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1. INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
1.1. The Natural Wilderness
Wilderness has never seemed so popular. Television programmes about
wild places and wild creatures abound. Adventure holidays engaging with
nature in far away places are in demand. Intrepid explorers continue to pit
their strength against extreme conditions at the ends of the earth. Among
some lesser mortals hill walking and other ‘natural’ pursuits hold more
attraction than the artificial wonders provided by electronic science.
Proposals for development in green and wild locations rightly provoke
protests and opposition - whether in our local open spaces, or in the
vastness of Alaska or Antarctica. Yet still the erosion of wilderness
continues.
Many human activities pose a growing threat to natural systems. Unbridled
tourism, the greedy over-exploitation of natural resources, the destruction
of natural habitats, the ravages of pollution, and the underlying
disengagement from the world of nature constitute a failure to live in
harmony from the rest of the created order. I do not believe that we can
survive in any tolerable form without a radical shift of values and
worldview.
I am under no illusions that wholly unspoilt nature exists today: in Britain
every landscape is to some extent a human construct; even the remotest
parts of the earth are touched by global warming and other forms of human
pollution. Nevertheless in places where nature is left even partially to take
its course, glimpses can be caught of true wilderness.

1
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1.2 The Biblical Wilderness
The wilderness is a major component in the biblical landscape. In the
Scriptures two wilderness areas are mainly in view. The archetypal
Wilderness is the area through which the Israelites wandered during a
crucial period of their history. And the Judean Wilderness formed the
hinterland of the region where Jesus' ministry took place. We can infer
from the Gospels that he visited it often. The wilderness motif in the Old
and New Testaments also has symbolic significance. The Christian Church
adopted and adapted the symbolism of wilderness. And in the physical
desert, the Desert Fathers and Mothers of Egypt and Palestine began a
movement whose echoes continue down to the present.
1.3 The Symbolic Wilderness
Wilderness symbolism is not confined to the Church. The physical
wilderness has a spiritual and emotional counterpart. Even in secular
thought political and business leaders can be said to be 'in the wilderness'
when their careers have suffered a setback; episodes of emotional
confusion or mental disorientation can be called wilderness times. Periods
of reduced support from other people and social structures can cause
feelings of stress, vulnerability and even horror, akin to the emotions
produced by the literal desert. I believe this secular usage grows in part
from biblical roots.
Some may consider that only the symbolic or interior wilderness is relevant
to our lives, and that the physical wilderness is unimportant. I would
suggest that the continued viability of the symbolic wilderness may depend
on the existence somewhere of literal, if limited wilderness areas. I can

2
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accept the dictum of Henry David Thoreau that ‘in Wildness is the
preservation of the World’;1 as a Christian I also believe that wild nature
and barren places belong to God, and God's purposes alone are ultimate.
Wilderness is a part of God’s world, of which Jesus Christ is the Saviour.
The wilderness is deeply ambivalent. On one hand the conditions of the
wilderness can enable us to contemplate the revelation of God, defined by
Scripture and mediated by our encounters with nature and other people,
with clearer vision. The relative simplicity and vulnerability of the desert
also reveal our dependence on God for survival. On the other hand the
removal from normal social and ecclesiastical structures, which is typical
of wilderness experience, can bring temptations to turn from God and
conform to the moral demands of the world and of our own unredeemed
nature.
Through the process of encountering wildness one may be given a clearer
insight into one’s own identity, and direction for the next steps of life’s
journey. The experience of wildness also forces us to the recognition of our
physicality and the 'wild' aspects of ourselves. And when the experience of
'wilderness' is shared with others, distinctions of age, experience and social
role give way to an awareness of our shared humanity in God's wilderness.

1

Henry David Thoreau, ‘Walking’, Excursions: The Writings
of Henry David Thoreau; Jack Turner, ‘”In Wildness is the
Preservation of the World”’ in Sessions, 1995.
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1.4 Conclusion and Acknowledgements
This essay seeks to explore these three faces of wilderness – the natural,
the biblical and the symbolic – and to explore the relations between them.
First we shall examine the significance of the wilderness motif in the Old
Testament, and its development in the New Testament and in Christianity.
This investigation occupies chapters two to six. In chapter seven I ask what
are the differences and the points of contact between Christian and secular
attitudes to wilderness. The postscript suggests some outcomes.
The study is directed firstly to my fellow-Christians, in the belief that we
need to make connections between the natural and the spiritual worlds
spanned by the idea of wilderness. It is also offered to 'Green' people,
among whom I also count myself, in the belief that Christianity has a
contribution to make to our thinking about wilderness.
This work grew out of my MPhil dissertation, Wilderness in the Old
Testament.2 As my reading and thinking have developed, the original
dissertation has undergone a process of considerable alteration, being
abbreviated in some parts and greatly extended in others.
I am grateful to Dr John Bimson who supervised the original study. The Revd Richard
Field and The Right Revd David Wilcox have helped me by commenting on earlier
versions of this study. Professor Andrew Louth kindly read a previous draft and pointed
out several of its shortcomings. The remaining ones are my responsibility alone. My
debt to many scholars whose works I have read or consulted is obvious and
incalculable. I have made considerable efforts to acknowledge these debts, but the
2

Wilderness in the Old Testament: Narrative, Environment
and Interpretation (unpublished dissertation, University of
Bristol 2000).
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possibility exists that I may have unconsciously absorbed and reflected some ideas and
insights without being aware of their source. If any accidental plagiarism has taken
place I apologise and, if it is pointed out, will correct it at the earliest opportunity.

5

The Old Testament Wilderness in Ecological Perspective

Keith Innes

2. DEFINING WILDERNESS
2.1
2.1.1.

BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS
Vocabulary

The words used to denote wilderness in the Bible point to facets of its
meaning. The one most frequently used in the Old Testament is midbār,
which probably signifies originally 'pasture', a place where flocks are led. 1
Other Hebrew words used are yešîmôn from a root meaning 'be desolate';2
‘a

rābâ perhaps implying an arid area;3 horbâ a wasteland;4 and šemāmâ, a

word with connotations of desolation.5 ’eres siyyâ 'dry land' often
functions as a synonym of wilderness,6 but siyyâ on its own can have a
similar meaning.7 The word tōhû 'chaos' is also associated with wilderness.8
In Genesis 1:2 tōhû denotes the primeval chaos which preceded God's
introduction of distinctions and order; Jeremiah 4:23 contains the dreadful
warning that a similar state of chaos and confusion can follow God's
judgement.
Erēmos is the usual Greek word signifying desert in the New Testament. It
may be either a noun, or an adjective as in the phrase erēmos topos,
'deserted place'.9 It is the equivalent of the Hebrew midbār, of which it is

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

C.H. Gordon 1965, 384.
E.g. Dt 32:10; Ps 68:7; Isa 43:19,20.
Jer 17:6; Isa 35:6; Job 24:5.
e.g. Jer 7:34.
Ex 23:29; Jer 12:10b-11.
Isa 41:18; Ezk 19:13; Ps 107:35.
Isa 35:1; Job 30:3; see BDB 851a.
Dt 32:10; cf Job 6:18; 12:24b.
E.g. Mt 11:7; Lk 15:4; Mk l:35; 6:31,32.
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the normal translation in the Greek Old Testament. The abstract form
erēmia also occurs.10
2.1.2. Location
'Wilderness' in the Bible refers mainly to two distinct locations: the desert
area where the Israelites travelled between their Exodus from Egypt and
their entry into the Promised Land of Canaan; and the relatively bare,
uncultivated area in the South of the Promised Land known as the Judean
Desert or Negeb. The Wilderness of the Wanderings forms the main focus
of this essay.
The Negeb or Judean Wilderness is not arid desert but its rainfall is meagre
and fitful. The wadis can support more permanent settlements than the
surrounding country, but tend either to run dry or to flood.11 This
wilderness area is especially familiar to us through the Gospel narratives of
the New Testament. It is also the setting of narratives in the historical
books of the Old Testament, especially those which tell of David's military
campaigns.
2.1.3. David in the Wilderness
1 Samuel 21-30 chronicle David's years in the Judean wilderness as a
fugitive from King Saul. Saul's behaviour was becoming increasingly
threatening and erratic as his jealous rage against David took hold of him.
At this time David was at risk both from Saul’s supporters and from

10
11

Mk 8:4; Heb 11:38.
Aharoni 1979.
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treacherous communities in the wilderness.12 He was inhibited from killing
Saul because Saul was God’s anointed king.13 Meanwhile the situation was
complicated by the presence of the Philistines, with whom David’s
relations were ambiguous and uncertain.14
Later, after David had been established as King in Jerusalem, he was again
to journey through the wilderness when his son Absalom led a rebellion
against him.15 The account in 2 Samuel 15 of David’s removal from
Jerusalem into the wilderness is surely among the most poignant in the Old
Testament. Susan Power Bratton suggests that these wilderness campaigns
played an important part in preparing David for his kingly role by
developing his physical prowess and powers of leadership. Indeed she
suggests that Christian pastors could also gain confidence and decisionmaking skills in wild environments through the kind of training provided
by Outward Bound courses.16
2.1.4. The Wilderness in the Created World
Apart from its application to the Wilderness of the Wanderings and the
Judean Desert, the wilderness also refers more generally to arid parts of the
earth. The people of the Old Testament were conscious of the wilderness
which bordered their land.17 Psalm 29 proclaims that Yahweh, who gives
strength and peace to his people, is also the God of nature. The thunder is
God’s voice which shakes the whole of creation, including the wilderness
12
13
14
15
16
17

1 Sam 21:7; 22:9ff; 23:19-24.
1 Sam 24:4-7; 26:11.
1 Sam 21:10-15; 23:1-5; 27; 29.
2 Samuel 15-18.
Bratton 1993, 73.
See Dt 11:24; Ex 23:31.
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which it causes to ‘writhe’. The Book of Job, chapters 38-41, contains a
wonderful, poetic description of the world of nature, depending wholly on
God and quite beyond the power of humans fully to understand or to
control. Wilderness is wild, undomesticated, alien to human purposes, and
at the same time is under the care of a loving God.
2.1.5. The Wilderness as a Place of Threat
The wilderness was largely uninhabited by people,18 occupied mainly by
wild beasts. The only humans one would expect to meet there were
nomadic desert people and travellers.19 Sometimes solitude in the desert
might be longed for as an escape from uncongenial company! 20 It might
also be a welcome refuge for outlaws and fugitives.21 But it is also an
image of judgement and desolation.22 The wilderness was a place of danger
which might 'close in' on people.23 There one might be at the mercy of one's
enemies.24 Dying of thirst was a real possibility,25 for the wilderness was a
dry land, subject to scorching winds.26 Resources of food were also limited
- more suitable for a solitary hunter-gatherer like Ishmael than for a large
company.27

18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27

Job 38:26.
Jer 9:26; Isa 42:11; Jer 3:2; 9:2,26; 25:24; Ezek 23:42.
Jer 9:2; Ps 55:6-7; Prov 21:19.
Gen 16:6-14; 21:20; 1 Sam 22:2; 1 Kgs 19:3-4.
Isa 27:10.
Ex 14:3 (NRSV).
Lam 4:19
Num 20:5; Deut 8:15; 2 Kgs 3:8-9.
Jer 4:11-12; Hos 13:15.
Gen 21:20; Ex 16:3, 2 Sam 17:29; Ps 107:5.
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2.1.6. Wilderness as Chaos
In the memory of the Israelites the wilderness was associated with chaos. It
was 'a barren, howling waste.'28 The word tōhû, as we saw above, is
sometimes used both for the desert and for the primeval condition which
existed before God's ordering of creation.29 According to W. Brueggemann
the wilderness is 'the historical form of chaos'. Israel is placed there and is
surprised by God's presence and provision.30 The idea of wilderness in the
Old Testament is thus deeply ambiguous. On the one hand the Israelites, in
common with other peoples of the ancient Near East, saw it as a fearsome
place; on the other hand it also proved a unique meeting place between
Yahweh and Yahweh's people. In the mythological, poetic language of
Psalm 68, when God marches at the head of the chosen people through the
barren waste, rain falls, the land revives, and hostile forces are defeated. 31
2.1.7. The Wilderness and the Supernatural
The fearsome character of wilderness is accentuated by the wild creatures
that live there. They too are ambiguous: the English translations differ as to
whether they are natural or supernatural. In Isaiah 34:9-17 Edom's fate is to
be desolate like Sodom and Gomorrah,32 and it will then become a dwelling
place for creatures of the desert. While some of them are pretty clearly
what we would call natural, others may be supernatural in character. The
Hebrew word translated 'wolves' (REB) or 'jackals' (GNB, NRSV) can on
occasion refer to a mythological creature.33 Likewise in verse 14 'he-goats'
28
29
30
31
32
33

Dt 32:10.
Gen 1:2; compare Job 6:18; 12:24b; Ps 107:40b.
Brueggemann 1978, 29,37,40,43.
Ps 68:7-14.
See Gen 19:24-28.
See 'sea serpent' in Ps 44:19 (REB).
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(REB) may alternatively be satyrs or goat demons;34 'Lilith' (NRSV) can
either be the 'nightjar' (REB) or 'the night monster' (GNB). Probably the
people of the ancient world did not distinguish sharply between what we
would call natural and supernatural creatures. In any case the ambiguous
status of these creatures serves to emphasise the other-worldly and
terrifying aspects of the wilderness.
The ritual for the Day of Atonement features two goats - one for Yahweh
and one for 'Azazel'. Yahweh's goat was to be offered in sacrifice, and its
blood presented in the sanctuary, to cleanse the people from ritual impurity.
Aaron the high priest must then confess the people's sins while laying his
hands on the head of the remaining goat, which is sent away in the charge
of a man into the wilderness - to '‛Azazel'.35 ‘Azazel is often thought to be
the name of some kind of demonic being, although the meaning of the
name is uncertain.36 At all events the symbolic sending of sins into the
wilderness is a pointer to the way in which wilderness was regarded: it was
a place outside normal human society, to which evil forces could be sent
'away', so that they could not cause harm or bring God's wrath.
2.1.8. The New Testament
The negative connotations of the Old Testament wilderness are endorsed in
the New Testament Letter to Hebrews. There the trials endured by past
heroes of faith include being 'refugees in deserts and on the mountains,

34

Lev 17:7; 2 Chr 11:15.
Lev 16:7-22.
36
In the late Jewish book of Enoch Azazel appears as the
leader of the fallen angels (Enoch 8:1; 9:6).
35
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hiding in caves and holes in the ground.'37 On the other hand the Book of
Revelation sees the wilderness as a place of refuge, where the people of
God are kept safe.38
This brief summary has shown that wilderness, which exists within God’s
created world, was experienced in the Bible stories as a place of terror and
darkness, but also refuge and hope. It was a geographical location which
evoked both positive and negative emotions.

2.2.

LATER DEVELOPMENTS

2.2.1. The Desert and the Origins of Monasticism
Paul of Thebes, who is thought to have died about A.D. 340, is reputed to
have been the first Christian monk, living a solitary life in the desert for 97
years. He is said to have influenced Antony, who in turn provided a model
for many later desert ascetics. As time went on some monks lived a
coenobitic (communal) as distinct from a solitary life, retiring to their cells
for sleep and prayer. Other communities lived in a style somewhere
between the extremes of solitude and community. 39 The monks were not
completely isolated from society: as well as interacting with each other,
they also had contacts with people in neighbouring villages and in the
market places.40 The Egyptian desert was remarkable for its proximity to
fertile and populated areas in the Nile Valley. 41
37

Heb 11:38.
Rev 12:6,14.
39
Louth 2003, 55.
40
Cf. Burton-Christie 1993, 267.
41
Laurence Freeman in the Introduction to R. Williams
2003, 9.
38
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Bratton points out the positive aspects of the monks’ relation to wilderness.
Antony, for example, loved his mountain retreat, planted a garden there,
and rebuked the wild animals which damaged it.42 Living in harmony with
the will of God was conducive to peaceful coexistence with wild creatures.
Many stories are told of co-operative relations with beasts by other saints
besides Antony. To take one example Jerome, and before him the
Palestinian abbot Gerasimus, were credited with removing a thorn from the
paw of a lion, who then became a docile and faithful servant.43
From Egypt desert monasticism spread to Palestine. There monks typically
lived in individual cells grouped around a central communal worship
building. Such an arrangement was known as a lavra. Derwas J. Chitty
describes one such community established by Gerasimus. There the solitary
monks would spend from Monday to Friday in their cells, living on bread,
water and dates. Each Saturday they would bring ropes and baskets that
they had made during the week. They would receive Communion on
Saturdays and Sundays, and also eat some cooked food and drink a little
wine. On Sunday evening they would return to their cells with a weekly
allocation of food and palm blades for their work. This lavra of Gerasimus
combined the 'anchoritic' life for some with a fully communal (coenobitic)
existence for others, but such a combination in Judea was unusual.44
Several explanations have been given for the rise of desert monasticism. To
some extent the rush to the desert can be seen as part of a wider movement.
42
43
44

Bratton 1993, 164f.
Williams 1962, 42f.
Chitty 1977, 90.
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While religious motives impelled some to seek solitude in the desert, others
fled there from political and economic oppression.45 Douglas
Burton-Christie draws attention to the complex religious environment of
contemporary Egypt, where holiness was pursued both within Christian and
Jewish circles, and also under the influence of pagan philosophy. 46
Christian monasticism was a ‘Christian version’ of a wider phenomenon.47
Initially the Emperor Decius’s persecution played a part in the Christian
movement to the desert.48 Later, the flight to the wilderness could be seen
partly as a reaction to the Christianisation of the Roman Empire in the time
of the Emperor Constantine (d. 337). This event produced mixed responses.
Some, like Eusebius of Caesarea (c.260-c.340) regarded the previous
persecution of Christians as a time of trial like the Israelites' experience in
the wilderness, and Constantine as a deliverer somewhat like Moses.
Others saw the official endorsement of Christianity as a fatal compromise
with the world.49
Some withdrew to the wilderness for ascetic reasons. Fleeing to the desert
could be a means to deny oneself honours, popularity or a position of
leadership.50 The early monks sought in solitude to eradicate the roots of
sin, while awaiting the expected imminent return of Christ.51 One way or

