other words, since the universe has no
beginning or end it needs no one to create it @xpress it in Sagan’s own words, “The
Cosmos is all there is, or ever was or ever will b®ther esteemed scientists, such as
Stephen Hawking, a theoretical physicist at Cangaridniversity, have echoed this
position. He writes, “So long as the universe admkginning, we could suppose it had a
creator. But if the universe is really self-contd, having no boundary or edge, it would
have neither beginning nor end: it would simply Méhat place, then, for a creatct?”

A new paradigm shift was, however, already inrttaking, even as Sagan,
Hawking, and a number of other scientists envisicamereation without a creator. In
fact, it had begun as far back as 1929, when E¢iumioble invited Albert Einstein to
view the universe through the 100-inch Hooker mdpe on Mount Wilson. Hubble had
discovered that the “universe was expanding andugtléy decelerating, precisely as
Einstein’s general theory of relativity had preditt’ In other words, the universe was
not infinite. It had a beginning, and if it hatb@ginning someone or something had to
have brought it into existence. Furthermore, aoldig scientific research revealed that
the universe would forever continue to expand. aBagidea of an oscillating universe,
and, in fact, all of the notions of a self-perpétuguniverse were no longer valid. This
new, “Big Bang” theory was supported by a discovbgt two physicists at AT&T Bell

Laboratories made in 1965. They had stumbled @poackground radiation that

“Lee StrobelThe Case for the Creat¢Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 113.
*Carl SaganCosmogNew York: Random House, 1980), 4.
®Stephen HawkingA Brief History of TiméNew York: Bantam, 1988), 141.

"Fred HeerenShow Me Gogvol. 1, Wheeling, IL: Day Star Publications, 2000vii.
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emanated from all over the universe. After catgfekamining all of the possibilities,
they and others realized that this microwave agtraflected a moment in time when the
universe had come into existeffc&urther investigation has also indicated that the
creation of the universe was “not a random explgsihich could never have produced
the galaxies we observe, but a precisely contrdiEginning for the universé.”

Another event that also deserves consideratiar, ptace at the 500birthday
celebration of Copernicus in the fall of 1973. $oof the most illustrious, scientific
minds of our time gathered in Poland for a two-wsgkiposium. Numerous papers
were presented, but the one that will be most reloeeed was written by Brandon Carter,
an astrophysicist and cosmologist at Cambridge éfsity. It was entitled “Large
Number Coincidences and the Anthropic Principl€@smology.*® His paper literally
shook the foundations of the popularly held beheit mankind is an accident in the
universe. The paper was based upon what he ¢ake@nthropic principle.” “In
essence, the anthropic principle came down to liservation that all the myriad laws of
physics were fine-tuned from the very beginninghaf universe for the creation of
man—that the universe we inhabit appeared to beesgly designed for the emergence
of human beings™

Essentially what had taken place was the emergane@ew paradigm. The
discoveries of Copernicus and Galileo and latemthengs of Darwin had been

interpreted to mean that we live in a “random” @mse driven by the mechanical,

®bid., 153-56.
%Ibid., 175.
Ypatrick GlynnGod: The EvidencéRocklin, CA: Prima Publishing, 1997), 21-22.

Ybid., 22-23.
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impersonal forces of nature. Mankind was an asti&l by-product of this process.
This understanding of reality, along with its asgtion that the universe is eternal and
God is non-existent, had now been turned upsidendo¥s Patrick Glynn states &od:
The Evidence;The point is this: The ‘death of God’ had beeaséd on a fundamental
misinterpretationof the nature of the universe, on a very partia #awed picture that
science had come up with by the late nineteenttucgnNow that picture was being
replaced by a new one, vastly more complex—andsd@ty more compatible with the
notion that the universe had been designed bytehigent Creator.*

Amazingly, many in the scientific community hawacted to these findings in
the same way the church responded to the discevefri@alileo and Copernicus. There
is and will continue to be an ongoing debate betwagheistic evolution and what has
become known as “intelligent design.” More and enscientists, however, are beginning
to embrace this new and more biblically based wtdeding of the creation of the
universe** In fact, they are discovering things that onestist, George Smoot,
describes as the “fingerprints of God”.It would appear, therefore, that the claims of
Psalm 19:1-4 and Romans 1:20, are accurate amdukutA careful examination of the
universe bears undeniable evidence that it wasextdry a God of infinite majesty and
wisdom and, just as the book of Genesis declaraskimd is the crowning achievement
in that process. In conclusion, astronomer GeGngenstein has observed, “As we

survey all the evidence, the thought insistentiyear that some supernatural agency—or,

“bid., 25-26.
“Ibid., 26.
“Timothy Lamer, “An Evolving DebateWorld, 21 May 2005, 18-20.
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rather, Agency—must be involved. Is it possiblatttuddenly, without intending to, we
have stumbled upon scientific proof of the exiseeata Supreme Being? Was it God
who stepped in and so providentially crafted ttwsneos for our benefit¥ Or, as is so
beautifully expressed in Isaiah 45:18, “For thisvlgat the Lord says—he who created
the heavens, he is God; he who fashioned and rhadsatth, he founded it; he did not

create it to be empty, but formed it to be inhabite

Biblical Concepts

In order to understand how God reveals Himsetiugh His creation, the best
place to begin, of course, is the Bible. Therecwar forty references in the Bible which
declare that the Lord created the heavens andhifie &d all that is in them. In terms of
how He reveals Himself through His creation, tremealso a number of passages, some
of which deserve special attention.

The first is found in Psalm 19:1-6. This ancieytn of praise is unique in that it
declares that the creation, specifically the hes\a@rsky, actually proclaims God’s
majesty and greatness. In so doing it is speakimpth God and man. Commenting on
this twofold declaration, Peter Craigie states,.‘it is addressed to God as praise, yet it is
also addressed to mankind as a revealer of ‘knaelg@3). That is, as mankind reflects
upon the vast expanse of heaven, with its lightldny and its intimation of a greater
universe by night, that reflection may open up waraness and knowledge of God, the

Creator, who by His hands created a glory beyoadttimprehension of the human

%George Greensteiithe Symbiotic Univergdew York: William Morrow, 1988), 27.
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mind.”*” Although these are varying interpretations, vénsee seems to be indicating
that creation’s voice is silent, inaudible. Intfan the Hebrew the verse ends with the
words “was not heard® However, in the next verse the psalmist sayssitesit word is
broadcast to the ends of the earth, and, thera®semehow discernable among all the
world’s various peoples. How can this be? Artwi¥ér's comments provide an
insightful explanation. Referring to these twoses he says, “The language which God
speaks through Nature is not tied to the linguisbatiers of men which hinder men
from making themselves understood by each other.The knowledge of the world’s
divine ordering (literally, plumb-line or canon)rperates into every country, because the
laws of Nature can be inferred everywhere and tdy&om the orbits of the celestial
bodies and from the change of day and night. @hguage of Nature is understood in
every part of the world (‘to the end of the earthlhe heavens are the book from which
the whole world can derive its knowledge of Gdgd!”

In other words, God’s creation and especiallyl#ives that govern it are like a
mathematical equation that can be deciphered hyithdhls from many different
cultures and backgrounds. The creation, therefpeaks to mankind in a universal
language, which although silent, is neverthelessatnable. And what does this
equation state? It states that the creation ipithéuct of the Creator. In fact, this is
precisely what more and more people, even non-{dmis are beginning to realize.

Meithe and Habermas state, “Many non-Christianrdigts are beginning to see the

YPeter C. CraigiePsalms 1-50Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 19 (Waco: Word Bso1983),
180.

Bbid, 177-78.

Artur Weiser,The Psalmstrans. Herbert Hartwell (Philadelphia: The Wesistér Press, 1962),
198-99.
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implications of the limitations of their own methadgy and also to be much more open
to a view which not only allows, but seems to pomtthe idea of a Creative Intelligence.
This openness has been brought abguhe directions in which the best of current
scientific research seems to clearly point, thatway from a closed, entirely independent
and self-supporting, mechanical systeth.”

If Paul were living in the twenty-first centurye lwwould rejoice to know that non-
Christians are beginning to realize that God ceedte universe. He would be quick to
point out, however, that this self-evident trutls ln@en suppressed because of mankind’s
sinfulness. In fact, in Romans 1:18-32 he addeesgseissue of mankind’s rejection of
God and its consequences. In so doing he makestdtement regarding God’s
disclosure of Himself, through His creation. Hgssd. . . since what may be known
about God is plain to them, because God has maundigintto them. For since the creation
of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eterpalwer and divine nature—have been
clearly seen being understood from what has beelensa that men are without excuse”
(Romans 1:19-20).

This, therefore, is a second passage of Scripieserving careful consideration.

In fact, John Stott declares that it “is one of pneciple New Testament passages on the
topic of ‘general revelation. . . 2* Its importance is derived from three things thaul
says about God'’s revelation of Himself through étisation. First, the revelation is a
divinely ordained gift that is open and availaldeeteryone. No special knowledge or

mental acuity on man’s part is required in ordediszern the hand of the Creator in the

DTerry L. Miethe and Gary R. Habermashy Believe? God Existgloplin, Mo: College Press
Publishing Company, 1993), 120.

Zjohn StottRomangDowners Grove, II: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 73.
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creation. Indeed, Thomas Schreiner goes so far s&y that this awareness is a part of
mankind’s basic nature. He opines, “God has stdahto the fabric of the human mind
his existence and power, so that they are instielgtirecognized when one views the
created world

This revelation of God through His creation issad®mething in which the visible
provides evidence and insight into that which isgible. The realm of the physical is
testifying to the reality of the spiritual. Stetys, “In other words, the God who in
himself is invisible and unknowable has made hiimsath visible and knowable through
what he has made. The creation is a visible dssc®of the invisible God, an intelligible
disclosure of the otherwise unknown G&d.”

Finally, this revelation provides mankind with spie information about God,
namely His “eternal power and divine nature.” $t#aiscoe declares, “There is enough
evidence available to man through the revelatiocreftion and man’s God-given
abilities to observe, understand, and interpreh sagelation, to know not onthat God
is, but alsavhoHe is.”** The awesomeness of the creation and how it espsdtself
through the forces of nature clearly indicate thatOne who made it has eternal,
everlasting power. But what does Paul mean whesaje that the creation reveals
God’s divine nature or godhead? Stott observes'@wad’'s power, skill and goodness

are displayed in the beauty and balance, intrieaxyintelligibility of the universe. . .%®

*Thomas R. SchreineRomangGrand Rapids: Baker Books, 1998), 86.
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This is certainly a reasonable conclusion espeudiallight of what Paul expresses in
Acts 14:17. Addressing the people of Lystra regmyd@od’s revelation of Himself
through His creation, he declares, “Yet he hadefohimself without testimony: He has
shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven aop< in their seasons; he provides
you with plenty of food and fills your hearts withy.”

Therefore, a great deal can be discerned aboutl@odgh His creation, but not
everything. His concern for and care of humanigy@early recognizable. However,
mankind’s need for deliverance from sin is not added, except perhaps in the
realization that natural disasters might be expoassof God'’s displeasure. But even
more importantly, God’s plan for mankind’s rederoptrequires a special revelation of
His goodness and love, a revelation that is onbyigled through His Son and presented
in His Word. This disclosure of God is at bestydmihted at in His creation. In fact, it is
virtually unknowable aside from what He has spealfy stated and accomplished
through Jesus Christ. Developing a truly meanihgd genuinely personal relationship
with God, therefore, requires a further act of tatien beyond that which is available
through His creatiof

With regards to what Paul has stated in Romar®-20land what the psalmist
declared in Psalm 19:1-6, it would appear thatdlvesters have presented strong
arguments for the vital role that creation playsifiorming individuals of the reality of
God. But are there occasions when God uses th@amdo express Himself in a way
that can not only be rationally perceived but gdeosonally experienced? The Bible

clearly indicates that this does indeed take place.
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For example, numerous passages in the book ofuExiodicate that God is using
the creation to express His will, especially in Eantest with Pharaoh and the gods of
Egypt. The various plagues and the crossing oRiéx Sea indicated that God has
sovereign control over the forces of nature. Bidook,Moses and the Gods of Egypt,
Davis declares, “The sovereignty of God is alsail@iéd over the forces of nature and
the political systems of men. The powerful existenf God is placed in contrast to the
impotent deities of Egypt who could no nothinghe face of divine authority and
power.””” This same theme is also reiterated in other &btccounts. God makes the
sun stand still at Gibeon so that Joshua can d#éfeaimorites (Joshua 10:12-13). The
Lord sends thunder and rain during the dry seagtimeoyear to confirm His displeasure
over Israel’s desire for a king (I Samuel 11:17-1Bj)ijah calls down fire from heaven to
consume the offering that has been prepared on Moammel (I Kings 18:38). Even the
famous passage in Il Chronicles 7:14 is precedetidwacknowledgement of God’s use
of the forces of nature as a means of disciplitdigpeople when they have sinned.

The Bible even goes so far as to assert the vieaknce of God in the physical
phenomena of a cloud by day and a pillar of firenlght (Exodus 13:21), and to declare
that He has spoken to His people in a voice thands like thunder (Exodus 18:19). In
fact, Honeycutt concludes, “The word for thundgol) is identical with the word for
voice. Thunder is the voice of Got."He also states that the same word is utilized in
numerous Old Testament passages. For exampl&amuel 7:10, the Bible says that

the thunderous voice of the Lord threw the Philessiinto a state of panic. Even in the

Davis, 47.
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New Testament, thunder is associated with the vai¢god in passages such as John
12:28-29 and Revelation 14:2.

Although some might tend to interpret these passag being figurative in
nature, the fact of the matter is they are preseaseactual events which were personally
experienced by God'’s people, and sometimes evéindsg who were not God’s people.
Therefore, it can be concluded, at least from &daibstandpoint, that God is not only
revealed by His creation but that He also interadtis humanity and indeed with all that
He has made through His creation. This is the slangs message of Psalm 104.

Before departing from this section of the papeere is one further observation
that deserves to be mentioned. The Bible decthstghe creation not only reveals
God’s handiwork, but also actually celebrateslib 38:7, for example, says that the
morning stars burst into song when the earth weated. In Psalm 148, the sun and
moon, the stars, the great sea creatures, thesfofageature, even the trees and the
mountains are called upon to join with mankindiaiping God. When Jesus enters into
Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, He tells the religioaddes that if His followers hushed
their joyful praise, the stones themselves wowdoart (Luke 19:40).

