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Genesis 1:27-31 
God created humankind in his image, in the 
image of God he created them; male and 
female he created them.  
God blessed them, and God said to them, 
“Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth 
and subdue it; and have dominion over the 
fish of the sea and over the birds of the air 
and over every living thing that moves upon 
the earth.” God said, “See, I have given you 
every plant yielding seed that is upon the 
face of all the earth, and every tree with 
seed in its fruit; you shall have them for 
food. And to every beast of the earth, and to 
every bird of the air, and to everything that 
creeps on the earth, everything that has the 
breath of life, I have given every green plant 
for food.” And it was so. God saw everything 
that he had made, and indeed, it was very 
good. And there was evening and there was 
morning, the sixth day.  

 
Genesis 3:22-24 

Then the Lord God said, “See, the man has 
become like one of us, knowing good and 
evil; and now, he might reach out his hand 
and take also from the tree of life, and eat, 
and live forever” – therefore the Lord God 
sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to 
till the ground from which he was taken. He 
drove out the man; and at the east of the 
garden of Eden he placed the cherubim, and 
a sword flaming and turning to guard the 
way to the tree of life. 

 
I have just completed my first sabbatical – ever! 

Thank you, once again, for this amazing privilege. 
You may recall the first phase in January and 
February consisted of research and writing. One of 
the prominent themes from those interviews was 

the power of nature to connect us to God. I wanted 
to explore this more deeply and so, for this second 
phase, I spent time communing with nature and 
spiritual reflection.  

I spent much of my childhood exploring national 
parks but never made it to the southwest, so I spent 
most of the sabbatical month out there. And just 
between you and me, I used no deodorant for a 
month. The dry heat really does make a difference! 

I set out on two of the most iconic hikes in the 
southwest, if not in the world. The first was the 
Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. I hiked this 
one in solitude so that, in facing nature alone, I 
might discover something about myself. The 
second, the Narrows Top Down trail in Zion 
National Park I would traverse with my daughter 
Liz! 

I had not done any serious backpacking for 30 
years and, as you will hear, I didn’t really know what 
I was doing. The night before I set out in the Canyon 
I went shopping and I began to worry if I would 
have enough food. I wound up buying twelve 
pounds worth – including three pounds of candy – 
for three nights! My pack weighed over 40 lbs. and 
I had failed to train with that much weight. Critical 
error #1! 

The scenery was everything I hoped; I was filled 
with positive energy as I began at five in the 
morning to descend 9 miles down a rock trail with 
a 4500-foot drop in elevation. Critical error #2! Tom 
King had told me 4am but I didn’t think it would 
make much of a difference! Tom, I will be sure to 
listen next time! Because I left too late, I wound up 
carrying that pack in 110-degree heat! 

By the time I arrived at the campsite my calves, 
my thighs, my knees, my ankles, and even my toes 
were absolutely shot! I threw off my pack and 
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simply sat in the creek for about 30 minutes to cool 
off. 

I spent the next 12 hours recovering from heat 
exhaustion, moving back and forth, from the creek 
to cool off to my tent to rest. I was utterly spent. 

The next day I had gained some strength back and 
finally had a chance to enjoy the beauty of nature. 
I even figured out how to make my pillow 
comfortable so I could rest easily as I began to 
observe the tenacious squirrels seeking out 
crumbs, the insects swirling about looking for 
scraps of food, and the birds of prey soaring across 
the stark incredibly blue sky, with the back drop of 
the insanely beautiful rock formations of The 
Canyon. The colors were so incredibly rich, 
combined with the reality that it took millions of 
years to form, it was almost too much for my mind 
to comprehend. It was everything I had hoped for. 
I could not imagine something this inspiring and 
powerful existed in all the world. 

Slowing it began to dawn on me that I would have 
to carry myself back up that 9 miles of trail – uphill 
this time – with 40 pounds of torture on my back. 

I absolutely dreaded the thought. I kept trying to 
think of a way to lighten my backpack. Perhaps I 
could leave some food behind or some supplies, 
but the park had signs everywhere commanding us 
to take out everything! Even the garbage cans had 
signs not to throw anything in them! 

I had decided to take this trip to see what it was 
like, relying on my own strength and my very 
limited knowledge of backpacking and, as I sought 
rest, I encountered an internal struggle and 
paradoxical thoughts. My mind was racing both 
with the joy of experiencing the Canyon and the 
pain of self-doubt, truly wondering if I could make 
it back up! 

And so, while at the bottom of The Canyon, as the 
temperature topped 120°, in my overheated 
delirium, I began to reflect on our connection 
creation. 

And I realized it is the difference between dipping 
and diving. 

Nature is something people have a strong 
attachment to; millions love going to the beach 
each year, as do I. But…not if the sun is too hot, or 
the water is too cold, or the sand is too sandy. 
These days, I am more likely to dip my toes in the 
water than to dive in. 

Most prefer a mere dip of nature. It was quite 
clear at the Canyon that this was the case. 
According to the Grand Canyon website, about 90% 
of visitors never make it out of the Grand Canyon 
Village to go below the rim. 

I certainly love being comfortable, and I don't 
think I could live in the South if it wasn't air 
conditioned, but occasionally we need to fully 
immerse ourselves – to remind us once again of 
where we come from and who we are in relation to 
this world and the God who created it. 

At first, the heat prostration and the pain 
reminded me of the expulsion from the garden of 
Eden in Genesis 3. I thought once again about my 
sore legs and the journey back up the canyon – and 
I was reminded that I was on the other side of 
paradise. The side in which we have been expelled, 
in which the ground only brings forth toil, and in 
which the animals of the earth would bite our heels 
and bruise our souls. It reminded me there is 
something fundamentally out of balance with the 
world and perhaps, more than we know, the 
problems of our world stem from this 
disconnection. 

As the sun continued to heat up, I realized these 
cynical thoughts might be the result of an 
overheated brain! So, I decided to immerse myself 
once again in the creek, to cool my head, and 
refresh my spirit. And it worked! The cynical 
thoughts quickly turned as I realized that, despite 
the toil, we are still drawn to creation. 

Because in nature we encounter something that 
is God’s domain and it is absolutely and utterly 
beyond us, beyond our capabilities. While at the 
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same time its power, its color, its ancientness draws 
us to it. 

Genesis teaches us we were forged in the midst 
of nature and placed in the midst of Eden, of 
paradise, and in perfect harmonic balance with 
everything. And, so, we are pulled into nature, 
because deep within our created consciousness we 
yearn, we ache sometimes painfully so, to return to 
this idyllic state, to return to the Garden. 

We don’t have a love for nature. We are nature 
and we want to be a part, as we were meant to be, 
once again. 

And, as a cool breeze wafted through the canyon 
(a little gift from above), I looked at those canyon 
rock formations and colors shaped by water, 
pressure, and time and I saw them as the very 
brushstrokes of God! Not metaphorically, but truly.  
When you are out there you can see it, you can feel 
the presence of God standing right there looking 
over his handiwork! The presence was so very real! 
So palpable. As real as every breath of air we take 
into our lungs! 

To be amid it all…was to become a part of a 
wonderful and complex symphony, the melody and 
the meaning of which I can’t quite understand! Its 
beauty was so piercing and powerful, so complex 
and rich. At moments it was too much to behold, 
and I had to look away. 

I realized this desire to commune with nature is a 
primal and unthought desire to return to Paradise, 
a place of perfect harmony with our God. This is 
why pain and sickness and heat and sweat and toil 
do more than physically debilitate us, they remind 
us of the schism in which we all live. 

Find your canyon. Taste paradise. And when toil 
and hardship come, remember the presence of God 
you found there.  

 