45
46
47
48
49
50
51

Chitty 1977, 6f.
Burton-Christie 1993, 34-43.
Ward 2003, ix.
Laurence Freeman in Williams, R. (2003).
Williams 1962, 33, 41; Murphy-O’Connor 1998, 348.
Ward 1975, 49, paragraph 176; Chitty 1977, 111, 113.
Ward 2003, viii.
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another, in the words of the famous Christian leader Athanasius, ‘the desert
was made a city’. 52
The desert life was not always seen as a lifelong commitment. Some monks
would leave their communities for part of the year to travel to the arid areas
around the Dead Sea.53 Euthymius (377-473) used to withdraw annually for
a prolonged period in the ‘Utter Desert’, culminating at the end of Lent.54
2.2.2. Celtic Monasticism
The monks and hermits of the Celtic lands, no less than the Desert Fathers
and Mothers of Egypt and Palestine, sought God in wild and untamed
places. Eastern desert spirituality was not completely sealed off from the
West. Influential Western travellers like Hilary of Poitiers returned home
carrying first-hand accounts of Eastern monastic communities.55
Commercial dealings also linked Ireland with the East.56 But traditions of
monasticism from the Egyptian desert were spread to the West especially
by John Cassian (c.360-435) who spent many years with the Egyptian
desert monks, but eventually settled at Marseilles and founded two
monasteries there.57 Cassian made the sayings of the Desert Fathers known
in the West especially through his writings. Desert ideals in turn influenced
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Martin of Tours (d.397), who played a crucial part in introducing them to
the Celtic communities in Britain and Ireland.58
In its transplantation to Western Europe the idea of wilderness underwent a
change. It was no longer limited to arid, relatively infertile areas. It could
now signify forests and lonely islands. In other words desert and
wilderness were no longer synonyms. Esther de Waal suggests that the
Celtic spirit was naturally in sympathy with the ideals of the desert.59 At
any rate Antony of Egypt and Paul of Thebes were well known in the
Celtic Church, for their images appear in the carvings on some Irish ‘high
crosses’. Eastern influence can also be seen elsewhere in carvings and
illuminated manuscripts, and in liturgy. 60 Philip Sheldrake has pointed out
that the influence of the desert has even left its mark in the form of place
names; Dysart in Scotland, Dysserth or Dyserth in Wales, and Diseart in
Ireland bear witness to the influence of desert ideals.61
As the wilderness tradition in early Christian history developed, it largely
remained true to its biblical roots. The deserts of Egypt and Palestine, and
the wild mountains of Wales and Ireland, were equally remote from human
structures. The symbolic aspects of wilderness had not yet become distinct
from their physical and social counterparts.
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2.2.3. The Developing Wilderness Tradition
In later periods, the language of wilderness was often interpreted in a
purely symbolic sense. George Williams describes the development during
the Middle Ages of the inner, spiritual wilderness. The spiritual,
metaphorical interpretation of wilderness was strongly encouraged by
Martin Luther and John Calvin, the leaders of the Reformation.62 George
Fox in the seventeenth century also referred to the world as a wilderness.63
Subsequently the pietist German chaplain at St James’s under Queen Anne
published an English translation of a work by Arndt entitled Of True
Christianity (1707) in which the wilderness was viewed negatively as a
symbol for ‘nationalistic churchmanship’.64 And John Wesley (1703-91)
internalised the wilderness as an experience of ‘doubts, and fears, and
strong temptation’ following conversion.65
Often the mystical and the literal meanings of wilderness were combined.
In Spain, for example, the Carmelites would withdraw for a season to
solitary desert retreats;66 and Joachim of Fiore (c.1132-1202) received his
formative vision during a pilgrimage to the Syrian Desert and Mount
Tabor.67
Some persecuted minorities in post-Reformation times fled literally to
wilderness areas. Among these were the Hutterites who took refuge in
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desolate areas of Moravia.68 The Huguenots also sought refuge in desolate
places; and they used the term ‘les églises du désert’ to refer to their illegal
meetings.69
Christian wilderness spirituality has been especially influential in the
Eastern Orthodox tradition – Andrew Louth points out that in the Russian
tradition the forest was regarded as equivalent to the desert70 - but it has
also had its advocates in the West. It was popularised around the turn of the
twentieth century by the influence of Charles de Foucauld (1858-1916).
Following his conversion de Foucauld served as sacristan to a community
of Poor Clares at Nazareth, living in circumstances of great poverty.
Eventually he lived for many years in the Algerian desert among the
Tuaregs, witnessing to Christ while living a desert life. Curiously he also
collaborated with the French military, and was killed in 1916 by Tuareg
tribesmen.71 Louth draws an interesting parallel between de Foucauld and
his spiritual director, the Abbé Huvelin, who resided in Paris but suffered
severe physical and mental agony. Both are to be regarded as exemplars of
desert spirituality, despite the difference in their physical environments.
The Little Brothers and Sisters of Jesus, founded under de Foucauld’s
inspiration after his death, practise a hidden life among the poor –
transplanting the ideals of the desert to the city. Thomas Merton may also
be counted among the Western exponents of the wilderness type of
spirituality.72
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Recently Hannah Ward and Jennifer Wild have suggested that some
women, who have left their churches because they cannot fulfil the needs
of their own faith development within them, can be regarded as being
called by Christ into the ‘wilderness’.73 Another recent writer connects
ideas of wilderness both with the 'wild' and unconscious aspects of human
personality, and with the experience of God's absence.74 Nancy
Victoria-Vangerud proposes that in an Australian context, also, the desert
could be rediscovered as a place of spiritual growth.75
The wilderness, defined more or less as in the Bible, is a constant and
important part of the Christian experience. Its vitality at the present time is
undiminished. To give but one example, the Christian retreat movement is
connected with wilderness spirituality, both because of its link to the
monastic movement, and also because it fosters a withdrawal from the
customary supports of comfortable life. In the Bible the natural and
symbolic wilderness are one. In recent times the symbolic and spiritual
aspects of wilderness have tended to dominate Christian wilderness
discourse. But the spiritual symbol may prove impossible to sustain
without the existence of its physical counterpart. The spiritual and the
physical wilderness coexist and are interdependent. They are like twin
images seen through binoculars: they are apt to separate – at least for
people with a tendency towards double vision. But for a full perception
they really need to be seen together. Especially in Christian traditions
which are heirs of the Reformation, the spiritual and symbolic aspects of
73
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wilderness tend to be emphasised.76 The present ecological crises call for a
reintegration of the natural wilderness with the biblical and symbolic.

76

Joyce Huggett (Huggett 1997) beautifully evokes the
biblical and the spiritual, symbolic aspects of wilderness,
but does not focus on its ecological dimensions.
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THE WILDERNESS JOURNEY: TRANSITION AND
CHANGE

3.1.

BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS

An attempt was made in the last chapter to sketch the outlines of the
Biblical wilderness and its later developments. Our discoveries so far have
been like a series of still pictures of the wilderness. For the Israelites,
however, the desert was essentially a place through which to travel, rather
than a fixed abode. In this chapter we shall begin to examine their
wilderness journey, which constitutes by far the longest section of the Bible
relating to the wilderness. This journey started at the exodus from Egypt
and culminated in their arrival at the Promised Land. It was undertaken at
the command of God and under the leadership of Moses. The historical
recollections of this period, recorded in the Old Testament together with
theological interpretations of the events, were foundational to Israel's
self-understanding. They formed the basis of a motif which continues
through the Old Testament and the New, and into the later Christian
tradition. The journey involved a transition from slavery to freedom, and a
transformation in those who took part in it.
3.1.1. Transition
The concept of ‘liminality’ is helpful in understanding the transitional
character of the wilderness wanderings. This term was used by the
anthropologist Arnold van Gennep in explaining ‘rites of passage’. Such
rites include a 'liminal' or threshold stage between separation from one state
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and integration into another.1 Victor Turner has pointed out that
pilgrimages also show some of the characteristics of liminality, including
the suspension of social roles.2 The application of this thinking to the
wilderness wanderings is completed by R. L. Cohn, who remarks: 'Between
the time in which the Hebrews build cities in Egypt in which they would
not dwell... and the time in which they dwell in cities in Canaan which they
had not built..., they are on trial, on the liminal march from slavery to
freedom.'3 Similarly J. Nohrnberg finds in the narratives of the wilderness
wanderings 'the introversion, sequestration, and quarantine of a corporate
personality betaking itself into the uncultivated wastes to discover the
patterns that are to govern its subsequent nationally-bound existence.'4 The
wilderness period can be seen as a liminal stage in which the oppressed
Hebrew slaves from Egypt became a holy community under God.
3.1.2.

The Search for a ‘Wilderness Ideal’

Sometimes in the Old Testament the wilderness period is idealised. The
prophet Jeremiah speaks of those days as a time of youthful loyalty and
bridal love, when Israel followed Yahweh through the wilderness, while
her enemies were punished.5 By contrast the period after the entry into the
Land was seen as a time of apostasy, when they failed to seek Yahweh who
had led them 'through a barren and broken country, a country parched and
forbidding, where no one ever travelled'.6 The prophet Hosea likewise
remembers how the experience of God's care in the wilderness was
1
2
3

4
5
6
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followed by a period of apostasy.7 He promises a return to the conditions of
those days: the Lord will 'woo' Israel's 'mother' - perhaps the nation
regarded as a whole as distinct from its individual members8 - lead her into
the wilderness, and speak words of encouragement to her.9
In the past various scholarly attempts were made to demonstrate that such
texts pointed to the existence of a ‘desert ideal’ in Israel. Auerbach sees the
history of Israel partly in terms of a ‘struggle between the desert-ideal and
the assimilation to the events of daily life and the environment.’10 J.W.
Flight, building on an earlier foundation in the writings of K. Budde,
suggested that the prophets were widely influence by the nomadic ideal.11
He believed that this ideal reached its fulfilment in Jesus, who ‘raised the
nomadic ideal to its sublimest heights by pointing men to the glorious
simplicities of faith and love.’12 Several pieces of evidence have been held
to point to the presence of a nomadic ideal in Israel. If this case were to be
proven, we would have to accept that, at least in some passages, the
wilderness sojourn was regarded not as a transition but as an aspiration. We
must therefore consider the arguments that have been put forward, and see
whether they do prove the existence of this nomadic ideal. The arguments
to be considered are three in number: a Midianite or Kenite origin has been
claimed for the worship of Yahweh; the Rechabites have been seen as
representatives of a nomadic ideal; and traces of a nomadic history have
been seen in Israel’s national character.
7

Hos 13:5-6.
Mackintosh 1997, 40.
9
Hos 2:14.
10
Auerbach 1975, 168.
11
Flight 1923.
12
Ibid. 223.
8

23

The Old Testament Wilderness in Ecological Perspective

3.1.2.1

Keith Innes

Midianites and Kenites

Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, whose flock Moses pastured on the edge of
the desert, is introduced in Exodus 3:1 as priest of Midian. In Exodus 18 he
appears as a believer in Yahweh. He confesses that the deliverance
experienced by the Israelites is Yahweh’s doing and offers praise to
Yahweh. He is even involved in the offering of sacrifice and presides at a
sacred meal in which both Moses himself, and even the priestly figure
Aaron participate.13 In the second part of the same chapter Jethro gives
Moses advice concerning the adjudication of disputes and the statutes and
laws of God. 14
H.H. Rowley suggested that probably Yahweh was the God of Jethro and
Hobab, Moses’ in-laws. Passages linking Yahweh with Seir, Mount Paran,
Teman and Midian itself have been thought to reflect a tradition which
placed the sacred mountain of God in Midianite territory. 15 Jethro and
Hobab are called both Midianites and Kenites.16 Kenites are associated
with the tribe of Judah, and are also found settled among the Amalekites.17
As regards the name Kenite itself, its root (qyn) has been connected on the

13

Ex 18:1-12.
Ex 18:13-27.
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Rowley 1950, 153; see Jdg 5:4; Dt 33:2; Hab 3:3; Zech
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basis of cognate languages with working in metal;18 therefore the Kenites
have been thought possibly to be a tribe of ‘semi-nomadic smiths’.19
However, these data fall well short of proving a nomadic origin for
Yahwism. All that is actually asserted about Jethro is that he was Moses’
father-in-law, functioned as a priest of Midian and was a believer in
Yahweh. Opinions differ concerning the interpretation of Exodus 18:12.
Durham considers that Jethro presides over the proceedings as a ‘sacerdotal
leader’;20 but this assertion somewhat overstates what can be deduced from
the text; and as Houtman points out, Jethro’s advice to Moses concerns
legal matters and not religion, nor does Moses speak to him about the
revelation at the Bush.21 Even if Mount Horeb/Sinai was in Midianite
territory, it does not appear as the holy mountain of the Midianites in
Exodus, and its sacred character is revealed to Moses for the first time. 22
The data in question certainly constitute evidence for a belief in Yahweh
outside the community of the covenant, but fall well short of showing
Jethro to be the source of Yahwism. Childs considers the ‘Kenite
Hypothesis’ to be ‘a brilliant cul-de-sac’.23 Concerning the Midianites,
recent study has shown that they were widely scattered in the ancient near
east and not restricted to one area alone.24

18
19
20
21
22
23
24

BDB 883b.
Rowley 1950, 152, n.7.
Durham 1987, 240.
Ex 4:18.
Houtman 1993, 97.
Childs 1974, 323.
Cf G.I. Davies 1979, 64f; Mendenhall 1992.

25

The Old Testament Wilderness in Ecological Perspective

3.1.2.2.

Keith Innes

Rechabites

A further argument for the existence of a nomadic ideal in Israel has been
based on the Old Testament story of the Rechabites. According to Jeremiah
35 the prophet brought the family of the Rechabites to a room in the
Temple, set wine before them and invited them to drink. They refused the
invitation because their forefather Jonadab son of Rechab had forbidden
them ever to drink wine, build houses, sow seed or plant vineyards.25
Instead they were to remain tent-dwellers. Indeed, they were only present
in Jerusalem because of danger from the Babylonian armies. This incident
serves as a kind of acted parable; in the oracle which follows Jeremiah
contrasts the faithfulness of the Rechabites to their ancestor with the
unfaithfulness of Israel to Yahweh in spite of Yahweh’s repeated warnings
through the prophets. Moreover because of their loyalty to their family rule
the Rechabites are promised a permanent place in the service of Yahweh.
Finally, according to 1 Chronicles 2:55 the Rechabites were related to the
Kenites.
A number of arguments have been raised against the claim of Rechabite
support for the thesis of a nomadic ideal.26 F.S Frick adduces considerable
evidence that the Rechabites were a guild of craftsmen, probably metalworkers involved in the manufacture of chariots and other weapons, rather
than nomads.27 However this suggestion loses some of its force in view of
the fact that some groups of nomads themselves practised various crafts. 28
More cogently, Mauser draws attention to the lack of evidence that the
25
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prophets were directly involved with the Rechabites or upheld their ideals
as a divine requirement.29 R. de Vaux sums up the matter of the Rechabites
by observing that historically the account we have of them begins with
Jehu and ends with Jeremiah. We have no evidence that they are a survival
from a nomadic past; we should see them as a reactionary rather than an
ancient group.30 Talmon concludes from his assessment of the evidence
that the way of the Rechabites was ‘a reality, not a motif: an occupation…
not a vocation’.31

3.1.2.3.

Did Israel Have a Nomadic History?

If Israel had a long history of nomadism, we might expect that such a
history would leave a pronounced imprint on its traditions. Talmon can find
no evidence that the Israelite tribes ever passed through a stage of true
nomadism; rather the patriarchal groups in the Pentateuch have an
‘agricultural orientation’.32 He points to the comparative rarity in the Old
Testament of such features of nomadic society as blood vengeance and
tribal solidarity, and the tendency to view these characteristics in a negative
light where they do appear.33 In the story of Cain nomadism is a
punishment. Talmon concludes that the desert was not an ideal, but rather a
punishment and a transition.34 He further suggests that the desert was for
Moses, Elijah and Amos the existential framework for the receiving of a
theophany (as was the Temple for Jeremiah and Isaiah). It was not
29
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something to which they aspired.35 The call, ‘Away to your tents, Israel’,36
may be rooted in the desert,37 but may equally well take its origin from
warfare.38
H.N. Schneidau has collected evidence that the separation of shepherd from
village culture was not as absolute as was formerly thought, and that the
whole ancient near east was influenced by nomadic values.39 He draws on
the work of Mendenhall to show that the real contrast was not so much
between pastoral and village culture as between village and city.40 People
who became alienated from their society, or whose land became infertile,
might turn to semi-nomadic ways.41 Powerful rulers tended to gather and
settle such people, often using them as a labour force in grand projects as
Pharaoh did the Hebrews.42 Schneidau goes on to enunciate an important
distinction:
What the Bible praises is the way of life of the sheepherding [sic] semi-nomad,
not that of the camel-riding Bedouin: the distinction is vital, for many reasons.
For instance, the use of the wilderness in the pastoral symbolism implies the
attitude not of the desert-dweller but of domesticated man. It is not the
utilitarian at-homeness of the Bedouin, but the awe and fear of men for
whom the desert was a danger, but also refuge and not infrequently the
scene of theophany, that shapes the desert symbol in the Bible.43
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N.P. Lemche confirms the absence of any sharp boundary between
nomadism and sedentarism.44 People changed from a sedentary to a
nomadic way of life, and vice versa, because of political and personal
factors,45 and nomadic and sedentary people were interdependent.46
We find traces of nomadism in the Old Testament, but not a ‘nomad ideal’.
Not the wilderness milieu in itself, but the encounter with Yahweh there,
constituted Israel as the people of the Covenant. Apart from Elijah we find
few traces of the idea of going to the wilderness voluntarily, ‘on
pilgrimage’ as it were, to seek Yahweh. Yahweh takes the initiative in
leading the people from slavery via the desert towards the Promised Land.
En route Yahweh disciplines, guides and teaches them so that, if they will,
they may experience in the Promised Land the blessings of the Covenant.
The wilderness life is not the goal to which Israel aspired; rather the dictum
of Clarence Glacken, that the Judeo-Christian worldview is ‘virtually a
perfect rationalization of agriculture’,47 may be endorsed. The positive
aspects of the wilderness narrative could be picked out to convey a
particular message; but throughout the Old Testament Israel’s destiny is to
be found in the Promised Land, not in the desert. The transitional character
of the wilderness journey stands.
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Transformation

In the course of their transitional pilgrimage through the desert the
Israelites were transformed. This transforming experience is in many ways
foreshadowed by the story of Hagar told in Genesis 16 and 21. In the first
of these chapters Hagar, the maid of Abraham's wife Sarah, and the mother
of Abraham's son Ishmael, runs away from the jealous, abusive behaviour
of her mistress. A divine messenger meets her in the desert and sends her
back to the unhappy situation, with the promise of God's attention to her
sufferings, and of a future for her son. As a result of this experience she
gives Yahweh a new name, El-roi, which is thought to mean ‘God who sees
me’.48 In the second narrative Hagar is sent away with her son to wander in
the wilderness as a result of a complaint by Sarah. Facing the threat of
death from thirst for her and her son she is again reassured of God's future
for him, and shown a well. As Thomas B. Dozeman points out, while
Moses is the second person in the Bible to be transformed in the
wilderness, Hagar is the first. Dozeman refers to the work of D. Daube, M.
Tsevat and P. Trible in revealing the similarities between the experiences
of Israel at the Exodus from Egypt, and the Egyptian Hagar. Hagar and
Moses are both of ambiguous status: Hagar as surrogate wife and slave,
Moses as Egyptian prince and Hebrew slave; the transition of Hagar from
slave to wife, and that of Moses from prince to liberator, both lead to
threatening situations; Hagar and Moses both flee to wells in the
wilderness, where they both encounter a messenger of God; both are
required to return to situations of danger; both receive a word of promise
and leave the wilderness with a special name for God; both take up new
roles – Hagar as mother of Ishmael, Moses as liberator; both are driven out
48
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into the wilderness by their original oppressors, and subsequently find
liberation. Among other parallels Dozeman points out that, in each case,
crying out leads to divine rescue.49
The wilderness is a crucible of transformation also for the community of
Israel. They leave Egypt an amorphous body of slaves; they reach the
Promised Land a structured, disciplined nation under God. The narratives
of the wilderness wanderings recount the process by which this
transformation takes place.
3.1.4.

Transformation and the Second Exodus

Much later in their history the people of Israel were again separated from
their homeland by wilderness. In the sixth century BCE the core of the
people were taken into exile in Babylon. The second part of the Book of
Isaiah (chapters 40-55) contains prophetic promises of a Second Exodus,
this time from Babylon to the Promised Land.50 Even the hills and valleys
are levelled in preparation for the coming of God at the head of the people,
along a prepared highway.51 God will provide rivers in the desert, to the
delight of wild animals as well as people.52 In such promises the barrenness
of the desert itself proves transitory; the ultimate purpose of God is not
aridity but fruitfulness. Although God's judgement can turn rivers into
desert,53 his redeeming power can conversely change desert into pools and
springs of water, quenching the thirst of the needy and planting trees in the
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wilderness.54 Similar imagery is found in an even more developed form in
Isaiah 35, which anticipates much of the language of chapters 40-55. There
the 'causeway' (REB) along which the redeemed people return to Zion,
passes through a transformed wilderness. The desert blossoms, Yahweh's
glory is revealed, and human weaknesses and disabilities are cured. The
idea of a second exodus is also found in the Book of Jeremiah.55 In the final
part of Isaiah (chapters 56-66) the road is no longer in view, but the
righteous are assured that the Lord will provide for them in the desert and
make them like a well-watered garden and an unfailing spring.56
3.1.5.

Transformation and the Garden of God

The Garden of God is an important biblical theme. In the time of renewal
described in Isaiah 32:15-20 the wilderness will become 'garden land'
(REB). The renewal is moral as well as ecological. Justice and
righteousness will pervade the land, issuing in ecological health and
comprehensive well-being. This total transformation and reversal are
attributed to an outpouring of the spirit. The idea of the garden is used in a
simile for the transformation of the wilderness also in Isaiah 51:3, where
the garden of God is identified with Eden.57
As we have just seen, an interesting variant of the concept of
transformation is found in Isaiah 58:11, where Israel will be satisfied in the
bare desert; they, rather than the desert itself, will be like a garden, vital
54
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and strong.58 The reverse image, a garden without water, is a metaphor for
Israel under the judgement of God on account of her idolatrous garden
shrines.59 In Joel 2:3 the land before the depredations of locusts is like a
garden of Eden, and after them a desolate waste. Conversely in Ezekiel
36:35-36 the desolated land will become like a garden of Eden in the day of
salvation, and its towns will be restored. Passages such as these anticipate
the promise of a new heaven and earth, freed from frustration and pain,
where righteousness rules.60
3.1.6.