While these and other passages are certainlyaahrorphic in nature, they may
also indicate that creation does, in fact, horoCiteator with praise. Francis of Assisi,
as has been previously stated, certainly beliehatit did, and there are others who have
affirmed this idea going all the way back to Auguist They believed that the beauty of
the creation, the way in which it functions in arhanious and purposeful manner, is its
testimony of praise to God. In other words, whdrrd sings because it has the God

given ability to sing, then it is praising the Lor@herefore, as Sorrell states in his book
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on Saint Francis, “All creation participates intielg in the beauty given it by Immutable
Beauty, and confesses is Maker with the displasadwn beauty 2

Carrying this concept a bit further, Bob Sjogresets in his CD that nature
actually has the ability to usher people into Gqassence through its praise. He even
goes so far as to state that, like humanity, ngiossesses a variety of languages which
are spoken in ways that are both animate and ireteimBased upon passages of
Scripture such as Psalm 98:4-8, Isaiah 35:1-2 Rewklation 5:13, he affirms that the
creation testifies to the majesty and glory of@reator and that it invites mankind to
join with it in praising Him. He states, “So whes hear a bird singing, could not the
bird be saying, ‘Praise God?’ Could not thundedéelaring, ‘Creator?*”

In conclusion, how does God reveal Himself to madikhrough His creation? A
study of the Scriptures indicates that He has ahtsaccomplish this in one of three
ways: design, testimony, and phenomenon. Fimad, [as designed a world that is
attractive and well ordered. When rationally imigeted it provides unmistakable
evidence of having been created by the Creatocork the creation itself bears
testimony to its Creator. It glorifies His namedbsclaring His greatness to those who
are listening to the sound of its voice. Finalhg creation can become the means by
which God Himself is seen and heard, whether & barning bush, a thunderous

mountain, or a bright new star in the evening skyeach and all of these ways, the

Scriptures declare that God has revealed Himseifaokind through His creation.

23orrell, 86.
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Theological Insights
Throughout the centuries since Christ’s birth, eupas theologians have
addressed the issue of natural revelation. Theg htempted to come to a better
understanding as to how God has chosen to unveisélf through His creation.
Although this portion of chapter four is by no mea&xhaustive, it does endeavor to
provide some of the insights of Christianity’s mestinent theologians on this subject,

beginning with Augustine and leading up to the pn¢gime.

Augustine

Out of the turmoil of a rapidly declining empiredaa church rife with heresy
there arose a theologian of consummate wisdom eatdrecal skill. His name was
Augustine. Born in Thagaste, North Africa, in 364,spent the first thirty-three years of
his life pursuing worldly pleasure and secular wisd Through the prayers of his
mother and the preaching of Ambrose, the bishdditzin, he finally came to faith in
Christ as he read Romans 13:13-14 in obedience&éica which instructed him to “take
up and read; take up and redd.”

The remainder of his long life was given in hum&édevice to the kingdom of
God. He became the bishop of Hippo, but more inambly the standard bearer of
Christian orthodoxy. Using his keen mind that badn schooled in the art of rhetoric

and was versed in most if not all of the schoolptafosophic thought in that day and

#Basic Writings of Saint Augustined. Whitney J. Oates, vol. The Confessiondew York:
Random House, Inc., 1948; reprint, Grand Rapid&eB8ook House, 1980), 126.
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time, he ably defended the Christian faith bothigpreaching and his writing$é. His
influence has been keenly felt both then and nGlyde Fant and William Pinson
declare, “Other than Paul, no one has been mdreemtfal in the development of
Christian thought than Augustine. His mark is seeiboth Catholic and Protestant
thought. He contributed greatly to the shapingheh such as Thomas, Luther, Calvin,
Pascal, Barth, Tillich, and Reinhold Niebufi.”

He also seems to have contributed a great deasight about issues that are still
being discussed with regards to the creation otitheerse. For example, according to
Mark Ellingsen, Augustine seems to have anticip&iedtein’s notions regarding the
relationship of time and matter as well as posinggthat the complexity of the universe
requires a creator, the foundational principlehef Intelligent Design Theor/.

Ellingsen also postulates that Augustine may e lembraced a Darwinian concept,
but in a uniquely theistic manner. He writes, ‘@la theCity of GodAugustine offers a
profound comment with rich constructive implicatsdior our post-Darwinian world. He
claims that part of the harmonious beauty that Gaslestablished in the universe is by
means of the principle of “survival of the fitt&st.

With regards to the manner in which mankind entensnGod, especially in terms

of His creation, Augustine seems to have reliechupm key precepts. The first is faith

*bid., xx. Augustine’s philosophical pursuits inded Manichaeism, Skepticism, and Neo-
Platonism. He rejected the first two, but wasaatied to the third because it stressed the reslitye
immaterial. Augustine saw many similarities betw&io-Platonism and Christianity, and for that oeas
it played an important role in the developmentisftheology, especially in his earliest writings.
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and the second is reason. Vernon Bourke says,ustuge’s position on the relation of
faith and reason influences all the rest of hiskimg; it could be argued that
Augustinianism is essentially a certain way of limgkat these key notions® With
regards to reason, Augustine is talking about prexation of a person’s intellect, which
includes his ability to receive knowledge by “Dieiillumination”?’ With regards to

faith he was speaking about that which people gssent to, even though they may not
fully understand or comprehend all of its implicas® For example, the great doctrines
of the church and the teachings of the Bible wdallinto this category.

Therefore, people can come to a better understgraliGod and perhaps even
encounter His presence as they rationally exanm@evorld around them. In one of his
sermons, Augustine says, “Some people read boaksler to find God. Yet there is a
great book, the very appearance of created thihgek above you; look below you!

Note it; read it! God, whom you wish to find, newvaote that book with ink. Instead,
He set before your eyes the things that He had m@de you ask for a louder voice than
that? Why, heaven and earth cry out to you: ‘Gmale me!™® He also asserts in his
treatise,The City of God“For, though the voices of the prophets werensjlthe world
itself, by its well-ordered changes and movemaeantd, by the fair appearance of all
visible things, bears a testimony of its own, bibit it was created, and also that it could

not have been created save by God, whose greatnddseauty are unutterable and

%The Essential Augustined. Vernon J. Bourke (New York: New American Lilyat964), 19.
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invisible.”® He even goes so far as to say in a message bn P8a“Let the mind roam
through the whole creation; everywhere the createdid will cry out to you: ‘God made
me.”*

People can also, however, come to an even bettirstanding of God and
encounter His presence by relying upon faith in\Wigrd, the Bible. For Augustine, this
is a superior and more reliable way through whicd Glimself has spoken. He states,
“Of all visible things, the world is the greatest;all invisible, the greatest is God. But,
that the world is, we see; that God is, we belieVkat God made the world, we can
believe from no one more safely than from God HimsBut where have we heard Him?
Nowhere more distinctly than in the Holy Scriptynetere His prophet said, ‘In the
beginning God created the heavens and the edfth.”

Based upon the above references as well as theatahof his writings, it is not
unreasonable to conclude that Augustine surmisaictitle creation bears witness to its
Creator, both through rational observation anditabrevelation. Did Augustine,
however, contemplate the possibility for a pers@maiounter with the Almighty,
especially in terms of experiencing His presencanimutdoor setting? In his
introduction to Augustine’s writings, Whitney Oateféers the following observation.
“The reader should never forget, when he is comsigehe major theses of Saint
Augustine’s Christianity, that his writing is alleated in the light of his own intense

mystical experience upon conversion. The innermbion of its validity colors in one

“OBasic Writings of Saint Augustineol. 2, The City of God146.
*The Essential Augustin&31.

“?Basic Writings of Saint Augustingl. 2, 145.
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way or another everything he does and everythingalys. In this respect he is to be
found in the company of such men as Saint Pauht &Faancis, Martin Luther, Pascal,
and even, in a curious way, Descartes, all of wieojoyed their greatest creative activity
under the impulse of an extraordinary inner expege*?
That inner experience, which was birthed in ahategarden when Augustine
heard what he believed to be the voice of Goduestrg him to read Romans 13:13-14,
was his first, personal encounter with God, butas not his last. There was at least one
other, and, like the first, it too took place igarden. In hionfessionse writes:
... (My) mother and | were alone, leaning fromviadow which
overlooked the garden in the courtyard of the hausere we were staying at
Ostia. . . . As the flame of love burned strongeus and raised us higher towards
the eternal God, our thoughts ranged over the wtmi@pass of material things in
their various degrees, up to the heavens themsdtoas which the sun and the
moon and the stars shine down upon the earth. gdggjiil we climbed, thinking
and speaking all the while in wonder at all that y@ve made. At length we
came to our own souls and passed beyond themttpltte of everlasting
plenty. .. %
For Augustine, therefore, the reality of God wadainty discovered not only through a

rational examination of God’s Word and world, blsioethrough mystical encounters,

some of which had taken place in outdoor settings.

Thomas Aquinas
Like Augustine, Aquinas was born in an age of mifmSoldiers were returning
to Europe from the Crusades with new customs agakid A desire for more political

and religious freedom was beginning to assertfigggbss the continent. The writings of

“bid., vol. 1, xxi.

*“Augustine,Confessiongrans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (Harmondsworth, Engla®enquin Books,
Ltd., 1961), 196-97.
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the ancient world were being rediscovered. ForiAagi who lived from 1225 to 1274,
the challenge was to formulate a new understanofimgality based upon a synthesis of
Greek philosophy, especially Aristotle, and thei§ttan faith. This he attempted to
accomplish as a Dominican friar, rising to the hésgpf scholastic endeavbt.

Aquinas, who was both an intellectual giant amdligious mystic, was primarily
interested in “the nature of being, the natureraiiledge, and the nature of maf”.
These philosophical interests significantly inflaed his writings, including his
understanding of God and how He reveals Himsetfubh His creation. According to
Aquinas, God is not just the Creator of the unigerble is the one who fills it with life
and who upholds it by His presence. God and Higeuse are, therefore, dynamically
related to one another. Addressing this propasifitary Fatula writes, “Nothing,
therefore, holds or contains the triune God, whitiésfullness of life itself. Rather,
Thomas tells us, we and all of creation are coertainithin God. By lavishing its inmost
existence on everything, the triune God enfoldsfdisdall that is. God is ‘in’ us by
enveloping us. We are known by God through oustericén God.™’

In other words, Aquinas believed that the worldwaadivinely created entity that
reflected, at least to some degree, the naturelaaccter of God Himself. Coming to a
better understanding of the creation, principailptigh rational investigation, would,
therefore, enable a person to also come to a hettlrstanding of God. In reply to his

critics, Thomas stated, “They hold a plainly fadggnion who say that in regard to the

“SFant and Pinson, vol. 1, 185-1809.
“‘1bid., 191.

“"Mary Ann FatulaThomas Aquinas: Preacher and Frief@bllegeville, MN: The Liturgical
Press, 1993), 87.
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truth of religion it does not matter what a mamksi about the creation so long as he has
the correct opinion concerning God. An error conitgy the creation ends as false
thinking about God*

Contrary to the typical theological mindset of &y and time, which can best be
described by the phrase, “world fleeing and lifeydeg,” Aquinas was fascinated by the
beauty of God’s creation. He was a realist. Hgeddeyond the allegorical
understanding of the physical world that was seg@ent during the Middle Ages, and
instead reached out to touch and embrace it asteomgevhich is both tangible and

o 949

good. He saw it as “the first fruit of God’s ad Mary Fatula suggests, “Indeed,

the reason that Thomas loved the created beadkysofvorld is that it has come from the
God who is be-ing itself, the God who makes creatiot only good but alsiooly.”>°

This is not to say, however, that Aquinas beliethed a person could arrive at an
adequate understanding of God through the realnatofre alone. Drawing upon the first
chapter in the Gospel of John, he saw God the \@sitthe one who expresses Himself
through the creation in the same way that an axigtesses his ideas through the colors
on his canvas. The world in all of its beautytligrefore, a reflection of the even greater

beauty of its Creator. It points to, but is naaer than, the One who brought it into

existence. It is always a partial and thus anegadte revelation of God’s ultimate

“8Josef PiepeiGuide to Thomas Aquinasans. Richard and Clara Winston (Notre Dame, ID:
University of Notre Dame, 1987), 48. Quote takemT Aquinas’'Summa Against the Pagar®s 3. Access
to English translations of Aquinas’ writings appseto be quite limited, and for that reason thistgtion
from Pieper’s well annotated book was utilized.

“SFatula, 88.

bid.
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reality>® That ultimate reality is something that must éeemled, first through the
Scriptures, and later by God Himself in eterriity.

For Aquinas, the reality of God could also be @greed through the celebration
of the Eucharist. For him, this was the ultimataraple of the eternal manifesting itself
in the temporal. In fact, he became the spiritatider of a movement that swept through
Europe emphasizing the possibility of a mysticalamter with God through this
sacrament. Aquinas saw it as an opportunity fod'&people to “taste and see that the
Lord is good” (Psalm 34:8), to satisfy their spiat hunger in the same way that a
sumptuous banquet satisfies physical hunfjérhis was the source of his mysticism, and
although it did not necessarily involve being inautdoor environment, it did hinge on
his appreciation of the incarnation of God in Chiissus, an incarnation of that which is
spiritual into that which is physical. In the same way that he was attempting to create
synthesis of faith and reason, Aquinas was alsmgiting to show that what is created
can participate in what is diviré. In other words, the examination of the beauty and
majesty of what God has accomplished through Hiatewn, including the incarnation of
Christ, enables mankind to perceive and perhaps ®vexperience the presence of God.
This was a profoundly important contribution towarderstanding as to how God reveals

Himself through His creation.

*Yibid., 87-88.

>2Arvin Vos, Aquinas, Calvin and Contemporary Protestant Tho@¥ashington, D.C.:
Christian University Press and William B. Eerdm&ublishing Co., 1985), 96.

SFatula, 236-239.
Sbid., 246-249.

*Pieper, 117-118.
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Martin Luther

Few Christians have risen to the stature of Mdrtither. Regarding the impact
of his life, Fant and Pinson state, “Martin Lutlhes few equals in Christian history. His
versatility, devotion to Christian duty, couragedavidespread impact upon the world
set him apart from most mer® His revolt against the Roman Catholic Church laisd
translation of the Scriptures into the German lagguare among his most notable
achievements. His theological contributions ase aif significant importance, including
his understanding as to how God reveals Himsetiuigin His creation.

For the most part, Luther rejected the notion @adl can be known through a
rational investigation of the natural world. Camir to the writings of Aquinas and
others like him, he surmised that all knowledgeuwalidod, that which is revealed both
through the world and the Word, is a divine giit best people, because of their sinful
nature, can only perceive what God has purposefiidiglosed about Himself. They are
not capable of arriving at such conclusions onrtbein. Luther, therefore, set aside the
scholastic dichotomy of a rationally perceived ustinding of God as opposed to one
that is divinely revealed. Instead, he replacedtit a new understanding of the
immediate presence of God in all that He has madkiding even God’s incarnation of

Himself in Christ’ In Let God Be GodWatson declares, “For Luther, God is not to be

8Fant and Pinson, vol. 2, 3.

*’Philip S. Watsonl.et God Be GodfPhiladelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1947), 76-78.
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sought behind His creation by inference from itisutather to be apprehended in and
through it.”®®

But how does this take place? In his writingsthlewm declared that the whole of
creation is God’s maskK. As such it both veils and reveals His presertaericeals Him
because otherwise humanity would be consumed bysGodhielded glory. It reveals
Him because it discloses what God is doing as keesses Himself by using this mask
in all of its various form&® “The whole created world, then, as Luther seextupies
a kind of mediatorial position between God and rifan.It is separate and distinct from
God so that the two should never be confused, écduse it is the means by which God
communicates with humanity, it deserves to be heshand revered. Luther himself
states, “The monarch, the empire, secular authdhgyteacher, the schoolmaster, the
father, the mother, the lord, the lady, the servifagt maid, are all masks, persons whom
God desires to be reverenced and honored and atsaged as his creatioi*”

Luther, of course, is taking a position that iscmmnore broadly defined than just

the realm of nature. In fact, he would also bekjto point out that the principle

character on the stage of creation is Christ, Gepéxial revelation of Himself from

*8bid., 78.

