
Readings from July 19, 2015

Opening

668

"Nature" is what we see— 
The Hill—the Afternoon— 
Squirrel—Eclipse— the Bumble bee— 
Nay—Nature is Heaven— 
Nature is what we hear— 
The Bobolink—the Sea— 
Thunder—the Cricket— 
Nay—Nature is Harmony— 
Nature is what we know— 
Yet have no art to say— 
So impotent Our Wisdom is 
To her Simplicity.

(Emily Dickinson)

Second Reading (at the Roots)

“John Muir did not live the tragedy of sin and redemption in which he had been raised, because nature became his god 
and it was in him.  He just lived. . . .  His body was the instrument with which he measured, assessed, felt, and interpreted 
the elements, and in turn, he allowed nature to use him any way that it pleased.  He travelled light and often walked with 
no particular destination, because each inch of the path held answers and questions, the first step as rich as the last.  The 
world came up through the soles of his feet and permeated his skin, nose, eyes, and ears, sparking the strings of 
intelligent cells and proteins there. . . .  He was rained on, hailed on, snowed on, he fell and climbed and fell again and 
knew firsthand the dry mercilessness of nature.  Yet, the more it tore into him, the more succulence he found; the more he 
surrendered to the natural world, the more wide awake he became.” 



(Gretel Ehrlich, author of The Solace of Open Spaces; this selection is from her introduction to the book John Muir, 
Nature’s Visionary)

Third Reading (at the stream, on the bridge)

“I watch the hummingbirds at the feeder. Their hearts beat ten times faster than a human's. They have the highest 
metabolic rate of any animal, a dozen times higher than a pigeon, a hundred times higher than an elephant. 
Hummingbirds live at the edge of what is biologically possible, and it's that, the fierce intenseness of their aliveness, that 
makes them appear so exuberantly free.” 

“But I've been told more times than I can count: Think of life as a machine and you'll treat life as a machine. As I write, I 
am again watching a hummingbird at the feeder outside my window and I hear the scolding voices: Think of the 
hummingbird as a little whirring clockwork, and you'll treat it as a clockwork. Well, no. I don't treat the hummingbird as a 
clockwork. But what makes the hummingbird different is not that the bird has an irreducible hummingbird soul, but 
complexity. Even a single cell in the hummingbird's body is vastly more complex than the most elaborate clockwork. It is 
the overwhelming complexity of the hummingbird that commands my reverence and my love.”

(Chet Raymo. When God Is Gone, Everything Is Holy: The Making of a Religious Naturalist)

Humming Bird

With a flash of brilliance
and a quick tongue

this cloud-winged hummer
and preacher of the Sun

skims the simmering
brush of summer



bearing his shimmering
scroll of light

on a spark burst
sliding out of sight.

(Jim Gronvold)

Fourth Reading (in the meadow)

“Amid the decay of creeds, love of Nature has high [value]. It has made our lives placid and sweet.  It has given us an 
inexhaustible field for inquiry, for enjoyment, for the exercise of all our powers. It has made us contented and at home 
wherever we are in Nature—in the house not made with hands.  This house is our church, and the rocks and hills are the 
altars, and the creed is written in the leaves of the trees and in the flowers of the field and in the sands of the shore.  A 
new creed every day and new preachers, and holy days all the week through. There are no heretics in Nature’s church. It 
is of today; it is now and here; it is everywhere.  The crickets chirp it, the birds sing it, the breezes chant it, the thunder 
proclaims it, the streams murmur it. It is in the forest breath and in the spray of the wave. It is not a faith; it is a love, an 
enthusiasm, a consecration to natural truth.”  

{adapted from John Burroughs, Accepting the Universe, 1920}


