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        “Charity’s unique story, shifting from a worldview of separation formed in her through a fundamentalist version of Christianity, to the reality of our interconnection with the whole alive world, is courageous, touching and relatable. Although her story is her own, it is also universal. She speaks to the heart of a movement from institutionalism and control into experiential relationship with nature and with others from a place of reverence and love for the ‘other,’ and mutual belonging. She covers a wide field from sexuality to empathy, technology to spiritual healing. Readers are led on a particular and collective journey in rewilding, inviting them to reflect on their own lived experiences. At this time in human history, with a metacrisis and a planet in peril, we need authentic stories like Dirt Church that open up space to re-imagine and re-wild the way things are. We need community experiences that invite others in, as Charity has, that intersect with a new and ancient spirituality that I witness blossoming in the Wild Church Network. You’ll be glad you opened this beautiful book.”

        VALERIE LUNA SERRELS, CO-FOUNDER/MYCELIAL WEAVER, WILD CHURCH NETWORK
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        "Reading Dirt Church is like being in conversation with a close friend who makes you feel both seen and enlivened. Muse sprinkles her experiences and observations with keen insights that make you stop in your tracks. It is hard to tell whether the resulting epiphanies are a deep remembering or answers to unspoken questions. This book is an invitation to find belonging and community in the world around us, and is an antidote to the technology that is vying for our attention. I urge you to go outside and take this book with you!"

        BETH REMMES, ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVIST & FACILITATOR FOR THE WORK THAT RECONNECTS
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        “Dirt Church is down to earth and authentic, offering a sense of deeper spirituality and connectedness to creation. The author's experiences with the wild and the invitations at the end of each chapter allow the reader to engage more fully with nature.” 

        DEBRA DICKERSON, FOUNDER OF "BAMBOO ENCOUNTER" - PART OF THE WILD CHURCH NETWORK
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      To Willow & Sycamore: May you always remember you are sacred and wild and that this Earth is your Mother.
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        * * *

      

      To all of those who’ve found themselves in a different place spiritually: May you unearth your own sacred wild being.
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        The world is charged with the grandeur of God;

      
        It will flame out, like shining from shook foil.

        GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS

      

      

      

      When I started writing this book, I did not realize the journey I was about to be led on. Sitting on a blanket in my backyard in northern Georgia, underneath Grandmother Pecan tree, I heard a gentle whisper in my heart.

      Write a book called Dirt Church. Rewild yourself.

      What I thought would happen was that I would write a book on finding God in the wilderness. What actually happened pushed me beyond the edges of what I thought I knew—into a wider, wilder, and deeper view of Spirit and love for this planet than I could have imagined that afternoon gazing at the sky through the limbs and leaves.

      Perhaps being the granddaughter of a Pentecostal pastor predisposed me to be attuned to the spiritual realm. Perhaps being a Cancer sun and rising and a Pisces moon magnifies my sensitivity. Perhaps being an Enneagram Four makes me see things differently, and makes me more readily able and willing to dive into the depths of thinking and emotion, into the something-we-can’t-see-or-touch.

      Whatever the reason, there has been a consistent thread of knowing, trusting, and believing throughout my life. Even though they somehow come easily to me, there is a sense of something just out of reach—evasive, and like the bird you can hear in the tree, but never locate with your eyes.

      In a similar way, I’ve always been drawn to the trees, the earth, the soil—relishing in the scents of pine and fallen leaves as I walk the paths along mossy banks in the forests I visit. In ways I can’t explain, I have often had the experience of being held in these spaces, even having a sense of knowing that I belong at the loneliest moments of my life when circumstances and external voices have most convinced me that I don’t. The threshold of the wild has called me back to myself and returned me to the sanctuary of my soul.

      No matter where I travel, the smell of the river brings a sense of home and the sight of mountains a reminder of where I belong. Perhaps, from all the time I spent at my grandparents’ home near the Tennessee River in Chattanooga, TN. Or I listened to too much John Denver in my youth.

      Or maybe it’s a call deeper than the one I can hear with my ears. Perhaps I have been hearing the voice of Spirit in the wild places.

      From the hawks crying as they circle hundreds of feet overhead in the updrafts to the microbes below the soles of our feet, life is teeming everywhere. There is no place where the Divine is absent.

      After my daughter’s third grade field trip, I listened to the podcast “On Being” on the way home, and the guest talked about the wilderness as the place he was cast out to after walking away from evangelical Christianity. He went on to compare this experience to one of danger and pain.

