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"I have never tried to clothe myself in the delusive garments of a superstitious age.  I 
have never pinned my faith to a man-made God, however venerable.  I have opened my 

mind to the open air of the universe, to things as they are."

~ John Burroughs, Accepting the Universe

Recently I stepped carefully across a fallen tree spanning a cold, forest stream, aware 
that there was both steady and streaming life below my feet, as well as towering over 
my head in the silent redwood cathedral.  I stopped in the middle to settle into the 
unsettledness of being suspended, held in a dangerously wonderful moment.  In these 
times, when I used to think of other worlds and bow to an unseen Presence above or 
behind Nature, I now find a new practice, a new way of seeing, a new balance.  In some 
sense I have "crossed over" a living bridge identified by a small number of a new breed 
of "spiritual teacher," including the wise and balancing thinker, John Burroughs 
(1837-1921).  

It was a delight to discover two major streams of Burroughs' thought.  He was first and 
foremost a naturalist, a scientific adventurer who was an enthusiastic lover of the 
natural world.  He was, secondly and significantly, a spiritual (poetic and philosophical) 
adventurer who redefined spirituality, religion, faith and God for a more reasonable, 
enlightened world.  Here, I primarily reflect on Burroughs' face in the swirling confluence 
of streams--his potent and potential contribution to a wider understanding of faith and 
reason, of Science and Religion, of Nature itself.   

One of my favorite passages in the corpus of JB literature, found in my 1908 printing of 
Leaf and Tendril, is in the chapter, "The Art of Seeing Things."  In his playfully profound 
way, Burroughs offers these wise observations:  "The book of nature is like a page 
written over or printed upon with different-sized characters and in many different 
languages, interlined and cross-lined, and with a great variety of marginal notes and 
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references."  He goes on to say, "We all read the large type more or less appreciatively, 
but only the students and lovers of nature read the fine lines and the footnotes."  A few 
paragraphs later he describes his June walk and discovery of wild bees.  He sees tiny 
mounds of earth he had never seen before.  In his expansive curiosity he stops and 
stoops and spies the life at his feet, saying to himself, "Here is some fine print that I 
have overlooked."  And, the keen observer says, "So I set to work to try to read it; I 
waited for a sign of life."  A bit later he muses, "One seldom takes a walk without 
encountering some of this fine print on nature's page."

In the many years I served as a Chaplain on the wild edges of my community, among 
marginalized folk in dark jails and on dirty streets, I often stopped to pay better attention, 
to kneel and squint to read volumes of fine print and footnotes in the margins of our 
neighborhoods.  Though I didn't know John Burroughs at that time, his mindful 
principles were active.  From the most unexpected places, from the most hidden human 
beings, I heard because I listened, and I saw because I used my eyes to see.  I taught 
classes in World Faiths, leading discussions on Sacred Scriptures and traditions; I 
presided at countless memorials and other "celebrations of life."  I sat and walked, 
laughed and cried with the outsiders, until the castaway community in the urban 
wilderness became my own.  Decades of "presence ministry" with invisible outcasts, 
from community and church, surprised me with a renewed sense of inter-connection; I 
felt related to other human beings who struggled to find a balance or a place to stand, "a 
place to belong" as one home-seeking man put it.  And along the way it was the 
grittiness and messiness of life, the most troubling questions of suffering friends, and 
the oddly wonderful beauty embedded there, that led me to feel a deep discomfort with 
my faith and the "holy books" we cut and carve from living things.  The distractions of 
religion simply became irrelevant to me, to my work.  I began to see the wild bees--what 
I had never seen before.  

On my daily paths and trails, year after year, what was once "sacred" dissolved, 
evaporated into living with others in a radically "secular" world.   It simply became 
natural to be a companion alongside fellow creatures while allowing them to be my 
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teachers, my trailguides, helping me to see better, to appreciate more, to keep crossing 
over to the present (the secular), with a "sacred" (inter-related) grounding in the here 
and now.  Along the twisted pathway, all heavy books of belief were removed from my 
pack, each un-grounded, un-natural spirituality was let go and dropped, when I gained a 
Burroughs' Eye-view of things. 