Transition and Transformation between the Old and New

Testaments
The motif of the desert as the scene of transition to the age of salvation
imprinted itself strongly on the mind of Israel. For instance it inspired the
community at Qumran, which left us the Dead Sea Scrolls. By their study
of the Law they saw themselves as preparing the way of the Lord, as Isaiah
had said.61 Mauser points out that the Qumran community was structured
according to the camp of the Israelites in the desert, by tribes, thousands,
hundreds, fifties and tens.62 The 'exiles' of the desert expected to camp near
Jerusalem prior to an onslaught on the city. 63
The Qumran sect was not alone in seeking the desert in order to practise
their faith. The Jewish historian Josephus writes of various claimants to the
title of Messiah, who led people into the desert with the promise of the final
58
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deliverance from oppression and compromise. Such were Theudas who
persuaded many to follow him to the Jordan, claiming that the river would
part for him;64 'a certain impostor who had promised... salvation and rest
from troubles, if [the people] chose to follow him into the wilderness';65
one Jonathan, who 'won the ear of not a few of the indigent class, and led
them forth into the desert, promising them a display of signs and
apparitions';66 and in general, 'impostors and deceivers [who] called upon
the mob to follow them into the desert'.67 References to impostors from the
desert are also found in the New Testament.68
In the second century BCE Judas Maccabaeus (d. 161 BCE) led a
successful rebellion against the imposition on the Jews of Greek, pagan
customs. In the times of the Maccabaean revolutionaries we are told that
many Jews 'who sought to maintain their religion and law went down to
live in the desert', but were nevertheless massacred for their refusal to
infringe the Sabbath.69 Judas and his brothers Jonathan and Simon
Maccabaeus all took refuge in the wilderness.70 Such episodes recall the
stories of Moses fleeing from Egypt, Elijah from Jezebel, and David from
Saul. The extent to which these people of the inter-testamental period based
their actions consciously on the stories of the Israelites in the wilderness is
not clear, but one may assume that they were influenced in some degree by
the wilderness narratives of their national history. However in those earlier
narratives the emphasis is on the activity of God in graciously rescuing and
64
65
66
67
68
69
70

Antiquities 20:97-99.
Antiquities 20:188.
Wars of the Jews 7:437-438.
Wars of the Jews 2:259-260.
Matt 24:26; Acts 5:36.
1 Macc 2:29-38.
1 Macc 5:24-28; 9:33; 2 Macc 5:27, cf. 10:6
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guiding the people; in the later episodes the stress falls much more on
human choices and efforts by which people hoped to bring about the age of
deliverance.
3.1.7.

The Wilderness Journey in the New Testament

St Paul discerns a parallel between the experiences of the Israelites in the
desert, and those of the Church. Both communities enjoyed the signs and
privileges of the people of God. Both also found themselves in transitional
situations: the Church already exists in the last age of God's dealings with
the world, but at the same time is subject to testing and temptation. The
Christians at Corinth were warned that spiritual privilege was no safeguard
against failure and its consequences.71 N.T. Wright suggests that Romans
8:12-17 similarly amounts to a retelling of the exodus story: ‘…those who
patiently walk through the present wilderness, being led by the Christian
equivalent of the pillar of cloud and fire, in other words by the Spirit, will
eventually receive the “inheritance”.’72
The Letter to the Hebrews draws a similar parallel. The Israelites were
journeying towards the Promised Land, but the generation of the Exodus
were barred from entering it because their unbelief disqualified them; we
are on our way to the completion of the blessings that God intends for us,
and should take warning from this example. The term 'rest', applied to the
wilderness people in Psalm 95, applies to us also. Our 'rest' is our
enjoyment of all that God wants to give us through Jesus Christ, but God
will not force it on us; by making wrong choices we can fail to enter into
71
72

1 Cor 10:1-13.
N.T. Wright 2003, 257.
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it.73 Our journey is not to Mount Sinai, the mountain of the law-giving
which formed the central point of the Israelites' journey, but to 'Mount
Zion, the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem'. 74
Mauser finds that the story of Jesus in the Gospels, especially in Mark,
echoes that of Israel.75 The Israelites passed through the sea to enter the
wilderness on their way to the Promised Land; Jesus goes out into the
wilderness via the waters of baptism. His way has been prepared by John
Baptist, who fulfilled the promise of Isaiah 40. By baptizing penitents in
the wilderness John prepared them to meet Jesus the Messiah. The
wilderness was thus a place of transition to the Messianic age. Unlike the
wilderness prophets of the intertestamental period John did not ask the
people to follow him into the desert. Nor did he form a sect.76 Instead he
pointed them to Jesus. Israel spent forty years in the wilderness; Jesus was
there for forty days. Mark, alone of the Gospel writers, mentions that Jesus
was with the wild animals in the desert.77
Jesus returned to the desert throughout his ministry, up to his final journey
to Jerusalem. The purpose of these retreats was to pray, 78 to avoid
unhelpful publicity,79 or to seek privacy and rest with his disciples in the
midst of their mission.80 The Old Testament appears to offer no parallel to
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Heb 3:7-4:11.
Heb 12:18-24.
75
Mauser 1963; this work has illuminated my understanding
of the whole wilderness theme in the Gospels.
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Bratton 1993, 131.
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Jesus' practice of constructive withdrawal into the wilderness to avoid
being controlled by unwelcome expectations, or for prayer, unless it be
Elijah's flight to Mount Horeb.81 Unlike the Qumran community, Jesus did
not seek to build a community of penitents in the desert. As Bratton
remarks, the wilderness spirituality of Jesus can be described as
'contemplative' rather than 'ascetic'.82
3.2.

LATER DEVELOPMENTS

The Israelites’ journey through the desert has served as a model for the
interpretation of other wilderness journeys, for example that of the first
settlers in New England, and the Great Trek of the Boers in South Africa
which began in 1835.83 The desert journey has also become merged in the
tradition of the Church with the idea and custom of pilgrimage. We have
already noticed that the story of the Israelites' wandering in the desert itself
shares many of the marks of pilgrimage. This impression is heightened by
the visit to the sacred mountain of Sinai at the central point of the
journey.84 The community called into being by God, transformed in the
desert and particularly at the holy mountain where God was revealed, is
like a body of pilgrims.
Pilgrimage is of course a vast subject in itself, beyond the scope of this
essay. But we should notice the prominence of pilgrimage in the Church,
not least in the East and in the Celtic lands. Philip Sheldrake devotes a

81
82
83
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1 Kgs 19.
Bratton 1993, 143f., 137.
Murdock 1955; Templin 1968, 282.
Cohn 1981, 13.
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chapter of his book, Living Between Worlds,85 to the subject of 'Pilgrimage
and Journey'. Although, as he points out, pilgrimage within the Celtic
Christian Church can hardly be unrelated to the pre-Christian Irish tradition
of voyages, it was also an adaptation of the desert to the watery wastes
traversed in sea voyages.
The exterior journey corresponded to an interior pilgrimage.86 The Celtic
wanderer would 'seek the place of his resurrection', the spot chosen by God
where the remainder of life could be lived out in penitence.87 Sheldrake
points out a difference of emphasis between the Egyptian desert fathers and
the Celtic pilgrim saints: in the former tradition, more importance was
attached to remaining in one's cell; the practice of 'stability' was
increasingly encouraged in the monastic tradition and was emphasised in
the Rule of St Benedict. As time went on, even in the Celtic church the
'pilgrimage' came increasingly to be undertaken in the privacy of one's own
cell. Thus pilgrims and hermits have more in common than might at first
sight be supposed.88 But in the greatest of the Celtic pilgrim saints, inward
stability was combined with outward mobility. 89
The Celtic pilgrims travelled not only by sea and also by land, all over
Europe. Although they were not 'missionaries' in the later sense, by
planting communities in the countries to which they went they certainly
carried the Gospel with them.90 By renouncing their position, home and
85
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87
88
89
90
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kinship, and going out in search of a place chosen for them by God, these
travellers were consciously following the example of Abraham who
travelled on from place to place, seeking the land promised to him by
God.91
More generally in the Christian tradition pilgrimage has focused on visiting
particular places, especially those associated with the Incarnate Christ.
Helen (c.255-c.330), the mother of the Emperor Constantine, visited the
Holy Land and founded churches at Bethlehem and on the Mount of
Olives. A little later, probably towards the end of the fourth century, the
nun Etheria visited sites in the Holy Land and also Mount Sinai.
The practice of pilgrimage suffered a setback at the Reformation, with its
emphasis on a purely spiritual journey and its rejection of the superstitions
often associated with relics of the saints; but pilgrimage has continued to be
an important part of Christianity – as well as other world faiths. It
continues to attract widespread interest. Ian Ball suggests that in our day
pilgrimage can emphasise the quest for personal and spiritual development,
and can embrace ecological concern by furthering 'interaction' with
landscapes as well as people.92 Susan Sayers, in her book Journey Into the
Desert: Reflection and Meditation for Lent, suggests a pattern of prayer
based on an actual experience of a pilgrimage from Nazareth to Bethlehem
across the Judean desert.93 The Musalaha (‘reconciliation’) movement in
the Holy Land arranges Desert Encounters for young people, both Jews and
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Ball et al., (eds) 1992, 161-174.
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Arabs, who follow Christ. These encounters foster openness, understanding
and spiritual unity in the context of real desert journeys. 94
The idea of life as a journey speaks to people of all cultures in our society.
Within that idea the concept of a transforming passage through the
wilderness is particularly vivid. It may provide a point of contact with the
biblical tradition for some to whom this tradition would otherwise be
remote. In order to understand the motif of the wilderness journey, as it
appears in the Bible, we shall need to examine not only the motif itself, but
also the main themes which are attached to it. This task will occupy us for
the next three chapters.

94

Colin Patterson, ‘Dealing with Conflict in the Church of
England’, Anvil 20:4 (2003).
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THE WILDERNESS JOURNEY: REVELATION

BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS

To a casual glance the story of the Israelites' journey in the wilderness may
appear to be a monolithic block of material; but if we look more closely at
the narrative we see that it is a richly textured composition including
various themes. Each of these themes can be examined, and has its own
patterns which add to the richness of the wilderness passages as a whole.
When the wilderness narrative is regarded in this way - seeking to discern
its component themes - revelation emerges as the most prominent. God is
revealed to Moses, and through Moses to the people. The revelation is
focused on Moses' call at the burning bush, the pillar of cloud and fire, the
Ark and the Tent, and the giving of the Law at Sinai. A common feature
linking the episodes of revelation is the appearance of fire. Fire appeared in
the bush, in the guiding pillar of God’s presence which also appeared in the
Tent of Meeting, and in connection with the giving of the Law. But of what
kind are these phenomena which accompanied the revelatory events?
4.1.1. The Nature of the Phenomena
How then should we understand the burning bush, the 'fiery, cloudy pillar'
and the awe-inspiring events at Mount Sinai? A number of different
approaches have been suggested.
W.J. Phythian-Adams is one of several writers who have proposed that
Mount Sinai was a volcano, and the pillar of fire and cloud, and the burning
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bush, were also associated with volcanic activity. 1 A difficulty of this view
is that such activity has not occurred in historic times within the Sinai
Peninsula, where all the locations most commonly proposed for Mount
Sinai are situated. If a volcano were the setting of the Sinai events, it would
have to be situated east or south east of the head of the Gulf of Aqaba. 2
Such a location of Mount Sinai has been thought to be inconsistent with the
itineraries contained in the Pentateuch.3 G.I. Davies notes the existence of
an ancient view that Sinai was in the Arabian peninsular, although he
believes this view cannot be sustained.4
John Bright considers the narrative of Exodus 19 to be consistent with
storm imagery, without invoking the volcanic explanation.5 Others have
pointed out that fire and smoke could be produced by the effect of lightning
on vegetation6 - though whether this explanation is consistent with the
intensity of the phenomena as described, is open to question. On the one
hand the most natural reading of the descriptions suggests volcanic
imagery.7 On the other hand Houtman has argued that the narrative does
not suggest lava flows, and that the presence of the people near an erupting
volcano is unlikely.8

1

Phythian-Adams 1934, 140-151. Cf. Noth 1962, in loc.
Auerbach 1975, 150. However G.I. Davies (1979, 66) hints
at a possibility of volcanic activity in historical times
in the areas of Jebel Hauran, Jebel Druze and southern
Transjordan.
3
See Exod 19:1; Num 33:1-49.
4
G.I. Davies 1972.
5
Bright 1960, 114.
6
Cohn 1981, 48.
7
E.g. Ex 19:18; Deut 4:11. G.I. Davies 1979, 65.
8
Houtman 1993, 119.
2
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Attempts have been made to explain the burning bush in terms of a
phenomenon such as St Elmo's Fire. Martin Noth cites a collection by H.
Gressmann of parallel accounts from the area of Syria and Palestine of
bushes which burned but were not destroyed.9 A 1999 television
programme told of a desert plant which generates an inflammable gas
capable of being ignited by sparks from falling rocks. The presenter
suggested that this phenomenon underlay the story of the burning bush.10
Others have suggested that volcanic imagery has become attached to the
Sinai tradition, although it originated elsewhere.11 The question remains
whence the biblical writers derived the volcanic imagery. Auerbach
suggests that the tradition that the God of the Hebrews was associated with
the fiery mountain may have been maintained by a particular group of
Levites.12 G.I. Davies attributes the knowledge of Israelite poets about
volcanic phenomena to traders, or travelling tribespeople such as
Midianites.13 But an accidental accretion to the tradition via passing
travellers or neighbouring tribes seems a slender foundation for such a
dominant feature of Hebrew poetry as the theophany. 14
Another possibility is that the phenomena described are a poetic
representation of an inward experience; the fire and thunder symbolise
Moses' experience of God.15 However, the narrative clearly envisages the
9

Noth 1962, 39, citing H. Gressmann, Mose und seine Zeit
(Göttingen, 1913), 26ff.
10
Supernatural, BBC1, 6 April 1999.
11
Auerbach 1975, 148-153.
12
Auerbach 1975, 152.
13
G.I. Davies 1979, 66.
14
Cf. Jdg 5:5; Ps 18:7-15; Mic 1:3-4.
15
Sanday 1908, 20.
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theophany as involving convulsions of nature, as well as the human
reactions of the people who were present.16 More recently R.W.L.
Moberley has suggested that the volcanic/storm imagery should be
understood as religious language, 'evocative and only secondarily, if at all,
descriptive'.17 But even if a subjective experience were being described, the
question of the origin of the symbolism would remain.
Some have drawn attention to the parallels between the Sinai phenomena
and cultic language used in Israel and elsewhere in the ancient near east.
T.W. Mann has pointed out the links between the Sinai theophany and the
image of the God of Israel riding upon the clouds. This imagery is partially
paralleled in Canaanite literature, where Baal is attended by
cloud-messengers18 But to suggest, as Clements does, that the Sinai
imagery is merely part of the 'conventional portrayals of a theophany, both
in terms of an erupting volcano and a thunderstorm',19 does not seem to
take account of the fact that the theophany in Exodus is distinctive in being
witnessed by humans at a particular geographical spot. To dissolve the
setting in history into mere mythology would be a step too far, at least for
this student.
The physicist Dr Colin Humphreys has recently revived the ‘volcanic’
theory, working from a scientific base and adopting a multidisciplinary
approach.20 He concludes that ‘Mount Sinai’ was an Arabian volcano
16

E.g. Exod 19:16; cf. Heb 12:21.
Moberley 1983, 135.
18
Isa 19:1; Pss 18:10f; 68:4, 33; Deut 33:26. Mann 1971,
20.
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Clements 1972, 114.
20
Humphreys 2003.
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named Mount Bedr. Humphreys reconstructs the stopping-places on the
Israelites’ route in the light of geographical and historical research, giving
particular attention to the modern pilgrim routes which are thought to
follow ancient trails. The resulting itinerary forms a fairly direct route from
Egypt to the proposed site of Mount Sinai. The pillars of fire and cloud, he
suggests, were a volcanic plume. The burning bush is attributed to a
volatile gas emitted by a cleft in the rock; this gas, once ignited by high
temperatures, sets fire to a type of shrub which readily turns to charcoal
and glows.21 With reference to Mount Sinai itself, Humphreys states that
lightning bolts are a normal feature of volcanic eruptions,22 and the sound
of a ‘trumpet blast’ could be produced by the forcing of gas through clefts
in the rock.23 Humphreys suggests that, even when an eruption was in
progress, the people could have stood on the other side of the mountain.24
Humphreys presents a comprehensive case which illuminates many aspects
of the biblical narratives. His ‘volcanic plume’ theory is weakest when
applied to the occasions when the luminous presence of Yahweh descends
on the Tent of Meeting. His explanation also appears to be strained by the
account of the journeys after Sinai, in which the Israelites only journeyed
when the cloud lifted from the Tent.25 These episodes fall outside the scope
of Humphreys’s study, which covers the journey from Egypt to Sinai.
Nevertheless they suggest caution in regarding a naturalistic account of the
phenomena as a sufficient interpretation of the narrative – even though, as
Humphreys admits, a miraculous element would still remain in the timing
21
22
23
24
25
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Ex 19:16. Humphreys 2003, 89.
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of the phenomena.26 We cannot tell to what extent cultic and prophetic
influences helped to mould the tradition. The data unearthed by Humphreys
certainly show a congruence between the wilderness events and the natural
creation. But we must not lose sight of the fact that, when all is said and
done, God has spoken. The events are presented as both physical and also
spiritual, and the same goes for the wilderness tradition as a whole.
4.1.2. The Burning Bush
Exodus 3 recounts that God (verse 4), or rather an angel as God's
intermediary (verse 2), was revealed to Moses in (or as - the Hebrew can
mean either) a flame of fire which blazed in a bush but did not consume it.
This event occurs after Moses has led the flock of his father-in-law Jethro
beyond the wilderness and come to Horeb, the mountain of God. The
relation between the angel and the flame is left undefined. C. Houtman
suggests a comparison with the story of Manoah and his wife where the
flame appears to be the 'vehicle' in which the angel goes to heaven.27 He
thinks that here 'the messenger is present in the form of a man... while the
flame around him makes him recognizable as emissary of YHWH.'28 The
question is not unimportant: God is not identified with the bush, or with the
flame, but is revealed in association with them. Deuteronomy expresses the
relation by calling Yahweh 'him who dwells in the burning bush'. 29 Nature
is transformed by God's presence. A natural location is made holy by God's
self-revelation. Houtman cites a number of occasions on which theophanies

26

Ibid. 337.
Jdg 13:20.
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Houtman 1993, 338f.
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Hebrew.
27

46

The Old Testament Wilderness in Ecological Perspective

Keith Innes

(revelations of God’s glory) occurred near trees.30 He suggests that 'the
thornbush, as the place where vital power manifests itself, belongs to those
spots in the desert (like e.g. also the spring of water, Gen 16:7ff.) that are
uniquely suitable as places where the deity, in whom all life is
concentrated, can reveal himself.’31 Fire also is a constant element in
theophanies throughout the Old Testament.32 In some cases it is the fire of
judgement which consumes.33 At times also the meaning of 'the fire of God'
appears to shade into that of lightning.34
At the Burning Bush Moses is commissioned as God's spokesman before
Pharaoh, and God's agent in delivering the people from their oppression in
Egypt, despite his diffidence and self-doubt bordering on rebellion.35 He
receives a Name of God who is identified as the God of the patriarchs
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.36 In confirmation of his divine commissioning,
Moses is promised a sign. The sign is that after the Exodus the people will
worship God on this same mountain.37

30
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E.g. Gen 12:6f.; 18:1; Jdg 6:11,19.
Houtman 1993, 340f.; cf. Wright 1996, 311.
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The episode of the Burning Bush is connected to the Sinai tradition by this
promise, and by the theme of fire. Other links may also be seen: the Lord
calls to Moses from the Burning Bush and from the mountain,38 and the
ground in both cases was dangerously holy.39 Nevertheless the two
occasions are also sufficiently different to indicate that one is not a mere
reflection of the other. At the Bush Moses is ordered to remove his
footwear; this expression of reverence is not required of the people at Sinai.
In Exodus 19 the people are given three days' warning of the theophany;
Moses in chapter 3 is taken unawares. Finally the patriarchs are mentioned
in chapter 3 but not in chapter 19 (except in that the name 'the house of
Jacob' given to the people in 19:3). The revelation at the Burning Bush
therefore bears the marks of an independent unit, which however is related
by various verbal links with the Sinai tradition.
4.1.3. The Pillar of Fire and Cloud
We have noticed already that fire can symbolise the presence of God.
Cloud symbolism, also, can be associated with the divine presence. A thick
cloud signified the divine presence on Sinai,40 and Yahweh descended in a
cloud and spoke with Moses at the Tent of Meeting. 41 According to
Deuteronomy the mountain 'was ablaze with fire to the very skies, and
there was dark cloud and thick mist'.42 Here the cloud seems to have been a
cloud of smoke. Elsewhere also smoke is a sign of God's presence. 43 In the
Genesis account of the making of God's covenant with Abraham 'a
38
39
40
41
42
43

Ex 3:4; cf. 19:3.
Ex 3:5; cf. 19:10-15, 21-24.
Ex 19:9,16; 34:5.
Num 11:25.
Deut 4:11; cf. 5:22.
Ex 19:18; cf. 20:18.
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smoking brazier and a flaming torch', symbolising the divine presence, pass
between the severed halves of the sacrificial animals.44 Smoke apparently
signifies the holy presence of Yahweh in Isaiah's vision also, 45 and is
among the ‘portents’ of the Day of Yahweh in the prophet Joel's
apocalyptic scenario.46 Elsewhere smoke is associated with God's righteous
wrath.47 However the terminology of cloud is used far more frequently than
that of smoke, to signify the presence of God's glory.48
This numinous cloud in due course fills the Tent of Meeting,49 where
Yahweh's presence was located above the cover of the Ark.50 During the
desert wanderings the cloud covers the tent, only removing when the
Israelites are to continue their journey.51 When in the time of Solomon the
Temple was built, the cloud of Yahweh’s glory filled that also.52 Ezekiel
saw this same glory departing from the House of the Yahweh as a token of
judgment,53 and returning in the time of restoration.54 In Psalm 97:2 'cloud
and thick mist' surround Yahweh, and the enigmatic and difficult verse
Isaiah 4:5 appears to promise the restoration of the cloud and fire as a sign
of God's blessing and protection upon Mount Zion.