*Gerhard Ebeling,uther: An Introduction to His Thoughtans. R. A. Wilson (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1970), 198.

®\Watson, 78-79.
®libid., 79.
%%Ebeling, 198-99. This quote was taken from Betrara Woolf'sReformation Writing’s of

Martin Luther(London: Lutterwood Press, 1952), 40, I; 175, @831). Woolf's edition could not be
located for verification.
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which everything else derives its origin, meaniagg purposé® Nevertheless, this
theological concept is applicable to that whicheglace in an outdoor setting. Even
there God can choose to actively and personallyesspHimself through His creation. In
fact, Luther’s calling into the ministry took pladering a violent thunderstorm when “he

flung himself down on the road and cried, ‘St. Annelp me! | will become a monk®

John Calvin

Like so many other great men of God, John Calvawgup in turbulent times.
Born in 1509 in Noyon, France, he encountered thiefhation during his studies in
Paris, and eventually renounced his allegiancké¢doman Catholic Church. Forced to
flee imprisonment, he finally settled in Genevajt3arland. As both a theological and a
political leader, he exercised considerable autyonihich at times was not readily
accepted by the populace of Geneva. His moshtpsticomplishment is hiastitutes of
the Christian Religion.First published in 1535, it was revised on selvecaasions, the
last edition being printed in 15589.

Concerning his views on God’s revelation of Hinhisiefough His creation,
Calvin is essentially a biblicist. John Dillenbergtates in his introduction to Calvin’s
writings, “For Calvin, theological work is essefflifahe exposition and elaboration of
Scripture through which one attains a lively knagle of God.®® Another author, A.

Dakin, in his book on Calvinism says, “We shall sioler Calvin’s doctrine of Scripture

%WwWatson, 79.
%4Fant and Pinson, vol. 2, 4.
%Fant and Pinson, 133-39.

®John Calvin: Selections from His Writingsj. John Dillenberger (Missoula, MT: Scholars Bres
1975), 13.
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at a later stage. Here it is only necessary totpmit that all his work rests on this
foundation, so that every argument is buttresséld tekts and exposition§” This
predisposition is clearly evidenced in the operghgpters of volume one of his
Institutes,especially with regards to his comments on gerardlspecial revelation.

In chapter three, he opines, “That there existeerhuman mind, and indeed by
natural instinct, some sense of Deity, we holdddobyond dispute, since God Himself,
to prevent any man from pretending ignorance, hdsied all men with some idea of his
Godhead, the memory of which he constantly renewlsoacasionally enlarges, that all
to a man, being aware that there is a God, andHbas their Maker, may be condemned
by their own conscience when they neither worslmp tor consecrate their lives to his
service.®® In other words, every man has the God giventghili perceive and if he
wishes to acknowledge the reality of God. Theaohapter five, Calvin takes this idea
further. He declares:

Since the perfection of blessedness consistsikribwledge of God, he
has been pleased, in order that none might be @xdlfrom the means of
obtaining felicity, not only to deposit in our mmthat seed of religion of which
we have already spoken, but so to manifest higpgohs in the whole structure
of the universe, and daily place himself in oumyi¢hat we cannot open our eyes
without being compelled to behold him. His esseimadeed, is incompre-
hensible, utterly transcending all human thought;dn each of his works his

glory is engraven in characters so bright, somtstiand so illustrious, that none,
however dull and illiterate, can plead ignorancéhair excusé’

®7A. Dakin, Calvinism(London: Duckworth, 1940), 19.

®John Calvin)nstitutes of the Christian Religiotrans. Henry Beveridge, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1972), 43.

bid., 51.
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Finally, in chapter six, Calvin arrives at this carsion:

Therefore, though the effulgence which is presetdezlery eye, both in
the heavens and on the earth, leaves the ingratittichan without excuse, since
God, in order to bring the whole human race underseame condemnation, holds
forth to all, without exception, a mirror of his Dein his works, another and
better help must be given to guide us properly®d &s a creator. Not in vain,
therefore, has he added the light of his Word @eothat he might make himself
known unto salvation, and bestowed the privilegé¢hmse whom he was pleased
to bring into nearer and more familiar relatiorhtmself.

For Calvin, therefore, knowledge about God comes ftwo sources. The first is
the creation. It includes the realm of nature,rd@m of mankind’s affairs, and mankind
itself. Describing this basic tenet of Calvinigrenry Meeter observes:

By the book of nature the Calvinist understandsentiban the mere
natural objects of God'’s creation such as minefigs, fauna, and men. These
natural objects were not only created by God, leutlso directs them in their
movements in history. Therefore, history, bottur@tand human, reveals to us
many facts about God and shows us his finger.dtfiti@an to nature and history,
moreover, we must also include man himself. Thamist once said, “l am
fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalms 139:14)aivhimself as the image of
God tells us much about G&t.

The second source of knowledge is the Bible, Gidsd. It is a much more accurate
source because it describes God's plan of salvati@hrist in a way that can be clearly
understood, apart from the ambiguities of natutthe sinfulness of mankind. In fact,
Dillenberger goes so far as to state that the t@mnthemes of Calvin’'s works are “God
as Creator and God as Redeendér.”

There is, however, one final point that needsat@xpressed. Calvin believed in a

God who is actively engaged in calling mankind udtmself. This is the work of the

"Ibid., 64.
"H. Henry MeeterThe Basic Ideas of CalvinisGrand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1990), 25.

"2John Calvin: Selections from His Writind<2.
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Holy Spirit. It is chiefly accomplished through &s Word. Calvin states, “Then only,
therefore, does Scripture suffice to give a sakimgwledge of God when its certainty is
founded on the inward persuasion of the Holy Spifit That does not mean, however,
that God is silent with regards to expressing Hifrtheough His creation. There too His
Spirit speaks, but the message is consistentlylegdnd distorted by mankind’s fallen
nature. Speaking of this inevitable consequenedsiCsadly reflects, “But though God

is not left without a witness, while, with numbesdevaried acts of kindness, he woos men

to the knowledge of himself, yet they cease ndoliow their own ways. . . #

Jonathan Edwards

As has been previously stated, Jonathan Edward®omaof the greatest
theologians America has produced. His writingpeeglly with regards to natural
revelation, are both a unique creation and a mgsgemmation of those who preceded
him, including Augustine, Aquinas, and Calvin.islttherefore, well beyond the scope of
this paper to provide an in-depth presentationi®fhreology on this subject. However, a
number of insights can be presented which are lgiptescribing his doctrine of
natural revelation.

To begin with, Edwards experienced God’s preseamoature before he came to a
theological understanding as to how these kindkp&gences take place. His Personal

Narrativeaptly describes his conversiGhand according to Paula Cooey “marked the

3John Calvin)nstitutes,vol. 1, 83.
“Ibid., 62.
“Robert W. Jensomerica’s TheologiafNew York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 15.

"®Jonathan Edward#, Jonathan Edwards ReadetPersonal Narrative,” 283-85.



118

beginning of a new attunement with nature as tehd manifestation and
communication of God’s glory’”®* For Edwards these experiences were both natndl
a supernatural in nature. They were natural ibttiey were sensually perceived.
Describing his encounter with God in a thunderstidenhwards declares, “I felt God, so
to speak, at the first appearance of a thundemstand used to take the opportunity, at
such times, to fix myself in order to view the dalisyand see the lightnings play, and hear
the majestic and awful voice of God'’s thunder.”’®

This and other similar experiences, however, eegagore than just his physical
senses. They were supernatural experiences ithéyaushered him into a higher plane
of reality. In fact, he alludes to this when spaglabout the thunderstorm by using the
phrase “so to speak.” In other words it was somgtthat he experienced both
physically and spiritually, a tendency noted by snahthose who have studied his
writings. Cooey, for example, observes, “The ‘sigh the excellency of the things of
God and the ‘taste’ of their good regenerated himsofar as the ‘things’ include natural
phenomena, Edwards was quite literally seeing tvatellency and tasting their good.
That these things are ‘of God’ implies that hisssey awareness included a wider range
of possibilities than our usual, more restrictedenstanding of the senses allovs.”

The means by which these kinds of phenomena take pn a person’s life
became a focal point in Edward’s understandindnefrtature of God. Developed over

the course of his life and finally summed up inEmsl of CreationEdwards saw God

""Paula Cooeyjonathan Edwards on Nature and Destfhgwiston, NY: The Edwin Mellon
Press, 1985), 25.

8Jonathan Edwards, “Personal Narrative,” 285.

“Cooey, 27.
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not as a static Divinity enthroned in heaven, lsudaynamic Creator who continually
communicates His glory and beauty through all Hehas made. In fact, God Himself

is an intra-communicative being—Father, Son and/&girit—who delights and desires
to express the full reality of His being througleexthing which He has created. As Sang
Hyun Lee states, “God’s end in the creation, ireotliords, is to communicate or repeat
God'’s internal dynamic fullness now in time andc®° Or as Stephen Holmes
declares in his account of Edward’s theology, “phgsical world is created and ordered
to reflect and to show forth the spiritual world—e;@nd His relationships with His
creatures—so that, through knowing God, we wilkigoHim.” 8!

The creation, therefore, serves as a “mediumwhédicommunication”, enabling
people to discern spiritual truths, which are thelwes emanations of God’s natdfeln
other words, that which is physical describes wiath is spiritual in the same way that a
windblown tree on a mountainside not only depietsddso actually participates in the
idea of perseverance. As such it becomes repagsenodf an even greater reality than
itself, a reality which is first grasped in ternfsacspiritual principle and which is then
seen as a reflection of God’s nature and charadtee. physical, although quite real, is,

therefore, a shadow of that which is a greaterfanadly an ultimate reality. Thus

everything in God'’s creation points back to the tmen whom it derived its origin, and

8sang Hyun Lee, “Edwards on God and Nature: RessuoreContemporary Theology,” in
Edwards in Our Timeed. Sang Hyun Lee and Allen C. Guelzo (Grand &&apVilliam B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1999), 20.

8stephen R. Holme§od of Grace and God of Glofrand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 2000), 101.

8Douglas J. ElwoodThe Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwadew York: Columbia
University Press, 1960), 99.
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in so doing draws humanity into the very preserfd®ar Himself®®* Any intelligent
being is capable of experiencing this kind of ratieh, but for God’s people, who know
Him through His Word and who have committed thees into His care, the experience
becomes even more meaningful and wondf8us.

For Edwards, the realm of nature was “a cosmaghach God is the throbbing
heart, a world dazzling with the brilliance andgaiing with the energy of a living
God.”™ He had first discovered this truth as a childigng up on his father’s farm. Its
reality was pervasive in his writings, and is ememv instructional in terms of how
mankind can encounter God through His creatiots Hiis glory, God’s beauty and
loveliness manifesting itself throughout the entineverse that draws mankind into His
presence. It radiates from His being throughtsdt £xists. As Edwards himself stated:

When we are delighted with flowery meadows andlgémeezes of wind, we

may consider that we see only the emanations awleet benevolence of Jesus

Christ. When we behold the fragrant rose and\ig,see His love and purity. . . .

When we behold the light and brightness of the tumgolden edges of an

evening cloud, or the beauteous bow, we behol@doenbrations of His glory

and goodness; and in the blue sky, of his mildaesisgentleness. . . . That
beauteous light with which the world is filled irckear day is a lively shadow of

His spotless holiness, and happiness and deligtarirmunicating Himsef®
Current Considerations

Numerous theologians and Christian writers oftiientieth century have

addressed the subject as to how God reveals Hitiseligh His creation. For the most

*Ibid., 90-103.

#Cooey, 57.

#Elwood, 97.

#bid., Elwood is quoting from Edwards’ “The Exceifey of Christ,” inObservations

Concerning the Scripture Oeconomy of the Trinitg @ovenant of Redemptioa work that was edited by
E. C. Smyth, pages 92-97, but which is unfortuyatet readily available in Edwards collected wigiin
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part they have built upon the observations of thvalse have preceded them. For
example, Jirgen Moltmann’s theology of creatioansxtension of Jonathan Edwards’
understanding of the God who desires to communidateself through and in that which
He has created. IBod in CreationMoltmann develops this doctrine from a Trinitarian
point of view. He writes, “According to the Chiet interpretation, creation is a
Trinitarian process: the Father creates througtSibn in the Holy Spirit. The created
world is therefore created ‘by God’, formed ‘thréw@od’ and exists ‘in God.*

In so doing, Moltmann is moving beyond a deistitian of God, one in which
He creates the universe and then steps aside tynodaserve it, to one in which He is
dynamically a part of that which He has createdother words, He continues to be
relationally involved with His creation, and thigrparily through the agency of the Holy
Spirit. Moltmann declares, “Through the energied potentialities of the Spirit, the
Creator is himself present in his creation. Hesdo& merely confront it in his
transcendence; entering into it, he is also immaimein”®® He asserts that the biblical
foundation for this position can be found in Psalopd:29-30 which reads, “When you
[God] hide your face, they [the creatures of cedtare terrified; when you take away
their breath, they die and return to dust. Wheamgsend your Spirit, they are created, and
you renew the face of the earth.” He further assé&from the continual inflow of the
divine Spirit fuach) created things are formeblara’). They exist in the Spirit, and they
are ‘renewed’ lfadash through the Spirit. This presupposes that Gaggs creates

through and in the power of his Spirit, and that pinesence of his Spirit therefore

8 Jiirgen MoltmanGod in Creationtrans. Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress Pré893), 9.

®bid.
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conditions the potentiality and realities of hisation. The further assumption is that this
Spirit is poured out on everything that exists, #vat the Spirit preserves it, makes it live
and renews it

Nevertheless, a pertinent question remains. & thoough His Spirit is
immanently involved with His creation, how can mismtkbecome aware of His presence
and perhaps even relationally touched by that pes®e Moltmann does not answer this
guestion in a direct manner. He does, howeveyigecan interesting insight with
regards to his understanding of the Sabbath. Famh&nn, the Sabbath marks not only
the completion of the creation, but also “the ratieh of God’s reposing existence in his
creation.® It is an opportunity to lay aside the cares dmovork of the world and to
enter into a time of restful contemplation with thee who has both created the universe
and who has revealed Himself in and through thatause®

Therefore, it would seem that Moltmann is suggesthe importance of creating
opportunities for meditation and reflection as abole methodology for encountering
God’s presence. He doesn't state this directlyjttdpes seem to be implied in the final
chapter of his book, “The Sabbath: The Feast oatye”. In fact, the very idea of a
feast, especially from a biblical perspective, aades that it is a time of intimate
fellowship between the host and His guests. Iicgation of that future event, God’s
people can even now begin to experience sometliitigsoreality as they allow

themselves periods of quiet repose, or in othedsjca Sabbath rest.

%bid., 10.
Dpid., 288.

