
Come my way, my truth, my life:  such a way as gives us breath;  
such a truth as ends all strife; such a life as killeth death. 
 
The passage from the prophet Jeremiah this morning offers us images  
that are both beautiful and stark: 
“Cursed are those who trust in mere mortals  
and make mere flesh their strength, whose hearts turn away from the Lord.  
They shall be like a shrub in the desert and shall not see when relief comes.  
They shall live in the parched places of the wilderness, 
in an uninhabited salt land.  
Blessed are those who trust in the Lord, whose trust is the Lord. 
They shall be like a tree planted by water, sending out its roots by the stream. 
It shall not fear when heat comes, and its leaves shall stay green; 
in the year of drought it is not anxious, and it does not cease to bear fruit.” 
 
His description reminded me of being in the desert,  
the salt lands as Jeremiah might say.   
Over the years we made a lot of trips to Utah to hike and bike  
and even to rappel down some of its canyons.   
It was and remains my very favorite place on earth. 
One spring we decided to hike down an unnamed canyon,  
in the spirit of a poet, Everett Ruess,  
who roamed canyon country with a donkey in the 1930s.  
So instead of following a trail,  
we set off down one of those steep, exciting, and semi-accessible side canyons, 
tributary to a larger canyon.   
I’m sure we weren’t the first people down there  
but it was about as untouched as you can find any land in the lower 48.   
What looked intriguing and even romantic on the map  
turned out to be a horrible slog of fighting  
a tangle of stiff and thorny desert plants  
which had unaccountably grown up like a jungle in the canyon.  
We made lengthy detours around impassable cliffs,  
crept through scratchy tunnels beneath the bushes  
and were thoroughly hot tired and exasperated.   
We carried as much water as we could manage  
as there was none in this tributary  
but by the end of the day we had only a few drops left in our bottles  
and no idea where we were in relation to the main canyon,  
which was supposed to have a spring, according to the map.  
Water, water, water – that’s all we thought about.   



The possibility of spending the night without it made us both very anxious. 
And then, suddenly, we came around the corner  
and there we were in the main canyon  
and farther down we could see a grove of cottonwood trees,  
that wonderful sign that water is close by.   
We made camp in the cool of the evening  
and watched the setting sun throw its pinks, red, and oranges  
against the sandstone walls and the stars come out against a dark sky  
and gratefully, very gratefully, drank lots and lots of water.  
 
Desert plants deserve a lot of respect.   
They nestle down in canyons  
or march courageously across huge tracts of hard clay soil  
and manage to survive on next-to-nothing.  
They have all those wonderful adaptations that make us humans,  
who need so much, marvel –  
small leaves to reduce evaporation loss, tough bark, deep roots, and they all 
seem to be characterized by a sort of scruffy, unkempt look  
that speaks of toughness and sheer grit.   
No other living things seem to exist on just pure stubborn determination. 
 
In contrast to those plants who seem to be able to live anywhere,  
there are other desert plants  
that you find only along the banks of rivers and streams.  They need water.  
The one that immediately comes to mind is the tamarisk.   
It’s native to Asia but it has taken over the riverbanks  
of many of the rivers of the southwest.   
It looks like a foreigner.   
As opposed to the hardy and rugged native plants,  
it has soft feathery leaves and the sort of poofy pink flowers  
that look like they belong in a boudoir  
and not along the muddy banks of the Colorado River.  
Ranchers, irrigation companies and other water users  
hate the tamarisk because it slurps up so much water  
that it actually reduces the flow of water in rivers like the Colorado  
where every drop is fought over. 
 