44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

Gen 15:17.
Isa 6:4; 4:5.
Joel 2:30.
Deut 29:20; 2 Sam 22:9; Pss 18:8; 74:1; 80:4.
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The cloud is associated with Yahweh as a symbol of the divine mystery, a
concealing veil, and perhaps also a deterrent from presumptuously drawing
near. This numinous cloud is by no means confined to the wilderness, or to
specific locations within it. But the form of a pillar of cloud is peculiar to
the wilderness wanderings. The significance of the Hebrew word translated
'pillar' can be gathered from the fact that it is also used for the 'posts of
acacia-wood' used in the construction of the tabernacle;55 the pillars
supporting the Philistine temple;56 pillars in Solomon's palace,57 and in that
of King Ahasuerus;58 and the two bronze pillars of the Temple.59 The same
word is used to denote the pillars which were thought to support
respectively the earth and the heavens,60 and also the seven pillars of
Wisdom's house.61
On their journeys through the wilderness the Israelites were guided by this
pillar, which consisted of cloud by day and fire by night.62 At the crossing
of the Reed Sea the pillar moved from in front of the Israelites to take up its
position behind them, thus shielding them from the pursuing Egyptians.63
Its movement coincided with that of the angel of God.64 Yahweh's presence
was in some sense located in this pillar.65 On occasion Yahweh descends in
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56

50

The Old Testament Wilderness in Ecological Perspective

Keith Innes

a pillar of cloud to stand at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting.66 In the
context of intercession for the people Moses remarks, '...your cloud stays
over them, and... you go before them in a pillar of cloud by day and in a
pillar of fire by night.'67
Some have thought that the pillar of cloud, and the cloud which settled on
Mount Sinai and the Tent of Meeting, represent originally separate motifs;
one represents Yahweh as journeying with the people, and the other
Yahweh's presence with them.68 However the final form of the text presents
us with a single narrative. One possible interpretation is that the cloud of
Yahweh's presence takes on the form of a pillar when leading the people;
otherwise its shape is undefined. But this interpretation does not always
apply: the pillar of cloud may occur without the leadership theme,69 and
the cloud and fire are sometimes mentioned without being called a 'pillar' in
the context of the journeys.70 Houtman suggests that the bank of clouds (by
day) or the fire (by night) was situated generally above the earth, but
descended when Yahweh wished to be revealed.71 As regards the relation
of the pillar of cloud to Sinai, the close connection in Psalm 99:7, between
the pillar of cloud and the 'decrees' and 'statute' of Yahweh is to be noted.
4.1.4. Sinai
Mount Sinai is at the centre of the wilderness revelation. The subject of
Sinai bristles with intriguing and complex questions of geographical and
66
67
68
69
70
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historical interest. The location of this holy mountain has been hotly
disputed, but cannot be dealt with in this paper. The traditional site near
Jebel Musa was universally accepted in early Christian tradition.72
Nevertheless some elements of the biblical text have been thought to favour
a more northerly site.73 Furthermore, as we have seen, a persuasive case has
also been made on more general grounds for a location in northern Arabia.
However, further consideration of this fascinating question lies beyond the
scope of this essay. Also omitted here is any comprehensive consideration
of the history of the tradition behind the text, or of the relation of the Sinai
material to the other elements of the wilderness complex.74
Vast tracts of the Pentateuch are set within the Sinai complex including the
whole of Leviticus, whose laws are said to be received from Yahweh by
Moses at the Tent of Meeting, or at Mount Sinai.75 The narrative portions
of Leviticus presuppose the people camped in the wilderness with the Tent
of Meeting or Tabernacle.76 The people do not leave Sinai until Numbers
10:11. This extensive tract of narrative, although bearing the marks of a
complex history,77 in its final form exhibits a theological unity.
Deuteronomy also contains echoes of the Horeb-Sinai tradition,78 which
agree substantially with the accounts in Exodus and Numbers.
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Many verbal and topical links connect Sinai to the Exodus material.
Exodus 20:2 ties the Ten Commandments to the Exodus. Another reference
to the Exodus occurs in Exodus 19:4, and Exodus 19:1-2a relates to the
itinerary note in Exodus 17:1.79 The dominant presence of Moses is
another link between the Sinai narrative, particularly Exodus 19, and the
wilderness wanderings.80
In the wilderness narrative the Sinai material is central. This centrality is
emphasised by the arrangement of the text. As Olson points out, three-day
journeys both precede and follow Sinai;81 before and after it are incidents
concerning Moses' Midianite relatives,82 and incidents concerning a spring
of water occur in Exodus 15:22-25 and Numbers 21:16-18.83
The various sections of the Sinai narrative will now be examined in turn.
4.1.4.1.

Exodus 19:1-20.21.

The purpose of the Sinai theophany is the authentication of Moses as the
mediator between God and the people.84 A further reason for the theophany
is to inculcate in the people a reverent and obedient spirit.85 Moses'
repeated ascent and descent of the mountain, which have been thought to
indicate the confusion of different sources, serves in the canonical form of
the narrative to build up tension in preparation for the proclamation of the
79

Exodus 17:8 should also be noted. See Alexander 1999.
Cf. Nicholson 1973, 82.
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Ex 15:22; Num 10:33.
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Ex 18:1; Num 10:29.
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Olson 1996, 62; cf. Cohn 1981, 18.
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law which follows. In Exodus 19:23 Moses appears to protest against
Yahweh's repeated instruction to warn the people against forcing their way
up the mountain, reminding Yahweh that they cannot ascend the mount
because this warning has already been given. But Childs shows from
parallel passages that Moses is not presuming to correct Yahweh; rather
this passage conforms to a well-documented pattern in Hebrew dialogue.86
Yahweh's coming is accompanied by smoke, fire, the sound of a trumpet
and thunder.87
4.1.4.2.

Exodus 24.

Verses 1-2 are connected with verses 9ff. They also form a transition from
the warning at the end of the Book of the Covenant (Exodus 20:22-23:33)
to the commitment of Israel to the covenant in verses 3-8.88 E.W.
Nicholson does not regard the meal of verses 9-14 as a covenant meal,
because the covenant is not mentioned in verses 9-11, and no part of the
meal is offered to God as, for example, in Exodus 18:1-12.89 This opinion
stems from Nicholson's view, also held by other scholars, that verses 3-8
and verses 1-2, 9-11 originate from different sources and therefore should
be treated separately. If the final form of the chapter is allowed to
determine its interpretation, the combining of the two elements gives the
meal covenant significance.
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Childs 1974, 361-364.
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Childs 1974, 343.
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In verses 12-14 Moses is summoned up the mountain of God to receive
stone tablets containing the law of God. The exact identity of what was
written on the tablets is not stated, although we may surmise that it
consisted of the Ten Commandments.90 Verses 15-18 describe the
appearance of the divine presence in terms of cloud and fire.
4.1.4.3.

Exodus 32-34.

While Moses receives instructions concerning the Tabernacle and its
furniture, and the consecration of Aaron and his sons as priests, the
apostasy of the golden calf takes place. After the consequent judgment,
through Moses' intercession God's grace towards the people is renewed.
The final stage in Israel's rehabilitation is reached in chapter 34, where the
two tablets of the law are replaced by new tablets, and Yahweh agrees to go
with the people in person91 - for the renewed covenant of verse 10 is a
response to Moses' intercession in verse 9. This intercession in turn follows
a private theophany to Moses, in which he hears the pronouncement of the
divine name and character. The description here is reminiscent of Exodus
20:5b-6 which follow the second of the Ten Commandments.92
In Exodus 34:28 Moses is said to receive the Ten Commandments divinely
written on stone tablets. However what precedes is not the Decalogue of
chapter 20, but a series of commandments substantially different in
character.93 They include, along with the prohibition of idolatry and the
90
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command to observe the Sabbath, various other commandments of a ritual
nature. Attempts have been made to see these as a 'ritual decalogue', and as
a variant account of the Sinai covenant.94 But Moberley, working with the
finished text, points out that Exodus 34:11-26 consists rather of a selection
from the laws given in chapters 20-24, chosen according to the changed
circumstances following the golden calf episode.95 These are to be written
by Moses; the Ten Commandments are said to be written by Yahweh.
The skin of Moses' face shines when he returns from the mountain. To
alleviate the people's fear he places a veil over his face when he addresses
them.96 Auerbach comments that wearing a mask for divine worship was
common among many peoples, but that in this case the usual course of
events is reversed: the mask here is removed in the presence of God instead
of being worn then and afterwards removed.97 The shining face, and
therefore also the mask, symbolised the authority of Moses.98 In Exodus
34:33-35 the scene evidently changes from Mount Sinai to the tent of
meeting described in 33:7-11.99
4.1.4.4.

Other Old Testament References

References to Sinai occur in the poetic parts of the Old Testament, both
within and outside the Pentateuch 100 Sinai/Horeb does not feature
explicitly in the prophets apart from Malachi 4:4, but the prophetic books
94

See Childs 1974, 607f.
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do refer to matters which in the Pentateuch are linked to Sinai. For instance
the Covenant to which Jeremiah summoned the people to return was the
same which Yahweh made with their ancestors at the Exodus.101 The Book
of the Law, found in the Temple, which sparked the reformation of King
Josiah, is thought to be very closely related with the Book of
Deuteronomy.102 Josiah's 'epitaph' included the encomium that he followed
'the whole law of Moses'.103 Although Jeremiah prophesies that Yahweh
will establish a new covenant with his people,104 this new covenant differs
from the original, not in content, but in its inwardness and in the associated
outpouring of Yahweh's forgiveness. And the historical summary in
Ezekiel 20 includes the giving of statutes and laws in the wilderness.105
Houtman correctly observes that the prophets assume the reception of laws
by Israel prior to the conquest of the Promised Land, and also a connection
between the Exodus and the lawgiving.106
In the closing chapters of Ezekiel the vision of the restored Temple is based
largely on that of Solomon which is similar in its basic plan to the
Tabernacle,107 while the allocation of the land to the tribes, although 'purely
theoretical and schematic',108 bears a passing resemblance to the camp in
the wilderness in that the tribes are arranged with the sanctuary in their
midst.109
101
102
103
104
105
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Jer 11:1-17, esp verse 4; cf. 7:22f).
2 Kgs 22;23. See Bright 1965, 89.
2 Kgs 23:25.
Jer 31:31-34.
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Houtman 1993, 208.
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Reference to the wilderness wanderings is also made by Amos. In Amos
5:21-27 Yahweh seems to reject utterly the cultic feasts and ceremonies,
and offerings of all kinds, and even the music used in the cultus, calling
rather for justice and righteousness. This diatribe is followed by the
surprising question, 'Did you, people of Israel, bring me sacrifices and
offerings those forty years in the wilderness?'110 This is normally taken to
be a question expecting the answer 'No'; indeed 'No!' is supplied by the
REB at the beginning of verse 26. According to the interpretation implied
in the REB, Amos was familiar with a tradition of the wilderness
wanderings which contained no ritual requirements.111 But the matter is
perhaps not quite so simple. W.D. Davies points out that verse 25 can be
taken in a number of ways: 'Was it only sacrifice and offerings that you
offered to me in the wilderness and not also moral obedience?' - expecting
either a negative or a positive answer; or with a different emphasis, 'Did
you bring me sacrifices...?' The latter appears to be the line of
interpretation followed in Acts 7:42-43.112 F.I. Andersen and D.N.
Freedman judge that the word order in verse 25 precludes the meaning that
they brought nothing.113 They follow H.H. Rowley in interpreting the
apparent negation as implying a comparison.114 Thus, sacrifices and
offerings were not the most important gifts brought. The rhetorical question
is a less complete expression of the principle enunciated in Hosea 6:6: ‘For
I require loyalty, not sacrifice, acknowledgement of God rather than wholeofferings.’
110
111
112
113
114

Am 5: 25.
Mays 1969, 111.
W.D. Davies 1974, 80.
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Amos contains allusions to material contained in the Book of the Covenant
which included both cultic and moral requirements; 115 e.g. garments taken
in pledge and the prohibition of combining sacrifices with leaven.116 Did
Amos know of these commandments in a context other than the law-giving
on Sinai? In view of the possible ambiguity of the verses in Amos 5, no
definite answer can be given, and no definite conclusion has been reached
in the wider debate about the relation of the prophets to the worship of
Israel.117
4.1.5. The Ark and the Tent
During the people’s travels in the wilderness, Yahweh’s presence with
them was manifested at the Tent of Meeting and symbolised especially by
the Ark of the Covenant.
4.1.5.1.

The Ark of the Covenant.

When the Israelites departed from Sinai, accompanied by the cloud of
Yahweh, the Ark of the Covenant travelled ahead of them. 118 However the
Ark was associated not only with guidance, but also with warfare.119 The
imagery implies that Yahweh is seated upon the ark as a throne, from
which he arises to champion the Israelites, and to which he returns. This
association of the Ark with warfare is continued in the books of Samuel. 120
115
116

Exodus 20:22-23:33.

Am 2:8, cf. Ex 22:26; Am 4:5, cf. Ex 23:18. W.D. Davies,
loc. cit.
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Auerbach thinks that the ark was originally a palladium of war, and only
acquired its guiding role as a result of a process of theological
reinterpretation.121 At any rate in the finished text both ideas are present.
The basic significance of the Ark was the presence of Yahweh, which was
of importance for both guidance and warfare.122 When the Israelites went to
battle presumptuously, against the divine command, Moses and the ark did
not go with them and they were defeated.123
In the instructions for making the tabernacle and its furniture this 'ark' was
a box of acacia-wood, overlaid with gold, carried with poles by means of
gold rings.124 It contained the 'Testimony' - the stone tablets of the Law and so could be called (literally) 'the Ark for the Testimony'.125 The box
was fitted with a cover of gold. Two golden cherubim were to be crafted
and placed at either end of the cover, shielding it with their wings.126 There,
between the cover and the wings of the cherubim, Yahweh would meet
Moses and charge him with the commands that he was to lay upon the
Israelites.127 When the Tabernacle was constructed, the ark was to be
placed in the most sacred place, beyond the inner curtain.128 While the
company was on the march, the Levites responsible for the care of the ark
covered it with the curtain used to screen the most holy place.129 Although
in some accounts Yahweh was thought of as enthroned upon the
121
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cherubim,130 G. Von Rad points out that in Jeremiah 3:16f. the ark itself
seems to be Yahweh's throne. He suggests that the same idea also underlies
the story of the boy Samuel in the tent of meeting: Samuel was in the place
‘where the Ark of God was’, when God spoke to him. 131 Although, as von
Rad has shown, the symbolism is not identical in all parts of the tradition,
the function of the ark as a focus for Yahweh's presence remains
constant.132
In Deuteronomy the ark appears to be solely a receptacle for the tablets of
the law. It is first mentioned in the narrative of the giving of the Law for
the second time, after the apostasy over the golden calf.133 A tension exists
in the tradition between the ark as receptacle, and the ark as throne of
Yahweh.134 The two ideas are not incompatible.135 The placing of the
tablets beneath the 'throne' of the deity would emphasise the sacred
character of the law and the sanctions against those who infringed
Yahweh's holiness. In the Hittite treaties studied by G.E. Mendenhall, a
similar motive led to the placing of the treaty documents in the deity's
temple.136
Auerbach connects the ark with Jethro, father in law of Moses.137 In
treating of Numbers 10:29-36 Auerbach suggests that a break is to be found
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after verse 32. No answer is given to Moses' request for guidance through
the wilderness. Auerbach suggests that in the missing section Jethro
procures the ark as a substitute for his own presence with the Israelites.138
This suggestion appears to be based on Auerbach's emphasis on the
Midianite influence on Moses, rather than any textual evidence. The
omission of the answer may rather be designed to emphasise the
theological aim of this section of Numbers, which is to show that the ark
was crucial in guiding the Israelites.139
4.1.5.2.

The Tent of Meeting.

