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INTRODUCTION

Walter Hansen


I heard creation’s call the summer before hearing Kristen’s lectures with that title. In June 2020, Darlene and I left our condo in downtown Chicago and drove west in our RV to explore national parks. As for much of the country, it was a dark, grim time of pandemic in our city: a stay-at-home order; the closure of restaurants, music venues, and churches; and even our favorite Lake Shore Park paths shut out all but digital access to friends and nature. We longed to be out in the forests and mountains. So, we escaped to Rocky Mountain National Park, Arches National Park, and Grand Teton National Park, our top three favorites of all the parks we have visited. As we were hiking trails through Colorado columbine and forests, climbing breathless over mountain crests, swimming in clear, cold mountain lakes, and viewing innumerable stars over the Arches, we joined our voices with creation’s praise of the Creator.

Hearing Kristen’s lectures renewed and deepened my love and sense of stewardship for the wonders of God’s creation. Her exuberant love and in-depth knowledge of forests made her the perfect guide as she taught me how to “read landscapes” in the real world and in the fictional worlds of Narnia and Middle-earth. I learned from her how to explore the beauty of nature, “like a visiting scarlet tanager in the top of a bur oak or a roaming red fox in the honeysuckle hedge.” I gasped with delight when I saw her photos of birds: eastern bluebird, bald eagle, indigo bunting, red-fronted macaw, great horned owl, cardinal, and Nashville warbler. I also gained a fresh understanding of God’s creation from her insightful readings of the “subcreations” of Tolkien and Lewis. The exceptional clarity of Kristen’s vision led me to see environmental truths told in their stories about the beauty and vulnerability of nature.

Because Kristen’s academic research specializes in wildlife diseases and how landscapes are degraded by human use and misuse of natural resources, she speaks forcefully about the destruction of nature caused by human self-indulgence and wastefulness. The shock of the hobbits when they returned to their beloved Shire and saw that it was being destroyed by the same evil they saw in Mordor mirrors Kristen’s shock when she worked every day doing research in “urban brownfields.” The description of Mordor—“the gasping pools were choked with ash and crawling muds, sickly white and grey”—resonated with her experience in former industrial sites contaminated with chemicals: “The smell was nauseating and every few steps there were piles of what looked like chalky white and gooey green chemical residue.” Kristen discovered that there are at least one million brownfields in the United States, most of them in urban, low-income areas, exposing 25 percent of children in the United States to toxic waste. Thankfully, most people live in safe homes with sanitation systems that keep us separate from our waste and toxic exposure. Yet except for recreational visits to well-kept parks, we live in a way that largely separates us from nature.

Because of this separation, we urgently need new ways of awakening to our calling to care for creation. Fortunately, as Kristen so engagingly points out, Lewis and Tolkien offer a powerful means to aid us in that recovery. Through their stories, we are invited to imaginatively experience both the joy of living wisely in God’s beautiful world as well as the desolation that occurs when that beauty is lost. As a result, this book can aid all of us in acquiring heightened awareness of our essential role as stewards for the natural world. Indeed, as you read The Wonders of Creation, you will find yourself moving from laughing with wonder as you see the portrayal of the beauty of God’s creation as reflected in the stories of Narnia and Middle-earth to lamenting the devastation of nature caused by human greed and neglect to listening more deeply to the praise and the pain of creation.

Follow creation’s call with an open heart and open hands. Hearts full of love for this beautiful planet will move our hands to care for animals, forests, flowers, birds, rivers, lakes, and oceans where we live. God put us in this garden to keep it. Let’s not lose it.


The Ken and Jean Hansen Lectureship

I’m motivated to set up a lectureship in honor of my parents, Ken and Jean Hansen, at the Wade Center primarily because they loved Marion E. Wade. My father began working for Mr. Wade in 1946, the year I was born. He launched my father and mentored him in his business career. Often when I look at the picture of Marion Wade in the Wade Center, I give thanks to God for his beneficial influence in my family and in my life.

After Darlene and I were married in December 1967, the middle of my senior year at Wheaton College, we invited Marion and Lil Wade for dinner in our apartment. I wanted Darlene to get to know the best storyteller I’ve ever heard.

When Marion Wade passed through death into the Lord’s presence on November 28, 1973, his last words to my father were, “Remember Joshua, Ken.” As Joshua was the one who followed Moses to lead God’s people, my father was the one who followed Marion Wade to lead the ServiceMaster Company.

