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Foreword
Lore Ferguson Wilbert



Dear reader,

Whenever I am unsure of what to do, whenever I feel lost or adrift, afraid of the unknown, I resist the urge to look within myself or even take it directly to God in the form of prayer. Instead, I look outside.

The seasons, the scenery, the flora and fauna—all of it teaches me something about life, death, change, birth, loss, renewal, regeneration, and more. The clouds teach me that sometimes the light is hidden, but not gone. The wind teaches me that we cannot always see the work while it is being done. The snow teaches me that deep beneath it is not death, but life, just waiting for the right conditions. Even a still, quiet summer day is showing me the many layers of what stillness will do in me if I let it happen. The lessons are endless and always revealing more and more about who we are and who God is with us.

In this beautiful book, Courtney Ellis brings us along with her on a journey through weather, the seasons, the land, and the inhabitants of this earth we call home. She weaves together her own stories and the stories of birds, plants, water, wind, and soil to show us where to look when everything sure begins to feel uncertain. Courtney does not shrink from death in the natural world, nor gloss over it; she brings a magnifying glass to it, showing us how slow, painful, and achingly beautiful change is.

Books like these are catnip for me. The juxtaposition of story and science, the natural world and spiritual growth—I will never tire of works like these. Courtney has written a book that encapsulates all of this beautifully, and I cannot commend this work more to you.

I hope you bring this book along with you on a hike, or a kayak through still waters, or on a picnic with a friend, or that you read it beside a window with your favorite hot beverage. I hope you take breaks while you read it to—as Courtney taught us in her last book—look up and see what the earth, and the God who made her, have always known: Change is beautiful and necessary and deeply, deeply good.
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1


    Tough Transitions



  

    

      It’s sometimes hard to tell whether you are being killed

or saved by the hands that turn your life upside down.


      Barbara Brown Taylor


    


  


  

    Near the southern peaks of the Sierra Mountains lies a cave that traverses miles underground, worn through metamorphosed limestone. Lined with stalagmites, its ceilings are home to eastern pipistrelle and northern myotis bats. Deep inside, dazzling and macabre creatures exist fully in darkness—translucent centipedes, pseudoscorpions, spiders without eyes.


    We drove hours to witness this phenomenon, up the winding highway into Sequoia National Park, and over a narrow, pothole-studded road. Crystal Cave is only open to visitors on official park tours, so we’d booked a noon departure time. Three dozen others stood with us, listening to the ranger’s warnings—rockslides, rattlers, poison oak.


    When she gave the okay, our kids shot down the trail as if released from a slingshot. My husband, Daryl, bearded and flannelled, followed. I struggled to keep up for a quarter mile, limping but determined, until we rounded a switchback and I could see an even steeper descent ahead.


    “Go on,” I waved to Daryl and the kids. They hesitated. “I’m not going to make it,” I said. “I’ll catch you on the way back.”


    A week before our vacation I’d dropped a metal water bottle on my bare toes. The doctor confirmed that nothing was broken, just a severe contusion, my foot all blues and purples.


    “It’ll be very painful for weeks,” he said. “Only do what you can tolerate.”


    “Hiking?” I asked, hopeful. He grimaced, handing me a walking cast.


    We’d planned our entire vacation around exploring California’s sequoia forests and coastal redwood trails. We’d waited all year. But here I was, a quarter of a mile in, my toes pulsing with pain.


    I would see none of the wonder we’d sought. Instead, I would wait for the group to return while I parked myself on a rock and elevated my foot next to a very ironic park sign: Weathering, it read. Though this outcropping of marble may seem as durable as Sierra granite, it is slowly wearing away.


    “Same,” I sighed.


    Change is hard, whether it’s unexpected change, unwanted change, or even positive change. It rocks my world, and I am a person who vastly prefers a rock-less one. I know I’m not alone in this. I’m willing to bet that you can point to particular changes in your own life that haven’t felt enjoyable or welcome: an illness or injury, the end of a relationship, a job transition, or even simply aging—that cruel reality that comes for us all. Change is hard. Yet it is also constant.


    As a pastor, I spend a good deal of time walking with people through changes in their lives. They come to speak with me after learning that the cancer has returned. They’re struggling because the nest is empty, the teenager is wandering from the faith, or the house needs to be downsized. They want to know what to do because they’ve sensed that their spouse shouldn’t be driving anymore or their aging mother might need to move in. How might they cope in the face of these transitions?


    Even joyful changes tend to come with a side of grief—a wedding, a new job, a new baby, each can upend nearly everything for a season, leaving us breathless. People sit in my office and pound the table or pull Kleenex after Kleenex from a box. I visit them in their homes or hospital rooms where they do the same. Nothing rattles us quite like change.