      Something in me tensed up. I immediately recognized that this is not my experience as a queer southern woman who has also left evangelicalism. On further reflection, I pinpointed that my discomfort was rooted in the fact that I no longer identify with the metaphor of wilderness as the place where we are alone. I no longer see the wilds as a place of threat or lack. Instead, I am captivated by the Source in all things around me. Instead, I see the wilderness as an invitation to connect with Divine Mystery. It is the Sacred Wild.

      The truth I’ve found is that the more I engage with what has been vilified by the Western church—the wilderness and natural world, my own wildness, and spirituality outside of the confines of dogma—the closer I feel to Spirit. The more I awaken to how deeply connected I am to all that is, the further I am freed from institution and authoritarianism, including that within the church.

      And when I pay attention, I see this manifestation of Spirit everywhere. Red deadnettle forces itself through the thick layer of dead grass in the off-season hay field. Blue jays tap their beaks on the upper pecans remaining in the tree in early January. Two young deer graze in the distance, wary of my presence. All of this sings to me like a sacred hymn.

      I now see the wilderness as not just a place beyond margins, but the place where Spirit is most tangible, and where we are most receptive to Her. I’ve come to know the Creator through the beauty and wildness in nature herself, and through this clarity, I see the abundance and safety all around. Unlike the pavement we’ve poured over hallowed ground, the artificial lights, and the walls we’ve carefully constructed, the untamed wilderness is home. Where we live, and move, and have our being.

      It would be all too easy to assume that what I am suggesting is that the metaphor of wilderness for difficulty or aloneness doesn’t work. However, that’s an overly simplistic view that obscures a much deeper and more needed insight. As you join me in this journey along these pages, you’ll see the wilderness, both metaphorical and literal, is where we actually find what we often call God, the Divine, Spirit, Divine Mystery. I believe when we offer ourselves to the Wilds and engage with the unbroken-ness and untamed-ness of it all and open ourselves to learning, we connect with ourselves, the world, and Divine Source most deeply.

      In our current time, especially for those of us who were raised in fundamentalist traditions or who have experienced spiritual trauma, there seems to be a choice placed before us to either remain in beliefs we’ve long held onto, or to burn it all down to the ground. While anger and pain might fuel us to choose the latter or fear might urge us to grip on ever tighter to what we’ve known, neither of these choices leave much room for growth, further connection, or soul journey.

      But a third way beckons us to weigh our beliefs and values, closely examine ourselves, and reform spiritual identity in a way that’s authentic to ourselves and what we believe. We are beckoned to do it in the context of community and along with the natural world. In no other place have I better learned how to do this or been more inspired to continue to go deeper than in the Sacred Wild.
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        * * *

      

      The canopy of trees offer themselves to us, whispering that there is a knowing we can reach if we will listen with our whole bodies.

      The birds offer insights to our ears and echo a call to listen more deeply, from our hearts.

      The rivers and streams offer healing and baptism into deeper connection and understanding of the rivers flowing under the rivers. They clue us in to the nature of Spirit at work.

      This book offers itself to you as a path into the beauty of the Sacred Wild and our own wildness. I like to imagine we are walking together, and I’m showing you some of my favorite wonders and what I’m learning. You may notice your own insights as we journey along.

      In addition to resources and suggested readings at the end of the book, there are embodied eco-spiritual practices included at the end of each chapter. You are going to be asked to go outside. I encourage you to recognize that there is no bad weather, only bad clothing. Too often, we stop ourselves from going outside because of discomfort. If there is truly severe weather, simply wait.

      You are going to be asked to roll up your sleeves and get to work. I encourage you to do the practices and to journal about them as you go along. I encourage you to write (by hand if possible) what you are thinking and feeling. You might be surprised at what comes out.

      Even moreso, I encourage you to go through this book with other people. Or at the very least, include someone else in some of the practices and discuss them together. Part of separating ourselves from institutionalism and reconnecting with our wildness is to reject our obsession with individualism and return to community. As you read, you will also see my deep belief that this is an important dimension of spirituality which we have long neglected and must return to. This is not about an individualistic spiritual practice. It’s far past time we move away from those models which encourage the personal or transcendent over the communal. Commune with others, commune with more-than-humans and nature, and commune with Spirit/Source as you read this book.
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        * * *

      

      While this book is not a theological debate or a replacement for professional service or guidance, it is an invitation.

      I invite you to shift—to shift into action, to reconnect to Spirit. I invite you to grow your love and connection with the Sacred Wilderness and the wild within you. So we may save our wild spirits and also the wilds of the world.

