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Keep Earth Wild 
  
As you might recall, last week here in worship we marked and remembered a milestone 
of local Vermont history as we noted the 5 year anniversary of when Vermont became 
the first state to recognize same-sex marriage without being forced first to do so by a 
court decision; and in honor of that historic event we went back further in history to 
remember the even more local, and perhaps the even more remarkable story of the 
relationship between Charity Bryant and Sylvia Drake, a type of same-sex marriage that 
unfolded in the early 1800s right here in Weybridge and right here in the Weybridge 
Congregational Church, a relationship which might very well be the earliest and most 
detailed historical account of such a publicly recognized and both town and church 
affirmed same-sex marriage that we have from early American history.  

Well, September must be a month for historical milestones this year because there’s 
another one that I’ve been reading and thinking about, which is that this month marks the 
50th anniversary of the passing of the original Wilderness Act, a truly landmark piece of 
federal legislation which has led to the protection of more than 100 million acres of 
wilderness across this continent, including, here in Vermont, over 100,000 acres of 
protected, wild land. There are hundreds of celebrations being planned throughout the 
country this month, with Washington D.C. leading the way by declaring this next week 
starting today “Wilderness Week,” which includes a special photography exhibit at the 
Smithsonian called “Wilderness Forever,” and closer to home here in Vermont, the 
Wilderness Act is being celebrated at a day-long event at the Breadloaf Campus of 
Middlebury College on September 28th. I imagine that at each of these events a few of 
the beautiful words from the original Act will be read aloud, words which happen to have 
been penned at a small cabin just across the lake in the Adirondacks, and words which 
are justly famous for their poetic and succinct definition of this slippery concept of 
wilderness:  

 “A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works 
dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where the earth and its 
community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who 
does not remain.” 

 

When then President Lyndon B. Johnson signed this Act into law in 1964, it was the first 
action of its kind in world history—and so I think a great moment in human 
consciousness, really, in that it was the first time that we decided at a collective level that 
certain places on this planet—certain landscapes and certain ecosystems—were of such 
intrinsic beauty and worth that they should be afforded the simple right to unfold 
relatively free and protected from our human propensity to leave our stamp and our mark 
on everything.  



After he signed the Act, President Johnson said about it that, “If future generations are to 
remember us with gratitude rather than contempt, we must leave them something more 
than the miracles of technology. We must leave them a glimpse of the world as it was in 
the beginning.”  

A glimpse of the world as it was in the beginning. A glimpse of the same world that the 
author of Genesis must have seen as in our Call to Worship this morning. A glimpse of 
the same world that the author of Psalm 104 must have seen—a world so glimmering 
and alive and enchanting that every aspect of creation can mirror and reflect something 
of the Creator; this planet where indeed “all the world’s a stage,” as Shakespeare put it, 
but a very special sort of stage where, as the theologian John Calvin before him had first 
imagined it, it’s nothing other than the theater of God’s glory which is on display. 

The author of Psalm 104, who is sometimes referred to as the “Wordsworth of the 
Ancients,” evokes this sense of the world as the theater of God’s glory by stringing 
together vivid image after vivid image:  

You wear light like a robe; you open the skies like a curtain; you make the clouds your 
chariot; you make the winds your messengers; the high mountains belong to the 
mountain goats; the ridges are the refuge of badgers; and then there’s the stork making 
its home in the cypress; and the young lions roaring for their pray; and there’s the sun 
which grows the grain that makes human hearts strong, and wine which makes the 
human heart glad, and oil which makes the face shine, and the rain which makes the 
wild donkeys dance, and then there’s the moon marking the seasons with its changes, 
and there’s the dark night that comes quietly at day’s end, when God closes back up the 
curtain of the skies, and where, under a blanket of darkness, the forest animals prowl… 

This gem of a poem is sometimes called the “pearl of the Psalter,” and I don’t think it’s 
very hard to see why. I find myself today wondering about it, wondering what the exact 
relationship was like between the author and the natural world, or between the author 
and wilderness. I also find it striking here how, again and again, the Bible associates 
encounters with the wilderness as encounters with God—from Abraham to Moses, from 
the author of Job to the author of the Psalms, from Elijah to Jesus, again and again the 
Bible presents journeys into the wilderness as opportunities to tap into the deepest roots 
of our spiritual heritage and so to seek communication with God.  