    So what are we to do? How might we make sense of all the changes we face, both as individuals and as larger groups—congregations, neighborhoods, communities? Is there a way to find hope in a God who promises never to change, even when all around us is shifting sand? This book is a study in what it might it look like to weather change well, to find peace, even amid life’s tough transitions. It is an effort to make sense of the ambiguity surrounding change that dwells within our own souls. As Margaret Renkl writes in The Comfort of Crows:


    

      I am not ready to move past the past, but I am ready for something different, too, something new and urgent and thrumming with the blood and sap of life. I am learning that it is possible to want two contrary things at once. I want nothing to change. I want everything to change.1


    


    Therein lies the rub.


    In his book Master of Change, author Brad Stulberg encourages those faced with change—which is to say, everyone—to accept its inevitability as a part of life. When we can learn to embrace change, adjusting to it becomes far easier. “If we can let go of our stubbornness and defiance, then change actually promotes health, longevity, and growth,” he writes.2 This is a tall task, yet it is also one that God invites. The Christian journey is one of transformation and sanctification, after all. As we follow Jesus we become more like him and also grow up more fully into the people God created us to be.


    This open-handed adventure can be filled with grace and peace. According to Henri Nouwen, “The compassion Jesus offers challenges us to give up our fearful clinging and to enter with him into God’s fearless life.”3 Much of our struggle surrounding change lies in our inability to accept that it is an inescapable—and often even good—part of existence. I get it; it’s tempting to resist. But change is unavoidable. We can fight the tide all we want, yet our intransigence won’t stop it from rolling in.


    Time for some good news: God does not leave us rudderless in how we might navigate the winds that rise and blow. We have the guide of the Spirit, of course, and the unique, authoritative, essential witness of Scripture. Both are invaluable for our walk through this life. But there is a third mentor given to us as well. One that has much to teach. It is God’s good creation, the Book of Nature: seminal, beautiful, brutal. God infuses the natural world with guidance in how we might weather change well. And creation isn’t simply an illustration as to how we might understand the transitions we face—it holds deep wisdom for our understanding of God, ourselves, and the world. Jesus often points to birds and fields and trees, not as a cheap way to make a point, but because the created order itself testifies to who God is and how we have been created to live.


    Nature demonstrates how to prepare for impending change. When transitions arrive, both flora and fauna show curiosity, adaptability, and resilience. When faced with disorder, animals innovate. Plants flex. Insects find a way. And they do this without the anxiety that so often plagues us, their human cousins. When a tiny sea turtle breaks through the shell of its egg on a remote beach, it wastes no worry before slowly shuffling toward the dark and mighty ocean. Nature simply is. “The animals are more ancient than us,” writes John O’Donohue. “Somehow they already inhabit the eternal.”4


    My favorite teachers of all the natural world are the birds. They speak, not only in songs and calls but in their behaviors, patterns, and presence. They point us heavenward but also toward the rest of creation, its trees and bees, its fish and reptiles and mammals, its mountains and rivers and vast, sandy deserts. Together they paint a picture of a universe studded with God’s intention and attention, its wisdom deeper than our bones.


    This book will go beyond just birds though. (My last book, Looking Up, was all birds all the time, except for the parts that were about death. Though a few sections were somehow about birds and death? It’s complicated.) It is not that I’ve grown tired of them—I am convinced that I will never tire of the birds. It is that paying attention to the birds has begun to teach me also about other facets of creation—seasons, for example, and trees. It became impossible to love a Western Flycatcher without also becoming curious about what it ate—not just flies, but mosquitoes and midges and moths too. But what kind of moths? That drew me down the rabbit hole of entomology, which led to lizards, which led to amphibians, which . . . well, you get the idea.


    Isn’t it just like God to leave the natural world so studded with delights that we discover more with every tree we climb? And not just one or two—a meager abundance—but exponentially more? Our God is not stingy. There are about 11,000 species of birds in the world and 30,000 types of fish. These numbers are estimates because we keep finding more. I want to walk through this life with my eyes attuned, don’t you? No sunsets are saved for later. Every pilgrim walks a path marked by beauty, adorned with hope.


    In this book, I will bear witness to some of the ways plants and animals make their homes in the in-between times and places, on the edges and margins, amidst the many transitions they face. It’s a book written out of my own need: I want to learn how to weave a nest for my tender young amid the perilous spikes of a succulent like a Cactus Wren or discover how to turn a blackened forest into a foraging ground like a Canada Lynx. I need to believe that if Blue Whales can grow bigger than school buses by eating only tiny krill, then I can look for the flashing silver of nourishment just below the storm-tossed surface of things too.


    I don’t wonder whether creation has lessons for us in our struggles with change—I know that it does. The Book of Nature boasts a deep well of wisdom indeed, if only we might be faithful to study it. Waking up to creation is a life-long journey and joy. I love how ornithologist and poet J. Drew Lanham puts it: “Nature asks only that we notice.”5


    Here I’m seeking deeper and fuller answers to two questions I suspect are nearly universal. The first is this: Why is change so damn hard? The second is its deeper companion: How might we find peace amid life’s tough transitions? I suspect that the answers to both will not come in prepackaged words. The lessons written throughout the Book of Nature don’t show up as simple formulas: Do X and weathering change will be easier. Creation tends to favor more subtle instruction. Its wisdom shows up in experience and mist and metaphor, the sprawling parables of Jesus to a waiting crowd who just wanted to be told what to do.


