Life Just Wants to Happen

Reflections on a desert journey by Katrina Davis 18 Sept 2005

Hopefully when you return from a holiday or an adventure, you are able to answer the question “so how was your trip?”  with phrases such as 


Amazing, I had the best time


It was so much fun


Extraordinary, wonderful. 

I too have been able to use some of those expressions   (although maybe not the stuff about fun) in reply to the question “so how was the desert?” However, I have found myself prefacing such positive remarks with words like 


Truly awful


Well I didn’t really have a good time


Um, it was an experience

I was completely out of my comfort zone. I’m not what you would call a happy camper.  I thought I’d start this morning by reading an extract from the journal I kept while I was in the desert. I wrote this on day five- it alludes to my misery, but perhaps also to a little bit of growth.  

I told Becca last night that maybe I just need to surrender control and just a minute ago I got an opportunity to do just that. We’re parked at Mount Dare Hotel. There are showers and toilets here and I desperately want to stay (where the plumbing is). Desperately. But I’ve not said anything to the group. I came over to sit in the car and write. One of the leaders just came over and asked what I wanted to do – did I want to camp here or keep moving. I said to him “I’m surrendering control.” And so we’re going back out – into the middle of nowhere – to spend the night. 

I should say at this point, that I wouldn’t want anybody to think for a moment that I regret going to the desert. I think it’s perfectly okay and in some ways even the point, that I found it so difficult. The journey was extraordinary and I am amazed at and proud of myself for the things I found myself doing and coping with during that time. 

And can I also say at this point how enormously grateful I am to Pitt St and to particular individuals who were so generous and made this experience possible for me. It has been an amazing gift. 

My talk this morning has ended up centering around two main questions. 

What did I learn about God in the desert? And

What did I learn about life in the desert?  

I’m not at all convinced that they should be separate questions. The answer to one may well be the answer to the other and vice versa, but I’ve not quite got all those connections worked out yet.  

So I’ll start with the question: What did I learn about God in the desert?

There was certainly a lot of pressure on each us to have some kind of spiritual experience in the desert. This was both helpful and unhelpful. I found the disciplines of reflecting and journaling to be enormously rewarding and engaging in these activities added depth to my desert experience.  However, I think the pressure to perform spiritually can also sometimes produce poorly developed epiphanies, insights that in the end don’t really stack up. Maybe that’s all part of the process though. 

My journey with God in the desert was one of images falling apart, new ones arriving, then collapsing. A journey that involved confusion, smugness, frustration, reassurance. 

My experience of God in the desert goes something like this:

Day one. I arrive in Alice Springs. I have brought God with me – safely tucked up somewhere in my brain, my instincts, perhaps even my soul. Although I might not have been able to articulate it, I think before I left I had probably set up pretty clear boundaries about what God was and what God wasn’t.   

Somewhere in the first week of our journey God went missing. I discovered that the God I had brought with me was entirely inadequate for the task at hand.  The trip for me was confronting in so many ways. I found the lack of facilities traumatizing and was enormously challenged by living in community with a group of strangers. And then there was the physical desert. 

I’m really not the outdoors type and the environment or creation has never been my first stop when I’m looking for God, but this habit too was challenged in the desert. 

Allow me to quote another entry from my journal:  

I was thinking the other night as I was looking up at the night sky that I find it hard to see my God in this place. But I can sense a spirit of the sky, a spirit of the land. There are spirits in this place. … I have made my God too small. Does my God know the spirits of the Dreaming? … This is so different - these are spirits I’ve not met before. …

Maybe I’ve lost God in the desert. 

About a week into the trip God made a reappearance. God did grow for me as the journey went on. I made the starting discovery that perhaps it wasn’t helpful to keep referring to God as ‘my God’. I had made God too small and had to look for opportunities to not box God in. On day nine in my new-found spiritual awareness and connectedness to God I made the following observation in my journal:

I’m sitting on the top and on the edge of the (Big Red) dune looking out at the stars etc. Again I experience a feeling of peace. We’re in the desert, but we have not been abandoned.
We come to day ten and everything falls apart. It was Sunday night and we were camped on top of Big Red - the biggest sand dune in the Simpson Desert. Dean Drayton had shared communion with us. It was a special evening. And off we go to bed. 

We awake at two am in the middle of an almighty sandstorm. The tent walls are being blown in. There’s sand raining inside the tent. It’s dark. I don’t know what to do and I am very frightened. Becca was much braver about the whole thing than I was.  Although I now know I was being completely irrational about the situation, at the time for a few moments there I feared for our lives. I thought this could be it. 

And so the images collapse. I go from feeling- yeah I can see God here. It’s such a spiritual place and so on to – this place almost killed me. If God is in the amazing night sky and the view over the salt lake and everything else that I found awesome, then was God in the sandstorm?  The God I was imagining was still too small. And so I keep learning.  

So the desert taught me about vastness and mystery and indeed about God. It also taught me about respect and to question some of the assumptions that I bring to the enterprise of life. 

And so I come to my second question – what did I learn about life in the desert? 

I’ll begin with another journal entry. 

Some of the landscape we’re going though makes me think of hell sometimes. The way the small scrubby bushes and spinifex cling to the ground and claw their way though life. This is hell and I don’t want to be here. 

Sorry that was a bit bleak wasn’t it? The good news is I did move on from that observation. I got to thinking that these plants just want to live. Even in this harsh place they just want to live.  It had rained a few weeks before we arrived in the centre and the wildflowers had taken advantage of this opportunity to grow, to live. Life wants to happen. 

This also was apparent when we stopped at Dalhousie Ruins - the remnants of an old station homestead, allowed to exist because of the springs that are found there. It was here that we came across, of all things, clumps of Date Palms. So completely out of place and yet so lovely. You could walk into the middle of the clumps and look up and there were all these white birds up in the trees. And you think – life just wants to happen.  

And then there was the morning after the night before. There was something sweet about being alive the morning after the sandstorm. Life just wants to happen. 

And so that phrase keeps going through my head – ‘life just wants to happen”. But not just that - also the more challenging – ‘life is good’.  Or as it is repeated in the first creation story – “And God saw that it was good.” 

And it is this affirmation that has been playing on my mind ever since I got back. To affirm that life is ultimately good is something that I find difficult. I quite readily and sometimes even proudly call myself a pessimist and a cynic. But there I was out in the desert, developing a deep respect for this place and all that tries to live there. I was confronted day after day by life wanting to be; by life saying that life is good.  Even in this harsh, dry, barren place, creation wanted to be. Even in the face of the sandstorm – life is good. 

Let me finish with a recap of what I have learned or am learning or at least what I’m asking. 

God is always bigger. 

It’s not all about me.

I cannot control God or creation.

Life is good. 

Amen

