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 There was a time, not so long ago, when the Evangelical minister the Reverend Billy Graham 

wrote a weekly newspaper article where people sent him religious questions and he answered them. 

Newspapers, for those who forget are those big, awkward pieces of paper that show up on your 

doorstep if you have forgotten to cancel your subscription. I'm not sure if Billy Graham articles make it 

to New England papers but I remember it in the South, either way, I would sometimes read them 

curious to see what such a prominent name in Evangelical Christianity had to say. 

 One day the article had a short letter from a young man explaining to Billy Graham how he 

disliked going to church. Instead he found his closest relationship with god to take place when he was 

alone in the woods or climbing a mountain or otherwise off in nature and he had written to Billy to ask if 

this was a problem. Billy Graham replied something to the effect of “it is great that you have a personal 

relationship with God but you should be careful. Looking for God in nature can lead you astray.”  

 I was troubled by this response then and still am because it seemed to imply that Billy Graham's 

God was happy to hang around in churches, something humans make, but was far less likely to visit the 

woods, something that God made. In fact the explanation that Billy Graham sounded like a warning 

about going to a bad neighborhood given by a slightly overprotective parent. If you go into the wrong 

part of town nothing bad will necessarily happen but is it really worth the risk? The same thing for going 

into the woods to look for the divine or so it seemed to me. Who knows what you might find!  

 But perhaps I am being uncharitable to Billy Graham, after all he is trying to defend the religious 

tradition in which he operates and share his understanding of god as a god of people, not of trees. Even 

more cause for charity is that Billy Graham is far from being the first person to share this idea that while 

the divine might be able to be found in nature it is better to look indoors. In fact Billy Graham finds 

himself in rather august company on this issue, the great 13th Century Catholic monk, scholar, and 

theologian Bonaventure wrote on this very same fear. Bonaventure, in his work Journey of the Soul Into 

God, said that while it was true that the natural world bore the mark of the divine in it and that the 

exceedingly wise and intelligent could determine both proof of god and the attributes of God by 

observing nature. Such proof of God in nature included things like the orderliness of honey bees, the 

care that animals give for their young, and so on. However Bonaventure also expressed grave concern 

because the task was so great and so difficult that most persons could never hope to come to the 

correct conclusions. Better to just go to church and learn from the pros, which included people such as 

Bonaventure. 

 And maybe there is something to be said for both Billy Graham and Bonaventure’s concern, the 

natural world can be a heartless thing and the lessons we learn from it can be either life-affirming or life-



denying. Who among us has not seen a television special that reminds us time and time again about the 

constant life or death struggle that makes up much of the natural world? Or the corollary nature specials 

that proclaim the wonders of life’s determination to grow in inhospitable places and to renew itself after 

even the most strident destruction? Such are the ways of nature, she gives and she takes.  

For this reason alone thinkers have said that there is a divide between the world of humanity 

and the world of nature. Evangelical Christians like Billy Graham have grown out of a religious 

movement called Christian Dominionism, which cites the book of Genesis 1:26, as grounds for using the 

world to human gain and nothing more. This verse commonly reads “Then God said, 'Let us make 

mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the 

sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.'” 

So it makes sense in this context that Billy Graham, and others, would urge a young person to be wary of 

seeking the divine in the forests. After all, the forests were made to be used not loved, let alone 

worshipped. Despite this though there is a segment of humanity who cannot shake off the feeling that 

despite the warning to stay away... there is something about the wilderness that cannot be explained, 

cannot be dismissed, and that hints that god, the divine, might be just as present in the woods as in a 

church. 

 

 Aldo Leopold was born in 1887 in Burlington, Iowa. As a young man he grew up living a life that 

was defined by the still largely wild natural places of the United States. An avid huntsman, hiker, 

horseback rider, and wilderness traveler he spent his youth exploring everything west of Iowa. He had 

little use for the cities that lay to the east excluding the few years he spent studying at Yale where he 

graduated as one of the first Forestry students from the school. After Yale he became a forest assistant 

for the United States Forestry Services working first in New Mexico and Arizona where he fell in love 

with the desolate deserts and plateaus before moving all over the United States. 