    “Do you still believe in God?” a student asked my birding friend Paul, a former Baptist pastor who now teaches physics and astronomy.


    “Let me show you my duck photos,” answered Paul.


    For years I have read and observed and studied in an effort to shape a theology of change. As I did, I noticed four distinct qualities of how creation weathers it: preparation, curiosity, adaptability, and resilience. The rest of this book is arranged according to these categories. We will delve deeply into what the natural world models for us in each one and the ways we can begin to understand the echoes of ourselves that are written into each element of creation. In doing so, we may begin to find ourselves home at last in a world that is constantly shifting under our feet, even as it continues to move beneath us.


    It won’t be easy—change never is. Learning to weather change will inevitably change us as well. But if God can send Abraham out to look at the stars and minister to Elijah with ravens and answer Job out of a raging whirlwind, I have no doubt the Spirit is speaking to each of us through the natural world too. Let us tune our eyes and ears and hearts to the voice.


    Above all, this book is a twofold invitation. First, it is my version of the women at the tomb saying, “Come and see.” Together we will investigate how the natural world responds to and copes with change. But to do so, we must first and regularly engage in the spiritual practice of noticing. Of becoming aware of the world God is building around us with all its wild magic. Of tuning into bizarre realities like miracles and holiness and resurrection, wingbeats and fungi and breezes and soil.


    Second, the invitation is this: The next time you are facing change and feeling unmoored, distraught, confused, frustrated, terrified, or just plain out-of-sorts, go outside, take a deep breath, and look around. Then, tell of your own wonders.


  









  


  
Preparation:


    readying yourself for what
is coming or may come.



Preparation ensures that we are better equipped to deal with impending change. For example, as winter approaches, pear-shaped Willow Ptarmigan molt out of their red and brown summer feathers into pure white plumage. Then, when winter arrives, their new color helps camouflage them against the snows of Alaska, Canada, and Siberia.

Preparation can help us feel more at peace with change, knowing that we have done what we can in advance to ease the transition.
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2
Stasis



The invisible world can speak to us.

Terry Tempest Williams





My husband, Daryl, and our kids and I have one little apple tree in our front yard, a gift left behind from our home’s previous owners. It stands eight feet tall, its gray branches supple but strong, its leaves the greenest green, bright like limes. We still have much to learn about horticulture, but we dutifully prune it back once a year according to the instructions of a local orchard. The tree ends up looking so forlorn, a sheared sheep. I’m always afraid we’ve cut away too much. But then the other 364 days of the year we leave it alone, adding just a little water or fertilizer here or there. After it winters—a season of rest and recovery, a time of stasis, of preparation—it blossoms again in summer, producing its fruit in the early autumn. The pruning is essential and even a little bit brutal, but it is not what happens to the tree most often.

Before there is change, there is order. Often brief or fleeting, but possible. For a time, life remains stable, certain, balanced. This is stasis, our baseline. We are at rest. These seasons are essential to human flourishing, for it is then that we can grow, enjoy the fruit of our labors, and live at peace. During times of calm we can prepare for whatever is next. It’s what creation does.

Stasis comes from an ancient Greek word that means “standing,” and indeed, times of stability are where we find our footing. We can’t run or even walk until we have a stable place upon which to stand.

Every branch that does bear fruit he prunes,1 Jesus tells his disciples, but nowhere does he tell us that we are to be constantly stripped bare. There is pruning and then there will be time for healing—and growth.

Nature depends upon seasons of peace where things are left undisturbed, unshaken. So do we.
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The first church I pastored sat on the edge of a highway in a town called Clinton, a farming outpost in Wisconsin’s Rock County. Smack in the middle of Wisconsin’s southern border, just north of the great state of Illinois, Clinton was a place of equilibrium. Many of the families—I’d even dare to say most—had been there for generations. A unique patience, a long-suffering of sorts, settles in when a community of people have been bearing with one another for decades upon decades, weathering collective and individual tragedies, celebrating milestones, slogging through long winters. There are feuds, of course, and grudges long nursed, but all is Cold War, not hot. I suppose that if you know you’ll see that neighbor you dislike six days a week for the next sixty years, it’s best to find your way toward at least a stalemate.

The seasons came and went with regularity—winter, planting, growth, harvest. Clinton was a farm town, first and foremost. Corn grown for animal feed and sprawling green fields of soybeans. Noisy pig farms and, a few miles down the road, rich, ripe-smelling dairies. The landscape featured squatty brown hay bales and silver silos that popped up on plowed fields like agricultural spaceships. We had a forge and a farming company, our own K–12 school and seven different churches, all for just over two thousand people. Clinton’s Main Street felt positively Norman Rockwell-esque, filled with tradesmen and women: a hairstylist, a postmaster, a florist, a mortician. After spending my educational years amid the hustle of Chicago, Princeton, and Nashville, the town of Clinton felt like a welcome back into simpler times. It was Americana of the 1950s, diners, striped barber pole, and all.