In terms of pure ability to survive, I imagine that most of us,  
given a choice between these two types of desert plants,  
would choose to be a sagebrush or juniper rather than a tamarisk.  
Where sagebrush and juniper epitomize tough, sturdy survivors,  
the tamarisk is their opposite, delicate and fastidious,  



clinging to the banks of rivers for life. 
You may be wondering if you’ve wandered into a botany class this morning 
and not church but in the passage from Jeremiah,  
he contrasts desert shrubs with trees planted by water.   
He doesn’t just recommend one over the other.   
He uses the harsh language of curses and blessings  
to describe these two types of plants.  One is blessed, the other cursed.  
But his conclusion is the opposite from what ours might be.   
He considers the desert shrubs to be cursed  
and the trees planted by water to be blessed!  
The difference in Jeremiah’s viewpoint from ours  
is that he’s not interested in survival.   
Whereas we have been influenced by the high value  
put on a species’ ability to survive from the work of Darwin and others, 
Jeremiah didn’t care about that.   
Whereas we might admire the rugged individualism of a desert cactus, 
Jeremiah believed that that is the very thing that will be its undoing. 
Jeremiah’s point is that if we rely only on ourselves, our choices are limited.  
We cannot travel very far.   
We may be able to take care of ourselves in the good times but not in the bad.  
And even more importantly in his viewpoint,  
we will not know anything of the life beyond mere survival,  
the abundant life God has planned for us.   
We are only a few generations away from the pioneers  
who settled in this land west of the 100th meridian,  
where rainfall reaches 20”/year if you’re lucky  
and cattle need hundreds and not tens of acres to survive.   
The spirit of carving out a homestead, of living entirely off the land,  
free from any bureaucracy or rules, still sings in our hearts.   
Part of us yearns for that simpler and less complicated time,  
in spite of the realities of women dying in childbirth,  
crops ravaged by locusts and drought.   
Just watch the latest streamed series “1883” if you need any reminders  
of the dangers and disasters experienced by those traveling west. 
We love the cocky independence of that kind of life.   
We love it in part because we don’t actually have to live it.   
We can just imagine it safely from the comfort of our Barcaloungers  
and 70o houses. 
 
Jeremiah knew well the limitations of the life of a desert shrub  
because it wasn’t so different from his own life, living close to the edge.  
He also knew something even more important.  



That mere survival is not the final measure of our success as a species.  
That may be how scientists see it but it’s not how God sees it.   
Jeremiah knew that for plants, just as for human beings, things can happen, 
events can occur against which our toned biceps, 400 watt generators  
and 2-year supplies of freeze dried food are completely useless.   
Our lives and our lifestyles are fragile, as we have discovered all too well,  
and can so easily be threatened  
by the storms of natural disaster or disease or supply chain disruptions. 
We can be set upon by droughts that leave our roots shriveled  
and our leaves lying around us on the ground in brittle heaps. 
 
What is the way you are following? Where have you sunk your roots?  
Along the banks of the one stream that never runs dry?  
Or are they sunk in the parched places, the uninhabited salt lands,  
along the banks of ephemeral streams  
which are here today and gone tomorrow?  
Listen to this modern translation of Luke’s version of the Beatitudes,  
which we also heard this morning,  
with its blessings and woes which echo so strongly Jeremiah’s words: 
“You’re blessed when you’ve lost it all.   
God’s kingdom is there for the finding. 
You’re blessed when you’re ravenously hungry.   
Then you’re ready for the Messianic meal. 
But it’s trouble ahead if you think you have it made.  
What you have is all you’ll ever get. 
And it’s trouble ahead if you’re satisfied with yourself.  
Your self will not satisfy you for long.” (The Message) 
The way that we are being called to follow  
is to be both deeply connected to the reality of God’s presence and purpose, 
through prayer and meditation,  
and to be deeply connected to the world in which we live,  
to participate in the eternal saving work of God,  
to confront the daily realities of injustice and evil.  
If we can walk that way –  
and avoid the other possible choice, which is to ignore God’s call altogether –  
then we, and all those with whom we work and live,  
will know the fullness and abundance of the life that God always intended for us 
and also participate in the future hope of a cosmos that is one and whole in Christ. 
 
 
 