Ypid., 276-296.
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Another German theologian, Rudolf Otto, also assee the subject of
encountering God. He approaches it, however, fatifferent perspective. He seeks to
discover how such experiences impact people’s kastionally. In so doing he uses a
number of terms that help to illustrate his insgghThe first i;muminous.It represents
the holiness of God. Itis a holiness, howevet Jbased upon God’s goodness, but rather
upon His awesomeness, His otherness, His unfathergegatness and pow&r.The
second isnysterium.Otto defines it as “that which is hidden and esoté¢hat which is
beyond conception and understanding, extraordiaadyunfamiliar.®®> The third is
tremendum.It can best be described as a feeling of awe olydedr that takes
possession of a person’s life when he encountermistery of God’'s presence. Its root
can be found in the idea of “trembling” before Gddsaiah’s vision in the temple would
be a good example of this experience. In fact Qéclares, “The awe or ‘dreadiay
indeed be so overwhelmingly great that it seenpeteetrate to the very marrow, making
the man’s hair bristle and his limbs quaR&.”

Such experiences are, therefore, very emotionahiare. They shake a person to
the very core of his being and strip away all preés of self-importance and power.

Otto believes that these experiences also poseesttractiveness, which he describes as

fascination’® When a person encounters the numinous, the holafé8ed, he is

%“Rudolf Otto,The Idea of the Holytrans. John W. Harvey (London: Oxford Universiess,
1923; Oxford University Press paperback, 1958)15-1

“bid., 13.
%Ibid., 12-15.
Slbid., 16.

“Ibid., 31.
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overwhelmed by a “harmony of contrasts.” He igfidaof, but also attracted to, that
which has claimed his attentih.The account of Moses and the burning bush serwes
a good illustration of this principle. Moses wasdinated by the unusual sight, but was
also careful to remove his sandals in fearful respeGod'’s holiness.

Such experiences with the numinous, Otto surmeaescreate two reactions.
The first is a desire to appropriate or utilize &x@erience for one’s own personal
enhancement through the acquisition of divine powée describes these as being
“shamanistic” in naturd® The other involves being possessed by ratherpbasessing
the holiness of God. It is mystical in nature. d¢tserves, “Possession of and by the
numen becomes an end in itself; it begins to bglsolor is own sake; and the wildest
and most artificial methods of asceticism are ptd practice to attain it Both of
these reactions, however, spring from a commonceaarthat “the mysterium is
experienced in its essential, positive, and spectiaracter, as something that bestows
upon man a beatitude beyond compare. . . . lbissa which embraces all those
blessings that are indicated or suggested in peditishion by any ‘doctrine of
salvation.’ . . . It gives the peace that passerstanding, and of which the tongue can
only stammer brokenly*®°

Otto has thus provided a psychological framewgriruwhich experiences with
the divine can be quantified and described. Algiohis terminology can be applied to

all religious experiences, he primarily investigatieose that transpire within Christianity.

bid.
%bid., 33.
bid.
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In so doing he provides a number of specific exaspi the appendices of his book.
One in particular deserves consideration. Itkemafrom the writings of John Ruskin and
describes his perception of “Sanctity in the whafl@ature.*®* Ruskin states, “I could
only feel this perfectly when | was alone; and titemould often make me shiver from
head to foot with the joy and fear of it, when afteing some time away from hills | first
got to the shore of a mountain river, where theMoravater circled among the pebbles, or
when | first saw the swell of distant land agathgt sunset, or the first low broken wall,
covered with mountain mos$® Ruskin then goes on to impart the realization these
spiritual emotions and experiences gradually faddbeir intensity. He declares, “These
feelings remained in their full intensity till | waighteen or twenty, and then, as the
reflective and practical power increased, and asddres of this world’ gained upon me,
faded gradually away. . .!* Thus it would appear that the experiential sidéfef
especially that which takes place in an outdooirenment, can become the very place
in which divine encounters become a distinct arehewlife changing possibility.

That, indeed, is the thesis of numerous Christigters such as Gary Thomas
who devotes an entire chapter to seeking God outdo&acred PathwaysHe writes,
“I love to be in the middle of a deep forest orthimn a mountain or out on the water. My

schedule doesn’t permit me to be out as much amuldnlike, but | have learned that

%%pid., 215. John Ruskin, “Influence of Natur&glections and Essaye. Frederick William
Roe, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1946), 27.
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there are few better places for me to earnestly €eel.”** This same theme is
reiterated in T.M. Moore’sConsider the Lilies.He opines, “We must face up to the
realization that, daily and in every place, we @efronted with the fact of God’s
revelation of Himself and His glory in the thinge Has made®®

Another writer and theologian, Belden Lane, gostep further. Utilizing the
insights and practices of monastic Christianitypbsits a spiritual pilgrimage that
involves desert, mountain, and cloud. In thesgedgand at times inhospitable
environments, he pursues “the three stages ofpihiéugal life generally described as
purgation, illumination, and uniort® The desert in its austereness fosters an attitfide
relinquishment and self-denial. The mountain #fiehe search for illumination as new
heights are ascended. The cloud provides an emagat in which one becomes both
enveloped by and even lost in the “brilliant dasteof God'’s love™?’

The possibility of encountering God in austergyapulated places finds further
refinement in Susan BrattonGhristianity, Wilderness, and Wildlife&She refutes the
modern day trend to dismiss such encounters asdigvand allegorical, and instead
embraces their reality not only as a record ofpast but also as a possibility for the
present. In fact, she sees them as a proper amd@fate response to what is so often
absent in contemporary Christianity. She staf€se‘traditional Christian wilderness

experience is an intense confrontation with Godsidviary and other worldly in

1%Gary ThomasSacred Pathway&rand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 50.
1957 M. Moore,Consider the LiliegPhillipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing Company, 2008.

19%Belden C. LaneThe Solace of Fierce Landscapdew York: Oxford University Press,
1998), 6.

9bid.
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substance, the material and the cultural disswlvke fire of divine splendor® Such
experiences provide people with an opportunityrtcoeinter God through solitude, to
find His strength in dealing with stress, to prevmpportunities for spiritual
transformation, to contemplate the beauty of Heation, and finally to find a place of
rest and refugt?”® She envisions the wilderness, those places defdhe noise of
today’s world, as locales for rediscovering a wvittrand living faith. In fact, near the end
of her book she offers this concluding observatitifhe wilderness offers an alternate
ancient ground, where the babbling voices are kaigkent and cultural clutter rarely
intrudes. Perhaps not the entire church, butast Isome of the leadership, need to
consider the value of wilderness as a platfornsfmgaking to God . . .and for hearing

110

God reply.

Naturalists’ Observations
The Romantic Period in English literature, 1760820, created a renewed
interest in the realm of nature as evidenced irpthetry of Wordsworth, Coleridge,
Shelley, and Keats These and others like them were drawn to nasume they
celebrated not only its beauty but also its spatity. They sensed its ability to inspire
and mourned its depreciation in an ever increagimglustrialized England.

Wordsworth, for example, sadly lamented, “The wasltbo much with us; late and

0% ratton, 242.
199hid., 245-256.
"9hid., 276-277.

Halexander M. Witherspoon, edlhe College Survey of English Literatprev. ed., (New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1951), 677-689.
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soon, / Getting and spending, we lay waste our pawé.ittle we see in Nature that is
ours."*?

These and later Victorian writers such as JohrkiRusere joined in their
devotion to nature by American authors such asiR@lpldo Emerson and Henry
Thoreau. Known as Transcendentalists, they lod&edture as a source from which to
draw spiritual enlightenment. In fact, Thoreawdmbus journal was inspired by his
lengthy, solitary sojourn on Walden Pond near Cashcdlassachusetts. What, however,
did these naturalists and those who have followesat them have to offer in terms of
how God reveals Himself through His creation? thermost part Emerson and Thoreau
are silent with regards to this question, espegcialien it is addressed from a strictly
Christian point of view. Others, however, aretaniore conversant.

One of them, John Muir, who lived from 1808-19Mli#rally hiked across most of
America from Florida to California to Alaska. Heved the outdoors, especially
wilderness areas, and was instrumental in helmregtablish a myriad of national parks,
including such treasures as Yosemite in Califordimterms of his religious convictions,
Edwin Teale writes*The forests and mountains formed his temple. dhisroach to all
nature was worshipful. He saw everything evolwegeverything the direct handiwork
of God. There was a spiritual and religious exigtain his experiences with nature.
And he came down from the mountains like some ezbpilophet to preach of the
beauty and healing he had found in this naturapterwhere he worshipped™® For

Muir, therefore, God revealed Himself through tlealty and majesty of His creation.

"2bid., 724.

1330hn Muir, The Wilderness World of John Muéd. Edwin Way Teale (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Company, 1982; Mariner Books, 2001), xiii.
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Just being there, especially in wilderness settiogsasioned an awareness of His
presence. On one occasion he observed, “We gadediyahrough civilized fog upon
our beautiful world clad with seamless beauty, seel ferocious beasts and wastes and
deserts. But savage deserts and beasts and starmaspressions of God’s power
inseparably companioned by lovE?

Such is also the case with regards to anotheraisst,) Sigurd Olson. Living a
little closer to the present, he too loved the eiftess, and spent a great deal of his life in
the wilds. Like Muir he was deeply influenced byoFeau, and this becomes clearly
evident when he speaks about God in the last chapReflections from the North
Country. He writes, “Man’s only goal, that of human destirsythe evolution of his
mind to the point where he, and mankind as a whr@epmes aware of love, beauty, and
truth. This is the emergent God, and if man wadokegard it constantly in his outlook,
thoughts, and actions, he will become Godlik&."This, of course, is a far cry from
orthodox Christianity. Olson has reduced God phidosophical ideal binding all of life
together. However, what should not be forgotteihésfact that even though Olson’s
understanding of God is deficient, he is at leastra of a greatness beyond himself, a
greatness which he encountered and experienced héheas outdoors.

Finally, there are the writings of Annie Dillarepecially her Pulitzer Prize
winning book,Pilgrim at Tinker Creek.lt is an account of her experiences while living
at this remote location in Virginia’s Roanoke ValleAlthough filled with numerous

biblical allusions, no clearly defined examples mr@vided in terms of how God unveils

"bid., 313.

155igurd F. OlsonReflections from the North Countfiylinneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1976), 167.
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Himself through His creation. Instead, Dillard sé¢iee realm of nature as a teacher that
helps her to grapple with the mysteries of humastemce in an uncertain world. In fact,
she identifies herself with Moses who at best caully catch a glimpse of God'’s glory
as He passed by the cliff in the rock. She crigs‘d sit on the bridge as on Pisgah or
Sinai, and | am both waiting becalmed in a cliftloé rock and banging with all my will,

calling like a child beating on a door: Come ot ou. | know you're there*®

Summary

Having briefly examined scientific, biblical, tHegical, and philosophical
propositions concerning the way in which God resé#imself through His creation,
what conclusions can be drawn? Simply statedyfdlie evidence points to two distinct
possibilities. God can be encountered throughckéation both rationally and
experientially.

The first takes place because of humanity’s gtititderive conclusions based
upon what has been observed. This is precisely Réwal was addressing in Romans
1:20 when he wrote, “For since the creation ofwloeld God’s invisible qualities—his
eternal power and divine nature—have been cleady sbeing understood from what
has been made, so that men are without excusé”aléo a conclusion that various
theologians and Christian writers have arrivedaatmthrough the centuries. Even men
like Luther and Calvin, who were somewhat suspigiotinatural revelation, could not
escape the realization that when people take auselook at the creation, they almost

inevitably postulate a creator. In fact, even éhako are uncomfortable with such a

M®Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker CreekNew York: HarperCollins, 1974; Perennial Classics,
1998), 207.
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notion, including scientists who just don’t wantdeal with the god question, are being
driven to the realization that the creation is @motaccident. It was created by a creator.

Unfortunately such conclusions do not always leeople to embrace the God
who has revealed Himself in His Word, the Bibled amthe person of Jesus Christ. As
has been demonstrated in the sentiments of saveliadknown naturalists, their
understanding of God can become a rather nebuluilgspphical construct that
embraces ideas such as love, beauty, and poweile Wese are certainly representative
of God’s nature and character, they do not progidear and unambiguous portrait of
who He really is, especially as seen from the @lansperspective. Neither do they serve
as a basis upon which to build a genuine relatipnsith Him. At best, a rational
appreciation of God alerts people to His existeaoé, hopefully creates within them a
heightened desire to encounter His presence pdhgottadoes not, however, guarantee
such an outcome.

For that reason the most fulfilling and satisfymgdoor encounters with God are
experiential in nature. Sometimes they take plelcen creation itself bears testimony to
its Creator. The lilting song of a bird at daylkea a beautiful sunset in the evening can
awaken a sense of God'’s presence as well as & degain with creation in praising
Him. Christian writers, theologians, and the Biltéelf also declare that God actually
and personally addresses mankind through His oreailhis usually takes place in one
of two ways. The first is championed by theologiéike Moltmann and Edwards. They
envision a God who is actively involved in His diea, who desires to enter into
meaningful relationships with all that He has madeo rejoices in the beauty and

complexity of the created order, and who embraicas essentially good. When mankind
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comes to God’s creation with that same attitude alimost as if the Lord and His people
are laboring together side by side in the dushefdarth, just as God did when He
created Adam. Even if they do not directly speakre another, they nevertheless sense
each other’s presence and rejoice in the fellowttapgrows out of such an experience.

The second includes those special and rare ocsagiben God actually uses His
creation to convey a message to His people. Taeyesthat He has communicated with
them through the forces of nature. The childrefsdel, for example, heard the
thunderous voice of God on Mount Sinai, and it vkasng a violent thunderstorm that
Luther surrendered his life to full-time Christiamnistry. In many instances these
experiences have the potential to awaken bothtggiand physical sensitivities. For
example, on the road to Damascus everyone savitaaingl was startled by an
unexpected sound, but only Paul heard the voidesdis. It was an event that was both
visually perceived and visionally experienced. Fh&e could be said with regards to
Jonathan Edwards’ religious experiences. They pdag&e in a New England forest, but
they also took place within the realm of God’s 8pir

For those who are already Christians, these enemiserve to heighten and
deepen their faith and devotion to God. They canfvhat they have already
experienced through a study of God’s Word and thinaheir worship experiences with
His people. For those who are not believers, teaperiences can become a catalyst for
conversion. They may compel the person to movetdsva saving relationship with
Christ. This is precisely what happened to Augestwhen he heard the voice in the

garden.
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God, therefore, has chosen to reveal Himself ginddis creation, at times even
using it as His megaphone to mankind. This is wibatdiscovered when he demanded
an audience with God. Job 38:1 states, “Then trd Bnswered Job out of the storm.”
But why is this such a recurring theme, both inBftde and in the lives of God’s
people? Perhaps the answer can be found in thyssiraple observation. One of the
best places to find a gardener is in his gardeod €eated the world in which we live,
and when we spend time in His world, especially gaat of it that is not all cluttered up
with the things of men, the opportunity arisesdativine encounter. Susan Bratton and
Belden Lane’s emphasis on discovering God in wildss settings should, therefore, not
be overlooked or disregarded. It was to just suphace that Jesus went after being
baptized by John; and when the nation of Israalystt from the Lord, it was to just such
a place that God said He would once again summsipébple:

“Therefore | am now going to allure her;

| will lead her into the desert
and speak tenderly to her.” Hosea 2:14



CHAPTER 5

RESEARCH ANALYSIS

Current Insights

In 1984 Edward O. Wilson published a book entiteaphilia. He had coined
this new word to define an observation that he lesd as “the innate tendency to focus
on life and lifelike processes. To further illuminate his literary intentions bated, I
will make the case that to explore and affiliatéhwiife is a deep and complicated process
in mental development. To an extent still undaredlin philosophy and religion, our
existence depends on this propensity, our spivitdgen from it, hope rises on its
currents.? In other words, in order to be fully human, peopéed to have meaningful
relationships with the world around them, espegitdat world which is filled with life,
and in particular those remote and mysterious pladech have escaped the
mechanization of modern day manVilson’s ideas were not greeted with immediate
recognition or acceptance, but in recent years liaeg begun to gather an audience.
Other writers, scientists, and researchers have¢orsupport Wilson’s assertions. In a
book containing articles by a host of respectedi@cacians, Stephen Kellert addresses

the subject of biophilia in this manner. “The Hidia hypothesis proclaims a human

'Edward O. WilsonBiophilia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984), 1.
“Ibid.

