Visio Divina

| draw your attention to an image by Heather Acton printed on your order of service and
on the screen. | invite you to allow your eyes to scan across the image—taking in the

shapes, patterns, colours, shadows. Notice what is evoked in you by this image?

You may like to let your eyes rest on one spot. Stay here for a few quiet moments.

Heather named this image Bushfire—Aftermath. Let us sit with this image and the

memories, sensations, feelings that are rising for a few more quiet moments. ...

About the image, Heather says: Earlier this year there were bushfires close to Canberra.
My family could have been affected. | was thinking about the devastation of bushfire in
Australia. As | drew this image it became a metaphor for events in our lives that seem to

sweep everything away. To wait and trust that there will be resolution.

You may like to stay with what has come or tuck it away for later. (RECORDING)
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It occurs to me, Heather’s words ‘to wait and trust’ are like a subtheme of the larger
theme—To know the dark—which we are exploring in these weeks as we move toward
winter solstice in the Southern Hemisphere. We cannot rush the slow work of God any

more than we can rush the onset of winter or our passage through it.

We’re invited to wait and trust for what, in time, will come to us (be for us) rather than
forcing something to happen—as if we could. Poets, artists, midwives and gardeners
are among those who seem to know this to be true intuitively, which is why they’re

trustworthy guides for us over these weeks, why we turn to them.

There is much to appreciate about the dark. It enables us to see the stars, encounter
nocturnal critters, view the landscape differently (grayscale tone), and experience for a
time a sense of disorientation that can bring fresh perspectives. Things grow in the
dark—moss and lichen on rocks, marsupials in pouches, foetuses in wombs, seeds in

soil. Darkness is often conducive to stillness, silence and rest.

Sometimes the dark gives us the freedom to express freely hard feelings like those
expressed by the psalmist:

How long, O Lord, this mad warring?

How long will children suffer harm and old people be forgotten?

How long before the fruit of reconciliation grows in Australia?

How long will creation and our souls bear the weight of greed and selfishness?

How long this situation... this grief... this pain?



I notice the psalmist makes no attempt to cover over raw emotions with politeness or
gentle requests. Her soul is thrown wide open. His plea is laid squarely before God. In

lament, strong feelings are unrestrained.

Helplessness, hopelessness, anger and fear form a fist that is lifted toward the heavens
without apology. How can this be? Why is this happening? And what are you going to do
about it? Within the words of lament is a belief—a demand, even—that a loving God

take action; be truly with and for us and bring about longed-for change.

Theologians have done their best over the centuries to address the questions that swirl
around suffering and God’s seeming inaction. Yet, as | sat with Psalm 13 and wisdom

from the contemplative stream, something new began to emerge for me.

The year of my father’s death ushered in a long season of upending and unmaking for
me. Like Dante’s pilgrim at mid-Llife, ‘l woke to find myselfin a dark wood’ having
‘wandered off from the straight (or at least planned) path’. Several events served as
stepping stones into the darkness of deconstruction. My pilgrimage would culminate a
few years later in the ending of my first marriage—a painful yet life-affirming decision for

myself and my two young children.

Looking back, | see that darkness was a necessary ingredient in the work being done in
me at that time. Externally things were falling apart for me but internally—out of sight—I
was expanding, ripening, gaining a needed ennoblement for the emerging self. | felt it

strongly even then.

Given the distance of time, | notice that the initial outpouring in lament springs from
that part of us that wishes to control, to have certainty to be able to shed light on what is
happening and what will happen. Our cries are often shaped by what Maggie Ross calls
the self-conscious mind; that part of us that operates linearly and divides, that strives to

make order and sense and thus often busies itself finding fault and placing blame.



These first words of lament are honest, yet they’re likely the result of what Cynthia
Bourgeault and others say is a reductive and limited view. We feel bad... and it must be
because of this circumstance or that person. We look for ways to relieve our confusion
and impatience... even if it means denial, numbing and running, cutting off parts of

ourselves or causing harm in the process.

In the contemplative tradition, there’s an invitation to hold gently our raw feelings, to
stay with but not succumb. As James Finley puts it, ‘Not to let the conditional

circumstances we’re in determine the foundational condition of our heart’.

In the usual rhythm of biblical laments, the final stanzas always speak of waiting in
trust—there’s that theme again! We hear in these final lines a handing over of life to a
Great Goodness that is at work in the darkness, not despite it. Psalm 13 ends: | trusted
in your steadfast love; my heart will rejoice in your salvation. | will sing to the LORD who

has dealt bountifully with me.

Hesed is the Hebrew word translated here as ‘steadfast love’. It is impossible to get at
the fullness of hesed in English, but it includes every quality that makes up what it
means to be faithful in a covenantal relationship. No where is hesed more evident than
in the self-giving, co-creating, one-ing, of Triune God where the love between Father,

Son and Spirit—the Mother of us all—is made real and poured out into our world.

Alongside the harshness that troubles our hearts, another world exists and is alive—
though it is often obscured by its ordinariness, slowness and subtly. The neighbourhood
of Christ in which we live is sustained by hesed—God’s loving intention woven through
creation. We’re invited to trust and entrust ourselves to the ‘cycles of birth, growth,

maturity, death and decay’* through which Trinity’s covenantal love is consummated.

Now if this is becoming too heady and abstract, perhaps | can bring it closer to home.

¥ Sir Albert Howard, ‘The Soil and Health: A Study of Organic Agriculture’.



In one of his essays, Wendell Berry provides an image of this world for us. He tells of a
battered galvanized bucket that hangs on a fence post on what was once his
grandfather’s farm. Whenever he happens to walk by, he looks in the bucket and finds
what he says is ‘the greatest miracle’ going on inside—'the making of soil’. Berry
beautifully describes this miracle for us:

The old bucket has hung there through many autumns, and the leaves have
fallen around it and some have fallen into it. Rain and snow have fallen into
it, and the fallen leaves have held the moisture and so have rotted. Nuts have
fallen into it, or been carried into it by squirrels; mice and squirrels have
eaten the meat of the nuts and left the shells; they and other animals have
left their droppings; insects have flown into the bucket and died and
decayed; birds have scratched in it and left their droppings or perhaps a
feather or two. This slow work of growth and death, gravity and decay, which
is the chief work of the world, has by how produced in the bottom of the
bucket several inches of black humus. ... All creatures die into [this process],
and they live by it.*

Friends, this is a microcosm of the wheel of life; the force of Spirit creating, renewing,
preserving all creation. When the tears of lament clear my eyes and heart, and | am
finally able to lift my face to the trees and birds at play in the creek bed before me, |

glimpse the aliveness, the realness of this world, a world of God’s keeping.

Berry calls creation ‘the unshifting star’ of our lives. Nature willingly participates in the
wheel of life. In nature, hesed is received and embodied with unwavering trust and

patience.

Admittedly, it’s not as easy for us humans. The ongoing process of life not always feel as
innocent or miraculous as what is going on in Berry’s bucket. It takes courage to pray
and live with ‘naked intent’ as the Cloud of Unknowing puts it; to hand ourselves over in
trust to divine deconstruction, breaking open, germination, remaking. May God give us
the daring needed to go dark, and may we sense the Spirit of Christ companioning us on

the way.

* Wendell Berry, ‘The Work of Local Culture’, What are People For? and The World-Ending Fire.