When Daryl and I flew up from our home in Nashville so I could interview for First Presbyterian’s pastorate in early October of 2010, the hiring committee pulled out all the stops. We were welcomed with a potluck dinner and hayride, pumpkin carving, fresh-picked apples, and a toasty bonfire. When Daryl began to shiver as darkness fell, one of the men disappeared into his house and came back with his own flannel barn jacket to hand over.

After a decade of feeling sized up by whoever was in a room—the intelligentsia, the political, the wealthy—the charism of Clinton blew through my soul like a cool breeze on a scalding day. I felt freed to be myself again: the self that grew up in the forests of northern Wisconsin, who wore hiking boots to church and cut her own hair, who chose clothes based on coziness and function rather than trend. I felt seen once again for my heart and not the airs I could put on or the handbag I carried, coming back down to earth after years of walking a tightrope. I knew how to be me here.

I hoped this could be home. I could think of no better place to learn how to be a pastor.
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People of faith have described seasons of stability as essential for centuries. Augustine described the peace of an ideal city as having a tranquility of order. Terese of Liseaux encouraged remembering that continual striving and change were not necessary, teaching that holiness consisted simply in doing God’s will. Richard Rohr’s wisdom pattern notes that disorder and reorder can’t come unless there is first a season of order—stasis.

These church mothers and fathers have also long acknowledged that stability is not a time to retreat into sloth, complacency, or distraction. Stasis must never be confused with stagnation or staleness. It’s an opportunity. A window that may be quite brief. We can let it pass us by or we can make the most of it. After all, the time to shore up a ship is long before the storms arrive. Because if life teaches us anything at all, it is that storms will arrive. Stasis is an essential gift of time when we may rest, recover, celebrate, and also lean into deeper work.

Yet it is one of life’s conundrums that the simplest of instructions can also be the most difficult. Stillness? How? Like sharks, we want to keep swimming, lest we die. In the stillnesses, we fear that all we’ve been staving off—anxiety, worry, anger, the realization that we really should get that mole checked out—will come rushing at us like a train. Busyness is a protectorate, a shield against all we are loath to face. As Paul Kingsnorth puts it in Savage Gods, “Stillness is the really hard work.”2 Plus, if we are still, we might even hear from the Almighty. And what will become of us then?

Yet it is in the silence and stillness that we might find ourselves again, freed from the pressures to go and do. God has created us for rhythms of work and rest, activity and stillness, transition and stasis. Nature is constantly changing, always in flux, yet it is sometimes also very, very still. The wind blows where it will, but it also dies down from time to time, leaving a rippleless lake, glassy waters reflecting every leaf in the trees that line its shores.

We will struggle to weather change if we cannot also weather stillness. Each day will have enough trouble of its own.
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Our church’s preschool raises Monarch caterpillars. The pudgy zebra-and-yellow-striped insects live on potted milkweed plants encased in butterfly nets erected to gently protect them from curious children. In the late spring these caterpillars, filled to bursting with milkweed leaves, spin bright green chrysalises around themselves, intricate homes that are both delicate and sturdy.

I always imagined that caterpillars basically just hibernated while growing wings, never looking closely enough to see that an adult butterfly resembles a caterpillar about as closely as you or I do a toaster oven. While the adult insect is slender—black thorax and spindly antennae, delicate legs and curled mouthparts, paper-thin wings covered in colored, chalk-like scales of orange and white and black—the juvenile is a thick, striped tube designed for chomping leaves into energy. Its stubby, hooked feet cling to branches. Its mouthparts never stop crunching, crunching, crunching. A butterfly looks nothing like an adult caterpillar should.

If we look a little closer, we will discover that a caterpillar doesn’t simply turn black and thin out, growing wings out of its back like a Pegasus. No, inside that chrysalis, it dissolves into goo. If you snipped open the caterpillar’s home midway through its metamorphosis, you would not find a half-caterpillar, half-butterfly. You would find a sticky, unformed mess that looked nothing like either and would quickly wither and die in the light of day. But this brownish sludge, when protected by the strong chrysalis, is nurtured in darkness. At the proper time, a butterfly will emerge. God only knows how. Scientists are still figuring it out, though they have discovered that it involves breathing tubes that somehow don’t dissolve when almost everything else does and magical structures called, I kid you not, imaginal discs, which are hormonally activated within the chrysalis to turn into the butterfly’s body parts. Nature is so metal.