      I am not a climate activist in the professional sense of the word, but I care deeply and work for conservation. I love this Earth as my mother. From a very early age when I started a chapter of Kids Save Earth (KSE) with my best friend Stephanie in elementary school, to now in my forties, I am committed to saving what we can. Though I’m not a scientist or activist by trade, I can say with confidence: The Earth needs us to wake up. Our beautiful amazing planet regenerates and rewilds herself faithfully, but for full restoration, we need to get out of the way and start to live and love differently.

      Many of us have lost our soul connection with our Mother the Earth, with Source, with our true selves. I believe love will heal us. Love will heal our bond and begin to heal the wounds we’ve inflicted on our home and on ourselves.

      As we embark on this journey together, I invite you to take a deep breath in, and imagine your heart opening to contain the multitudes of be-loved ones here around us now. The sky, the waters, the mountains and deserts and forests and plains, and all life within. No creature too small or place too far gone. Imagine your heart now open to love, to befriending and to the restoration of relationship and kinship long forgotten. From this place, we will go into the sacred wildness of Dirt Church.
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        No wonder the hills and groves were God’s first temples, and the more they are cut down and hewn into cathedrals and churches, the farther off and dimmer seems the Lord.

        JOHN MUIR

      

      

      

      When I think of my history with church and spirituality, it surprises me that I would gravitate to finding the Divine outside of the boundaries and prescriptions of church and religiosity. Growing up as the granddaughter of a Pentecostal pastor in Chattanooga, TN, church mandated the details of our everyday being. Our entire week revolved around the church schedule. My family members taught Sunday school, led the choir or sang in service, played instruments, or performed some other function within the church. Even after my grandfather left that church, my family stayed within the Pentecostal denomination, and our lives continued to orbit around our new church and our involvement there.

      At that time in my life especially, I defined church as a building as well as a lifestyle and culture. In some ways, church offered community, but only with the people who showed up regularly and lived in line with the ways that we interpreted the Bible. That way of thinking continued to permeate my mind as I became a teenager and found myself immersed in what I now recognize as religious fundamentalism which found its way into both our politics and everyday vernacular.

      I not only bought into the youth group ideologies of the 1990s, I was the poster child for being “radically saved” with my Christian t-shirts and WWJD bracelets. I formed a Christian rock praise and worship band for my youth group, helped start a Bible study at my high school (because Fellowship of Christian Athletes wasn’t Christian enough for me!), and held a leadership role in my youth group.

      But for what I gained in apparel and even skills in music and leadership, I paid a steep price in self-abandonment, especially my own wildness.

      I grew afraid of my own sexuality, desperately trying to pray the gay away in secret and isolation, even though I had known I was attracted to girls since I was six years old. By the time I was 12 and throughout my adolescence, I hid most of myself in shame. Many nights, I lay flat on the floor of my bedroom in the dark, crying and praying that God would somehow change me and terrified I would go to hell. I didn’t dare tell anyone about my secret other than sharing vague notions that I was “struggling,” for fear of being found out. So, I listened to Melissa Etheridge and the Indigo Girls while daydreaming about what life could be like during the day but cried myself to sleep at night. I felt as though I would never be wholly accepted unless God somehow changed me.

      In high school, especially, the pressure to be more separate from the world became greater. Though I adored many musical artists in the mid-late 1990s, I became deeply wary of the potential influences of secular music, so I faithfully broke many of my CDs. I started worrying that watching TV shows and movies with gay characters might lead me or others down the wrong path. I bought into the notion that it was harmful to have friends who were not also believers in the God I worshipped—the God I was taught would punish us and banish us away if we fell short of perfection.

      This line of thinking permeated Christian culture, resulting in an explosion of contemporary Christian music, Christian education, and a slew of Christian brands for everything from financial advice to dieting and self-help. Everywhere I looked offered confirmation that I was on the right path to completely deny myself and take up the cross if I wanted to belong to Jesus and belong with his followers. Separate from the world. Sold out. Radical.

      Thankfully, I didn’t stay there.

      Though more time has passed since the 1990s than I would care to admit, not much has changed in how this line of thinking dominates discussions and thought within the Western Church. Perhaps it has gotten even worse, and the rhetoric has become more fear-based, hateful, and further from the teachings of Jesus himself.

      I have come to realize that not just the doctrine of separation, but a vilification of wilderness and wildness permeates Western Christian thought. For those of us who challenge the status quo by our very existence (queer, neurodiverse, women, etc.) this presents a particularly difficult challenge. The dominating church norm has become sterilized and hostile toward anything different or other, sometimes even in places which proclaim they are affirming or progressive.