3Ibid., 10-13.
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dependence on nature that extends far beyondrtimesissues of material and physical
sustenance to encompass as well the human craigs$thetic, intellectual, cognitive,
and even spiritual meaning and satisfactidn.”

Is there, however, any evidence to support suaimsl? A growing body of
information suggests there is. For example, antegeticle in a regional newspaper
stated, “Special technology will shed a little maegural light on learning when the
city’s newest high school opens next yearThe reason for this engineering decision
was two fold. First, the designers of the schadigve that enhanced lighting will result
in significant energy savings, perhaps as muctOgseBcent of the light bill. Second,
they believe the increased natural lighting wilprave the students’ performance.
Studies had indicated that students in schools mvale natural lighting are more alert,
exhibit fewer behavior problems, and miss fewersdayschool than those who are fiot.

Being outdoors also appears to have therapedutie ¥ar those who are facing
behavioral problems, especially young people wieadaaling with issues such as drug
and alcohol addiction. According to Dan Orzecley¢hare roughly 150 wilderness
programs in the United States treating about 15y@@@g peopl€. Many of these
programs involve extended periods of time hikind aamping outdoors in wilderness
areas. Sometimes they also include solo expesahed range from a few hours to

several days. Orzech concludes that studentsibé&woef interpersonal bonding with

“Stephen R. Kellert and Edward O. Wilson, edlke Biophilia Hypothesis (Washington, D.C.:
Island Press, 1993), 20.

*Natural Light to Brighten Interior of New High Sohbl in ChesapeakeThe Virginian-Pilot
(Norfolk, Virginia) 14 August, 2006.
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their instructors and from what he describes a$pbeer of the wilderness"”He
concludes his article with a quote from Mark Ama®gram director for one of these
outdoor therapy camps. Describing the healing p@f/éhe wilderness, Ames declares,
“We like to say that the woods can absorb a largfer, a lot of feeling. It's an
opportunity for them [the campers] to take a demath, to relax, and maybe, rather than
seeing the world revolving narcissistically arouhdm, to feel themselves as a part of
something larger than themselves, part of the usa/@

This same theme is reiterated in Richard Lolas Child in the Woods. He
provides a wealth of information about children @imeir need for unstructured time
outdoors. He laments the growing restrictions #ratlimiting children’s access to
nature, and provides research information to sugpsrclaims:’ After discussing what
is happening not only in the United States but aisather countries such as Japan and
England, he concludes, “Support for scientific e#sk on this issue is more common
overseas then in the United States. Nonethelageyvang body of evidence indicates
that direct exposure to nature is essential fosjgay and emotional healtf}™

It is also essential, Louv believes, for spiritbahlth. In fact, he dedicates an
entire chapter to this proposition. For exampeesites a Massachusetts Institute of
Technology research project which indicates thaeAcans associate the preservation of
nature with a belief that it was created by Goa describes how one woman, a

conservative Christian, impacted her sterile Catifo neighborhood by transforming her

8bid., 15-18.
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front yard into a natural habitat where neighbard their children could enjoy being
outdoors. He also discusses the sense of conmesteavith God that people experience
when they are in natural surroundirtgsEor Louv, these and a number of other studies
and accounts demonstrate that the spiritual dirnessif life are enhanced by
meaningful interaction with the realm of nature.fdct, his views regarding the
relationship between nature and spirituality casimmarized by a single sentence.
Quoting Paul Gorman, founder and director of thédwal Religious Partnership for the
Environment, Louv declares, “The extent that weasaf@ our children from creation is

the extent to which we separate them from the oreafrom God.*?

Survey Results

Based upon Louv’s research, which indicates thatgooutdoors is beneficial—
physically, emotionally, mentally, and spirituallyhe question naturally arises as to how
God's people are taking advantage of this oppantinienhance their well-being. How
much time are they spending outdoors, and whatskiridhings are they doing when they
venture outside? More importantly, is their timadoors providing them with
meaningful encounters with God? Do they sensgkHisence and if so how would they
describe that experience?

This was the subject of a survey that was comglieye305 members of seven
churches in the Portsmouth Baptist Associatiore@ggaphical area including the cities
of Portsmouth, Chesapeake, and Suffolk in the HamBioads region of Virginia. Two

of the churches are located in an urban setting,ifoa suburban setting, and one in a
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rural setting. The members of these churches, hemveeside in a diverse number of
localities, some of them driving considerable dis&s to their congregations’ facilities.
Calculating whether rural members, for examplendpaore time outdoors as opposed
to those living in an urban environment was, th@nesfimpossible to determine.
Approximately 80% of those taking the survey wegarf a European-American origin
and 20% were from an African-American origin. Befthe survey was given to the
members of the seven churches, it was reviewedantatted by the Matrix Marketing
Research Group in Richmond, Virginia. They wesdaksponsible for tabulating the
results and establishing a confidence interval 6f7.

In terms of the amount of time that people spamdaors and the kinds of
activities in which they are involved, the survagicated that almost 70% spend between
one and two hours outdoors per day. Only 30% speor@ time outside. When asked to
check the kinds of activities in which they areatwed, checking each applicable

category, the following results were recorded:

(Q.4) What Kind of Activities Do You Pursue When Ya Are Outdoors?
Yard work (gardening, grass cutting) 68.6%
Recreation (sports, hiking, walking) 58.0%
Eating (cookouts, picnics) 46.8%
Contemplation (prayer, meditation, Bible study, at&nal 21.8%
reading)

Employment (outdoor work) 18.8%
Other 24.6%

Those who checked “other” recorded a wide rangecb¥ities including such things as
“playing with children,” “shopping,” “boating,” antdoing volunteer work.” Only a few

activities are mentioned as more meditative in masuich as “prayer walking” or
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“observing nature.” The survey also indicated tllaen people are outside, they are
usually with someone. In fact, 42% indicated thaty were with two or more people.
Only 30% indicated that they spend time by thenmeseivhen they are outside.

In terms of extended outdoor excursions, 94% a$¢hwho took the survey said
that they participated in such events rarely, saldar occasionally. Only 6% described
their outdoor excursions as something in which theye frequently involved. When
asked to check the kinds of activities in whichytparticipated during these excursions,

checking each applicable category, the followirgutes were recorded:

(Q.7) Why Do You Go on These Outdoor Excursions?

Fun and fellowship (a hike with friends) 68.3%
Solitude and reflection (time by yourself 44.5%
Observations and discovery (examination 24.6%

of wildlife)

Other 55.0%

Those who checked “other” once again reported @& wadge of activities including such
things as “exercise,” “hunting,” “yard work,” anddcation.” Only a few mentioned
activities such as “enjoying nature” and “meditatio In most instances these excursions
involved at least one other person. In fact, 9o could be described as solitary
experiences. It should also be noted that modtesfe experiences took place over a
relatively short period of time. Most people, 8%.9ndicated that their excursions lasted
for several hours. Some, 14.2%, indicated that khsted for a day, and others, 14.9%,
stated that they took place over several daysy @6 said that their excursions were

for one or more weeks, and only 1% for one or nmoo@aths.
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Two concluding questions in the first sectionlad survey revealed some rather
interesting findings. When asked if they were sipeg more or less time outdoors,
45.4% stated that they were spending less timeoatyd24.2% more time. The
remaining 30.5% indicated that the amount of tipens outdoors in the past and the
present were about the same. When asked to iedidather they would like to spend
more time outdoors, the response was, howeverde@gi different. An overwhelming
majority, 83.4%, said, “yes!” They wanted to beegi the opportunity of spending more
time outside.

The second part of the survey dealt with peome®ounters with God when they
were outdoors. Over 71% indicated that they hadesd His presence on three or more
occasions. These occasions took place when theyimeolved in a multitude of
activities such as praying, meditating, walkingd®g, observing nature, gardening,
driving a car, or admiring God’s handiwork. Sonfie¢h@m were quite unusual such as
riding in a military vehicle between Fallujah anddhdad in Irag. A small number took
place during a crisis such as an automobile actidéfalking, observing, meditating,
and praying were the four activities most frequentientioned. They, as well as the
other responses, indicated that there was a cotda@ugpaspect to these experiences.
They were more reflective in nature as opposeceiogoactivity based.

For most people these encounters were serendpitdixty nine percent
indicated that the events just happened. They natractively seeking to experience
God's presence. When asked to state whether é@meseinters took place during times
of crisis or during the normal ongoing events fd,Inearly 60% said that both were

involved. They also indicated that on most ocaasi®5.7% of the time, they were by
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themselves as opposed to being with other pedie. responses to the important
guestion as to whether those taking the surveywarieced God rationally or
experientially were revealing. For most peopléo6their encounters were a
combination of both. Only 23.7% encountered Gddlgan a rational fashion, and an
even smaller percentage, 14.2%, encountered Hietydoy means of their experiences.
In terms of how people defined or explained tegperiences with God, there
was a wide range of responses, especially singecthdd check whichever categories

were personally applicable. The following reswese recorded:

(Q.18) If You Have Experienced God's Presence Persally,
How Would You Define That Encounter?

Feelings or inner awareness 86.0%
Sight that you saw 34.9%
Touch that you felt 18.2%
Sound that you heard 15.2%
Other 10.4%

These results revealed that most people did na hawexperience with God that could
be clearly perceived as having been one in whielg #aw Him, heard Him, or felt His
touch. Instead they overwhelmingly described tegperiences as something that was
inwardly perceived. This same tendency was aleated in the various comments that
were made in response to this question. Words'iiigeer peace,” “just knew,” and
“sense of safety” were frequently used. When sippgakbout something they had seen,
most comments were not visional or other worldlypature. They mentioned things that
are seen when someone is outdoors such as a “ragsbow,” a “beautiful snowfall,”

or a “multi-colored sky.” One person, however, thdntion an experiential event that
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had a specific, spiritual impact. She said, “I wlaging in the rain, after Cathy died. |
was praying that Cathy was happy in heaven whedesug a beautiful rainbow came
out. | felt like it was an answer to my prayeAhother individual described his
experience as “words spoken to me.” No furthedaxgtion, unfortunately, was given.

When asked if their encounters with God were platsxperiences, spiritual
experiences, or a combination of both, the responsee quite varied. Thirty-four
percent said they were both physical and spirit&alty-one percent said they were
spiritual. Twenty-five percent indicated that thegre only physical in nature. When
compared to the responses in the previous quedtiappears that most people defined
spiritual as sensing God'’s presence regardles$ether it took place under ordinary or
extraordinary circumstances. In other words, hguarspiritual encounter with God did
not require seeing a vision, confronting an angebeing a part of some other kind of
supernatural experience. It also appears that afdsese spiritual experiences were
rather vague and generalized as opposed to somgéttahcan be clearly and specifically
defined.

Question twenty was one of the most open-endestigns in the survey. It
provided those taking the survey with the oppotiuta briefly describe their encounters
with God. There were a multitude of responseseyldan be broken down into five
categories. These categories, however, are nataityiexclusive. Sometimes a
response could fit into two or three categoriehatsame time. The first category can be
designated ascstatic responses. This was by far the most prevalenbresp Those
who experienced God in this way were overcome bykthds of feelings that can best be

described as responses to the loving embrace &lthighty. There was a sense of
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oneness with God. They felt secure and protectétls presence. Words such as
“comfort,” “tranquility,” “contentment,” “joy,” “warmth,” “calmness,” and “peace” were
used to describe these encounters with God. Omisempstated, “[1] felt like | was
cupped in His hands like an infant.” Another séitlyas like a glove being placed over
your hand. You knew you were safe.” Still anottegported, “[It was like] just feeling
that God was with me and everything was going talbght.”

The second category can best be describaaereshipful responses. In many ways
it was similar to the first in the sense that itsveen emotional response to God'’s presence.
Nevertheless, it was significantly different in tipgople were responding not only to
God’s care and protection but also to His majesty greatness. They were praising Him
for who He is as opposed to what he had done tantpersonally. Words such as
“splendor,” “awesome,” and “wonderful” were freauily used. One person said, “It
was a great feeling, as if the trees were movinigness worshipping God, and He was
moving through everything around me.” Another indual also seemed to sense that the
realm of nature was participating in the worshifgsaid. He spoke about walking “in the
spring in early morning to hear the birds praiswg through their chirping.” For some
people, however, merely viewing the beauty of Gatéation was enough to create a
worshipful response. One person remarked, “Lookingweeping hills in Barcelona, |
felt God’s presence and beauty so strong thatlt kieevn and cried.”

A third category could be calleglidance responses. God had informed them or
provided them with something that they needed mknOne person indicated that God
had issued a warning. This individual said, “I vexhto go somewhere that | knew |

should not be, and | didn’t go because of the fegeligot when | stepped in that car.” In
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response to an intercessory prayer, another pessoother, stated, “| asked God why
He didn’t save my daughter from cancer and He sktig, | saved her soul.”” Another
respondent mentioned the impartation of intuitimewledge. He spoke about “a feeling
of peace, knowing I'm never alone, suddenly beiplg o0 see into situations more
clearly.” For still another person’s encounterhn@od, it was “a question and answer
period whereby He [God] did the talking.”

The fourth category could be describeghagective responses. People
encountered God during times in their lives whezytiwere confronted with something
dangerous or life threatening. Some of these expegs were described in general
terms. One person remarked, “I experienced Hisrigepower with personal illness as
well as family [illnesses].” Others, however, wepgte specific in nature. Reflecting
upon an event, which had taken place years agonsef marine, stated that he had
survived a firefight in Vietham. With bullets agdenades flying all around him, he had
ministered to fellow marines who had been woungealing that he could help his
fellow marines and not get hit. Another spoke okar drowning in the Lynnhaven
River at Virginia Beach. He said, “I saw a ligiidawas saved by someone who jumped
off a boat.” While working in the garden, anotiretividual felt that God had protected
her from a lightening bolt that hit nearby.

Such experiences were very similar in nature edfifth categorysupernatural
responses. The main difference between the twwatswith regards to the latter, God
appears to be manifesting His presence in a wdaygmaore keenly and personally
experienced. The realm of the spirit is asseitsglf into the realm of the physical in a

purposeful manner, sometimes even manifestingdsradancy. Only a few individuals
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described such experiences. One said, “| sawmereenced a bright light that gradually
disappeared.” Another indicated, “I heard a va@nod then felt a touch. | knew it was
God. I marveled at His presence.” The most drammatolved a potential automobile
accident. The individual reported, “| was makinigfa turn at an intersection. About
mid way of the turn | saw a car coming, very fasig my steering wheel seemed to turn
a sharp left putting my car into a u-turn and ttleeo car stopped about 20 inches from
me.”