The butterfly reminds us that stasis is not the same as nothingness; it is a time of rest, but it is also often a time of preparation. The hearty breakfast we eat before the cacophony of the day begins will sustain us through the morning. The Scriptures we sow into our hearts in peaceful seasons will remain with us when upheavals arrive. Stasis is an opportunity to quietly ready ourselves for what comes next: we lift the weights, save for the tuition, write the will. A chrysalis is silent and still, a jeweled sleeping bag hung precariously on a twig, but inside the wonder of metamorphosis goes on.

As Aslan tells Lucy Pevensie, “There is a deeper magic at work.”3 There nearly always is.

A few of our preschoolers, witnessing one butterfly’s final moments of trial as it worked to emerge from its confines, wanted to help it along. The impulse is a kind one—watching a creature struggle can tug on the heartstrings. But a butterfly helped too much may lack the wing power it needs to fly. It is in the trial that the strength is formed.

Change is hard. The disorder, the confusion, even simply the newness. Moving from one place to another, beginning or ending a relationship, graduating, starting or finishing a job, making or losing a friend, birthing or adopting a baby, aging, it all exacts a toll. During times of change, we may long for the safety and familiarity of stasis. I’ll admit that I’d avoid the struggle at all costs if I could. I like stasis.

But change comes for us all.
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For birds, conserving energy is paramount. It is a lot of work to be a bird, after all. This conservation goes into a higher gear at night, as songbirds and shorebirds and most raptors do the majority of their birdy tasks during the day. They gather food, find water, avoid predators, care for their feathers, communicate through chirps and songs. In season, they mate and nest and raise young. Except for migration, most birds sleep at night just like we do. Well, not just like we do.

After dusk, many birds, including some of the most active, like chickadees and swifts, and the largest, like turkey vultures, descend into torpor, a near-hibernation state. Their bodies cool and their metabolism slows, conserving calories—energy—for the day ahead. Other birds, like Mourning Doves, use torpor in times where food is lean. Still others, such as the hummingbird, use it to save energy, not only at night, but also while they rest mid-migration. Only one bird that we know of—the Common Poorwill—goes beyond torpor into full winter hibernation. The story is told that the explorers Lewis and Clark were the first to discover this, baffled by encountering a bird that certainly seemed asleep, but couldn’t be awakened.

In torpor a bird’s metabolic system slows down, requiring less energy to function. It’s a bit like taking a day to lounge around the house instead of hiking up into the mountains—your body will need fewer calories to work well. But while in torpor, birds can be easy pickings for predators. Their reaction time is compromised by their lower body temperature, making their choice of roosting position and use of camouflage especially important.

Here’s the other thing: If you see a bird—or another animal that falls into torpor, like a box turtle or a bumblebee—in this state, it will look like nothing is happening. It will look utterly inert, even dead.

But it isn’t.
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Before their winter rest, brown and black bears gain 20 to 40 percent of their body weight in fat storage. Pause and think about that for a second. If you are, say, a 150-pound adult, that’d be like putting on more than thirty pounds in a single autumn just by eating fish, meat, and berries. What a feat!

We commonly say that bears hibernate, but they never enter a true state of hibernation. Instead, they descend into torpor, just like the birds. While in this still state, they don’t eat, drink, or defecate. Occasionally they’ll shift position, lightly waking to get more comfortable. This torpor allows our northernmost brown and black bears to survive up to eight months without ingesting anything at all. (Polar bears typically do not hibernate.) During their winter sleep, which isn’t a sleep per se, but an active suspension of sorts, the bears live off their body’s reserves.

In Hamilton, Lin-Manuel Miranda talks about “lying in wait” rather than waiting.4 I love this image. In nature, torpor is preparation, not wasted time. A sleeping bear in its den will look dormant, but its body is metabolizing fat into food and water, the processes of digestion and oxygenation and blood flow all humming along, albeit slowly. The bear waits for spring when it will emerge leaner but strong, following the deep gift of rest that is written into the fabric of creation.

Even God rests, ceasing from the labor of creating the world on the seventh day.

“I’m in torpor,” I tell Daryl, the blankets pulled up to my chin one chilly weekend morning. “I probably shouldn’t get up today.” Weathering change will be nearly impossible without acquiescing to this holy pattern. Migrating hummingbirds don’t just fly and fly and fly. They stop. They sleep. They recover. To survive the harsh winter months, bears fuel up and then hunker down. There is no shame in taking things slowly. In fact, at least once every week, God commands it of us all. And the more closely we look at the natural world, the more we will discover this rhythm everywhere.

For example, there is a unique window roughly four times per day in all of the world’s oceans. For a moment, the push and pull of tides ceases and the water is still. Sediment settles. Dusky waters clear. Delicate animals emerge from shells and burrows. It’s as if the seas exhale for a moment, stopping their relentless ebb and flow. It’s called a slack tide, a brief pause in the strong currents that govern the ocean as they stand for a moment on the tipping point of the highest high tide or the lowest low. There are dangerous dives that can be made most safely within these short spans of time—minutes, usually, or very occasionally, hours.