      Worship songs have often become formulaic and distant from the experiences of everyday living. Traditional heavy-handed hymns and patriarchal empirical language find their way into words sung and spoken. Unofficial dress codes, “us and them” attitudes and language, exclusionary website statements of faith, rigid gender roles, and strict views on sexuality all normalize a culture of wildness-suppression. It isn’t that these practices are necessarily new, but in this current moment, they seem more pronounced, and, frankly, more dangerous than ever.

      Even within more progressive churches, orders of service often prescribe the elements of gatherings, and even when we are expected to sit or stand. Songs are often filled with archaic imperial language, outdated tunes and rhythms, and singing is frequently relegated to the few who have been “properly trained.” This leaves little room for creativity, spontaneity, and the Wild Divine to dance among us.

      In the sterilization, colonization, and taming of spirituality, we have come to fear what we were once comfortable with and what once provided safety. We instead have become comfortable with what should terrify us.

      In migrating ourselves and our spiritualities to carefully curated and constructed indoor spaces, we insulate ourselves and become soft (acquiescent, neutral, too comfortable), where we should be tough and resilient. Meanwhile we have hardened our hearts and minds where we should remain soft, gentle, open, and curious.

      Instead of seeing home, safety, community, and shelter for wildlife in the trees, we see profit, potential, or even danger. Instead of seeing medicine and food in the wild plants growing in our yard and gardens, we see “weeds” and encroachment on manicured monoculture lawns and fields.

      So we turn to the saw, the logging trucks, the chemicals, and heavy machinery. We cozy ourselves up to corporations and agencies hell-bent on capitalistic gain at the steep cost of choking our planet.

      In the same manner, instead of seeing community, connection, and belovedness in each other, we see danger and potential enemies. Instead of seeing medicine for the loneliness epidemic and food for the soul in wildness and spontaneity, we see threat to order in our selective (often white, cis-heteronormative, neurotypical), overly organized, and tamed ideas of spiritual community.

      So we turn to the excluding statements of faith, unimaginative liturgies and songs, and the same genres of music we are prescribed and conditioned to use. We cozy ourselves up to hierarchy, talking heads, political parties, and influencers hell-bent on capitalistic gain at the steep cost of choking out love and liberation from the church supposedly modeled after Jesus, the teacher of peace, love, justice, interconnectedness, and mercy.

      We trade plowshares and pruning hooks for warcraft and assault rifles. We sacrifice the collective good and tending the earth on the altar of a vague and ill-defined idea of “freedom” that translates to empire and oppression, violence and death.

      To add insult to injury, this spills over into our daily lives as we “connect” through technology. We place a screen between each other and manage our feeds and lists to only include accounts we agree with and see eye-to-eye on. We are careful with what we share: filtered images and words. We’ve tied our hands and let our muscles of discourse, peacemaking, and navigating conflict atrophy into the visceral fat of engaging only what is easy, surface, and effortless.
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        * * *

      

      How did we get here?

      When I look back on the teachings many of us experienced in the Western Church, I notice a common thread. Throughout lessons, books, songs, and more, we are admonished to be separate from the world, and to fear the world around us. At minimum, we are taught to be skeptical of the world and to learn to control nature around us.

      Is it not possible that the imperialization of Christianity and accompanied mistranslations and misunderstandings created many of these chasms between nature and humanity, as well as separations within ourselves?

      We are told to take dominion over the world and use it for our gain, disregarding and de-personifying nature. Patriarchal language and whiteness favor capitalism, industry, and what can be controlled over wildness and cooperative living. And as we know too well, those messages are strongly reinforced by western ideals of success and power. As colonizers took over the land, they also warped and distorted an interdependent faith and way of living into a religion of empire and dominance.

      To love or be one with the world is equated to being an enemy of God. The doctrine of separation of church and the world scolds those of us who would immerse ourselves into nature and speak of the wonders of finding Spirit there. This deeply ingrained dogma limits our understanding and perspectives and maintains strict sterility—until the natural world comes crashing into the church in a way that can no longer be ignored or shut out.

      My friend Claire once served as an Episcopal priest in downtown Chattanooga. In September 2020, her church held an outdoor worship service like so many congregations did around that time because of COVID safety precautions. While Claire preached a sermon, a black bear ran through the parking lot, prompting worshippers to yell “bear!” during an Episcopal church service where, unlike in my Pentecostal upbringing, yelling is not the norm.

      I asked Claire about this recently. Unsurprisingly, she had been alarmed and found humor in the bear, like many of the parishioners present. Looking back, she still finds it surreal, and reflects on the potential lessons of urbanization of areas that were once wild, encroaching more and more on the habitat of other lives. She wisely offers insight that this may have been a strange convergence of being open to something new in the midst of the pandemic.