After members of Marion Wade’s family and friends at ServiceMaster set up a memorial fund in honor of Marion Wade at Wheaton College, my parents initiated the renaming of Clyde Kilby’s collection of papers and books from the seven British authors—C. S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien, Dorothy L. Sayers, George MacDonald, G. K. Chesterton, Charles Williams, and Owen Barfield—as the Marion E. Wade Collection.

I’m also motivated to name this lectureship after my parents because they loved the literature of these seven authors whose papers are now collected at the Wade Center.

While I was still in college, my father and mother took an evening course on Lewis and Tolkien with Dr. Kilby. The class was limited to nine students so that they could meet in Dr. Kilby’s living room. Dr. Kilby’s wife, Martha, served tea and cookies.

My parents were avid readers, collectors, and promoters of the books of the seven Wade authors, even hosting a book club in their living room led by Dr. Kilby. When they moved to Santa Barbara in 1977, they named their home Rivendell, after the beautiful house of the elf Lord Elrond, whose home served as a welcome haven to weary travelers as well as a cultural center for Middle-earth history and lore. Family and friends who stayed in their home know that their home fulfilled Tolkien’s description of Rivendell:

And so at last they all came to the Last Homely House, and found its doors flung wide. . . . [The] house was perfect whether you liked food, or sleep, or work, or story-telling, or singing, or just sitting and thinking best, or a pleasant mixture of them all. . . . Their clothes were mended as well as their bruises, their tempers and their hopes. . . . Their plans were improved with the best advice.1


Our family treasures many memories of our times at Rivendell, highlighted by storytelling. Our conversations often drew from images of the stories of Lewis, Tolkien, and the other authors. We had our own code language: “That was a terrible Bridge of Khazad-dûm experience.” “That meeting felt like the Council of Elrond.”

One cold February, Clyde and Martha Kilby escaped the deep freeze of Wheaton to thaw out and recover for two weeks at my parents’ Rivendell home in Santa Barbara. As a thank-you note, Clyde Kilby dedicated his book Images of Salvation in the Fiction of C. S. Lewis to my parents. When my parents set up our family foundation in 1985, they named the foundation Rivendell Stewards’ Trust.

In many ways, they lived in and they lived out the stories of the seven authors. It seems fitting and proper, therefore, to name this lectureship in honor of Ken and Jean Hansen.




Escape for Prisoners

The purpose of the Hansen Lectureship is to provide a way of escape for prisoners. J. R. R. Tolkien wrote about the positive role of escape in literature:

I have claimed that Escape is one of the main functions of fairy-stories, and since I do not disapprove of them, it is plain that I do not accept the tone of scorn or pity with which “Escape” is now so often used: a tone for which the uses of the word outside literary criticism give no warrant at all. In what the misusers of Escape are fond of calling Real Life, Escape is evidently as a rule very practical, and may even be heroic.2


Note that Tolkien is not talking about escapism or an avoidance of reality, but rather the idea of escape as a means of providing a new view of reality, the true transcendent reality that is often screened from our view in this fallen world. He adds:

Evidently we are faced by a misuse of words, and also by a confusion of thought. Why should a man be scorned, if, finding himself in prison, he tries to get out and go home? Or if, when he cannot do so, he thinks and talks about other topics than jailers and prison-walls? The world outside has not become less real because the prisoner cannot see it. In using Escape in this [derogatory] way the [literary] critics have chosen the wrong word, and, what is more, they are confusing, not always by sincere error, the Escape of the Prisoner with the Flight of the Deserter.3


I am not proposing that these lectures give us a way to escape from our responsibilities or ignore the needs of the world around us, but rather that we explore the stories of the seven authors to escape from a distorted view of reality, from a sense of hopelessness, and to awaken us to the true hope of what God desires for us and promises to do for us.

C. S. Lewis offered a similar vision for the possibility that such literature could open our eyes to a new reality:

We want to escape the illusions of perspective . . . we want to see with other eyes, to imagine with other imaginations, to feel with other hearts, as well as with our own. . . . The man who is contented to be only himself, and therefore less a self, is in prison. My own eyes are not enough for me, I will see through those of others. . . . In reading great literature I become a thousand men yet remain myself. . . . Here as in worship, in love, in moral action, and in knowing, I transcend myself; and am never more myself than when I do.4


The purpose of the Hansen Lectureship is to explore the great literature of the seven Wade authors so that we can escape from the prison of our self-centeredness and narrow, parochial perspective in order to see with other eyes, feel with other hearts, and be equipped for practical deeds in real life.