As readers of Burroughs and students of Nature's Book ("Nature's Bible" for John Muir), 
we may find some relief in that he felt no need to reach deep into his religious childhood 
to state what many would say is obvious:  this Book of Nature is written by God and 
holds divine lessons.  He saw no obvious conclusion on that; he felt no need to follow 
that ancient riverbed; his views had changed, he had crossed over, to another way of 
understanding, a fresh way of seeing.  He understood the super-natural interpretations 
of the world (like Muir he was steeped and stewed in them), but he came to see that 
these were inadequate; Nature needs no super, no artificial additives or un-natural 
ingredients.  In crossing over (actually wading into) the stream of life, he was, in my 
opinion, crossing back from the otherworldly to the this-worldly, from the sacred to the 
secular.  And, in the process, in the fine balance, Burroughs was offering us a delicate 
sprig of green, a sip of clear water, a living gift that helps us step in the direction of a 
Sacred-Secular unity.  He presents us with perhaps our new "secular scripture."  I 
imagine millions ready to turn those leafy pages.

John Burroughs makes it a bit easier to read.  With aid of microscope, telescope, and 
that amazing invention of evolution, the eye, JB invites us to participate in "Accepting 
the Universe" (his pioneering 1920 book) seeking the "Signs and Seasons" (a 1904 
piece) to make a decisive step into "The Light of Day" (his seminal work from 1900).  In 
The Light of Day, what we might call a "secular sermon," he reveals the foundation of 
the bridge he is building:  "To find the divine and the helpful in the mean and familiar, to 
find religion without the aid of any supernatural machinery, to see the spiritual, the 
eternal life in and through the life that now is--in short, to see the rude, prosy earth as a 
star in the heavens, like the rest, is indeed the lesson of all others the hardest to learn."

Chris Highland

3



Many of us who have left the religious side of the stream welcome the lesson even as 
we share Burroughs' critiques of any spirituality past or present.  We still have loved and 
respected ones who choose to hold onto the far bank, to their own trees of "Truth."  We 
want to be in relationship with the believers in their houses of faith while being content 
with moving on up or down the open, inviting trails in the immense, roofless cathedral of 
the cosmos.  Any honest Theist or Atheist could say an "Amen!" to these words from our 
natural Chaplain:  "Every [person] builds or tries to build a house of truth of some sort, 
to shelter [them] from the great void, but how foolish to expect us all to build alike or go 
to the same quarry for our material; or that our house could serve for our children for all 
coming time.  How long it will serve depends upon how large, how well, how 
conveniently it is built."  With this in mind, we might value Burroughs as a constructive, 
progressive, "ecumenical" (world-house managing) minister, in the best sense of these 
words.

Burroughs, the intrepid intellectual explorer, won't let us rest or settle for long in the 
middle of any stream or thought.  His agitating impatience really moves us to an almost 
Buddhist acceptance of impermanence.  Yet, he offers more.  He offers "the faith of a 
naturalist" (Accepting the Universe) that takes some of the most highly charged words 
back from the super-naturalists, as in this beloved passage:

 "Amid the decay of creeds, love of nature has high religious value. . .[a lover of nature] 
is at home wherever they are in nature. . . .  this house is their church. . .every walk to 
the woods is a religious rite. . . .  Communion service is at all hours. . . .  There are no 
heretics in Nature's church. . . . it is not even a faith; it is a love, an enthusiasm, a 
consecration to natural truth."    

As a former minister, who once held tightly to the tangled theologies on one side of the 
stream, I am deeply grateful for the redefinitions as well as the fearless discarding of 
distracting words and opinions that kept me from a free crossing.  It can be unnerving 
as well as wildly exhilarating to leave the hopes and dreams of other worlds, other 
realities, to come back down to the rich, brown earth.  Life can be extremely muddy and 
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uncertain along the banks and shorelines, the edges, the margins and the borderlands 
that divide.   But what a liberation to leap onto the slippery but solid ground of the "holy 
land" that is our eternal, virescent home!  And how good it is when people on different 
sides bring their diversity to the precarious center, respectfully building on creative 
alternatives in a spirit of cooperation, collaboration and community.  What a healthier, 
more sustainable environment is possible when we simply choose to "step out on a 
limb" to discover common roots!

The introduction to my little book, Meditations of John Burroughs:  Nature is Home 
(2007), opens with a reference to JB's birth in the mountains of New York in 1837 and 
his death on a train returning from California in 1921.  For me this was symbolic of "a 
man who spanned distances in life and in death."  He remains a bridge, a bridge-builder, 
and a voice of reason calling us to build more bridges, or find the living ones spanning 
countless streams.  Burroughs is a vibrant voice in the wilderness coaxing us on, 
enticing us to find a way to cross whatever stream, whatever canyon, whatever range, 
whatever obstacle natural or artificial, with generous courage and genuine compassion.
  
Chris Highland
April 2013
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