A distinction is strictly to be drawn between the tent of meeting and the
tabernacle. The tent was made of three layers of skins, and protected the
tabernacle which was made of wood and fine fabric.140 However the two
are obviously closely connected and sometimes appear to be
synonymous.141
In Exodus 33:7-11, between the instructions for making the tabernacle and
their implementation, embedded in the aftermath of the apostasy of the
golden calf, is a narrative concerning a tent of meeting which already
existed. Moses was in the habit of setting up this tent outside the camp.
Anyone who sought Yahweh could go to it, and Yahweh would descend in
the sacred cloud and converse with Moses there 142 This tent was outside
the camp, whereas the Tabernacle was in the centre of it and symbolised
138
139
140
141

Auerbach 1975, 114.
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Yahweh's presence among the people.143 This appearance of ‘two tents’ has
been much discussed. Durham accepts that the tradition refers to two tents;
he regards Exodus 33:7-11 as an insertion, with no connection to the
surrounding narrative and interrupting its progress. 144 But Moberley shows
that chapters 32-34 as a connected whole make excellent sense in view of
the ultimate rebellion of Exodus 32. Israel has forfeited the presence of
Yahweh, symbolised by the shrine in their midst. The fact that this tent was
set up at a distance from the camp145 is significant in this regard. As for the
identity of 'the Tent' Moberley suggests that it may either be Moses' tent or
else be equivalent to a tent.146 Questions of the existence and history of the
'second tent' are difficult to resolve, but Moberley at least gives a coherent
account of the text of Exodus 32-34, and of the place of Exodus 33:7-11
within it.
4.1.6. Name and Word
We have seen that Yahweh's revealed presence was symbolised by fire,
cloud and smoke, and focused on the Burning Bush, Mount Sinai, the Ark
and the Tent. But the events in which God is revealed do not speak for
themselves: they are regularly followed by speech. The theophany at the
burning bush is accompanied by Yahweh's calling Moses by name;
warning him to show reverence for such a holy place; identifying Yahweh
as the God of the patriarchs; acknowledging the sufferings of the people in
143
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Egypt, announcing their imminent redemption, and commissioning Moses
to be its agent.147 When God appears in the sacred cloud at the entrance to
the Tent of Meeting, the theophany is followed by a word of judgement or
blessing. According to Numbers 7:89, Moses heard the voice speaking to
him 'from above the cover over the Ark of the Testimony from between the
two cherubim'.148 The great theophany of Horeb/Sinai is followed by the
giving of the Law. Indeed the word appears to be the purpose of the
theophany. Nicholson comments that 'the theophany leads up to and is
followed by proclamation'.149 Durham suggests that the central Sinai
narrative begins with Exodus 19:9-15 and finishes with Exodus 20:18-21;
if so, the theophany includes the Decalogue itself.150 C.J.H. Wright
commenting on Deuteronomy 4:10-20 points out that the emphasis there is
on the 'verbal revelation of God's mind and will', and the contrast is
'between the visible and the audible'.151
The fundamental verbal communication is the revelation of the divine
Name. In the story of the Burning Bush God says to Moses, ‘I AM that I
am. Tell them that I AM has sent you to them… You are to tell the
Israelites that it is the LORD [Yahweh], the God of their forefathers, the
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who has sent you to them. This is my
name for ever; this is my title in every generation.’ Much scholarly
discussion has centred on the meaning of 'I AM that I am' and its relation to
the name Yahweh.152 Houtman suggests the meaning 'I am whosoever I
147
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am'; 'What does it matter who I am?',153 and proposes that this phrase
clarifies the name Yahweh: Yahweh is but one aspect of God's nature,
which is not exhausted by the name Yahweh.154 According to Childs the
words in Exodus 3:14 are 'both an answer and a refusal of an answer... God
announces that his intentions will be revealed in his future acts, which he
now refuses to explain.'155
The name Yahweh, which probably comes from the same Hebrew root as ‘I
AM’,156 identifies the God who now reveals himself to Moses, with the
God of the patriarchs.157 As Durham points out it conveys not 'conceptual
being, being in the abstract, but active being'.158 Thus also in the private
theophany to Moses the pronouncement of the divine Name (or Glory)
consists of a description of divine attributes as experienced by God's
people.159
In the narrative of Elijah's flight to Mount Horeb in 1 Kings 19:1-18 wind,
earthquake and fire accompanied Yahweh's passing by. But Yahweh was
not in these phenomena. Yahweh's presence was discovered in that which
followed. Yahweh is associated but not identified with the forces of nature.
In Elijah's case the voice which followed the theophany conveyed political
and practical instructions, and news of a faithful remnant.160
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4.1.7. The Deity Experienced as Unpredictable and Hostile
On the margin of the divine self-disclosure in the desert is the mysterious
incident described in Exodus 4:24-26, in which Yahweh accosts Moses and
threatens to kill him. The history of interpretation of the text shows that it
has long posed a problem for Jewish and Christian interpreters alike.161
Auerbach suggests that Yahweh is here regarded as a fearsome demon into
whose area Moses has unintentionally stumbled, and whose sexual jealousy
is appeased by Zipporah's action.162 Such an idea might be in the
background of some earlier stage of the tradition, but like all attempts to
reconstruct the history of the text is conjectural; it is not warranted by the
present form of the text.163 Childs points out that the emphasis in the
narrative is on the circumcision carried out by Zipporah, by which Moses is
saved.164 Houtman comments that 'Zipporah circumcises her son, and so
vicariously also her husband; him she "circumcises" with blood.'165 James
Nohrnberg points out that this episode follows a warning to Pharaoh that, if
he fails to let Yahweh's 'firstborn son', Israel, go to worship Yahweh,
Yahweh will kill Pharaoh's son; he suggests that 'Moses' own sparing by a
rite of circumcision resembles the sparing of the Hebrew houses on the
night of Passover'.166 Seen in this perspective, the section anticipates the
Passover narrative of Exodus 12:21-30. At any rate the episode is about
circumcision.
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This narrative also forms one of a series of incidents where people struggle
with Yahweh who appears unpredictable and hostile. The closest parallel is
perhaps the struggle of Jacob at Peniel in Genesis 32:22-32 with 'a man'
(verse 24; with God in verse 28). But the incident also bears some
similarity to those in which Yahweh's anger is placated, for example by
Moses or Phinehas.167 The difference is that in the latter class of passages
the reason for Yahweh's anger is made clear. Within the world view of the
Old Testament all of these are examples of the tension experienced by
people between God's love and holiness - a tension which is part of God's
very 'Name'.168 Brueggemann writes of the 'disjunction' within Yahweh's
character according to Israel's witness.169 He suggests that the disjunction
receives a 'proximate resolution' within the Old Testament in the concept of
Yahweh's righteousness.170 In Christianity God's power and love are
identified, especially on the basis of the crucifixion of Jesus.171 The tension
which is not fully resolved within the Old Testament, in Christianity is
healed by the Cross.172
4.1.8. The Wilderness Revelation and the Wilderness Milieu
The wilderness was the furnace in which the self-disclosure of God was
forged into the faith of Israel. The prophetic tradition referred back to this
faith revealed in the desert. If the new revelation had taken place, say, in
Mesopotamia, Egypt or Canaan, each of which had its own gods,173 it
would merely have modified the existing culture and worship. Even after
167
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170
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See Ex:6-7.
Brueggemann 1997, 268.
Brueggemann 1997, 283.
Brueggemann 1997, 311.
See Gal 3:13-14.
Cf. Josh 24:14-15.

67

The Old Testament Wilderness in Ecological Perspective

Keith Innes

the events in the desert, the Israelites constantly tended to adopt the
customs of the Canaanites such as fertility worship at the ‘high places’,
after they had taken possession of the land. Without the wilderness
experience the new beginning which was the worship of Yahweh would
have been impossible. In the wilderness a new faith was forged, in which
God was not identified with the phenomena of nature, but was clothed in
them. The phenomena revealed, but also concealed God. The lack of alien
religious impedimenta, and the privations of the desert, opened the
Israelites to the new revelation. W.D. Davies also describes a rabbinic
perspective on the giving of the Torah in the wilderness rather than the
Promised Land: any appearance of partiality to a particular tribe was
avoided, and the Torah was shown to be for all nations, and not only for
Israel.174
The revelations at the burning bush and the mountain could only happen in
a desert environment. The pillar of fire and cloud, and the sacred Tent,
belong to the conditions of the wilderness. The ark within the shrine
symbolises Yahweh's presence and leadership in the midst of the people
during their desert journeys. Yet Yahweh is not found in the desert in a
sense which implies that Yahweh is absent elsewhere. As Herbert N.
Schneidau observes, 'the unearthly landscape of the desert is not God's
"home" but a scene appropriate to him, for he too is unearthly'. 175
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4.1.9. Wilderness Revelation in Later Judaism
The revelation in the wilderness was foundational and unrepeatable in
Jewish theology. Later wilderness-orientated movements positioned
themselves in relation to the Israelite wilderness community of old. Those
mentioned by the Jewish historian Josephus looked for authenticating signs
in the wilderness.176 The Qumran Community meditated on the Law in the
desert in order to prepare themselves for the triumph to come.
4.1.10.

Wilderness Revelation in the New Testament

In the New Testament the new revelation in Christ is represented as
building on and surpassing the Old Testament revelation. 2 Corinthians
3:4-18 contain a reflection on the veil worn by Moses when he descended
from Mount Sinai. The fading glory of the written law is surpassed by the
lasting glory of the new covenant. The veil is given several interpretations:
it was designed to prevent the Israelites from gazing at the end of the
transient glory; it also prevented the Israelites and their unbelieving
successors from understanding the true meaning of the law; in Christ
through the Spirit the veil is removed so that the true glory can be seen. In
verse 18 the additional element of the mirror appears:177 having no veil, and
seeing the glory of the Lord as in a mirror, 'we are being transformed into
his likeness with ever-increasing glory, through the power of the Lord who
is the Spirit.' The theme of transformation here receives its ultimate
fulfilment in the final revelation.

176

See pages 33-34.
N.T. Wright argues that the ‘mirror’ in which Christians
see the glory of Christ reflected is their fellowChristians. See N.T. Wright 1991, 185-189.
177
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In Stephen's speech the revelation to Moses of 'the living utterances of God'
was said to be given to Stephen and his hearers.178 In Hebrews 12:18-24 a
contrast is drawn between Sinai, mountain of the terrors of the Law, and
Zion, interpreted as the heavenly Jerusalem, centre of the redeemed. Sinai
and Zion are closely connected in Old Testament theology. In Isaiah 2:2-4
Zion has taken over the role of Sinai as the centre for revelation of God’s
law.179 In other texts some of the phenomena of Sinai appear at Zion.180
Cohn observes that 'Mount Sinai, the source of Torah, and Mount Zion, the
site of the once and future temple, represent the alpha and omega of
biblical sacred geography.'181 H.W. Attridge describes Jewish speculations
that the last age will include a repetition of features of the Sinai theophany.
He suggests that Christian writers adapted these traditions and applied them
to the Christ, who fulfils the hope of Israel.182

178

Acts 7:38. The effect of Acts 7:44-50 is to present
the Tent of Meeting, made according to the pattern revealed
to Moses, in a favourable light compared with the Temple
built by Solomon, for in fact 'the Most High does not live
in houses made by men', as Isa 66:1f. confirms. Mauser
(Mauser 1963, 71) suggests that the Palestinian cult is
here viewed as a direct prolongation of the idolatry of the
golden calf. This is a possible but not inevitable
inference from the text. It depends on the hypothesis that
Acts is based on a tradition which favoured the diaspora
understanding of the Old Testament as against the
Palestinian (Mauser 1963, 68f.). Another reading of the
passage would see it as contrasting the Christian
community, which had no buildings, with the Jewish people
who had the Temple. At all events these verses display a
strong bias against the Temple. But such a bias is a
general feature of the New Testament going back, according
to the documents, to Jesus himself (See N.T. Wright 1992,
459ff.)
179
Cf. Cohn 1981, 58.
180
Isa 4:5; 6:4.
181
Cohn 1981, 43.
182
Attridge 1989, 374.
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In the Gospels the wilderness was the setting of the revelation at Jesus'
baptism.183 The Transfiguration of Jesus took place on a 'high mountain'
where he had taken with him Peter, James and John – to pray, says Luke.184
The element of revelation in this account is emphasised by the presence of
Moses and Elijah, both of whom had encountered Yahweh at Mount
Sinai/Horeb.185 U.W. Mauser sees Peter's suggestion of the three tents as
expressing a desire for new 'tents of meeting' on the Mount of
Transfiguration.186 The cloud and the divine voice are also reminiscent of
Mount Sinai. In Matthew 5-7 the 'Sermon on the Mount' is generally
understood to be intended as a Christian counterpart of the revelation of the
Law on Mount Sinai. The setting for the ‘apocalyptic discourse’ in which
Jesus unveils the future fulfilment of God’s purposes, is the Mount of
Olives;187 and according to Mauser every episode in Mark's Gospel which
has the character of a revelation is related to wilderness, mountain or sea.188
4.2.

LATER DEVELOPMENTS

The members of the mainstream Christian church did not seek in the
wilderness fresh knowledge about God apart from the revelation recorded
in the Scriptures. Their faith was based on the sacred history. The Desert
Fathers and Mothers were no exception. Burton-Christie has shown that the
Bible lay at the heart of the spirituality of the Desert Fathers, and their
Sayings bear witness to this orientation;189 the instruction given in the
desert communities had a strong scriptural basis which is often seen in the
183
184
185
186
187
188
189

Mk 1:9-11.
Mk 9:2=Mt 17:1; in Lk 9:28 'a mountain'.
Bratton 1993, 138.
Mk 9:5; see Mauser 1963, 113.
Mk 13:3//Mt 24:3; cf. Mk 11:1; 14:26.
Mauser 1963, 143.
See Burton-Christie 1993; cf. Ward 1975.
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various encounters between masters and disciples.190 Great importance was
attached to the synaxis - the public and private recitation of the Scriptures and to meditation and rumination on them. 191 Burton-Christie shows that
the written Scriptures were available and present within Egyptian
monasticism. That is not to say that many of the desert monks possessed
their own personal copies. Sometimes the possession of books, even the
Scriptures, could appear to conflict with the monks' devotion to poverty. 192
Moreover, although some monks and nuns were learned,193 many were
illiterate. Much of the biblical knowledge in monastic communities was
therefore oral.194 This knowledge was essentially practical; merely
intellectual understanding was regarded as suspect.195 Burton-Christie
shows that the 'desert hermeneutic' of the Scriptures was in keeping with
the methods of interpretation practised generally in the early Church.196
The Desert Fathers looked for personal illumination, guidance and spiritual
formation, in a mental world governed by the Scriptures. Throughout the
centuries Christians have sought clarity and integrity in the desert for their
following of the God revealed in the Scriptures of the Old and New
Testaments. We are entitled to deduce from the wilderness stories of the
Bible and later Christian tradition that the desert is conducive to such
clarity and integrity. This principle applies to all the various facets of
190

Chitty 1977, 25f; Burton-Christie 1993, 61.
Burton-Christie 1993, 107; 117-122.
192
Burton Christie 1993, 111-116.
193
Mother Silvania was said to have read three million
lines of the works of Origen, and two and a half million
lines of Gregory, Stephen, Pierius and Basil (Jasper 2004,
33).
194
Burton-Christie 1993, 43ff.
195
Burton-Christie 1993, 151-153.
196
Burton-Christie 1993, 166-171.
191
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wilderness: to sojourns in places relatively untouched by human activity;
periods of personal or professional loneliness; or times of spiritual dryness
and desolation. In circumstances where supportive people and structures
are reduced or lacking, we may see something of the glory of God.
The wilderness journey always begins with the gracious revelation of God.
The human response is flawed and ambiguous. The fascination of the
biblical wilderness narratives lies in the tension between the divine grace
and the qualified faith and partial obedience of the people of God. This
spiritual counterpoint forms the theme of the next chapter.
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THE WILDERNESS JOURNEY:

TESTING, PROVIDENCE AND JUDGEMENT
5.1. BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS
Three themes are found inseparably intertwined in the wilderness
narratives. They are the rebellious 'murmuring' or complaining by which
the Israelites tested the God who was made known to them in the desert;
the providential supply of their needs; and finally the judgement of God.
Before embarking on a study of this three-fold thread we should notice
another aspect of testing: God tested Israel in the privations of the desert.
For reasons of convenience we shall consider this now.
5.1.1. God tested Israel
From one perspective, represented especially by Deuteronomy, the desert
was a proving ground for Israel: God humbled and tested them, for their
own ultimate good, in order to discover whether they were committed to
keeping God's commandments.1 The instructions about gathering the
manna involved an implicit test of obedience and faith: the people were to
gather only enough for each day; to stockpile reserves would show a failure
to depend on God.2 One Hebrew root used for this testing is also applied to
the testing of equipment in the story of David and Goliath. 3 Elsewhere
God's examination is compared to the process of refining gold (or - with a
1

Dt 8:2,16; this theme occurs also in Ex 15:25, a verse
which anticipates in many respects the revelation at Sinai.
Durham 1987, 213.
2
Ex 16:4.
3
nsh, 1 Sam 17:39; bhn, A root of similar meaning, is used
in Ps 81:7 in a wilderness context (Cf also Zech 13:9; Pss
11:4,5; 26:2; 66:10; 139:23; Job 23:10.)
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different word – silver).4 Thus the prophet Jeremiah is appointed to test the
people's conduct.5 In the anatomical psychology of Hebrew thought God
tests the heart and kidneys.6 With reference to this divine testing P.C.
Craigie writes:
On the one hand, the desolation of the wilderness removed the natural
props and supports which man by nature depends on; it cast the people
back on God, who alone could provide the strength to survive the
wilderness. On the other hand, the severity of the wilderness period
undermined the shallow bases of confidence of those who were not
truly rooted and grounded in God.7

Bratton observes: 'Free of social influences and other religions, the
wilderness became an unclouded mirror for the spirit of the newly forming
nation.'8 She however suggests that the wilderness was not originally
intended to be a place of testing (although such a concept is present in
Deuteronomy) but 'Israel's lack of obedience to Yahweh slowly turned the
wilderness into a series of difficult experiences.'9 This suggestion, if
accepted, would link the two themes of divine testing and human rebellion.
5.1.2. 'Murmuring'
Israel by its rebellious complaining and unbelief repeatedly tested the limits
of God's patience and threatened to undermine the very foundations of its
election by God. The 'murmuring' tradition runs through the wilderness
narratives like a geological stratum, sometimes on the surface, never far
4

Jer 9:7; Zech 13:9; Pss 17:3; 26:2; 66:10; Job 23:10.
Jer 6:27.
6
Jer 11.20, 12:3, 20:12, Pss 7:9; 17:3; Prov 17:3; 1 Chr
29:17; Jer 11:20; 20:12; 17:10; Ps 7:10.
7
Craigie 1976,185.
8
Bratton 1993, 53.
9
Bratton 1993, 52f.
5
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below. The root lwn, translated 'murmur' in the King James Authorised
Version, 'complain' and the like in modern translations, has connotations of
hostility and resentment. With a single exception it is found only in the
wilderness narratives.10 Moses is often the initial target of the accusations
and complaints. His first reaction is often to prostrate himself. This
prostration is probably chiefly a sign of deference to Yahweh who is the
real object of the murmuring and who subsequently acts to vindicate
Moses.11
G.W. Coats shows that the basic form of the 'murmuring' narratives is
derived from legal disputes. He describes this pattern as falling into two
parts: an initial exchange of accusation and counteraccusation, followed by
an appeal to the judge; and a public, legal procedure.12 The accused then
typically offer a justification by way of explaining the reason for their
action.13 The final outcome depends on the adequacy of the explanation.14
Coats finds that the categorization of outcomes in the wilderness tradition
is difficult, because of the varied content and character of the narratives.
Michael Herbage suggests the following typical analysis for the
'murmuring' formula: (1) description (of Egypt or of the desert); (2) death
wish (desire for death in Egypt, or fear of death in the desert); (3) transfer
from Egypt to the desert; (4) provision (of water, meat or bread). This
pattern is commonly preceded by an itinerary formula, and a statement of
10

See Josh 9:18.
E.g. Num 14:5; 16:4; Ex 16:6b-12; Num 16:25ff.
1968, 38-40.
12
E.g. 1 Sam 24:11ff; Jer 26.
13
E.g. Gen 3:13; 20:11.
14
Coats 1968, 33ff.
11

Coats
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the situation which provoked the complaint. It is commonly followed by a
prayer of Moses, words of Yahweh, the transmission of Yahweh's words to
the people, the solution to the situation, and an ‘etiological’ note – for
example, an explanation of the origin of a place-name by means of the
incident described. Not all elements of the murmuring formula or of the
units of narrative are always present and the order varies.15
5.1.3. Murmuring and Providence before Sinai
Before the ratification of the covenant between Yahweh and Israel, and the
giving of the law, the theme of judgement is missing from the threefold
thread of the narrative.16 The murmuring, on the other hand, begins even as
early as the exodus narrative. To the terrified Israelites, caught between the
advancing Egyptians and the sea, Egyptian slavery appears preferable to
certain death in the desert. They turn on Moses and accuse him of leading
them there against their will! Moses replies with words of assurance and a
promise of victory.17 Although Yahweh's disapproval is indicated in the
words which follow no act of judgement follows.18 This incident
foreshadows the murmuring incidents in the wilderness narratives proper.
5.1.3.1.

Marah

In Exodus 15:22-25 the subject of complaint is the bitter, undrinkable water
of Marah. The seriousness of the situation is accentuated by the preceding
mention of three days' journey through waterless desert. Yahweh's
15

Herbage shows that this form of narrative is found
outside the wilderness narratives in 1 Sam 8. (Herbage - no
date).
16
Olson 1996, 63.
17
Ex 14:10-14.
18
See Ex 14:15.
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provision takes the form of a log which, thrown into the water, makes it
sweet. No mention is made of Yahweh's anger, or of judgement on the
murmurers.
5.1.3.2.