As a result, we will learn new ways to experience and extend the fulfillment of our Lord’s mission: “to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free” (Lk 4:18-19 NIV).
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STEPPING OUT OF THE WARDROBE 

Searching Fictional Landscapes to Guide Our View of Our Own World


I have always gravitated toward forests, and I think I’ve always connected to them deeply. In fact, there is a recording of a conversation between my father and me, as a two-year-old, in which when asked, “Where is heaven?” I exclaimed with certainty, “It’s in the woods!” I love every kind of forest—those I physically walk through and those I mentally walk through as I read. As an ecologist I spend a lot of time exploring and learning in real forests, thus I can experience fictional forests more deeply with all of my senses. I have no doubt that I can experience literary landscapes so deeply because of my experiences in physical landscapes. As a result, I wonder if those who spend more time in fictional landscapes than actual ones might start to experience nature differently. Could literary landscapes teach us to see creation in a new way and possibly even motivate readers toward environmental stewardship?

One of my favorite literary landscapes is the place between worlds in C. S. Lewis’s The Magician’s Nephew. When I read about this place, I am transported to the many forested landscapes that I have visited in my life. Here is Lewis’s description of Digory’s first impressions:

All the light was green light that came through the leaves: but there must have been a very strong sun overhead, for this green daylight was bright and warm. It was the quietest wood you could possibly imagine. There were no birds, no insects, no animals, and no wind. You could almost feel the trees growing. The pool he had just got out of was not the only pool. There were dozens of others—a pool every few yards as far as his eyes could reach. You could almost feel the trees drinking the water up with their roots. This wood was very much alive. When he tried to describe it afterward Digory always said, “It was a rich place: as rich as plumcake.” The strangest thing was that, almost before he had looked about him, Digory had half forgotten how he had come there. . . . If anyone had asked him “Where did you come from?” he would probably have said, “I’ve always been here.” That was what it felt like—as if one had always been in that place and never been bored although nothing had ever happened. As he said long afterward, “It’s not the sort of place where things happen. The trees go on growing, that’s all.”1


What did you imagine while reading this? While it is hard for me to imagine literal stillness and quiet (“no birds, no insects, no animals, no wind”) in any of the forests I know, I understand what is being described. When I am in a forest, I experience a stillness—a quieting of my soul. Like Lewis, I understand that forests are “not the sort of place(s) where things happen”—at least not the everyday things that distract us from what is important. In forests, I find that I can join the psalmist in experiencing this promise: “Be still, and know that I am God” (Ps 46:10). When I read about Lewis’s forest in the place between worlds, I can truly understand and experience this place, perhaps as Digory did in The Magician’s Nephew, because I have experience in actual forests. In fact, experiencing this fictional landscape makes me want to go and find similar places in real life so that I can experience “trees (that) go on growing.” Don’t you wish this too?

I love reading as much as I love exploring landscapes (whether forests, mountains, prairies, or wetlands). I read books to learn, to worship, to teach, to escape, and to relax. I am particularly drawn to books about nature or those with settings that enable me to feel part of nature through detailed descriptions. By reading such books, I have gained a desire both to be in nature as well as to protect it. I have also developed what Aldo Leopold, a famous conservation biologist and the father of wildlife biology, defines as a land ethic. I understand that I am part of a community that extends beyond people to include plants, animals, and all of creation.2 Robert Macfarlane, an author of several books about place, literature, and imagination, writes, “Whenever I ask professional conservationists what first inspired them to get involved in the protection of the environment, they invariably mention either a book or a place.”3

It is my experience that many of us who have pursued conservation as a vocation connect strongly to places, even places discovered in books. We can easily connect fictional places with places we know that need protection or restoration. Love for these places is enough to motivate us to environmental action. It is also true that those of us who pursue environmental stewardship are drawn to writing about nature. Macfarlane suggests that most people, however, are not motivated to action simply through reading “nature writing.” He argues that those of us who are motivated by writings of naturalists are probably already interested and inclined toward environmental action. To those without a deep-seated inclination toward or interest in the natural world, books about nature can seem uninteresting, pious, or even tending toward propaganda.4 However, these same people often are strongly drawn to the grand fictional landscapes created by authors like C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien. For some of these readers, as they learn to care about these fictional locations, they are also awakened to the beauty of the created world in which they live. Accordingly, they may begin to care about the conservation and protection of the landscapes surrounding them.