I think that it’s fair to say that we each have our own unique relationship with wilderness, 
and with the ways in which we encounter glimpses and traces of God in the natural 
world, and so as you think back on the history of your own relationship with wilderness, 
I’d like to share one of the ways in which wilderness has marked my life.  

I was probably about 12 years old and that summer my family decided to make the 
great, all-American pilgrimage out West to visit the National Parks, and so we drove from 
Wisconsin across the Great Plains of Minnesota and the Dakotas, stopping along the 
way at Mount Rushmore and at the Badlands where we marveled at that uncanny and 
alien landscape.  



Eventually we caught a glimpse of the great Rocky Mountains which seem to rise 
straight up from out of nowhere. After a few days of hiking and camping in the 
unbelievably rugged Grand Tetons, we made the final stop of our pilgrimage at 
Yellowstone National Park—where it was just as wonderful as you’d imagine: steaming 
geysers, bugling elk, herds of bison. We were surrounded by such magnificent 
wilderness, and yet at the time I remember having my mind set on one thing and on one 
thing only, fishing, and specifically fly fishing.  

I had recently made what I think at the time had to have been my biggest life purchase, 
as I saved up and then splurged on my first Orvis fly rod, the 8’ 6 weight, two piece 
model appropriately for this trip called the Rocky Mountain Trout.  

Well, it turns out that somewhere along the trail on that first day in Yellowstone I must 
have set that rod down, and I must have forgotten about it, because when I went to look 
for it that evening to go fishing it was nowhere to be found. As you can imagine, I was 
about as sullen as could be. I spent the whole next day dragging my feet along the trail 
behind my other family members, my head down, lamenting my recent loss, a loss which 
at the time seemed insurmountable and all-consuming.  

I started out the third day still stuck in this state of deep melancholy, hiking along with my 
head down, not noticing anything, until I made the next turn in the trail. There, right in 
front of me, was the presence of something so large that I could not not notice it—a huge 
bull moose, just standing there, staring at me through its mossy antlers, so close that I 
could hear it breathing.   

Needless to say, I was absolutely awestruck, and time itself seemed to stop as I stood 
there and marveled as the moose slowly disappear back into the forest. And so from that 
moment on, from that encounter with wilderness, my spell of sadness was shattered, 
and I spent the next few days rapt in a sort of enchantment at the endless amazement of 
the wild world around me. Like countless others before me, and with legislation like the 
Wilderness Act hopefully like countless others after me, I had had my perspective on life 
saved and redeemed by an encounter with the sheer wildness of the world.  

As you may have heard before, the city of Austin, Texas has a widely used slogan that 
you can find on everything there from local shop windows to t-shirts, which is the slogan 
to “Keep Austin Weird,” a slogan which other cities like Portland, OR have since 
adopted.  

With the beautiful words we’ve heard this morning from Psalm 104, and with the legacy 
of the Wilderness Act, my prayer today is a similar one—the prayer that we can find 
ways to “Keep Earth Wild,” to keep places on this planet where we can find ourselves 
face to face with a moose; to keep places where we can find ourselves in the presence 
of something greater than ourselves; and so to keep places where we can find ourselves 
awestruck into the type of irrepressible praise that the Psalmist ends with, saying:  

Let the LORD’s glory last forever! 
    Let the LORD rejoice in all that has been made! 
 



I will sing to the LORD as long as I live; 
    I will sing praises to my God while I’m still alive. 
Let my praise be pleasing to God;  
Let my whole being bless the LORD! 

Amen.  

	  