These as well as a number of other accounts gldarhonstrate that Christians
have had some very meaningful encounters with Goelhwhey are outdoors. These
experiences, however, are not unique to the ousdodmety-one percent of those who
took the survey indicated that they had encount&edis presence when they were
indoors as well as being outdoors. Given an oppdst to check whichever categories
were personally applicable, 66% said that theythkdn place during personal devotions
at home, 63% during worship services at church,Z448d during Bible study. Thirty
percent said that these experiences had taken @iatker times such as visiting the
hospital, talking to other people, praying, goindor surgery, attending a Christian
concert, or simply being involved in the ongoingeryday events of life. Almost half,
45%, said that these non-outdoor encounters tcademt about the same frequency as
those that they experienced when they were outdddisty-five percent said they were
more frequent, and only 20% said they were lespiat. Likewise, over 68% said that
their outdoor and their non-outdoor experiencesvegually meaningful.

The final question in the survey asked peoplesscdbe how these outdoor

encounters with God had changed their lives. Qigeaen, there was a wide range of
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comments out of which three categories of respobsgan to emerge. The first was a
feeling of beingdrawn closer to God. One person commented about being “more aware
of God'’s presence.” Several intimated that thew have “a closer walk with God.”
Numerous individuals indicated that their faith hen strengthened. The second
category could be described agegper appreciation of nature, especially in terms of it
being the result of God’s handiwork. One persongkample, said, “My outdoor
encounters have allowed me to see the awesomein@sslan nature, rain, snow,
sunshine and darkness.” Another added, “I d@ké thature for granted. | thank Him
[God] every day for the beauty that surrounds uEhe third category could be defined
as thespiritual growth that had taken place as a result of these ouqueriences. One
person said that a “daily outdoor walk and prayeetin a remote area” had prepared
him for full-time ministry. Another indicated thahe was more patient, and still another

commented, “I'm a better person all around.”

Summary

When everything is taken into consideration wébgards to the research that was
presented in this chapter, a number of conclustansbe drawn. First, being outdoors or
being exposed to that which has been outdoors, evegeople to their connectivity with
all that surrounds them. The beauty, majesty,camaplexity of the world, especially
that which possesses life, intrigues and fascinagaskind. It's a reminder to people that
they are a part of something bigger than themselVéss is what Edward Wilson is
suggesting when he uses the wbiaphilia, and that’s what therapists are attempting to

accomplish when they expose troubled teens to adoouenvironment.
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This innate interest and curiosity also beginsatse the question of origins.
Where did all of this come from? Did the realmmafure invent itself, or was it created?
People begin to consider the possibility that ther creator of the creation. This is
precisely what happened to a lonely little boy wieatured into the attic of his new
home many years ago. He found a collection ofshiedgs and butterflies, and was
intrigued by their fragile beauty. Over and ovgaia he returned to the attic, fascinated
by what he had discovered. “The experience,” I Si@ft me with a reverence for the
handiwork of God that never left me.” The naméhig little boy was Ronald Reagan,
the 40" president of our natioff.

Being outdoors, or in an outdoor environmentthsrefore, a way in which to
introduce people to God. In fact, 71% of those wdak the survey said that they had
encountered God on three or more occasions whgmteee outside. Only 9% said that
they had never experienced His presence when teey outdoors. They also reported
that they wanted to spend more time outdoors,rbatsizeable number of instances this
desire was not being reflected in their currem $ifyles. Some, in fact, were spending
even less time outside than they had previousheirfcomments mirror the findings of
Richard Louv inLast Child in the Woods. He reports that in Western societies people are
increasingly being isolated from the outdoors, esky those places that could be
described as wilderness areas. For example, les timdt children are often no longer
able to roam on their own because of fears for gadety and security. Likewise, he

concludes that they are more familiar with cartobaracters on TV than with the native

“paul Kengor, “Providential Presidentyorld, 7 February 2004, 34.
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plants and animals that live around them in theinmunities™> He believes that these
trends have created a phenomenon which hertlise-deficit disorder, a condition that
impairs people’s health and well-beitfy.

Therefore, a second conclusion can be drawn. |IPeeaed to spend more time
outdoors. For Christians this can be beneficigh physically and spiritually. The
overwhelming majority of those who took the surviey,example, reported that they had
encountered God when they were outdoors, even kthih@ge encounters took place on a
rather limited basis. For example, nearly 70%aatkd that they spent no more than two
hours per day outside, and when they did, themagbrity pursued activities with other
people such as gardening or cookouts, as oppogbdge that would be more meditative
in nature. The survey also indicated that outdomursions, especially those over
extended periods of time, were more the excephan the rule. This, of course, is
contrary to the biblical and historical accountgpebple’s outdoor encounters with God.
More often than not, they took place in rugged emmnents, frequently involving
significant periods of solitude. What would happterefore, if people spent even more
time outdoors, especially with regards to extenebazlirsions into areas that are more
thoroughly removed from the distractions of mankin@ne cannot help but surmise that
the consequences would be of significant spiriadie.

A third conclusion that arises out of the sun&thiat people’s encounters with
God are difficult to define. Those taking the yrgaid that their experiences with God

were both rational and experiential in nature. yralso said that they took place during

% ouv, 39-111.

B1bid., 34.
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the ongoing events of life as well as during crssigations. Generally speaking most
people defined an encounter with God as beingtsplriregardless of whether it was
either physically or supernaturally perceived. rEhare, however, three things that do
stand out. First, most people’s encounters witd Bgolved a feeling or an inner
awareness of His presence. A much smaller pergemiacountered Him in a way that
could be more specifically delineated as sometthagthey heard or saw. Second, most
people were by themselves when they encountered Godhs a solitary experience.
Finally, these encounters with God took place lier most part in response to something
that was seen or heard in the realm of nature asiéhbeautiful sunset or the melodious
song of a bird. Only a few individuals encountesedhething that could be clearly
defined as a supernatural, other worldly experience

A fourth conclusion involves the relationship beem outdoor and non-outdoor
encounters with God. The survey clearly revedhad mon-outdoor experiences were just
as prevalent and took place just as or perhaps@bammore frequently than those on the
outside. They were also just as meaningful. heowords, God uses a variety of ways
in which to communicate His presence to mankindvegling Himself through His
creation is one of the ways but not the only waat the addresses humanity. In fact,
God's revelations of Himself through His Word ahdough His Son, Jesus Christ, are
clearly superior. Nevertheless, the creationusble means through which people can
have life changing encounters with the Lord.

Finally, the survey indicates that when peoplecenter God through His
creation, they respond in a number of differentsvayhese responses can be grouped

into the five categories that were previously mamed. For some, it is an ecstatic
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experience; for others, a worshipful one. Somepjeereceive guidance and others are
afforded divine protection. A few are even thapmmnts of God’s personal, supernatural
presence and intervention. As a result, peopleli@en closer to God, develop a deeper
appreciation for nature, and experience transfaomal, spiritual growth.

This final conclusion is also supported by a nundfgersonal testimonies.
These testimonies were gathered independentlyeasuhvey. Nevertheless, they support
the survey'’s findings, especially with regardshte transformational power of these
outdoor encounters with God. Two are particulaghgvant. The first involves a former
drug addict and alcoholic, who was hiking the Ajpghian Trail. After a life of petty
crime that had involved at least one incarceratienwas desperately searching for
something that would provide him with a new mearang purpose in life. Viewing the
stars at night and listening to the testimonieseseral friends he had met along the way
helped him to accept the reality of God. He dit| however, have a personal
relationship with this Creator of the universe.emlone night, as he was backpacking all
alone in the mountains, the remnants of a hurrisanuek the area where he was
camping. The fury of the storm matched the furthimi his soul, but by the next
morning the grace of God had quieted both, andaldeblecome a Christidn.

Another account involves a teenager who at theodfimurteen had come to one
of those crossroads in life. Was God real, or agust a figment of her imagination?
She had always enjoyed thunderstorms becausedhegded her of God’s power and
awesomeness. On this particular evening, howéverthunderstorm that had just passed

over brought no reassurance of His reality. Waighi move across the far distant

YA personal interview with a resident of Damasctisgiviia, August 2006.
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horizon, she cried out, “Lord, if You are real, iYou please show me a light.” No
sooner had she uttered that last word, than tvealssrof lightning arched across the sky
right in front of the window where she was standiiafowed by a resounding clap of
thunder. She remained quiet for a few momentsnéethe butterflies in her stomach
settle down, and then she said, “I will never dovibti again.” And she hasrt.

These and other accounts, as well as the sursely, itlearly indicate that God
reveals Himself through His creation. For the pergho is not a Christian or who has
no knowledge of the Bible, such encounters maybditst step in a process that
ultimately leads from an awareness of His presémeegenuine personal relationship.
For others these experiences are reassurancesitsf €mtinuing care and concern. For
still others, they are the trademarks of an ongaitighacy and fellowship between the
Lord and His people. In each and every one of tHewever, there is this one
singularity. The creation is a medium through vah@od reaches out to communicate

His love to mankind.

187 personal interview with a professor at Libertyit#rsity, Lynchburg, Virginia, spring of
2006.



CHAPTER 6

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS

Christian Ecology
If the creation affords mankind with the opportyrior meaningful encounters
with God, then its care and preservation are genaid legitimate concerns. This is
particularly true if God is still personally invad with His creation, a theological
position championed by theologians such as Jon&harards and Jirgen Moltmann. In
fact, Moltmann believes that the wholesale deswnatf the natural environment is one
of the biggest challenges facing modern day maa wkHites:

Our situation today is determined by the ecoldgiaais of our whole
scientific and technological civilization, and hetexhaustion of nature through
human beings. This crisis is deadly, and not tonan beings alone. For a very
long time now it has meant death for other livihgngs and for the natural
environment as well. Unless there is a radicatresl in the fundamental
orientation of our human societies, and unlessweeeed in finding an
alternative way of living and dealing with otheritig things and with nature, this
crisis is going to end in a wholesale catastrdphe.

Moltman, of course, is not alone. A number of depmcluding scientists, researchers,
naturalists, and theologians, have been addrefsmgsue for quite some time. The

alarms, however, began to sound more stridentliggrl960’s and early 70’s, as the

United States ventured into outer space. Whenlpesapv photographs of a blue orb

Moltmann, 20.
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spinning in the blackened vastness of the univéngeworld was immediately perceived
in a new way. No longer were its resources comsdlo be inexhaustible. Increasingly
it was referred to as “spaceship earth.” Peopimbédo sense that there were
environmental issues that could no longer be ighhofEhis growing concern was also
reflected in the Christian community. Eric Rust, €éxample, a professor at the Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary, wrote in 1971, “Chias Theology has too often
neglected the implications of the Christian revelaftor the natural environment in

which man’s earthly existence is sétBased upon this premise, he then proposed a new
approach that recognizes “the organic interrelassmf man and naturg.n other

words, man and his world must find a way in whighite in harmony with one another.
Otherwise both will be diminished and eventuallgtdayed.

Unfortunately, the warnings of the environmentaless well as the words of the
theologians have been largely ignored. In faghesbave even been martyred, as was
the case with Dorothy Stang, an elderly Roman Gathan from America who was
killed trying to protect the Amazon rain forest atglpoor residents from loggers and
rancherg. Even when eighty-five evangelical leaders, inabgdRick Warren, released a
statement called “Climate Change: An Evangelicl © Action,” the response was not

altogether favorable. Concerned that the Natié&sabciation of Evangelicals might

%Eric C. RustNature—Garden or Deser(®aco: Word Books, 1971), 15.
*Ibid., 94.

“*Michael Astor, “Brazilians Mourn Nun Killed for Hekctivism,” The Virginian Pilot(Norfolk),
16 February 05, Al1.
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adopt this report on global warming, a number atiers within that organization urged
the NAE not to take a position with regards to thisic>

Meanwhile, reports of environmental degradatiomeheontinued to increase. A
United Nations report, for example, states thatgh®use gases, a suspected cause of
environmental warming, reached record highs ir620@nother report warns, “Without
more ecosystem-wide protections, global fish aradcsel species will collapse by
2048." Still another focuses on the oyster crisis in@hesapeake Bay of Virginia. It
declares, “In little more than a century, over ifig)) disease, and pollution nearly
eradicated the Bay’s oyster population. By théyeE990’s, the population had
plummeted by 99 percent.”

In light of these and all of the other reports i@ being disseminated about the
environment, some churches and religious groupbegening to initiate a response.
One Baptist congregation in Boston, for instanoeperages its members to bring their
own coffee mugs instead of using disposable éufshers are providing recycling bins
for plastic and aluminum. Some churches have gekmteered to pick up trash along
the nation’s highways. By and large, however, ¢hefforts are more the exception than

the rule. There is not a great deal of environ@lesdncern among many of God’s

®Robert Marus, “Groups of Evangelical Leaders Faffe@r Global Warming, The Religious
Herald (Richmond), 16 February 2006, 7.

®Elaine Engeler, “Greenhouse Gases Reach Recora litigd005, The Virginian-Pilot(Norfolk),
4 November 2006, A12.

"Scott Harper, “Study: Sea Life in Dire Peri;he Virginian-Pilot(Norfolk), 3 November 2006,
Al.

%Restoring Chesapeake Gold,” Chesapeake Bay Foiendaamphlet, Annapolis, MD, 7.

*“Boston Congregation Working to Be Greeftie Religious Heral@Richmond), 26 October
2006, 9.
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people, and even when there is, it is sometimesaitletridicule and even hostility.
People do not care about the natural world arobhathtbecause they are not a part of it.
They spend most of their time in a man-made envikemt. They may also be afflicted
by a theological error that has its origin in aumderstanding arising out of the book of
Genesis.

In Genesis 1:26, God says, “Let us make man inmage, in our likeness, and
let them rule over the fish of the sea and thesbarftkthe air, over the livestock, over all
the earth, and over all the creatures that movegatloe ground.” Commenting on this
passage of Scripture, Moltmann states, “The costee modern world is not due merely
to the technologies for the exploitation of naturer, can we put it down to the sciences
which made human beings the lords of nature. based much more profoundly on the
strivings of human beings for power and dominatithThis striving for power, he says
is based upon a doctrinal misunderstanding of Gerde®6, one which fosters the belief
that in order to be like God, mankind must not dmye dominion over the earth but
must actually subdue and rule over the realm aineaeven if that involves its wholesale
destructiont! In other words, creation is frequently viewedagsotential adversary that
must be mastered and controlled to fulfill mankswdeeds and desires. This, Moltmann
declares, was not God'’s intention. In fact, hetydases the need for a whole new

theological doctrine of creation, one in which pleapo longer think of nature as

O\Moltmann, 20-21.

Ybid., 21.
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“unclaimed property” but rather see themselvesasaretakers of an interconnected
community of life*?

This same concept is expressed in Brady and Neudzbpiritual Field Guide.
Commenting on the above passage of Scripture,isoégte the worddominionand
image. They suggest that in the Hebrew language the woagecomes from the same
root asviceroy, a viceroy being someone who has been appointedean the name and
character of the king to which he owes his allegganThe wordlominion they believe
is better understood atewardshiginstead oflomination'® Although their interpretation
of the worddmageanddominationare open to debate, such an understanding certainly
fits within the framework of the biblical accoumtGenesis. Adam was placed in the
Garden of Eden and was appointed “to work it ake tare of it. (Genesis 2:15).” He
was God’s gardener with regards to the vegetatmhh& was God’s husbandry man with
regards to the animals whom he named. In othedsydreing made in God’s image and
being granted dominion over God'’s creation doesecessarily mean that mankind has
permission to abuse and misuse it, but rathertinaganity has the privilege of joining
with the Lord in its care and preservation.