The Manna

Exodus 16 contains the story of the manna. Moses and Aaron are accused
of bringing the Israelites from plentiful nourishment in Egypt to starve to
death in the wilderness. Moses points out that by implication they are
complaining against Yahweh, not just against him and Aaron. The divine
response is the provision of quails and manna – though the quails are not
mentioned after verse 13. A natural substance similar to manna exists in the
north Arabian wilderness and elsewhere: cakes are said to be made from
this substance, which is produced by the action of an insect on the fruit of
the tamarisk tree.19 The supply of the manna was an important feature of
the wilderness journey.
Jan A. Wagenaar points out that Exodus 16:35 and Joshua 5:10-12 mark
the beginning and end of the wilderness period, which is thus defined as the
period during which the manna was given.20 On the sixth day of the week
the quantity of manna was doubled, so that the people did not need to
labour in gathering it on the Sabbath. 21
5.1.3.3.

Rephidim

According to Exodus 17:1-7 the people disputed with Moses at Rephidim
because they had no water. Again Moses appealed to Yahweh who was the
19

Cf Childs 1974, 282f.; Houtman 1993, 143; Humphreys
2003, 289-292.
20
Wagenaar 2000.
21
Ex 16:5,22.
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real object of their clamour. In reply he was directed to make his way to a
rock in Horeb and strike it with his staff. When he did so it yielded water.
W.H. Propp suggests that the 'rock' was in fact a mountain. The meaning
'mountains' seems to be required for the plural Hebrew word sûrîm in
several passages;22 'mountain' is a likely meaning for the singular sûr in Job
14:18.23 This word sometimes has connotations of height.24 Sûrîm may
have crevices,25 and can serve as places of refuge.26 In only a minority of
texts does the word connote a small, rocky outcrop,27 or a substance.28 We
should therefore perhaps picture the source of the water in Exodus 17 as a
mountain rather than a rock; Houtman remarks that mountains are among
'the places that have a special relationship with the deity, the holy places,
places where theophanies happen(ed)'.29
Propp points out that Yahweh (as occasionally other deities) is referred to
as sûr.30 Sûr is also found combined with words meaning salvation;31 and
Yahweh is called 'the sûr of Israel.32 However in these contexts the
mountain is a metaphor for strength and protection and the provision of

22

E.g. Num 23:9.
Cf Job 9:5.
24
Ps 27:5; 61:2.
25
Ex 33:22; Isa 2:21.
26
E.g. 1 Sam 24:2; Isa 2:10,19,21.
27
Jg 6:21; 13:19; Isa 8:14.
28
Perhaps Ps 89:44; Job 19:24; 28:10; and in the 'Siloam
Inscription' found in the water conduit dating from the
reign of King Hezekiah. Propp 1987, 21.
29
Houtman 1996, 364.
30
Dt 32:4,15,18,30,31,37; 1 Sam 2:2; 2 Sam 22:3,32,47;
23:3; Isa 17:10; 26:4; 30:29; Pss 18:2,31,46; 19:14; 28:1;
31:2; 62:2,6,7; 71:3; 73:26; 78:35; 89:26; 92:15; 94:22;
95:1; 144:1.
31
Dt 32:15; 2 Sam 22:47; Ps 62:2,6; 89:26; 95:1.
32
2 Sam 23:3; Isa 30:29. Propp 1987, 21f.
23
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water is not mentioned. The identification of Yahweh with the rock that
produces water occurs in later Jewish thought, but not in the Old
Testament.33
5.1.4. The Rebellion at Sinai
The account of this apostasy, found in Exodus 32:1-33:6, is situated within
the Sinai complex. Nevertheless it shows some similarities to the
wilderness murmuring narratives, especially in the account of Yahweh's
anger and Moses' intercession found in Exodus 32:9-14. The text shows the
rebellion as arising from the delay in Moses' return from Mount Sinai.
From the gold ear-rings of the people Aaron is persuaded to make the
image of a bull-calf, to which they offer worship. However the feast is also
said to be for Yahweh. Auerbach suggests that Yahweh was formerly
worshipped under the external form of a bull in Kadesh, Midian and
elsewhere. From this point of view Aaron would appear as the conservative
and Moses as the innovator.34
Clearly some relation exists between the apostasy of Exodus 32:1-6 and
that of Jeroboam in 1 Kings 12:26-32. Both passages contain the
proclamation, 'Israel, these are your gods that brought you up from Egypt.'
At first sight the plural form might appear more appropriate in 1 Kings
12:28 than in Exodus 32:4, since two calves are there in view, one at Dan
and one at Bethel. Many scholars have taken the view that the former
passage is more original, and that it has given rise to the story in Exodus
32. Moberley has questioned this view, pointing out that the reference to
33
34

Cf 1 Cor 10:4.
Auerbach 1975, 126.
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the Exodus suits the context in Exodus 32; Jeroboam's institution of two
sanctuaries (at Bethel and Dan) does not necessarily imply the introduction
of more than one god; and the plural is intended rather to convey a pagan
idea of divinity.35 The effect of the two passages together is to present the
apostasy of Jeroboam as standing in a long cultic tradition.
In this narrative Yahweh's judgement is a prominent theme. Moses,
informed by Yahweh of the apostasy of the people, descends from the
mountain bearing the stone tablets of the law, and shatters them in rage.
The golden calf is burned and crushed, and the people are forced to
consume the ashes mixed with water.36 A difficulty here is that gold cannot
be burned or pulverised.37 Durham suggests as one possible solution that
the calf may have been made of wood overlaid with gold; alternatively
'burning, grinding, scattering' may be an idiomatic way of expressing the
destruction of an idol, or be related to a form of ritual.38 In response to an
appeal from Moses the Levites carry out a purge of the people in which
about three thousand die; as a reward the Levites are given the priesthood. 39
Moses then again intercedes for the people. God promises that an angel will
go before them, but nevertheless they will be punished.40 Moberley points
out that the combination of pardon with further punishment is found also
elsewhere in the Old Testament.41 But here the pardon is strictly limited.
35

Moberley 1983, 163.
32:15-20.
37
Propp 1987, 87, note 128.
38
Durham 1987, 431.
39
Ex 32:25-29.
40
Ex 32:32-35.
41
E.g. Num 14:20ff; 2 Sam 12:13f.
91-93.
36

Moberley 1983, 58, cf.
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Durham points out that the sending of an angel or messenger instead of
Yahweh's own presence can be seen as a judgement and not a blessing.42
The stripping off by the people of their ornaments is an expression of
penitence;43 it gains extra significance from the fact that the stripping of
ornaments in Genesis 35:4 is found in a context of renouncing foreign
gods. Moberley suggests that here the action may be linked with the origin
of the gold of the calf in the 'spoiling of the Egyptians' and the wearing of
their ornaments.44
From this point on the element of rebellion and disobedience is intensified,
and a corresponding emphasis is placed upon divine judgement. Childs
includes Numbers 20:1-13 among the incidents whose structure does not
include this judgement, but one could argue that judgement is in fact
present, although it falls upon Moses and Aaron rather than the people. S.
Talmon aptly names Numbers 11-25; 31 'The Book of Israel's Failings'.45
This changed emphasis does not eclipse the divine mercy and providence;
rather it shows them in sharp relief. In Exodus 32-34 we cannot be sure
which way events will go until the dénouement of the narrative in chapter
34. In the end the conclusion is a greatly heightened revelation of Yahweh's
grace: in spite of the people's stubbornness and rebellion, Yahweh finally
promises to go with them.46 Throughout this tense narrative the
intercessory role of Moses is crucial, and it continues to be of paramount
importance.47 Having acted as mediator of the Sinai covenant, he continues
42
43
44
45
46
47

Durham 1987, 436f.
Ex 33:4,6. Noth 1962, 254.
Ex 3:22; 12:36; 32:2-4. Moberley 1983, 60.
Talmon 1966, 46.
Moberley 1983, 88.
Cf. Num 14:13-20; 21:4-9; Dt 10:10.

82

The Old Testament Wilderness in Ecological Perspective

Keith Innes

by his intercession to mediate Yahweh's mercy, forgiveness and gracious
provision.
5.1.5. Murmuring, Providence and Judgement from Sinai to Kadesh
5.1.5.1

Taberah - 'Burning' (11:1-3):

The Israelites incur divine wrath by unspecified complaining. As a result
fire from the Lord rages on the outskirts of the camp, but dies down after
intercession by Moses.48
5.1.5.2.

Kibroth-hattaavah - 'The Graves of Desire' (11:4-35):

This passage contains three interwoven narratives: Yahweh graciously
provides the quails; the people bewail their misfortunes, incited by a 'mixed
company of strangers', and incur Yahweh's displeasure and judgement;
Moses complains that the burden of caring for such a rebellious people is
too heavy for him to bear, and Yahweh responds by endowing seventy of
Israel's elders and officers with Moses' spirit so that they can share the
burden of leadership. As Coats remarks, verse 13 implies that Yahweh has
laid the burden of finding meat upon Moses in anger, and this anger may be
connected with Moses' spirit of incredulity as exemplified in verses 2123.49 Nevertheless the whole chapter shows that God's care for Moses is at
the heart of God's care for Israel. The three threads of murmuring,
provision and judgement are all present in this unified narrative.

48

Ashley points out that the location of this episode,
which introduces a succession of murmuring stories, is not
included in the itinerary notes of Numbers 11:35;
33:16-17.Ashley 1993, 200-203.
49
Coats 1968, 103.
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Numbers 11:4ff contains echoes but also variations of Exodus 16. In
Exodus the manna and quails appear as a twofold provision and are closely
connected;50 in Numbers the manna is an occasion for complaint,51 while
the quails and the subsequent plague follow the murmuring. Numbers, but
not Exodus, mentions the wind from the west (an alternative translation
would be, from the sea); Psalm 78:26 mentions the east wind and south
wind, which Houtman interprets as a south-east wind, i.e. from the Gulf of
Aqaba.52 As regards the quantity of the quails, Exodus 16:13 merely states
that they covered the camp; Numbers 11:31 could be taken to imply that
they were let lie two cubits deep, a day's journey from the camp in each
direction - however the REB translates, 'they were flying all round the
camp, three feet above the ground'. Ashley notes that quails have been
netted in flight in the Sinai until relatively recent times. The two
translations probably reflect two ways of reading the consonantal text.53
Numbers, but not Exodus, records how long was spent in gathering the
quails. The eating of the quails and the plague are not mentioned in
Exodus. The similarities serve, as often, to highlight the development of
events.
Likewise the sharing of Moses' burden in Numbers 11 is comparable with,
but also differs from the events of Exodus 18:13-26.54 In Exodus Jethro
counsels Moses to appoint 'officers' over units of a thousand, a hundred,
fifty and ten.55 They are to be men of exemplary character and outstanding
50
51
52
53
54
55

Cf. Ps 78:23-31.
Num 11:6.
Houtman 1993, 203.
Ashley 1993, 218, citing G.R. Driver.

Cf. Dt 1:9-17.
Ex 18:21,25.
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ability, who will act as judges. In Numbers the Lord instructs Moses to
appoint seventy of Israel's 'elders'. Apart from the difference in the
terminology of their office, the nature of their responsibilities differs: in
Exodus the work is judicial; in Numbers the emphasis is more pastoral and
spiritual.
5.1.5.3.

Hazeroth (Numbers 12)

Here the opposition to Moses comes from Aaron and Miriam rather than
the people as a whole. This passage also introduces an emphasis that
becomes increasingly common in the chapters following 13-14: the
authentication of Moses' authority. The judgement for this rebellion against
Moses is borne by Miriam, but Moses' intercession is effective in restoring
her to health.
5.1.6. The Rebellion at Kadesh
The most fateful rebellion of all occurs in response to the report of the spies
sent out from the wilderness of Paran.56 The spies return impressed by the
fruitfulness of the land but intimidated by the strength and stature of its
inhabitants.57 Caleb alone gives an optimistic assessment of the Israelites'
prospects of conquest.58 The fatal outcome of the murmuring spirit arose
from the people's failure of faith,59 on which the encouragement of Caleb
and Joshua makes no impression.60 Moses' intercession dissuades Yahweh
from Yahweh's intention to destroy the Israelites and raise up a new people

56
57
58
59
60

Numbers 13:1-3.
Num 13:25-29.
Num 13:30-33.
Num 14:1-4.
Num 14:5-9.
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from Moses' descendants.61 Nevertheless none of that generation will live
to see the Promised Land, apart from Caleb and Joshua.62 The forty days
spent exploring the land will be followed by forty years of wandering in the
wilderness.63 The faithless spies die of a plague.64 From now on a further
shift of emphasis takes place. Murmuring and judgement are still present,
but the emphasis is now on the approach to the Promised Land and the
authority of the divinely-appointed leadership.65
5.1.7. Approaching the Promised Land
5.1.7.1.

The Rebellions of Korah, Dathan and Abiram (Numbers 16).

The rebellion of Korah the Levite is intertwined with that of Dathan and
Abiram (and On son of Peleth who is not heard of after verse 1) and two
hundred and fifty leading Israelites. Korah appears to claim that priesthood
belongs to the whole community, and not only to Moses and Aaron.66
Moses' rebuke turns on the Levites' refusal to be content with their allotted,
albeit subsidiary service.67 The grievance of Dathan and Abiram seems to
relate to civil power: they dispute the right of Moses to act as a prince.
Their complaint also returns to the accusation that the 'land flowing with
milk and honey' is, after all, Egypt from which they have been fraudulently
removed, and not the land promised them in the name of Yahweh. Again
the intercession of Moses averts Yahweh's judgement from the whole
community.68 The context in verse 22 suggests that, here at least,
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68

Num
Num
Num
Num
Cf.
Num
Num
Num

14:11-20.
14:21-35.
14:34.
14:36-38.
Ashley 1993, 375.
16:3.
16:9-10.
16:20-24.
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intercession, rather than deference to Yahweh, is the main significance of
Moses’ and Aaron’s prostration.69 The Hebrew word miškān used in the
phrase translated 'the dwellings of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram' in verse 24
is also used of the Tabernacle. P.J. Budd suggests that the rebels may have
set up a rival tabernacle.70 Ashley considers that more likely Korah had
withdrawn to the tent of Dathan and Abiram. 71 But miškān in the singular is
not a normal word for a human dwelling,72 and a different term is used for
the tents of the rebels in verse 26. Budd's suggestion is preferable, unless
fairly drastic emendation or rearrangement of the text is resorted to.73
The ground swallows the rebels and their families. Some scholars have
suggested that this story may be intended to explain the origin of a fault in
the earth.74 But Budd points out that, as an unprecedented event which left
no new phenomena, the account does not share the characteristics of this
type of story, known as an etiology.75 A natural basis for the fate of the
rebels has been suggested by reference to mudflats between the Dead Sea
and the Gulf of Aqabah, which under certain conditions can be covered
with a crust of hard mud, but can become lethally dangerous.76 But Olson
points out that the language used is more suggestive of earthquakes.77
The claim to a wider distribution of priesthood is settled by divine
judgement.78 Following a fresh outbreak of murmuring throughout the
69
70
71
72
73
74
75
76
77
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Budd 1984, 188.
Budd 1984, 181.
Ashley 1993, 315f.
BDB 1015b.
Cf. Ashley 1993, 315f.
Coats 1968, 167.
Budd 1984, 185.
Kitchen 1980(b), 1645.
Olson 1996, 105.
Num 16:16-19, 35.
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people, Yahweh’s judgement issues in a plague, which is arrested through
Aaron's offering incense at Moses' direction.79 This interwoven narrative is
then joined to other material relating to the priesthood.80
5.1.7.2.

Meribah (20:1-13).

This incident bears many similarities to Exodus 17:1-7, and has been
thought by some scholars to be a parallel version of the same event.81 Both
concern a quarrel of the people with Moses over a lack of water; in both
cases water is provided from a rock; both places are named Meribah. But
several significant differences also exist: in the Exodus story, but not in
Numbers, the place is also called Massah; the Exodus incident is set in the
region of Horeb and the Numbers account is located in the Kadesh area; on
the first occasion Moses is commanded to strike the rock while on the
second he is instructed to speak to it, and judged for striking it. In
Numbers, the words in Numbers 20:3b may refer to the judgement of
chapter 16, and the rod in Numbers 20:7-8 may be Aaron's rod of chapter
17. Ashley points out also that only in Numbers 20:6b and 14:10b does
God's glory appear as the prelude to God's response to the murmuring, and
both incidents occur in the area of Kadesh Barnea.82 The Numbers account
is therefore well anchored to its context. While some influence of one
passage on the other may be suspected, the similarities between the two
stories serve, as so often, to highlight the differences and to draw attention
to the fact that the narrative has moved on.

79
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Num 16:41-50.
Num 17; 18.
Coats 1968, 71ff.
Ashley 1993, 382.
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Rebellion provoking the plague of snakes (21:4-9).

On this occasion the rebellion is said to be against God as well as Moses.
Again the accusation concerns the exchange of Egypt for the inhospitable
and lethal desert. Yahweh's judgement takes the form of an attack by
poisonous snakes. In response to his intercession Moses is instructed to
make a bronze snake and erect it as a standard. Those who looked at the
bronze snake were healed. 2 Kings 18:4 recounts the destruction of this
bronze serpent by King Hezekiah because in his time it had come to be
venerated as an object of worship. G.J. Wenham records that copper
serpents have been found at various near eastern sites.83 Olson states that in
the contemporary milieu the serpent had both positive and negative
connotations: it could symbolise both evil and healing, chaos and life.84 In
this passage the snake could become a focus for idolatry, but could also be
transformed by association with the worship of Yahweh into a means of
healing.
5.1.8. Murmuring, Providence and Judgement in Deuteronomy.
Deuteronomy 1:19-46 is in substantial agreement with the tradition
represented in Numbers 13-14, but differs from it in detail: verse 21 gives
the impression of an invitation immediately to occupy the land from the
south, which is put on one side on account of the people's request for a
preliminary reconnaissance; the spies' report is wholly positive, and the
refusal to take possession of the land is therefore correspondingly more
reprehensible.85 The Israelites' unbelief is preceded by the recollection that
Yahweh 'carried' them through the desert, and followed by the account of
83
84
85

Wenham 1981, 156; cf. Rothenberg 1972, 127.
Olson 1996, 136.
Dt 1:25-26.
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Yahweh's providential guidance.86 Joshua is saved from the condemned
generation as Moses' successor, not as a faithful spy alongside Caleb.87 In
this tradition the people are held responsible for Moses' failure to enter the
land.88 The effect is to heighten the impressions both of the divine grace
and of the Israelites' rebellious unbelief.
Deuteronomy 9:7-10:11 is a narrative section within an extended passage
of exhortation.89 It recapitulates various episodes in the murmuring
tradition, beginning with the golden calf incident.90 Houtman points out
differences between the accounts in Exodus and Deuteronomy: according
to Deuteronomy, but not Exodus, Moses fasts on the first occasion when he
receives the stone tablets;91 in Deuteronomy Moses' intercession follows
his return from the mountain, rather than preceding it as in Exodus;92
Moses' action in making the Israelites drink water containing the burnt
remains of the calf is recounted in Exodus but not in Deuteronomy; 93 and
Moses' intercession for Aaron is not included in Exodus.94 Some of these
differences are insubstantial; for example in Exodus 24:18 Moses' fasting is
almost certainly implied in the statement that he remained on the mountain
forty days and nights! Coats draws attention to the fact that, in Moses'
intercession, the place where Israel is likely to die is the wilderness
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Verses 31-33.
Coats 1968, 195; see Dt 1:36-38; cf. Num 14:30 - but
Caleb alone is mentioned in Num 14:24.
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Dt 1:37.
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Coats 1968, 196.
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Coats 1968, 198.
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Dt 9:9; Ex 24:12,18.
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Dt 9:18ff, 25ff; cf. Ex 32:11ff.
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according to Deuteronomy, but the mountains in Exodus.95 The overall
effect of the version in Deuteronomy is to accent the fearsome aspects of
the wilderness.
5.1.9. Murmuring, Providence and Judgement in the Psalms and
Nehemiah
5.1.9.1.