I went scuba diving twice as a teenager, both times during a business trip my parents took my younger sister Caitlyn and me on to Bermuda. They put us in lessons so Dad could attend meetings and Mom could sit beachside with a book uninterrupted. Bermuda was so bonkers expensive and our family budget so tight that they let us know right off the bat that we’d be eating the hotel’s free enormous continental breakfast and the trip’s complimentary fancy restaurant dinners. In between, we would scrounge.

“Load up!” my dad told us at the buffet every morning, nudging us from our still unfinished first helpings to go back to the food line for a second round. “Load up!”

The first day, Cait and I wheedled a nine-dollar Cherry Coke out of my mom to split poolside at noon. The second, she hustled us through the breakfast line and into our swimsuits.

“It’s scuba day!” she said. Even at the courageous age of seventeen, practicing in the hotel pool with the ocean just out of sight, I remember thinking, “There are an awful lot of ways to die doing this.” We were warned about Portuguese Man o’ War, jellyfish with a sting so painful it could—but probably wouldn’t—kill you. They told us about fire coral, which would not kill you but certainly put you into so much pain that you’d wish you were dead. Though we wouldn’t be diving very deep, we learned how to avoid the bends, air bubbles forced into the bloodstream of divers who surfaced too quickly. These would be excruciating and could also, of course, be fatal. Then there was the non-zero chance of drowning.

“I think I’m ready to be done with the scuba diving,” I told my mom that evening.

“One more day,” she said. “It’ll be fun.”

It didn’t help that on that second day—the real ocean dive day—our guides kept cracking up about the barracuda they’d seen the day before.

“Followed one of the tourists around the whole time!” one guffawed in Bermuda’s signature British accent, slapping a knee. “Must have been her perfume or something! Well, let’s suit up.” Caitlyn and I survived, she aglow and me afeared, but after my first open ocean diving experience, I happily hung up my fins for good.

Today I feel the same about scuba diving as I do about visiting Australia: It might look fun, but I’m certain I’d be dead within minutes. My Australian friend Ed calls this “a common misconception,” but I think he’s just trying to get us to visit his family in Perth. (Not happening, Ed. I have seen pictures of the funnel web spider.)

A person could, of course, go scuba diving in Australia and then be dead within seconds rather than minutes. Nota bene.

That said, in my vast scuba diving experience, I learned that one of the most important things to keep in mind is the rise and fall of the tides. Depending on the dive site, the pull of the current may matter a lot or very little, but there are magical underwater places on this earth that will straight up kill you—and have killed real, experienced divers—if you dive at any other time than a slack tide. Stasis is a gift. There are things that can only be accomplished during peaceful windows when it appears on the surface that nothing is happening. If we are on the lookout for them, lying in wait, ready to learn, poised to prepare, eyes open to wonder, magic can happen.

It’s quiet in the eye of the hurricane, but it’s also often quiet right before a change begins. Before migration—and often during rest stops along the journey—there is torpor. Before spring, there is a bear’s long hibernation. Before the move there is one last walk through a silent, empty house. The marriage proposal occurs after days or weeks or months of planning and waiting, and then a final deep in-breath and a kneeling down. The tides pull and push, pull and push. But for a few brief windows every day, they stop.

Today, as I walk my two younger children to the front of the school for their first day of the academic year, Felicity entering kindergarten—big school—for the first time, we pause at the foot of the tall cement stairs for just a moment. I watch the first five-and-three-quarters years of her life flash through my mind in a blink. She was a baby yesterday, tucked next to my heart inside a fabric sling while I fixed dinner, her warm breath tickling my neck. But now she squeezes my hand, releases it, and skips ahead.

The wait only seems long until it ends.
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3
Forests



Come forth into the light of things,

let nature be your teacher.

William Wordsworth





I grew up on the edge of the Nicolet National Forest—now known as the Chequamegon-Nicolet—a preserve that covers over sixty thousand acres in northern Wisconsin. Only a handful of miles from my house were wooded trails surrounding boggy lakes and more wildlife than a National Geographic special. White-tailed deer were ever-present, rambling out of the wilderness and into parks and yards. In the fall, when they were in rut, deer would careen blindly onto the highways that abutted their sanctuary. We only hit one during my youth, smashing into an eight-point buck with the family sedan just as the speed limit fortuitously dropped from sixty-five to forty, but our near-misses numbered at least half a dozen every year. Deer were everywhere, high-stepping through the snow, stripping bark off the trees, bedding down under the shaggy branches of the neighborhood’s pines.

Beyond those antlered cervids, there were chickadees and jays, black bears and muskrat, beavers, grouse, river otters, foxes, fishers, owls, woodpeckers, vireos, and raccoons. Once, out on a summer hike with my sister, I put my shoulder against a little lean-to structure built to keep firewood covered for the nearby warming hut and looked up to see the shaggy, prickled tail of a porcupine hanging not even a foot above my head. Recently both wolves and elk have also been reintroduced to the Nicolet, an effort to rewild the forests as they once were.