When the relationship between mankind and therredinature is defined in such
a manner, the possibility for meaningful encounteite God through His creation are
greatly enhanced. For one thing, nature is nodongst an object, something to be
utilized for man’s pleasure and then wantonly dided. For another, it becomes a

meeting place where God and humanity can commutireome another. This is what

2bid., 2-4.

3Bernard Brady and Mark Neuzi Spiritual Field GuidéGrand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2005),
51.
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took place in the Garden of Eden, and Moltmanrelel that it is a genuine possibility
for modern man as well. He writes, “If the Holyi®igs ‘poured out’ on the whole
creation, then he creates the community of alltecethings with God and with each
other, making it that fellowship of creation in whiall created things communicate with
one another and with God, each in its own wHy.”

Addressing this same topic, Jonathan Edwardssatesses the inter-
connectedness of God, His creation, and mankimd.EBwards the creation is the
ongoing actuality of God’s creativity in time angbese. It is a tangible repetition or
image of His divine beauty and majesty. The apptern, therefore, of what has been
created leads to an appreciation of the Creatalst leads to an appreciation of the fact
that God has not completed His creation, but thiatan ongoing process, which will be
culminated in the unveiling of a new heaven anéw earth> Mankind’s
acknowledgement and participation in this work @idGs thus of significant importance.
It becomes the basis for His involvement in thee@ard restoration of the creation, a
theological concept first expressed by Paul in Rmsr&19-21 and given further
explanation in works such as Moltman@®sd in Creation® For Paul, as well as for
other theologians like Moltmann, God’s redemptiarbeaces not only humanity but also
the world in which humanity dwells. It too is ang out, eagerly awaiting its liberation

from the bondage of death and decay.

“Moltmann, 11.

*5ang Hyun Lee, “Edwards on God and Nature: RessiozeContemporary Theology,” in
Edwards in Our Timeed. Sang Hyun Lee and Allen C. Guelzo (Grand ®&apVilliam B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1999), 39-44.

®Moltmann, 39.
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With that in mind, mankind cannot be absolvedhef tesponsibility to be
ecologically concerned for and involved in the camd preservation of the natural
environment. Rather mankind must become God's\paih this endeavor, an endeavor
that can begin in the simplest of wdysin so doing, perhaps a sound will be heard from
on high, similar to that which was uttered at thevd of creation when God said,

“Behold, it is good. It is very good!”

Spiritual Pathways

In addition to being involved in the care of Godigation, the question naturally
arises as to whether there are other activitiegaactices that can help people to have
meaningful encounters with God when they are outfbdBased upon the ideas and
concepts that have been presented in this pagee, éine a number of practical
suggestions and useful applications that deserie toentioned.

The first is rather simple and immediately obvio@et outside, even if it is just
for a few moments early in the morning or latethia day. One individual described his
walks as an ongoing conversation with God. Thel/daneeting every morning as he
walked around the neighborhood before going to wdrkvas his prayer time with the
Lord, an experience reminiscent of the Old Testaradmonition, “Do two walk
together unless they have agreed to do so (Am9Q8"3Bhese early morning devotional
walks helped to prepare this man for the challemd@sstressful, work environment. He

said that he could sense God’s presence as hedwalkethe Lord early in the morning.

The planting of trees around a person’s home lowersost of air conditioning in the summer
and reduces the level of CO?2 in the atmospherdadty 50 million trees planted in strategic looas
around people’s homes would create an energy saeiggal to the construction of seven large power
plants or the amount of energy that is consume@&3y000 homes each year. Stuart Leavenworth,
“Shades of a Global Warming FixThe Virginian Pilot(Norfolk), 20 August 2006, J1.
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The second is a bit more defined and a little éng terms of time spent
outdoors. In Eugene Petersoiorking the Angles)e defines it as “Sabbath keeping.”
It is a special day each week that has been pugpeswtied of life’s ongoing activities
so that he and his wife can be spiritually renew@d. Mondays they pack a lunch and
head out into the country, choosing a naturalrsgttiat varies from week to week. They
begin their Sabbath with prayer and the reading pdalm. Then they spend the rest of
the morning in silence. Describing this part dditlday, Peterson writes, “We walk
leisurely, emptying ourselves, opening ourselveshat is there: fern shapes, flower
fragrance, birdsong, granite outcropping, oakssymamores, rain, snow, sleet, wird.”
Their silence is broken as they eat lunch, shaheg thoughts, ideas, and observations.
Then they return home, renewed and ready to resien@uties and obligations of
pastoral ministry.

The observation or study of nature is another pegple can be introduced to
both the creation and the Creator. As previougytioned, a growing number of
scientists are being drawn to God through theiestigations of the physical universe.
They are not, however, the only ones. Peoplel@igas and backgrounds are endowed
with a capacity to be observant and knowledgeablleeonatural environment that
surrounds them. They are also capable of expenigrachigh degree of fascination as
they uncover the intricacies of God’s creation.isTif clearly evident in the life of
Jonathan Edwards. His youthful study of flyingdsgss helped him to develop a greater
appreciation not only for arachnids but also f& @od who had created them. In fact,

Edwards’ knowledge of spiders was interwoven ingofamous sermon, “Sinners in the

8Eugene H. Petersoorking the AnglegGrand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1987; reprint, 1993), 81.
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Hands of an Angry God'® This same kind of fascination with nature cam &ls
manifested in the lives of children and young pedptlay. When one of them looks up
into a star filled night and beholds its grandeuwbndrous amazement, that person is
well on his or her way to sensing the presencepaner of God.

A fourth possibility for introducing people to tiod of creation involves the
utilization of camp experiences. There are hursliedot thousands of camps all across
America, many of them with a Christian orientatf8nThey offer a variety of activities
and accommodations. A few stress the more ruggjeeicés of being outdoors such as
sleeping in a tent and cooking over an open f@¢hers, however, are more like a
Holiday Inn in the woods. Activities can involvaydhing from adventure sports to
repairing homes in economically depressed areas.

Two things, however, should be noted with regaodsis approach to promoting
encounters with God through His creation. Firgr@aving number of people, especially
children and youth, perceive the outdoors as efmtmg and alien environment. They
prefer their ipods and laptops at home as oppasspending a week in the wodds.
Second, when they are outdoors, there are fewyithaarly defined methodologies for
helping them to have meaningful experiences witd.GA variety of programming

options are utilized ranging all the way from leesiabout God and nature to just letting

1%jonathan Edward#, Jonathan Edwards Readet,

DChristian Camp and Conference Association, P.O. &89, Colorado Springs, CO 80962,
(719) 260-9400, info@ccca-us.org is an excellesduece for learning more about camping from a
Christian perspective.

2l ouv, 115-145.
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campers explore the outdoors in the hope that songemeaningful will transpiré?
Camp experiences, therefore, offer the potentiglnbt necessarily the realization of
those kinds of outdoor encounters with God thattivesy impact people’s lives.

A fifth recommendation, and one that embracesfathose previously mentioned,
is meditation. Unfortunately, the practice of ntatlon has become a lost art for many
Christians, and as a result some people are tutainther religions in search of this
experience. A recent article in the Virginian-RBif®Buddsters: Teenage Buddhist
Hipsters Find Inner Peace Amid Adolescent Stremdgiesses this subject. It reported
that a growing number of young people are turninthé meditational practices of
Buddhism as a way to deal with the turmoil of adoénce. In so doing some are
rejecting Christianity altogether while others aoenbining the two into a new religious
amalgant> What the article failed to mention, however s fact that Christianity
possesses a rich meditational history, a histaytiad its origin in the deserts of the
Middle East and a history that still involves encteuing God through His creation.

With that in mind, there are a number of meditaigractices that deserve to be
mentioned. The first is prayer. When Jesus prayedScriptures indicate He usually
prayed outdoors in secluded places, away fromribweds that were so often a part of
His ministry. This is still a useful enterpriseesdenced by the thousands who gather

on

#For additional information, consult the researchigt“Nature as a Means to Spiritual Growth”
by Tim Parker at www.experientialeducators.com/regndministryreport.htm [24 November 2006].

Rupali Arora, “Buddsters: Teenage Buddhist Hipsinsl Inner Peace Amid Adolescent
Stress, " The Virginian-Pilot(Norfolk ) 17 November 2006, E3.
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Prayer Mountain in South Korea. In little grotedkover its slopes, people fast and pray,
seeking God's presence and power for the spiritaatls of their live$*

A second practice is devotional reading, whettiepiassages of Scripture from
the Bible or inspirational poetry and prose. Winilest people usually envision this kind
of reading as an indoor activity, Brady and Nesaijgest that an outdoor environment is
better suited to this kind of meditational endeaviorfact, their excellent volum@é,
Spiritual Field Guidejs designed to be used during day trips, weekepsl, tweeklong
trips, and even “backyard breaks.”

A third practice, and one which is seldom utilized disciplined manner, is
introspection. People live such busy lives thaythever sit down to seriously
contemplate the meaning and significance of whay #ire doing. At least one Christian
camp, however, has endeavored to address this i¥sueng people are encouraged to
go off by themselves and reflect upon what theyehaeen experiencing. This kind of
thoughtful ruminating is at the heart of what matldn is really all about, and the
appropriateness of an outdoor setting for the pueo$ihis practice should not be
discounted?®

A fourth and related practice is journaling. GmmdvlacDonald feels that this is a
very important aspect of developing a person’stsiairlife. Comparing a person’s inner
life to the cultivation and care of a secret gardenwrites, “When | studied some of the

mystic and contemplative Christians, | found thag practical way to learn to listen to

#paul Y. ChoMore Than Number@Vaco: Word Books, 1984), 99-102.
#Brady and Neuzil, 13-22.
#Confrontation Point, www.ConfrontationPoint.orgai€hristian camping enterprise located in

Tennessee. Its devotional workbooks for campergedisas its programming emphasize the use of
reflection as a valuable tool for spiritual growth.
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God speak in the garden of my private world walsetep a journal. With a pencil in
hand ready to write, | found that there was an etgrey, a readiness to hear anything
God might wish to whisper through my reading arftbotion.”’

In summation, when people want to encounter God,ad the best places to find
Him is in His creation. Observing what He has miaxdeontemplative solitude,

accompanied by prayer and the guidance of inspiratiliterature and the Bible, can help

to prepare individuals for those serendipitous musyevhen God draws near.

Summary
Mankind needs to become reconnected with the reéimature. It is essential to
his continued existence upon this planet. It$® a@f crucial importance with regards to
his relationship with the Creator. Fortunately thilization of spiritual practices such as
meditation as well as involvement in the care ams$grvation of the environment afford
people with an opportunity to have meaningful emters with God. Informing them of
this possibility and helping them to actually expece it from a Christian perspective are

worthwhile endeavors that should be vigorously peds

#’Gordon MacDonaldQrdering Your Private Worl@Nashville: Nelson Books, 2003), 196.



CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSIONS

Pertinent Insights

Can people have genuine and meaningful encountdrssod when they are in
an outdoor environment? This paper has attemptaddress that question from a
biblical, historical, and theological perspectii@ersonal testimonies, pertinent research,
and the writings of numerous authors have also beagroyed in this study. Additional
insights have been gleaned from a survey givehdartembers of seven Southern Baptist
churches. This survey sought to discern how mumé people are actually spending
outdoors and its impact upon their relationshighviod. Based upon everything that has
been examined in the pursuit of a better understgraf this topic, what conclusions can
be drawn?

The first, and the most obvious, is that peopédlyelo have meaningful
encounters with God when they are outdoors. Thichi record, the historical accounts,
the survey results, and the personal testimoniesipport this conclusion. Furthermore,
the writings of various theologians, scientistduralists, and contemporary Christian
authors, provide additional insights as to how thigelatory process takes place. For
some people it is a rational realization based wploat they had observed when they
were outdoors. They look up into the heavens staiay night, for instance, and come

away with a distinct impression that what they hegen was created by God. For
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others, their encounters with God are more expgaien nature. They sense His
presence in a way that at times can be sensualtgiped both physically and spiritually.
They feel that God is actually communicating wihlern through His creation. That was
certainly the case, for example, in the life ofrieia of Assisi, and it continues to be a
part of people’s lives today.

A second conclusion that can be drawn from thidysts that encountering God
through His creation is a genuinely beneficial eipee. A growing body of research,
in fact, indicates that just being outdoors impopeople’s sense of well-being, and as
such has become a recognized treatment alterrfatib®ubled teens. When examined
from a spiritual perspective, being outdoors getesra number of significantly positive
outcomes. People feel more secure and at pedwy sEnse God’s protection and
guidance. Their relationship with the Lord is stgthened, and they gain a new
appreciation for the beauty and majesty of Histtmea These encounters can even
become transformational experiences. People’s Bve changed in ways that are
profoundly rewarding not only for themselves, bisbdor others. For example, had it
not been for an encounter with God on a hillsiderhes Angeles, the world might well
have been denied an evangelist named Billy Graham.

A third conclusion that arises out of this stuslytie universality of mankind’s
creational encounters with God. People may nobsddo meet Him through the reading
of His Word, the Bible, but they cannot escapepibesibility of meeting Him through
His world, the creation. When confronted by ardoot environment that is not only
beautiful to behold but which is also imbued withaanazing panorama of complexity, a

guestion naturally begins to arise within peoptaiads and hearts. They begin to ask,
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“Where did all of this come from? Who made it?tHere, indeed, someone or
something who created the universe?” Without eeatizing it, those who raise these
guestions are being drawn into the presence of Gbat's what Paul was talking about
when he spoke to the people of Lystra in Acts 14ahd that's what men like Augustine
and Aguinas were proposing in their theologicatdisses.

There is, however, a fourth conclusion that misi be stated concerning God’s
revelation of Himself through His creation. It dagot clearly and specifically define His
nature and character. Nor does it provide the sibgirwhich people can experience His
salvation. At best it is a general revelation wHhigads people to God, but which is not
sufficient in terms of either establishing or maintng a meaningful relationship with
Him.

In fact, this revelation of God through His creatcan be easily distorted. People
can decide to worship the creation instead of tteafor. This was frequently the case
among ancient peoples who worshipped the forceaitnifre, and it remains as a
temptation in today’s world as well. For examplere are philosophical and ecological
movements that have replaced the Christian undetisig of God with one that envisions
a mystical, impersonal presence and power emanttingghout the universe. Whether
featured in the dialogue of a blockbuster movieicWitontinually intones, “May the
Force be with you,” or celebrated in the writingsespected intellectuals like Emerson
and Thoreau, such notions have gained quite adoitp both in America and abroad.
Paul’s warning in Romans 1:8-23 should, therefbestaken quite seriously along with

what Luther and Calvin had to say regarding thigestt. They were justifiably
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concerned that, when given an opportunity, mankarduse the creation to lead people
away from God instead of to Him.