Psalm 78.

This psalm sees God's choice of David as the fitting conclusion of God's
dealings with the Israelites up to that point.96 Verses 12-16 concern the
Exodus, the guiding pillar and the provision of water from the rock. The
theme of rebellion is a prominent thread from verse 17 onwards. The
wilderness period is in view until verse 41, and reappears in verse 52.
Houtman points out that in the psalm the order of the provision of water
and quails is reversed; the judgement at Taberah is connected with the
murmuring before the provision of manna and quails;97 and the miraculous,
divine aspect of the provision of manna is heightened: whereas in Exodus
the manna seems to be 'a form of precipitation from heaven that came with
the dew', in Psalm 78 it rains down as 'grain of heaven' through the 'doors
of heaven' and is 'the food of the strong'98 (REB 'the bread of angels' - verse
25). The miraculous element in the provision of water is also emphasised
by the reference to Yahweh's 'splitting' the rock, and the comparison of the
waters to 'the deep', 'streams' and 'torrents';99 the omission of the part

95
96
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98
99

Dt 9:28; Ex 32:12. Coats 1968, 197f.
Ps 78: 70-72.
Cf. Num 11:1-3.
Houtman 1993, 202.
Ps 78:15-16.
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played by Moses and Aaron may also be seen as accentuating the element
of divine miracle.100
5.1.9.2.

Psalm 105.

Psalm 105:39-41 describe Yahweh's gracious provision for the Israelites
without any mention of murmuring or judgement.
5.1.9.3.

Psalm 106.

Psalm 106:7 appears to extend the murmuring tradition as far back as
Egypt.101 As in Psalm 78 the murmuring theme is introduced in association
with food - quails but not manna.102 Verses 16-18 refer to the rebellion of
Dathan and Abiram, and 19-23, unusually in a recitation of Israel's
history,103 to the incident of the golden calf. 24-27 allude to the judgement
following the rebellion over the report of the spies, and evidently extend its
consequences to the Exile.104 The story of Baal Peor (28-31) seems to
belong to the conquest rather than the wilderness tradition,105 but it takes its
place here as part of a series of murmuring narratives. The Meribah events
are mentioned in verses 32-33: Moses' not being allowed to enter the
Promised Land is attributed both to his rash words, and to the people's
rebellion.
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Houtman 1993, 204.
Cf. Josh 24:14; Ezk 20:7-8.
Ps 106: 13-15; cf. Ps 78:18.
Coats 1968, 228.
Coats 1968, 229.
Coats 1968, ibid.

Coats 1968, 227.
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Nehemiah 9.

The bulk of this chapter consists of a prayer of confession and supplication,
based on a rehearsal of Israel's history, which leads to a binding declaration
of loyalty to the law of Yahweh (chapter 10). The wilderness narrative
occupies verses 12-21: 12-15 describe God's providential guidance, the
giving of the Law and the Sabbath, and the provision of food and water; the
theme of rebellion comes afterwards in 16-18, while 19-21 returns to the
contemplation of God's compassion and mercy. The sending of the quails is
not mentioned. According to verse 17 the wilderness generation went so far
as to appoint a leader to return to Egypt.
5.1.10.

Murmuring, Providence and Judgement in the Prophets

5.1.10.1.

Ezekiel 20.

This chapter contains a long recital of the rebellions of the people. Because
of this sinful history, the elders of the people have no right to consult the
prophet.106 Idolatry (even in Egypt) and Sabbath-breaking are emphasised,
and the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai is foremost among the gracious
gifts of Yahweh to the people in the wilderness.107 The exile is viewed as
an outcome of the rebellion in the wilderness.108
5.1.10.2.

The Judgement of the Wilderness in the Prophets.

Not judgement in the wilderness so much as the judgement of the
wilderness is in view in the Prophets. The effect of Yahweh's judgement is
to reduce the people to a desert condition of destitution and desolation. In
Hosea's sustained metaphor of the Israelites as children of an unfaithful
106
107
108

Ezk 20:1-3, 31.
Ezk 20:8,10-13,16,21.
Ezk 20:23; cf Ps 106:27.
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wife, the judgement takes the form of stripping naked like the wilderness,
being reduced to a condition similar to a parched land.109 In Ezekiel the
mother of Israel's ruler is a vine 'transplanted in the wilderness, in a dry and
thirsty land'.110 (The reference is probably to Hamutal, the mother of
Jehoahaz and Zedekiah;111 a figurative reference to the state of Judah or the
Davidic dynasty is less likely.)112
Elsewhere in the prophets, Yahweh's judgement will reduce a fortified city
to 'a homestead stripped bare, forsaken like a wilderness'.113 Locusts,
viewed as agents of judgement, change 'a garden of Eden' into a 'desolate
waste'.114 Similar effects can also be produced by a human destroyer.115 The
land is frequently involved in God's judgement on human sin:116 the
desertification of the land as a consequence of human wrongdoing has a
particular resonance in an age of ecological degradation.
In a plea for mercy in the third part of the Book of Isaiah (Isaiah 56-66) the
desert state of the holy city is a sign of past judgement.117 In Jeremiah the
reduction of the fertile land to wilderness is part of a terrifying cosmic
scenario in which the creation of Genesis 1 is reversed.118 Elsewhere
Jeremiah sees Jerusalem reduced to 'a heap of ruins', inhabited only by wild
animals, while the land becomes a desert because of the apostasy of the
109
110
111
112
113
114
115
116
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118

Hos 2:3; the thought is similar in Jer 50:12.
Ezk 19:10,13.
Cf. Jer 13:18; 29:2; 2 Kgs 23:31; 24:15,18.
Eichrodt 1970, 254-257; Clements 1996, 83-85.
Isa 27:10.
Joel 2:3.
E.g. Isa 33:9.
E.g. Isa 24:4-6; Jer 7:20; Hos 4:2-3.
Isa 64:10-11; cf. Ps 107:33f.
Jer 4:23-28. Bright 1965, 33.
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people.119 Marauders ravage the land, making Yahweh's 'pleasant portion' a
desolate wilderness.120 Joel proclaims that Egypt will become a desolation
and Edom a desolate waste.121 Elsewhere in the prophets a similar fate
awaits Nineveh, and also the land of Esau.122 These examples show that
wilderness language is frequently used in oracles of judgement.
In Ezekiel 20, to which reference has already been made, Yahweh will
finally, after repeated acts of mercy, bring Israel into 'the wilderness of the
peoples' for judgement, just as he brought their ancestors into the
'wilderness of Egypt'.123 Probably no particular wilderness is in view in the
reference to the wilderness of the people, but the desert is referred to in
'typological terminology'.124
As we have seen,125 God's providential care for God's people in the
wilderness reaches its Old Testament fulfilment in the 'Second Exodus'
imagery of the promised return from exile. Water will be supplied in the
desert in abundance.126 A safe way will be provided, and all weakness will
find succour.127
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Jer 9:10-14.
Jer 12:10-12; so also 22:6; cf. Ezk 6:14.
Joel 3:19.
Zeph 2:13; Mal 1:3.
Ezk 20:35-36.
Eichrodt 1970, 280.
See pages 31-32.
Isa 35:6-7; 41:17-18; 43:20.
Isa 35:8-10; 3-6; 40:11; Jer 31:8-9.
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Old Testament Summary Overview

In the Pentateuch the themes of rebellion, judgement and providence are
intertwined. The elements of rebellion and judgement are heightened after
the Sinai theophany and the apostasy of the golden calf. From the rebellion
at Kadesh Barnea and its aftermath the emphasis shifts towards the
Promised Land and the establishment of the divinely-appointed leadership.
The function of Moses is paramount throughout, and his intercessory role is
increasingly crucial as the narrative proceeds. Several psalms recount the
sacred history, including the wilderness period. In the prophetic books
various aspects of the wilderness are employed as the context requires.
5.1.12.

The New Testament Use of the Themes

The 'testing' theme in the wilderness narratives finds its way into the New
Testament, where it is used to instruct Christians. St Paul in 1 Corinthians
10:1-13 refers to both the senses of testing which were noted earlier in the
Old Testament: we are warned against putting God to the test and
grumbling; we also are tested by trials, although God will see that we are
not tested beyond endurance. In speaking of the food and drink
supernaturally supplied in the wilderness, the rock from which water
flowed in the desert is identified with Christ. Hebrews 3:7-4:11 expounds
Psalm 95:7c-11 with its warning not to rebel like the people at
Meribah/Massah, lest the readers incur judgement and fail to enter into
God's promises. Unbelief is identified as the root of such fatal rebellion.128
With the 'testing' of Jesus in Matthew 4:1-11 and Luke 4:1-13 the idea of
testing in the wilderness develops the connotation of 'temptation'. The
128

Heb 4:2.
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agent of this temptation is the devil, but overall control is in the hands of
the Holy Spirit. According to Matthew, the temptation was actually the
purpose of the time in the wilderness.129 The temptations concern food,
safety and power. All these matters were also of importance to the
wilderness generation. The correspondence between the 'testing' of Jesus
and the Old Testament wilderness wanderings is underlined by the fact that
all of Jesus' answers to the enticements of the devil consisted of quotations
from Deuteronomy. These quotations are taken from passages associated
with the wilderness period. Deuteronomy 8:3, from a context concerned
with the manna, is quoted against the temptation to misuse divine power to
change stones into bread: God's servant is to live by faith in the day to day
providence of God. Deuteronomy 6:16, from the Massah story, 130 supports
Jesus’ refusal to 'put God to the test' by throwing himself down from the
pinnacle of the Temple and 'daring' God to save him. Deuteronomy 6:13
forbids his offering allegiance to the devil in order to gain power to fulfil
his mission, for worship is to be offered to God alone. Jesus therefore
succeeds where God's people of old have failed, and thereby prepares the
way for his disciples to enter into God's promises.
The Fourth Gospel does not speak of the temptation of Jesus, but it does
contain two other allusions to Old Testament wilderness stories. The brazen
serpent of Numbers is applied typologically to Jesus and the crucifixion;131
and the story of the manna is employed as a type of the life-giving work of
Jesus.132
129
130
131
132

I owe this observation to Richard Field.
Cf. Ex 17:1-7.
Num 21:4-9; Jn 3:14; cf 12:32-33.
Jn 6:32; cf. Rev 2:7; 1 Cor 10:3. Mauser 1963, 75f.
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5.2. LATER DEVELOPMENTS
The Church has been well aware that the wilderness, in both its literal and
its metaphorical forms, is a place where temptation is experienced, where
God's provision is received, and where sin is judged. The Desert Fathers
and Mothers recognised that conformity to the outward forms of desert
spirituality could mask inner apostasy. The wilderness is a place where
masks are difficult to sustain, and where role-playing has to cease. We are
stripped naked, as it were, and exposed to the searching challenges of
God’s word and the demands of God’s love.
Rowan Williams shows that in the spirituality of the desert fathers and
mothers, relationships with other ascetics were crucial. Honesty about
one’s own struggles and temptations was essential to helping others.133
‘Habits of self-awareness and attention to each other’ were both vital
aspects of living in God’s presence as a fearless community. 134 The
importance of silence in the desert fathers is connected with avoiding the
temptation to manipulate and manage others.135 Judgement was also to be
shunned: Moses the Black is quoted as saying, ‘The monk must die to his
neighbour and never judge him at all in any way whatever.’136
The desert monks and nuns were urged to ‘flee’ from whatever might lead
them away from the truth of themselves and of God. In particular they must
avoid ‘thoughts’ (logismoi). Williams describes these as ‘the chains of

133
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obsessional fantasy’ that can take over our inner life, and suggests that they
are one form of what we might call ‘projection’.137

137

R. Williams 2003, 63.
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6.

THE WILDERNESS JOURNEY: CONFLICT AND VICTORY

6.1.

BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS

In the wilderness narratives Yahweh was present in the midst of the
Israelites to deliver them, as well as to guide and provide for them in spite
of their frequent rebellions. We have seen that the two themes of guidance
and warfare are both associated with the ark. Ancient liturgical war cries
are attached to the ark even though the context is about guidance in the
wilderness.1 The concept of the holy war is especially at home in the
narratives of the conquest of the land, but it is present also in the wilderness
narratives. Coats observes that, in certain passages, ideas normally
connected with the conquest tradition are set firmly within the wilderness
journey, e.g. by the itinerary notes;2 they have undergone changes to suit
their ultimate setting3 - although the boundary between the wandering and
the conquest is itself somewhat blurred: in Deuteronomy the dividing point
appears to be the Zared or perhaps the Arnon;4 in Numbers the Jordan
marks the beginning of the Promised Land and Transjordan appears to be
less highly regarded than the Promised Land itself.5 We shall now consider
four passages which fall within the wilderness narratives but which deal
with warfare and conquest.

1
2
3
4
5

Num 20:14-21; 21:1-3, 21-35; Cross 1966, 24-25.
Num 20:1,22; 21:4; 22:1.
Coats 1976, 185.
Dt 2:13-15,24.
Coats 1976, 186.
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6.1.1. Rephidim
Exodus 17:8-16 recounts the defeat of the hostile Amalekites. According to
a genealogy in Genesis 36 Amalek was descended from Esau;6 Genesis 14
states that Amalekite territory existed in the region of Kadesh;7 elsewhere
we find that the Amalekites lived as far south as Shur;8 according to the
report of the spies sent out from the Wilderness of Paran the Amalekites
inhabited the Negeb.9 They were therefore centred to the south and south
west of Canaan.
The Old Testament expresses Yahweh's implacable enmity against these
people.10 Sometimes the enmity is connected with their opposition to Israel
after the Exodus, and their failure both in compassion for the weak and
defenceless, and also in reverence for God.11 Houtman comments that
Amalek is 'Pharaoh redivivus.'12 The uplifted hands of Moses, holding the
staff of God, were critical in achieving the victory at Rephidim. Childs
understands this symbolic action as magical in origin, but transformed in
the final text into a sign of God's personal intervention.13 Durham interprets
the uplifting of hands as a 'symbolic cultic blessing.'14 At all events the
action emphasises the fact that victory is given by God and is not the result
of independent human effort.

6

Gen 36:12.
Gen 14:7.
8
1 Sam 15:7; 27:8.
9
Num 13:29.
10
E.g. Ex 17:14.
11
1 Sam 15:2; Dt 25:17-19.
12
Houtman 1996, 377.
13
Childs 1974, 315.
14
Durham 1987, 234.
7
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6.1.2. Hormah
The incident narrated in Numbers 14:39-45 likewise emphasises the fact
that victory is only given by the presence of Yahweh among the people.
After the sentence of judgement against the wilderness generation
following the return of the spies, the people attempt to conquer the land
from the south.15 This venture, driven by remorse, leads only to defeat at
the hands of the Amalekites and Canaanites. The theological lesson of the
incident is completed by the second, successful battle of Hormah, which
belongs to the next section: thenceforth battle was only joined at the divine
command.
6.1.3. Victories after the Departure from Kadesh
Following the refusal of the king of Edom to allow the Israelites safe
passage through his territory, they change direction and avoid a conflict.16
A second battle at Hormah, following aggressive action by the king of
Arad, is victorious because sanctioned by Yahweh.17 Overtures to Sihon the
Amorite king were also met with hostility and his defeat by the Israelite
armies.18 The Israelites then captured Jazer, and overcame Og to take
possession of Bashan.19 A direct command of Yahweh is mentioned only in
the case of Bashan; Yahweh's consent is recorded in that of Arad; we may
assume that Yahweh's commission or consent is implied in connection with
the intermediate encounters also.

15
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14:26-35,40.
20:14-21.
21:1-3.
21:21-31.
21:32-35.
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Deuteronomy 2-3 give a variant account of the events described in
Numbers 21. Sakenfeld remarks on both the general agreement and the
sharp difference between the two narratives.20 Additional material has been
included in Deuteronomy which is not present in Numbers. For example,
according to Deuteronomy Yahweh himself forbade the Israelites to engage
the descendants of Esau in battle, on the grounds that Yahweh had given
Esau the hill-country of Seir; moreover they do not need to obtain anything
from the descendants of Esau except by purchase, since Yahweh personally
provides for their needs.21 The account of these events in Numbers is quite
different: the divine instruction is not mentioned; the Edomites refuse to
accede to the apparently innocuous request of Moses and send a large army
against the Israelites who then change course and avoid a conflict.22
Throughout the two narratives, we find agreement in substance together
with marked differences in detail. Numbers includes more itinerary
material; Deuteronomy contains more information about the previous
history of the territories mentioned. In Deuteronomy the conquest of Sihon
and Og in Transjordan is immediately followed by the assigning of their
land to the tribes of Reuben and Gad and the half-tribe of Manasseh;23 in
Numbers the conquest occurs in chapter 21 and the allocation of the land
not until chapter 32. The narrative in Numbers is more circumstantial. 24 In
both accounts, however, victory is given only when Yahweh has sanctioned
the conflict.

20
21
22
23
24

Sakenfeld 1995, 119.
Dt 2:1-7.
Num 20:14-21.
Dt 2:26-3:1; 3:12-20.
C.J.H. Wright 1996, 39-40.
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6.1.4. Midian
In Numbers 31 the execution of the ban on Midian takes place. The sacred
character of the attack is shown by the mention of Yahweh's vengeance,
and the presence of the priest with the sacred equipment and the trumpets.
All males were killed, together with all except virgin women. The army,
and all the spoil and captives, must be purified prior to the distribution of
these gains. This seemingly harsh sentence on Midian is connected in verse
16 with the apostasy at Baal Peor recorded in Numbers 25. The two
narratives are also linked by the involvement of Phinehas.25 The impression
of the Midianites given by this chapter seems startlingly at variance with
the picture of Moses' relations with his wife's Midianite family. However,
recent studies have suggested that the Midianites were a loose-knit
federation of tribes rather than a single people;26 therefore different groups
might be involved.
Conflict and victory in the wilderness are not confined to the stories of
Moses and the Israelites in the Pentateuch. We should also remember
David's wilderness campaigns when he was threatened by Saul and later by
Absalom. Bratton comments that in these narratives the wilderness appears
always to be on David's side, offering protection and a way of escape.27
However we account for the ‘bloodthirsty’ parts of the Old Testament
within a theory of revelation, they do not form a model for Christian
conflict today; the conflict for us is spiritual, not military. Whether
Christians should ever regard war as an acceptable method of solving
25
26
27

Num 31:6; 25:7.
Wenham 1981, 209; Ashley 1993, 589.
Bratton 1993, 66, 70-71.
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international issues in a world that has wandered in many ways from God’s
will, is in itself an important theological question. However the Old
Testament conflicts are different from modern warfare theologically,
technologically and in scale. As Philip Jensen points out, they are regarded
in Christian theology as models for spiritual, not physical warfare –
although the details of the physical battles determine the spiritual shape of
their Christian counterparts.28
6.1.5. The New Testament
The wilderness forms the setting for Jesus' conflict with the devil at the
inauguration of his ministry. This conflict continues in the exorcisms, 29 and
reaches its climax in the Garden of Gethsemane.30 The battle was finally
and decisively won through the Cross and the Resurrection.31 In one
parable the desert (literally 'waterless places') is the haunt of restless,
unclean spirits; but the fact that the unclean spirit finds no resting place
there is significant; its desired residence is in a human being.32 The conflict
with evil is thus one theme associated with the wilderness, although
Bratton is correct in her assessment that it is not the only or even the
predominant one in the Gospels.33 This conflict is of course seen as
spiritual and not military.34
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Jenson 2002, 26.
E.g. Mk 5:1ff.
Mk 14:32-42.
Col 2:15.
Mt 12:43-45//Lk 11:24-26.
Cf. Bratton 1993, 137.
See Jn 18:36; Eph 6:12.
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LATER DEVELOPMENTS

Spiritual conflict with evil was a prominent theme in early desert
spirituality. John Cassian wrote concerning the hermits in the wilderness:
By no means satisfied with that victory whereby they had trodden under
foot the hidden snares of the devil (while still living among men), they
were eager to fight with the devils in open conflict, and a straightforward
battle, and so feared not to penetrate the vast recesses of the desert.35