Forests have a texture to them, a smell. Shaggy hemlocks and balsam fir trees abut swamps, bracken ferns carpet hillsides, white and red pines grow where the ground begins to climb and dry. The trees speak to each other through odors aboveground and roots and fungi beneath. A forest is a community, every inch of soil brimming with life. Dead trees lie upon the forest floor, slowly turning to soil and filling the air with the odor of peat and rot.

Kneel down and you’ll notice even more life at work, the understory alive and alight with color, the activity of invertebrates, and the lush life of smaller plants. Atop a northern Wisconsin forest floor with properly draining soil, you’ll find princess pine, six-inch prehistoric plants that look like miniature trees. Their soft needles and convenient size make them wonderful for Christmas wreaths or table garnishes (as long as you’re careful not to overharvest); they’ll even take to a pot on a sunny windowsill if you preserve their roots. Pocket-sized wintergreen plants spread their waxy green leaves to catch the hints of sun that make it through the canopy, their red berries edible and their leaves wonderful for teas. My sisters and I would pluck a leaf or two and chew it as we hiked, its toothpaste-flavor filling our mouths with a breeze. Turn over a dead log and, if you are very lucky, you might glimpse the shine of a blue spotted salamander in the leaf litter.

In high school, my biology teacher sent my classmates and me out to find fifty different leaves, the dreaded leaf collection assignment the previous year’s sophomores warned us about. We collectively bewailed its impossibility. We knew of maple and oak and birch trees—the maple mostly from the Canadian flag, the oaks because of the acorns that rained down in autumn, the birch because their white bark was too distinctive to possibly miss, even for the unobservant. But what else was there? No evergreens were allowed, having needles rather than leaves, making the project doubly impossible. I planned to grab a sample from the ornamental crabapple tree in my parents’ front yard, bringing my total to four, but after that I was stumped. How would I come up with fifty different leaves?

“Stop bellyaching and go out into the forest,” said Mr. Schaffer, tall and bearded and perpetually detached. “It’s not like I’m asking you to bring me moon rocks.” We eventually did go out, in ones and twos, to the Nicolet or the leafy expanse right behind the school or our own forested backyards. At first, we saw exactly what we expected—only the familiar maples and oaks and birches. We dutifully gathered these few leaves and then began to slowly notice that—wonder!—there were other species too. Dozens of them. Even the usual suspects weren’t identical to one another, a fact we noticed as soon as we began looking more closely. The forest was alive and so much more diverse than I had ever believed. There were sugar maples and black maples, one smooth on the underside of its leaves, the other fuzzy. There were silver maples with deeper V-shapes in their leaf notches. One leaf I thought was a maple turned out to be an elm. The heart-shaped yellow leaf I found wasn’t a birch at all, but a quaking aspen, sister to another variety found right in my backyard—the big-toothed aspen. I could see that one from my own bedroom window, I’d just never actually seen it before.

We filled our notebooks in short days, just a few hours squeezed in between hockey practice and band, football or cheerleading or theater rehearsals. And suddenly the forests began to look different to us, not because they had changed but because we had.
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Trees bud at the end of autumn. Wait—what? I know. We expect buds in the spring. And indeed, that’s when blossoms and new leaves and fruit begin to appear. But buds begin much earlier, a tree’s last push at the end of the fall. During a season that ushers in showers of falling leaves, quiet fallowness, and the icy chill of winter’s bite, trees are already preparing for the newness of spring. Each bud holds within it a leaf, shoot, or flower, protected from the plunging temperatures by a bud scale—small, modified leaves that form the arboreal equivalent of an insulated sleeping bag around the tender inner bud.

Look closely at an overwintering branch and you will see buds tightly closed, leaf scars from where those let go of their branches in autumn, and lenticels—pores in the outer bark that aid gas exchange. Facilitating the uptake of CO2 allows the tree to perform photosynthesis, preparing even in the coldest months to supply spring growth. For this reason, lenticels are often clustered close to buds. This is where the energy will be needed. New growth takes fuel.

By mid-spring the blossoms feel inevitable, green, leafy growth springing up all over. But in early spring they ring miraculous: a rebirth, a resurrection. Winter seemed as though it would never end and then, somehow, it did. But this change, this seeming resilience is not miraculous, at least not in the sense that it has no logical explanation. The buds were there all along, prepared and tucked in for the dark months, readying themselves to burst open with the precious truth of spring: winter and its discomfort, its frozenness, its death, is not the story’s end. It never is.

God promises us an ultimate transformation, the spring of resurrection, with Christ as the firstfruit of this reality. This act of transformation, spring’s final triumph over winter’s grip of death, will happen quickly. In Scripture it is described as lightning racing across the sky. Yet its instantaneous occurrence belies the reality that this metamorphosis has been millennia in the making.