 Strange as it may seem compared to nowadays, one of his main jobs like most forest rangers in 

the early 1900s was to hunt and kill the predators that preyed on the livestock of cattle ranchers in the 

west: animals like bears, wolves, and mountain lions which regularly took from their herds. And in his 

youth he took to this work with gusto, already a skilled huntsman the young Aldo Leopold understood 

the wilderness only in terms of what it gave to him. Be it the pleasure of seeing a beautiful vista or the 

thrill of the hunt the young Aldo Leopold did not see the world as anything more than a tool to be used. 

But this changed, from his memoir A Sand County Almanac he shares this reflection: 

“My own conviction on this score dates from the day I saw a wolf die. We were eating lunch on a 

high rimrock, at the foot of which a turbulent river elbowed its way. We saw what we thought 

was a doe fording the torrent, her breast awash in white water. When she climbed the bank 

toward us and shook out her tail, we realized our error: it was a wolf. A half-dozen others, 

evidently grown pups, sprang from the willows and joined in a welcoming melee of wagging 

wails and playful maulings. What was literally a pile of wolves wrestled and tumbled in the 

center of an open flat at the foot of our rimrock. 



 In those days we had never heard of passing up a chance to kill a wolf. In a second we 

were pumping lead into the pack, but with more excitement than accuracy: how to aim a steep 

downhill shot is always confusing. When our rifles were empty, the old wolf was down, and a 

pup was dragging a leg into impassable slide-rocks. 

 We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in her eyes. I realized 

then, and have known ever since, that there was something new to me in those eyes- something 

known only to her and to the mountain. I was young then, and full of tigger-itch; I thought that 

because fewer wolves meant more deer, that no wolves would mean hunter’s paradise. But after 

seeing the green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the mountain agreed with such a 

view… 

 I now suspect that just as a deer herd lives in mortal fear of its wolves, so does a 

mountain live in mortal fear of its deer.” 

 It was in this moment that Aldo Leopold became a different person; he became an advocate for 

conservation decrying the belief that humanity knew what was best for nature and the belief that 

humans had the right to take as they pleased. His memoirs are bittersweet, overflowing with a love for 

nature and the natural world so profound that he would dedicate his life to protecting it but also angry 

and sad at the destruction of the wilderness he had come to love. He mourned the wild places that were 

lost to urban sprawl, careless tourists, and to thoughtless over hunting much like he had once 

participated in. 

 Aldo Leopold was quiet his whole life about his religion, never directly addressing it in his books, 

lectures, or work but it always bubbled beneath the surface. He would let slip phrases such as “ Possibly, 

in our intuitive perceptions, which may be truer than our science and less impeded by words than our 

philosophies, we realize the indivisibility of the earth… and respect it collectively not only as a useful 

servant but as a living being… a being that was old when the morning stars sang together, and when the 

last of us has been gathered unto his fathers, will still be young,” all of these hinting at a theology of a 

world that shared in what is divine. 

 Aldo’s children would later confide in an interview that their father’s religion was always 

something of a secret even to them but that when pushed was revealed a religion built around nature, a 

pantheistic vision. All-is-one. His son, speaking of Aldo’s views said, “The organization of the universe 

was enough to take the place of God, as far as I can tell. The wonders of nature were, of course, objects 

of admiration and satisfaction to him.” In some ways it is fitting that Aldo Leopold never spoke directly 

to his naturalist religion after all it was the silent communication of a dying wolf that taught it to him. 

Words were not necessary. 