In their work Narnia and the Fields of Arbol, Dickerson and O’Hara argue that “people are sometimes willing to listen to ideas that come in the form of story that they would not listen to in the form of abstract arguments.”5 Further, Patrick Curry also maintains that in order for readers to be motivated to environmental action from the stories they read, they must have formed a personal connection to these fictional landscapes.6 J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis both created landscapes that readers seem to connect with, including descriptions of fictional places that their readers know intimately and love to explore. For example, Tolkien’s “subcreation”7 of Middle-earth provides a setting for his stories that connects the readers to real landscapes ranging from swamps and forests to mountains and grasslands.8 In particular, the hobbits’ beloved Shire was based on the rural land in the West Midlands of England, where Tolkien spent his boyhood. Likewise, Lewis’s creation of Narnia reflects the landscapes he loved to walk across in the Belfast countryside.9 Thus, both Tolkien’s and Lewis’s personal experience of the natural world allowed them to create familiar places that readers can recognize and envision for themselves as they read the stories. Stories speak of truths,10 including environmental truths about the vulnerabilities of nature when actions within the stories destroy rather than protect the created world.


Reading Landscapes

Everyone has some kind of connection to place. When I teach ecology, I start the course asking my students to think of their favorite place in nature and describe it to me. I remind them that there are many aspects to place—there are elements that can be described using our senses: what you see, smell, hear, taste; relationships that require a bit of observation and remembering; and also processes like climate that shape each of these elements. Essentially, what the students are doing in this exercise is describing their home landscape. My students are thinking about a familiar place, one they connect with and are drawn to. This can be any place—their actual home or where they find the stillness the Psalmist describes. I call this activity “reading landscapes.” It involves scanning, recognizing, identifying, and interpreting a place with the hope of learning, worshiping, teaching, escaping, or relaxing.11 Reading the landscape involves paying attention to one’s surroundings in order to understand what attributes make the place unique. As the landscape is explored, the “reader” considers the common species making up the specific community (like robins in a maple tree and gray squirrels hiding acorns), delights with every surprising discovery (like a visiting scarlet tanager in the top of a bur oak or a roaming red fox in the honeysuckle hedge), and considers how they personally interact with the place.

Reading landscapes includes not only the flora and fauna but also the habitat. Interestingly, landscape is a term used by many disciplines to describe the attributes of a place.12 For example, scientists might be interested in the elements of the land that explain natural processes, like ecosystem services,13 while artists may be interested in connecting feelings or memories or longings to the land by focusing on elements of the landscape that are familiar. This is why we are not disoriented when we enter Middle-earth at the beginning of The Hobbit, for what child has not dreamed of digging out a fort or a hideaway? However, I’m guessing most of these attempts result in a hole that isn’t nearly as welcoming as the child envisioned. This is where Tolkien starts with the development of his landscape: “In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit. Not a nasty, dirty, wet hole, filled with the ends of worms and an oozy smell, nor yet a dry, bare, sandy hole with nothing in it to sit down on or to eat: it was a hobbit-hole, and that means comfort.”14

The description of what the hole is not, and the similarity to the shared experiences of many children, is exactly what orients the reader to the “comfort” of a hobbit-hole. Shared experiences allow us to understand landscapes, whether we have spent time in them or not. In this way, the landscapes of Tolkien and Lewis extend beyond mere settings for a story; these authors have created worlds with specific geologies, geographies, ecologies, and cultures. Just like in actual landscapes, readers can experience these created landscapes at different scales. For example, in the terrain of The Hobbit, the reader can experience the detail of the path:

As they went on Bilbo looked from side to side for something to eat; but the blackberries were still only in flower, and of course there were no nuts, not even hawthorn-berries. . . . They still went on and on. The rough path disappeared. The bushes, and the long grasses between the boulders, the patches of rabbit-cropped turf, the thyme and the sage and the marjoram, and the yellow rockroses all vanished, and they found themselves at the top of a wide steep slope of fallen stones, the remains of a landslide.15


Readers can also experience the grand, sweeping vistas of the journey: “Now they could look back over the lands they had left, laid out behind them far below. Far, far away in the West, where things were blue and faint, Bilbo knew their lay his own country of safe and comfortable things, and his little hobbit-hole.”16

Regardless of the scale, there are elements of the landscape that orient the reader to a place of comfort because they connect the reader to elements that are familiar. The created landscapes of Lewis and Tolkien are believable because each author spent time in nature learning to read actual landscapes in addition to spending time in literary landscapes as they read throughout their lives.