      What captivates me the most is the topic of her sermon that evening, based on Exodus 17: “Is the Lord among us or not?”

      Part of me can’t help but ponder on the idea of Divine in the bear. Creator in the meeting of power and wildness with ritual and gathering. Spirit in the intersection of safety precautions and social distancing with peril and closeness, too close for many. Divine Mystery is already present, yet we ask the question if Spirit is here. Like Jacob, we are waking up and wondering.

      In her book, Mating in Captivity, couples therapist, author, and erotic intelligence expert Esther Perel suggests that the ways we diminish ourselves in our relationships in order to provide more safety and security actually harm us and invite more danger into our relationships. I think the same is true in spirituality and our own wildness. The more we tame ourselves and diminish our wildness and connection to the Sacred Wild, the more imperiled our spirituality becomes. It lacks the core essence that makes it viable: wild life.

      To engage with the wilderness is to accept that there is risk. When we embark on returning to our own wildness, we acknowledge the uncertainty of not only where this will lead us, but also how this will change us. Once we move forward, there is no going back. There is no return to the carefully constructed “safety” of racial injustice, patriarchy, classism, and imperialism married with religiosity and fundamentalism. Nor can we return to our carefully constructed illusions of safety in the boxes and barriers we have mistaken for normalcy.

      Instead, we are invited to recognize the dangers of complacency, insulation, and routine. We are liberated from the narratives and societal norms we have internalized by suppressing our own spirits. As we walk among the trees and find ourselves caught up in the fragrant forest and feel the power of rushing waterfalls, we begin to hear our own voice and tremble at the holy reckoning with our truest selves—the selves most connected with each other, with the Earth, and with Spirit.

      In the Christ tradition, there is a story around the miracle of the resurrection. Women who knew and loved Jesus went to tend to his body after he had been laid to rest. When they arrived to find the tomb empty, they were troubled and a stranger said to them, “Why do you seek the living among the dead?”

      It seems to me that for much of the history of Christianity, and even today, we have continued to seek the living God, the Great Mystery, Spirit, among the dead.

      Christianity in its empirical form has been extensively used as a tool of oppression, violence, death, and destruction toward both humans and the planet.

      But the living is not found in control or hate or tyranny. Nor is Spirit found in the dead trees and stones that have been stolen from their rightful places and carved, hewn, and shaped by humans into forms meant to serve human purposes. Church buildings, chairs, pews, pulpits, and offering baskets bear little resemblance to their original living being.

      To paraphrase the quote at the beginning of this chapter from naturalist John Muir, this misuse dims Spirit and separates us from Her.

      Why do we continue to seek a Divine who shows up in a barn, in the voice of a donkey, in fire, in wind, in the sea, on the sea, in a dove, in the margins, in the outcasts, in the oppressed, in the protests, in the dirt, in the garden, and in the wilderness itself… in our carefully constructed boxes? Why would we believe Spirit would inhabit anything but wildness and liberation and the poor and oppressed?

      When church and therefore so much of spirituality has been designed for control, curation, and comfort, wildness clearly can have no place there. I learned that the hard way even while writing this book, when I was forced out of my worship leading role and my progressive church for my own untamed-ness. (Change the lyrics to the wrong hymn to make it more inclusive, and you will make enemies!)

      But when a spiritual community is open to creativity, diversity, and cultivating space, hope, and goodness, the open invitation to wildness stands to transform our communities into vibrant oases and groves in a world increasingly thirsty and hungry for connection, belonging, and love.

      Perhaps the best place to begin the work lies within remembering where we came from, and the potential we still hold within our sacred wild selves.
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        * * *

      

      Invitation

      Take a pen and paper (or journal) outside. Notice what you hear and what you see when you sit in silence for a few moments. Then, reflect on the following questions:

      In what ways have you felt your own wildness suppressed by the church? (or if that is not your experience, you may wish to substitute another institution such as a particular school, a workplace, etc.)

      In what ways have you witnessed or even participated in wildness suppression in your environment?

      How have you tamed yourself? What wants to be released to be wild within you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Remember

          

        

      

    

    
      When I step out into the grey of the early morning, I join in the silence and reverence for what’s about to happen. I know that soon, the sky will begin to change, but for now I can still see the bright glow of the full moon. The dark, as I’ve learned, is the beginning. From the ashes and from the silence, the birds will come to life. The sun will crest over the horizon, causing the sky to sing with colors and vibrance. The dew will begin to sparkle, and if I am still for long enough, I can remember this is the beginning of all things.
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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