 

 Earlier I read to you a short prose by Herman Hesse, a German-Swiss poet and writer who was 

raised by missionary parents.  Unhappy with his religious upbringing Herman Hesse would go on to write 

a fictionalized account of the life of Siddhartha and made a combination sketchbook and memoire as he 



travelled Europe. The prose I read, simply entitled “Trees”, comes from his sketchbook entitled 

Wandering where in a young Herman Hesse took to wandering the European countryside. It was on this 

journey that he discovered for the first time in life a religion that made sense to him. Far from his 

parents missionary religion which sought to bring the divine to others, Herman Hesse found the divine in 

the hills, valleys, and farms of the German countryside. 

 And how many more like minded persons could I list whose hearts and lives tell similar stories? 

Hundreds, if not thousands more but I will content myself with just two more familiar names: Ralph 

Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. Both were great thinkers of our own tradition and great 

exponents of the Transcendentalist movement which found more in kind with the forests of Concord 

than the Church in the town square.  

 Thoreau opens his essay “Walking”, a reflection on how often people overlook the simple 

pleasures of a casual stroll in the woods, with these words: “I wish to speak a word for nature, for 

absolute Freedom and Wildness, as contrasted with a freedom and Culture merely civil, — to regard 

man as an inhabitant, or a part and parcel of Nature, rather than a member of society." 

 Emerson echoes this sentiment in his work “Nature” with these famous line: 

"In the woods, too, a man casts off his years... Within these plantations of God, a decorum and 

sanctity's reign, a perennial festival is dressed, and the guest sees not how he should tire of them 

in a thousand years. In the woods, we are returned to reason and faith. There I feel nothing can 

befall me in life,- no disgrace, no calamity... which nature cannot repair. Standing on the bare 

ground, -my head bathed by the blithe air and uplifted into infinite space, -all mean egotism 

vanishes. I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal 

Being circulate through me; I am part or parcel of God." 

  It should come as no surprise that Aldo Leopold was a fan of Thoreau and Emerson's 

work, all of them sharing a common belief. That humans cannot be separated from nature and nature 

cannot be separated from the divine. 

 

 

 This belief that there is an inherit divinity to the natural world, and by extension all of humanity, 

is hardly new and, though I am conjecturing, is probably one of the oldest impulses of humankind. It 

takes little imagination to envision our ancient ancestors ascribing divinity to the world around them not 

simply because they lacked our modern natural sciences to explain the world but because in their 

breasts stirred the same awe and wonder that we find today. The same sense that makes your heart 

leap or your chest tight when the sun rises or sets just right. The sense of wonder that overcomes you 

when you look up at the night sky and realized you are seeing the history of the universe and maybe, 

just maybe it is looking back. 



 Indeed the heart of what Aldo Leopold, Emerson, Thoreau, Herman Hesse, and thousands of 

others touch on is a sense of companionship with nature. It is a belief that we, as humans, as Unitarian 

Universalists, as the people gathered in this room share something with nature. We share this planet, 

yes, we share in the changes that we bring to our environment both good and bad. We share in our 

experiences of pain and pleasure and we share in the mystery that is life. 

 There was a time, not so long ago, when I picked up a newspaper and read an article that 

warned away from trying to divine the divine in the forests and the trees. I knew when I first read that 

article that I did not agree but I did not know why and it took a long time for me to come to understand 

why it bothered me so. Like Aldo Leopold I was still struggling with two different ideas, that I had been 

told that I was somehow different from nature and the feelings that I had that said otherwise. 

 Since then I have come to understand that there is much to learn from nature just like there is 

much to learn from humanity. I have come to learn that both Aldo Leopold and Billy Graham are right. 

God, if we chose to use that word, is in the forests but god is also in the pews. That wherever we chose 

to look the divine is waiting to be found and that, most importantly, we cannot take for granted all who 

journey through life with us. Be it humans, be it wolves, or be it trees. 

 Let us always remember that the divine lives in the cities and in the forests, in the churches and 

in the trees. We are only one part of what makes this world beautiful but together we might know what 

it means to share in the divine.  

 Blessed be and Amen 