Bratton remarks that evil spirits were believed to have been driven by the
prayers of the faithful out of the cities to live in the desert.36 There they
attacked the monks both from the outside, and also by stirring up evil from
within.37 The monks did battle against the demons by prayer and
self-denial.38 They sought to model themselves on Jesus, who fasted and
was tempted in the wilderness.39 Meditation on biblical texts was of
primary importance in this spiritual contest.40
A matter of concern for us is the extreme asceticism, verging on hatred of
the body, practised by some of the Desert Fathers. A monk named
Dorotheus is quoted as saying concerning his body, 'It kills me, so I kill
it'!41 The Bible by contrast sees the human body as a valued part of God's
creation, animated by God's gift of life.42 The New Testament goes further,
35

Colloquia (III), xviii:6; xix:5, quoted in Passmore
1980, 108.
36
Bratton 1993, 171.
37
Burton-Christie 1993, 193.
38
Bratton 1993, 179; Chitty 1977, 10.
39
Burton-Christie 1993, 198.
40
Burton-Christie 1993, 122.
41
Chitty 1977, 50.
42
Gen 2:7.
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seeing the body of a Christian as a temple of God, indwelt by the Holy
Spirit.43 The negative view of the human body can be traced to certain
traditions within Greek thought, but not to the Bible.
According to Burton-Christie the 'self-abnegation' seen in the desert fathers
is based on self-knowledge rather than self-hatred.44 Rowan Williams
points out yet another important strand in desert spirituality: an emphasis
on mercy to penitents, and gentleness towards the human frailty of others.45
Clearly, extreme self-negation is not the whole story. Nevertheless it seems
clearly to be present. An apparently negative attitude to sexuality is
especially noticeable: at least one monk was married but never
consummated the marriage.46 Perhaps attitudes to the body, like so much in
the wilderness, were ambivalent. Despite such modern misgivings the
Sayings of the Fathers show that basically the desert was seen as a place for
seeking God through prayer and austerity, and for encountering and
defeating evil by the power of God's name and a life of holiness. Their
ultimate aim is shown by the example of Saint Antony, who eventually
emerged from his wilderness home in a state of wholeness and peace.
The Celtic monastic communities, like the Desert Fathers and Mothers,
contended by their prayers and holiness against the forces of paganism.47
The monastic land was seen as a place of holiness, protected from the
demon-infested 'wilderness' outside.48 However the ambivalent character of
43
44
45
46
47
48

1 Cor 6:19-20.
Burton-Christie 1993, 238; cf ibid.194.
R. Williams 2003, 28-31.
Chitty 1977, 11.
Bratton 1993, 183.
Sheldrake 1995, 35.
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wilderness is shown by the fact that the monastic space at Kells included a
'desert' area where ascetics might take up residence.49 Sheldrake suggests
that the ambiguity of the wilderness was a general feature of early
Christianity. On the one hand evil dwelt there, but on the other it was the
place where holiness could be sought and found. ‘It is both a paradise,
where people may live in harmony with wild animals, and at the same time
a place of trial where ascetics encounter the inner and outer demons.'50
The wilderness, both place and state, uncovers the basic spiritual conflict
between God and the devil. The ultimate spiritual issues can be masked by
involvement in society and the demands of social roles. In solitude, without
human props and interactions, temptation can be intensified, though in a
different form from those encountered in the midst of society: perhaps
temptation may be said to come from the devil and the flesh, rather than the
‘world’ – although we should note that the demons also worked against the
Desert Fathers partly by stirring up memories from their earlier life in the
world.51
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Sheldrake 1995, 40.
Sheldrake 1995, 40.
Burton-Christie 1993, 125.
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THE ECOLOGICAL WILDERNESS

In the preceding chapters I have tried to outline the idea of wilderness as it
appears in the Bible and the Christian tradition. Here the wilderness is
ambiguous. On the one hand it is presented in negative terms as a place of
despair, deprivation and terror. On the other hand it is the place above all
where the transcendent God is made known to God’s people, saves them,
cares for them, leads and provides for them. But wilderness does not
belong only to Christians; it is part of the common human heritage. In
much contemporary art and literature the negative aspects of wilderness
have predominated: there, only by plumbing the depths of negativity can
regeneration perhaps be found.
A more positive, secular evaluation of wilderness also exists within our
culture. I have called it ‘secular’ because it is not explicitly connected with
the Christian worldview, although a Christian view of creation may have
contributed to it. The dawning of awareness about our ecological crises has
produced a widespread concern about the ecosystem and the damage we
are doing to it, and has encouraged a positive valuation of pristine nature.
Wilderness here does not connote the disorientating, shifting sands of the
pure desert, but the whole natural world in all its complexity and fecundity,
viewed as an entity apart from human culture. Our examination of this
positive, secular wilderness begins in America.
7.1.

Revaluing Wilderness: The American Roots of the Positive View

The concept of wilderness has a reality in the American consciousness
which it often lacks in Britain. A 'Wilderness Area' in the United States has
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a legal status as a place where, as far as possible, natural processes operate
without interference from human beings. Of course even in America nature
is affected by human activity, for example through atmospheric pollution,
but its vast natural areas have a better claim to the title of wilderness than,
say, the English countryside. In this connection the fact that America
contains territory not affected, or even seen, by non-indigenous people until
within living memory, is significant; the mapping of parts of Alaska took
place as late as the 1930s.52 Perry Miller writes of a continuing conflict
between nature and western civilization in American self-understanding.
He quotes from a New York journal of 1847 an artistic review which refers
to the ‘axe of civilization’, destroying or disfiguring primeval hills, forests
and lakes.53 Such a perspective is one aspect of the American
consciousness.
According to the philosopher Max Oelschlaeger, the American idea of
wilderness owes its rise especially to Henry David Thoreau (1817-62).
Oelschlaeger notes that Thoreau was influenced by the 'transcendentalist'
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-82). Emerson’s 'nature philosophy' was
'rooted in an abstract idealism where wild nature is reduced to a mirror of
the human mind, thereby facilitating the discovery of Absolute Spirit or
God.'54 Thoreau differs from Emerson and the other transcendentalists in
questioning the sharp boundary between wilderness and civilization.55
Through primal living he came close to 'a Paleolithic awareness of living
52

McKibben 1990, 48-49.
Review of an exhibition at the National Academy of ‘Two
exciting landscapes of Staten Island painted by J.F.
Copsey’, quoted from Miller 1956, 205-206.
54
Oelschlaeger 1991, 179.
55
Oelschlaeger 1991, 134-139.
53
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life within nature.'56 Indeed he asserted that the future of the world
depended on wildness.
John Muir (1838-1914), who was instrumental in the development of the
national parks movement in America, also saw wildness as a necessity for
human wellbeing. He gradually abandoned belief in a transcendent God,
instead seeing God as a wholly immanent presence in nature.57
Oelschlaeger characterises his philosophy as 'evolutionary pantheism'.58
Nor was his philosophy merely intellectual: during a 'Thousand-Mile Walk'
in the wilderness he experienced a mystic integration with the whole of
nature.59
Aldo Leopold (1887-1948), styled by Oelschlaeger 'the third giant of
wilderness philosophy,60 in his Sand County Almanac claimed that
wilderness was a necessity, the 'ontic foundation underlying culture.'61
Leopold's key principle is that 'a thing is right when it tends to preserve the
integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it
tends otherwise.62 Initially Leopold worked as a 'forest assistant'; he
possessed a forestry degree from Yale University. 63 He became aware of
the tensions around the ecological, ethical and aesthetic views of nature and
wished to reconcile them.64 Judith N. Scoville has pointed out that
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Oelschlaeger 1991, 158.
Oelschlaeger 1991, 172-204.
Oelschlaeger 1991, 173.
Oelschlaeger 1991, 188.
Oelschlaeger 1991, 205.
Quoted in Oelschlaeger 1991, 220.
Quoted in Oelschlaeger 1991, 238.
Oelschlaeger 1991, 205,210.
Oelschlaeger 1991, 207, 213.
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Leopold's understanding of the land as a community, in which humans
were members alongside all other creatures, was central to his thought. 65
7.2.

British Attitudes to Wild Nature – a Historical Perspective

In the British countryside even the most apparently 'natural' areas have a
history of human shaping, sometimes benign and sometimes destructive.
The valuing of wild nature for itself is a relative newcomer to British
culture in the modern age. The Greco-Roman tradition, imbibed by
educated people until a century ago, regarded untamed nature as uncouth
and dreadful.66 Keith Thomas confirms that in England during the
seventeenth century rugged and uncultivated countryside was generally
regarded as repulsive, whereas an inhabited and cultivated landscape was
thought beautiful.67 Yet these attitudes were reversed by the end of the
eighteenth century. Even during the later seventeenth century a growth of
nature mysticism among theologians and philosophers had coincided with a
growing general enjoyment of mountain air and mountain views. Thomas
suggests that the main reason for this change of attitudes was a reaction to
the development of English agriculture, with its regular plans and straight
lines.68
The new tastes were fed by 'a torrent of published tours and guides to the
beauties of England.'69 The way was therefore well prepared for
Wordsworth and the other Romantics of the nineteenth century. For them

65
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Scoville 2000.
Cf. Passmore 1980, 107-109.
Thomas 1984, 254-258.
Thomas 1984, 261-3.
Thomas 1984, 266.
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uncultivated nature was 'an indispensable spiritual resource.'70 Open spaces
were a symbol of human freedom. Thomas considers that the attractiveness
of wilderness arose partly as a result of a degree of alienation from the
dominant spirit of the age; it was also exacerbated by continued population
growth.71
7.3.

Deep Ecology

'Deep Ecology' regards wilderness as an ideal. It acknowledges a debt to
various sources including eastern philosophy and native American
traditions. The term 'deep ecology' was coined by the Norwegian
philosopher Arne Naess in an article published in 1973.72 His views have
been explicated and developed by others.73 At the heart of deep ecology is
the conviction that the present crisis demands not merely the introduction
of reforms and limits within the current social and political system, but a
new consciousness and world view. I have argued elsewhere that, while the
radical approach of Deep Ecology is deeply attractive, its philosophical
basis presents insuperable problems for Christians.74
Professor Barry Richardson agrees with Deep Ecology that extensive
wilderness areas are necessary to maintain biodiversity and enable
evolution to progress. He also regards the existence of untamed places,
such as mountains and seacoasts, as essential for the maintenance of human
identity. But in a move that is consistent with a Christian approach to non-
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Thomas 1984, 267.
Thomas 1984, 268.
Naess 1973, referred to by Devall and Sessions 1985.
Devall and Sessions 1985; Sessions 1995.
Innes 2007.
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human nature he argues for the application to other species of ‘enabling’
love, rather than seeking fusion with it as Deep Ecology does.75
7.4.

Environmentalism

Definitely distinct from Deep Ecology is 'shallow', reformist
environmentalism which seeks merely to mitigate the damage caused to
species and ecosystems by the prevailing, western worldview.
Environmentalism clashes less sharply than Deep Ecology with the
prevailing worldview which sees the riches of the natural world as
'resources' to be 'managed'. It is exemplified in Britain by organisations
such as the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the
Wildlife Trusts, which purchase land for nature reserves, and campaign for
better legislation and democratic action to secure favourable conditions for
the flourishing of natural species. None can dispute the local success of
some of these actions, but some critics would argue that they do not go far
enough, and will be found in the end to have been merely a rearguard
action of limited overall effectiveness.
7.5.

The Green Movement

The contemporary Green movement spans the whole spectrum of
‘greenery’, from mild environmentalism to radical deep ecology. Popular
ecological concern builds on scientific discoveries of the damage wrought
and threatened against the whole natural world by modern industry and
consumption. In the nineteen seventies The Club of Rome's The Limits to
Growth sought to show the finiteness of the earth's 'resources' by means of
75
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a computer model;76 two later volumes, published in 1992 and 2005, have
found that the ecological limits to sustainable human activity have already
been overshot.77 As early as 1983 Rachel Carson's Silent Spring
demonstrated the harm done to natural species by artificial substances such
as DDT.78 More recently the damage to the stratospheric ozone layer, and
the likely effects of global warming, have been accepted by all but a tiny
minority of scientists. The Rio Earth Summit of 1992 brought to the
consciousness of a growing number of people the value of biodiversity and
the threat of extinction faced by growing numbers of species because of
human activities. The 2002 Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable
Development sought to unify concerns about ecology with considerations
of world development.
From an ecological point of view the achievements of these conferences
were limited. Nevertheless they served to underline the value of wild areas
as a gene pool for the relief of species threatened by disease (hence as a
possible remedy for famine), and as the habitat of threatened creatures.
Wilderness areas are still threatened. For instance concern has been
expressed that vast areas of Russia, previously set aside exclusively for
scientific study, may be opened to tourism and industrial exploitation.79
7.6.

A Christian View of Ecology

Relating responsibly to wild nature is an obligation for those who claim to
belong to God who created it, and us as part of it, and who loves all that
76
77
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God has made, even to the extent of coming in the person of Jesus Christ to
make possible its rescue from pollution and loss. Although I have no
supporting statistics, I think it likely that many Christians belong to
reformist environmental organisations and favour their aims. The
Evangelical organisation A Rocha has as its secondary title Christians in
Conservation. Christians of a more radical bent are attracted to many
features of deep ecology: for example, many would argue that the basic
mindset and worldview of our consumption-driven society in itself
militates against giving a high value to unhumanised wild places; when
those in authority speak of striking a balance between economic and
ecological interests, we may suspect that the economics will usually win
when a conflict occurs. Christians, their ears ringing with their Master's
warning that serving money and God are incompatible,80 ought to be in the
forefront of those who question the assumptions of large-scale capitalism.
The Bible and Christian tradition contain a pronounced strand in favour of
simplicity of living and modest consumption, which sits comfortably with
the ecological ideal of 'living lightly on the earth', leaving as slight an
ecological 'footprint' as possible.81
Andrew Linzey writes in Animal Gospel of the importance of the doctrine
of the Fall, and the future redemption of all creation.82 He thinks that
Christian ethics must be 'eschatological' - informed by a belief in the final

80
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completion of God's work in the messianic kingdom.83 The Bible speaks of
the coming new heaven and new earth to be created by God in the Last
Age.84 What form the fulfilment of this promise will take is beyond our
knowledge. We may expect that it will include the end of the conflict,
predation and waste which are necessary to the present form of creation.85
My submission is that a sufficiently radical Christianity is the best and
truest route to the necessary change. A belief in God's deep love for us and
all creation, and the power of the Cross and Resurrection of Christ to
change and redeem us and all things, will transform us and our
surroundings if followed through in practical ways; a genuine love for God
and for all that God has made, will lead us to minimise our disturbance of
natural processes, respect natural fauna and flora, and value wildness.
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POSTSCRIPT

Campaigning for wild places

On 23 November 2002 I marched with several thousand other people in
protest against a proposal to build a huge international airport on the Cliffe
marshes on the Hoo Peninsula, North Kent. My outrage at this planned
development was rooted in my youth. In my school days I used to travel to
these marshes to watch birds with other members of the Ornithological
Society, accompanied by knowledgeable leaders. I valued the friendships
and companionship of those days but also the introduction to wide horizons
and abundant wildlife. Thousands of wading birds and ducks would fly
over the Thames Estuary and settle on the mudflats. Near the close of my
secondary education I cycled to one of the villages on the Peninsula for a
kind of ‘retreat’, combining revision for examinations with preparation for
National Service. The practice of seeking renewal in relatively wild places
has stayed with me.
The protest march and subsequent rally gave little opportunity for
exchanging thoughts with fellow marchers. I surmise that some shared my
love of open spaces and wildlife for purposes of recreation and renewal.
Others expressed their legitimate indignation at the planned destruction of
their homes and villages – in some cases the erasure of a family history
going back several generations. The drained marshland also provided some
agricultural work. Present also was a sense of injustice at the assumption
that economic considerations should override national and international
measures to protect a first-class wildlife site. I would like to think that the
gathering included some Christians (apart from my companion and me) for
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whom all these motives were contained within an overarching faith and
love towards God who created and redeems all creation.
The battle for places where nature is left relatively wild is waged
ceaselessly at international, national and local levels. Countless campaigns
are waged to withstand the constant onslaught on wild places by corporate
industry and inappropriate development. The means used include lobbying
leaders, writing in the press, staging demonstrations and taking part in
non-violent direct action. Often results are achieved: projects are
abandoned or modified. Even where success eludes the campaigners, a
voice has been raised in defence of wildness. Christian participation in such
movements is a valid expression of the Church's mission.
8.2.

Christian Wilderness Values

We saw in the earlier chapters of this essay how the stories of the Israelites’
wilderness wanderings, with all their attendant experiences, present the
desert as a crucible for their emerging identity as a nation under God.
Through the long story of the Church these same stories have been a model
of God’s dealings with God’s people. The biblical and Christian wilderness
philosophy bases itself on the divine revelation of which Christ is the
centre. It affirms that God created and owns the wilderness, and can be
found there. The spiritual warfare which may take place in the wilderness
starts with the faith that Jesus has already engaged with the forces of evil,
and has decisively and finally overcome them through his death and
resurrection. The value of wildness within a Christian world view assumes
a transcendent God who became human in Christ and who is now working
out the redemption of all things through him. Places where nature is, as far

119

The Old Testament Wilderness in Ecological Perspective

Keith Innes

as possible, left undisturbed are important for both ecological and spiritual
reasons, especially because God the Creator is at work there. Times spent
in wilderness conditions can make us open to God’s revelation, test our true
motivation, and help us through prayer to appropriate his victory over
threats to his creation and to our own well-being. The spiritual value of
wilderness derives from its creation by God, and God’s presence within it.
The knowledge of that spiritual value should be a Christian contribution to
the drive for its preservation.
The contemporary crisis for the earth presents us with another perspective.
The wild places of the earth contain many thousands of species, including
unknown sources of food and medicine for humans, quite apart from their
intrinsic value. The spiritual value of wilderness sits side by side with its
ecological and utilitarian value within a Christian world view. Not only the
symbolic or interior wilderness, but its outward counterpart also is to be
valued.
8.3.

Dialogue, Common Ground and Witness

Walking, sojourns in the wild, and praying outdoors are for many people
valuable parts of a Christian lifestyle. Others besides Christians also value
such experiences. Some may be influenced by Christian ideas. Others may
be pagan in their spiritual inclinations, or seekers after spiritual reality. In
the stories of secular wilderness visionaries, relation to the land helps to
cultivate a sense of the oneness of all life. In Thoreau’s case this sense of
participation in the earth community was intensified by his sojourn in a
simple hut by Walden Pond. Another significant example is John Muir’s
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famous 'Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf'.1 Such prolonged and intensive not to say strenuous - 'wilderness' journeys are not for everyone. Needs and
opportunities vary. Sallie McFague, writing from an American perspective,
argues that, while large wilderness areas should be preserved for the benefit
of wildlife, the need of people to experience 'wildness' can be met locally
by providing pockets of wildness even in cities.2 Bratton argues that all
people need 'some exposure to creation, free from human tinkering and
modification', in order to develop an appreciation of creation and
understanding of God as Creator.3
To some is given an intuitive or mystical awareness of the harmony and
interconnectedness of all things. Such a sense is in no way contrary to the
Christian faith. Christianity sees God as immanent in nature as well as
transcendent over it; the Logos or Word of God who became incarnate in
Jesus is the ground of all being, and will one day restore all things.4
Christian mysticism can combine a biblical faith in the transcendent God
with an intuition of the unity of all things in Christ.
The enjoyment and defence of wilderness, like other aspects of life where
Christians join with others, present opportunities for dialogue and mutual
understanding. These are the necessary preliminaries to verbal witness. We

1

Muir 1916, cited in Oelschlaeger 1991, 188.
McFague 1997, 125. However Michael S. Northcott (2000,
78) warns that the 'fetishization' of 'wild' nature can
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3
Bratton 1993, 275.
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commend Christianity by living with integrity in the world and being
prepared, when the opportunity is given, to witness to our Christian faith,
hope and love for God’s creation. All this work must be undergirded by
prayer: prayer for the cause, for fellow-workers, for the despoilers of
wilderness, and for all God's creatures. The mainspring for all such activity
is to be God's love for all God's creatures, human and non-human. Living
in the consciousness of that love ourselves, we can offer ourselves as
channels whereby it may reach God's human and non-human creatures.
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