Imagined Landscapes

C. S. Lewis created imagined landscapes for most of his life. In Surprised by Joy, he describes his boyhood fictional creation “Animal Land” as a place of “anthropomorphized beasts” that entertained his imagination. However, he describes his drawings as lacking beauty and having a “shocking ignorance of natural form.” Lewis says, “This absence of beauty, now that I come to think of it, is characteristic of our childhood.”17 However, a “biscuit-tin garden” made by his brother with moss, twigs, and flowers was brought to the nursery one day, and “that was the first beauty [he] knew.”18 The moss-garden of Lewis’s childhood, perhaps, was the seed for the imagined landscapes of his fiction, since he wrote that it first made him aware of nature.19

Lewis loved walking across landscapes and was certainly influenced by what he experienced. For example, in October 1918, he wrote in a letter to his boyhood friend Arthur Greeves,

“Savernake Woods,” doesn’t that breathe of romance? . . . I have been in Savernake Woods this morning. You get clear of the village, cross a couple of fields and then a sunken chalky road leads you right into the wood. It is full of beech and oak but also of those little bushy things that grow out of the earth in four or five different trunks—vide Rackham’s woodland scenes in the “Siegfried” illustrations. In places, too, there has been a good deal of cutting down: some people think this spoils a wood but I find it delightful to come out of the thickets suddenly to a half bare patch full of stumps and stacks of piled wood with the sun glinting thro’ the survivors. Green walks of grass with thick wood on either side led off the road and we followed one of these down and found our way back by long détours.20


As he explains in another letter to his brother, Warren, his experience went beyond “lines and colours, but (extends to) smells, sounds, and tastes.”21 Lewis further describes how as he walked, he thought of literature or opera and considered how beloved scenes might play out in the landscape where he was walking: “I was always involuntarily looking for scenes that might belong to the Wagnerian world, here a steep hillside covered with firs where Mime might meet Sieglinde, there a sunny glade where Siegfried might listen to the bird . . . But soon . . . nature ceased to be a mere reminder of the books, became herself the medium of the real joy.”22

Spending time in nature certainly impacted Lewis’s creativity, and as a result, his readers experience many of his fictional landscapes in the same way that he explored actual landscapes; as the characters walk or journey, the landscapes unfold. Consider, for example, this passage from Out of the Silent Planet, the first book in Lewis’s Space Trilogy:

They walked forward—beside the channel. In a few minutes Ransom saw a new landscape. The channel was not only a shallow but a rapid—the first, indeed, of a series of rapids by which the water descended steeply for the next half-mile. The ground fell away before them and the canyon—or handramit—continued at a very much lower level. Its walls, however, did not sink with it, and from his present position Ransom got a clearer notion of the lie of the land.23


Because Lewis spent much time walking across landscapes, he is able to create something beautiful and familiar in an entirely new landscape on a planet previously unknown to the reader.

Just as Lewis learned to love nature from the biscuit-tin garden created by his brother Warren, Tolkien was introduced to the beauty of the natural world by his mother and her love of botany and gardening.24 He cultivated his own love of plants, especially trees, throughout his life.25 He spent enough time in nature reading landscapes to be able to know the intricacies of natural rhythms. In a letter to his son, Christopher, he describes in detail the flowering and leaf-out sequence of the trees: “The oaks were among the earliest trees to be leafed equaling or beating birch, beech and lime etc. Great cauliflowers of brilliant yellow-ochre tasseled with flowers, while the ashes (in the same situations) were dark, dead, with hardly even a visible sticky bud.”26

Tolkien’s observations and knowledge of nature allowed him to create fictional landscapes described in such detail that plant guides have been written and taxonomic keys developed to help the reader navigate the flora of Middle-earth.27 These familiar elements of landscape allow the reader to become immersed in imaginary worlds. Tolkien explains in a 1964 interview with the BBC that elements of his fictional landscapes were based on the place where “memory and imagination” come together, and that “the Shire is very much like the kind of world in which I first became aware of things.”28 Middle-earth represents the “actual Old world of this planet,”29 but Tolkien does not claim to “relate the shape of the mountains and land-masses”;30 rather he describes his created landscape as “at a different stage of imagination.”31 He explains, “Mine is not an ‘imaginary’ world, but an imaginary historical moment on ‘Middle-earth’—which is our habituation.”32 Because Middle-earth “is our habituation,”33 we might expect to recognize elements of the “habitable lands of our world.”34
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