These men of God were also cognizant of a fithgential conclusion. Although
it has not been definitively developed in this paftas nevertheless, of significant
importance. Not only God, but God’s adversary, d@aess to mankind through the
creation. This is clearly evident in the accousgatibing the fall of Adam and Eve in the
book of Genesis. Satan disguised himself as @&segnd made his first appearance in
the Garden of Eden. He also made his presencerkdaving Jesus’ forty days of
fasting in the Judean wilderness. Later, legidrisssdemons were cast out of a man
who was living in a graveyard beside the Sea ofl€zal In fact, wilderness areas have
often been associated with the presence of evdyaenced, for example, in the life of
Antony, the father of monasticism. He was contilyuaattling demonic oppression in
the deserts of Egypt. It should come as no swpttierefore, that the worship of Satan is
frequently conducted in outdoor locations, and taatous religious movements, such as
Mormonism, have their origin in just such an enmim@nt. Its founder, Joseph Smith, for
instance, reported that his first encounter withitsial beings took place in a forest in the
state of New YorKk.

With that in mind, all out door encounters shaoédcarefully scrutinized in light
of God’s Word. Are they similar or dissimilar toet biblical record, and do they lead
people to embrace or reject the God who has redétitaself in the person of Jesus
Christ? Although not directly addressed in theseyr it is interesting to note that most

people indicated that their outdoor and non-outdmounters with God took place at

"Walter Martin, The Kingdom of the Cults (Minneapolis, Bethany House Publishers, 1997), 184.
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about the same level of frequency and were equatigningful. Had they been asked to
compare what they had experienced, the authonothdy believes that for the most
part, their responses would have been of a simd&ure. Nevertheless, Paul's warning
in Il Corinthians 11:14 should be kept clearly imch Satan can masquerade as an angel
of light, and sometimes he utilizes the realm dgtiraas the format for that masquerade.
A sixth conclusion suggests that there are soingstthat people can do to
enhance their outdoor encounters with God. Fortloing they can simply spend more
time outside. Most of those, for example, who ttuk survey, indicated that they
wanted to spend more time outdoors, perhaps eveinggits importance for their well-
being. When queried as to whether that was agttelting place, a significant number,
however, reported just the opposite. Even more imapty, when people do spend time
outdoors, they tend to surround themselves notwitly other people, but also with all
of the accoutrements of our modern day, technokbgiaciety. As a result they fail to
take advantage of two things that appear to beaffeant value in terms of acquiring a
more meaningful relationship with God through Higation. They are best described as
solitude and separation. Being alone and gettivegydrom life’s distractions help to
create an atmosphere which is more conducive ia@®ncounters. The survey is
supportive of this observation, and it is certaielydent in the lives of men like Jacob
and Moses in the Old Testament, as well as initles bf more recent individuals such as
Jonathan Edwards and Charles Finney. In each\arg mstance, they were by
themselves in an outdoor environment that, fomtlost part, could be described as a

remote location. The same is true today. Gettuntgaors, hopefully for an extended
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period of time, in a place not frequented by othkedps to prepare a person for a divine
encounter with God.

If God reveals Himself through His creation in wakiat are genuinely beneficial
to mankind, then there is one final conclusion thast be addressed. People need to be
informed of this opportunity so they can experieinder themselves. They need to
discover that God has created a wonderful worldrfankind, and has given humanity
the privilege of joining with Him in its redemptiorSuch endeavors can be accomplished
in any number of ways beginning with discipleshiatemials similar to Blackaby’s
Experiencing God. Developing such a workbook, especially if it possesinteractive
DVD capabilities, would be an interesting and @rgitstudy for small groups as well as
for individuals. Seminars held in churches oret@minational conferences would also
be a way in which to create an interest in exptpthns topic. In addition, camp
programs and retreats, especially those that ti@oe in outdoor settings, might prove to
be not only informative but also inspirational.n&lly, the inclusion of this subject in the
curriculum of Christian schools, colleges, univeesi, and seminaries should be given
serious consideration.These and other steps could, and, indeed, sheulsthdertaken to
insure that people have the privilege of encoungetine God who has revealed Himself

through His creation.

There is a growing realization of the value of matdeducation. Children in the public school
system of California, for example, are invited sotipate in outdoor programs at camps where ksasn
about nature. There are also an increasing nupfleEurses and even degrees being offered inutistits
of higher education, some of which are addressiiifigal concerns similar to those that have been
presented in this paper.
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Recommendations for Further Study

No study is ever complete. There are always hingequestions and unresolved
issues that require further investigation. Sudateisainly the case regarding this research
project. There are a number of topics deservitgyéuconsideration. The first involves
the survey. It needs to be more carefully defirse the sampling needs to be
expanded. For example, some of those who tookuheey considered driving to work
an outdoor activity. While driving is indeed soimag that takes place in the outdoors, it
is worlds apart from a secluded walk in the woodsnore carefully defined description
of what is meant by the term “outdoors” might h&seen helpful. Likewise, a broader
sampling, especially in terms of defining differeadetween age groups and racial
backgrounds might have proven to be insightfulr iRstance, do African Americans
spend more or less time outdoors than European idams? And if so, are their
encounters with God in that environment more o fesquent, and are they more or less
meaningful? There were simply not enough peolmdgthe survey to draw any
conclusions with regards to these questions. dghiralso be interesting to compare the
responses of Christians and non-Christians or aw@yng various denominations within
Christianity. Since the study only involved SouthBaptists, none of these possibilities
could be addressed.

A second area that desperately requires furthvestigation is the Christian
response to the growing ecological crisis. Althobgefly discussed in this paper, a
growing body of research indicates that humanigoisg irreparable harm to the natural
environment. Wilderness areas are disappearimppaltution is becoming more and

more widespread. Some Christian leaders have kegaoidress this topic, but for the
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most part, God’s people are completely oblivious/kat is taking place around them. In
fact, they are actually contributing to the envirant’'s degradation by virtue of their
incessant consumerism. How does the currenttife sf modern Americans, including
those who call themselves Christians, measure thetbfe and teachings of Jesus
Christ? Addressing the subject of ecology froneaugnely Christian point of view and
conveying that message to the average church mamberendeavor worthy of pursuit.

A more detailed treatment of the spiritual pathsvthat lead people to God in an
outdoor setting should also be explored. Othertfisg will not know how to apply
what they learned in terms of having meaningfuloamters with God through His
creation. Although this paper has attempted teigdeosome guidance in this area, a
much more detailed presentation of pertinent reseigrrequired. Unfortunately, at the
present time there appears to be a dearth of alailaformation with regards to helping
people engage in this kind of spiritual adventwhat information is available tends to
be rather vague and general in nature. Theréhavegver, a few noteworthy exceptions.
One of them is found in T. M. MooreGonsider the Lilies. He provides the reader with
an opportunity to examine trees from both a bibblad a biological point of view. He
then proceeds to discuss how trees convey spitituthis about God. His presentation
could be easily adapted to a retreat experienedioh participants not only learn more
about trees but also about the God who created.them

A fourth and final recommendation for further studvolves the pursuit of a
psychological understanding of what is taking platen people have an outdoor

encounter with God. The field of experiential ealian is beginning to throw some light

3Moore, 103-110.



172

on this subject, and initial conclusions are balrgvn, some of which are quite
interesting. The first has to do with the majesmtg mystery of nature, especially when
people are subjected to its overwhelming grand&itliam Unsoeld addressed this topic
in a paper presented at a conference in 1974.gWolph Otto’s terminology, he
spoke about the way in which nature possessesuspivialues that are similar to those
associated with God. Both nature and God are mgste powerful, and fascinating.
Just as a distant mountain peak allures the climpeéts slopes in spite of the inherent
dangers, the realm of nature, especially that wbahbe described as a wilderness,
draws people not only unto itself but also unto@mre who created f.

A second observation that arises from the fieldgferiential education is the
discovery that being outdoors in an unfamiliar ketihieightens one’s physical senses.
Because there is the potential for the unexpecededl as the possibility of encountering
real danger, an individual’s sensual percepticglagated. The sights and sounds, the
smells and tastes, even the tactile impressioasanare keenly felt. If such is the case
physically speaking, could not the same be asswnitbdegards to a person’s ability to
perceive things spiritually? Perhaps the realmatfire, therefore, puts people into a
state of mind where they are more consciously awatieat which surrounds them both
physically and spiritually.

In conclusion, this paper has raised a numbemnpbrtant issues that deserve

further consideration. Four of them have beenifipalty mentioned. Each could serve

“William Unsoeld, “Spiritual Values in WildernessA paper presented at the Conference on
Experiential Education at Estes Park, Colorad@diober of 1974.

®Interview with Tim Parker in December of 2005, lhseon his observations as a student in the
master’s degree program of experiential educatidviianesota State University.
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as the basis for a new thesis project that willdfolly enable God’s people to enter into
a more profoundly rewarding relationship with bttkir Creator and His creation. This
was God'’s intention in the beginning, and it awélts consummation in the future when
the Garden that was lost shall be restored, antetlosvship that was broken shall be

reclaimed.



APPENDIX

Encountering God through His Creation

Church: Queaire # ___ (1-4)

Your participation in this survey is genuinely apgated. It will be of great assistance in
providing information for a doctoral thesis on Enntering God Through His Creation.
This survey is divided in to two parts. The fipstrt will provide you with an opportunity
to describe the time that you spend and the aetsvihat you pursue when you are
outdoors.

The second part will provide you with an opportynid describe any encounters that you
have experienced with God when you were outdoors.

PART I: Outdoor Activities

Please check the box that is applicable to yoe#&oh question. When responding to
guestions, provide answers that reflect an ovesaadlage.

(Q.1) Do you spend time outdoors? (Check one)

(5)
Q. Rarely Q. Seldom Qs OccasionallyQ. Frequently

(Q.2) How much time do you spend outdoors eacl? d@heck one)
(6)
Q: 0to 1 hour
Q. 1to 2 hours
Qs 3to 4 hours
Q. 5 hours or more

(Q.3) How many days or parts of days do you sprridoors each week? (Check one)
(7)
Q. 0 days
Q. 1day
Qs 2 days
Q. 3 or more days

174
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(Q.4) What kind of activities do you pursue wheuyare outdoors? (Check all that
apply)
(8-25)
Q. Eating (cookouts and picnics)
0. Recreation (sports, backpacking, hiking, walking)
Qs Yard work (gardening, grass cutting)
0. Employment (outdoor work)
Qs Contemplation (prayer, meditation, Bible study, aewnal reading)
Qs Other: (please specify below)
(26-225)

(Q.5) How many people are around you when you atéomrs? (Check one)
(226)
O: No one Q. One person Qs Two or more people

(Q.6) Do you go on extended outdoor excursionsRe¢k one)
(227)
0. Rarely 0. Seldom Os OccasionallyQ. Often

(Q.7) Why do you go on these outdoor excursio(GReck all that apply)
(228-241)
0. Fun and fellowship - a hike with friends
0. Observations and discovery - examination of wielif
Qs Solitude and reflection - time by yourself
Q. Other: (please specify below)
(242-1241)

(Q.8) How many people are around you during tleasended excursions? (Check one)
(1242)
Q: No one 0. One person Os Two or more people
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(Q.9) How long are these extended excursionsZ&d¢kCbone)
(1243)
Q. Several hours
Q. One day
Qs Several days
Q. One or more weeks
Qs One or more months

(Q.10) Are you spending more or less time outdtimais you did five years ago?
(Check one)
(1244)
Q. More Q. Less Os About the same

(Q.11) Would you like to spend more time outdoo(€heck one)
(1245)
Q: Yes Q- No

PART 11: Outdoor Encounters With God
Please check the box that is applicable to yoe#&oh question. Do not hesitate to use
language that is genuinely descriptive of your eimters with God in an outdoor setting.

(Q.12) How many times have you encountered Gad'sgmce when you were outdoors?
(Check one)
(1246)
0. Never —[Go to Q.21]
Q. Once
Qs Twice
Q. Three or more occasions

(Q.13) What were you doing when you encountered'$saresence?
(1247-2746)

(Q.14) Were you actively seeking to encounter &pdesence or did it just happen?
(Check one)
(2747)
0. Actively seeking to encounter God's presence
Q. Itjust happened
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(Q.15) Have you encountered God during times wloenwere facing a crisis or major
decision, or did you encounter Him during the ndraraoing events of life? (Check
one)
(2748)
Q. Crisis / decision Q. Normal / ongoingds Both

(Q.16) How many people were with you when you emtered God's presence? (Check
one)
(2749)
Od: Noone Q. One person Qs Two or more people

(Q.17) Some people encounter God rationally whey tire outdoors. They examine
and observe the world around them and come todhelgsion that is was created by
God. Others encounter God experientially. Theyally sense His presence and feel
drawn to Him emotionally. How have you perceiveatd@ presence when you were
outdoors? (Check one)
(2750)
Q. Rationally Q. Experientially Qs Both

(Q.18) If you have experienced God's presenceopally, how would you define that
encounter? (Check all that apply)
(2751-2766)
Q. Feelings or inner awareness
Q. Sound that you heard
Qs Sight that you saw
0. Touch that you felt
Qs Other: (please specify below)
(2767-4266)

(Q.19) Was your encounter with God a physical erpee in this world or a spiritual
experience in another dimension of realty? (Clet
(4267)
Q. Physical experienc8: Spiritual experience Os Both

(Q.20) How would you describe your encounter v@itd? Briefly describe what you
experienced.
(4268-5767)
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(Q.21) Have you encountered God's presence om otisasions when you were not
outdoors? (Check one)
(5768)
Q. Yes Q. No

(Q.22) What were you doing when these encounteis place? (Check all that apply)
(5769-5782)
Q. Personal devotions at home
0. Worship services at church
Qs Bible study
Q. Other: (please specify below)
(5783-7282)

(Q.23) How would you compare these non-outdoooenters with God to your outdoor
encounters with God? (Check the phrase which memtly reflects your experience)
(7283)
Q. They are more frequent
Q. They are less frequent
Qs They are about the same

(Q.24) How would you compare these non-outdoooenters with God to your outdoor
encounters with God? (Check the phrase which meatly reflects your experience)
(7284)
0. They are more meaningful
Q. They are less meaningful
Os They are about the same

(Q.25) How has your life been affected as a resfufour outdoor encounters with God?
(7285-9284)

CONCL USION

Thank you for filling out this survey and for coraphg the information that is requested.
Your signature is not required. However, if yowdadditional questions or comments,
or if you have had a particularly meaningful outderperience with God and would like
to share it in more detail, please include your @alephone number, home address,
and e-mail address.
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(Q.26) What is you your age?
(9285)
Q: 12 and younger
Q. 13 years to 19 years
Qs 20 years to 39 years
Q. 40 years to 59 years
Os 60 years and older

(Q.27) What is your gender?
(9286)
O. Male Q. Female

(Q.28) In what type of area or surroundings isryesidence located? (check one)

If you live in or near the downtown or central unbaea of a city, check box 1. If you
live in a town like Smithfield or Windsor, check»»@. If you live in a suburban

neighborhood or a community of homes that is lataia the outskirts of the urban
center of a city, check box 3. If you live in aalior mostly-rural setting that is located
out in the country, check box 4.

(9287)
Q. City Q. Town Os Suburban 0. Rural
(9288-9412)
Your name:
(optional)

(9413-9662)
Your address:
(optional)

(9663-9787)
Your telephone number including area code:
(optional)

(9788-9912)
Your e-mail address:
(optional)
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