It began in a garden eons ago.
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Back in the spring of 2010, I was searching for my first pastoral call. I sat in my final seminary courses with an open laptop, staring at the Presbyterian Church’s job boards. Our church-and-clergy matching system works a bit like online dating: Churches and pastoral candidates both post profiles and then they are matched according to strengths and needs. Candidates can also self-refer, as can churches.

Daryl had begun a PhD program at Vanderbilt in Tennessee, while I finished my degree in New Jersey. We were eager for a geographical reunion after nine months of living in two separate states, so I limited my church search to within an hour of Nashville. “Surely this will be easy,” I thought. “It’s Nashville! There’s a church on every corner!” But once I was finally cleared to begin looking—it’s bad manners to search for a call before all the required ordination boxes are ticked by passing exams and such—I was shocked. There were simply no opportunities for a first-call pastor. Every open position required five to ten years of experience. So I waited and fretted, prayed and fretted, lamented to friends and fretted. The question I woke to every morning and fell asleep to every night was an anxious one: What if there was nothing out there for me?

Often the hardest part of preparation is that we don’t know what exactly we’re preparing for, or when. I fought frustration, impatience, despair. Change doesn’t always come to us with clarity. There are seasons when all we know is that something is going to change—we just don’t yet know what.

What I didn’t see—couldn’t see—was that God was at work at a church in rural Wisconsin that had just lost its pastor. The congregation was following the denominational requirements for putting together a mission study, listening to one another, and hiring an interim. They were not officially on the job market yet—and even if they had been, I would have missed them since I was not looking in Wisconsin. My reasoning was logically sound—Daryl and I had lived apart long enough—but it missed several crucial elements. It lacked an openness to change beyond the limits I’d imposed. It assumed that God’s call would fall on my timeline. It purposefully ignored the deep and unfortunate truth that it is often struggle and not ease that God uses to prepare us for what lies ahead. It is true in our lives, and it is true in our forests as well. As Aldo Leopold notes in A Sand County Almanac, “It is a curious circumstance that only pines in full sunlight are bitten by weevils; shaded pines are ignored. Such are the hidden uses of adversity.”1

If I could go back and speak to that twenty-seven-year-old near-graduate, I would tell her to embrace her dormant days with courage. To expand her vision. To trust God in the waiting and the preparation and the mist. To not assume that the Almighty would—or should—do her precise bidding. Mostly I’d encourage her to take some deep breaths, shut that laptop, and tune in to the last bits of graduate school in front of her because if a new position did open up and she applied to it within the first thirty seconds she wouldn’t appear qualified as much as she would seem overeager and perhaps a little unhinged.

Daryl and I joke that when we’re really anxious about an impending change, it’s like we’ve climbed a tree and are clinging to the spindly branches at the top yelling, carrying on, and waving our arms around. “I’m not in my tree anymore,” we’ll tell one another when our fears have settled. We’ve climbed down and we can, once again, see the path ahead more clearly.

I’ve begun to think less about myself up there in that treetop and more about which metaphorical tree I’m climbing in the first place. What if I climbed up into the branches of Jesus? What if, amid the painful process of waiting, with the open wound of impending, uncertain change, and in seasons of lengthy preparation, we could find our way back to the source of hope?
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As a teenager I spent part of each of summer at HoneyRock, a Christian summer camp located just half an hour from my house. As part of each week’s experience, campers and their counselors would leave their cabins and the centralized bathrooms with their flushing toilets and hot water and either hike or canoe out into the Nicolet. Into the wilderness.

Most of my cabinmates were girls from the Chicago suburbs, Wheaton or Naperville or Elmhurst, all with trendier jeans but far less forest experience than I had. I felt brave and bold with my knowledge of the basic flora and fauna, the ways the counselors—often city kids themselves, and only a handful of years older than I was—relied upon me to help find the trail.

There came a moment every summer when I’d pull out the map from my pack, look at the lakes and forests, and feel a sense of placement and knowledge and trust.

“We’re headed north,” I’d say. “And if we can canoe around this big bend in the Eagle River before dusk, we will pull up to my parents’ pier. I bet they’ll even make us dinner.” Often those canoe trips were filled with rain and wind; the hikes were always bedeviled by ticks and humidity and mosquitoes. But then we’d turn the corner in the Eagle River, make it past the nest of the Bald Eagles in the white pines that lined the eastern shore of Yellow Birch Lake, and there in the bay just beyond I would see the rust-colored pier. The sign of home.

Change is hard, friends. We know it. We’ve lived it. And yet amid all the uncertainty and newness, our roots may hold. Because for all Scripture tells and teaches about change, it also reminds us of a deep and abiding truth: Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.

This is our compass and our anchor, our refuge and our salvation. We will be changed. We are being changed. However much we choose to prepare, there will still be unexpected bumps in the road. It can all be very painful and scary and difficult and unsettling. But even amidst the heady transformations that we will endure, one thing remains.

And he is so very, very good.
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