The Wild and the Precious

There are many traditions that go along with the Allagash trip, of course, but one of those traditions is that of giving Canoe Partner gifts.  Over the course of the two weeks of the trip, youth and advisors work furtively on gifts for the other person in their canoe – for that person who will have spent perhaps the largest chunk of time with them – paddling and pulling the canoes 125 miles on the waterway.  The tradition passes from veteran to rookie through word of mouth, and gifts are made of found and brought items, so creativity abounds!  As I was thinking about my gift for my canoe partner, Cat Andrews, this one line from Mary Oliver’s poem “The Summer Day” just kept running through my head.  I was sitting at the Inlet campsite on Round Pond, waiting for the kids to arrive (since it was “Float Day,” they were travelling a lot slower than the advisors!), and the sun was shining (it really was that day!) brightly on the green hills across from me and reflecting beautifully on the water, and everything was peaceful and still…and I realized in that moment how much of the Allagash experience is about the wildness and the preciousness of our lives.  


Mary Oliver’s poem reminds us that we are gifted with this unique time that is ours, gifted by our Creator with these precious moments between our birth and our dying…and we choose how to spend that time, how we will make our mark, how we will relate to and care for others, how we will say “I lived…I was…I was here.”  On the Allagash, stripped of our computers and our cell phones and our blackberries and our ipods…without all the things that both connect and distract us in our everyday lives, the youth and advisors face that same question: how will we choose to spend the moments of our days?  How will we choose to relate to and care for one another?  What will we decide is most important, most precious?  What will we do with the wild and precious moments that make up our unique lives?


I think the trip has something to say to all of us about the answers to these questions.  First, in spending the wild and precious moments of our lives, we should value the journey; sometimes the journey really is the destination.  Sometimes, the destination to which you think you are headed is not actually the most important thing, the goals we set for ourselves sometimes prove less important than the path we take getting there, the learning we do along the way.


I was particularly struck by this reality early in the trip, on the day we were going upstream toward Allagash Lake.  Without a doubt, walking upstream is one of the most demanding and grueling parts of the trip, both physically and mentally.  The canoes have to be pulled against the current, and most of the journey is done on foot, out of the canoes, walking in the water, dragging the loaded down canoes behind us.  The rocks in the stream are slippery, people stumble and fall, and canoe partners must rely heavily on one another to move the canoes forward.  And all of this is done on the second full day of the trip, when people are still getting adjusted to the reality of being out in the wilderness and of camping.  


Allagash Lake was the goal, the destination, when we started out early that second morning.  But as we journeyed on, we encountered some obstacles that took our time (particularly a huge fallen tree that spanned the stream and which proved impassable.  We spent nearly an hour there with axes and saws trying to clear the way), which, in the end, forced us to make the difficult decision to turn back before the light began to fade and return to Little Allagash Falls, halfway to the Lake, for the night.  


We didn’t make it to the Lake, yet the kids learned that they could work hard, work together, rely on one another, overcome obstacles like fallen trees and injuries to ankles and to wrists, and be stronger as a team than they were separately.  Making it to the Lake would have been nice, sure…but the lesson, the learning, the process of growing as a group and as individuals, was in the journey there…it was in the trying, the pulling of those canoes, the helping one another when we slipped and fell on the rocks.  And so often in our lives, and in the life of faith, the destination is so much less important than the journey.  The goals we set, or those that are set for us, shift, evolve and change; sometimes we arrive at our hoped-for destination and sometimes we don’t; but no matter what, we journey…we grow…we learn.  And in our faith, we are always journeying, sometimes stumbling, but always moving, changing, growing.  In our lives and in our faith, the journey becomes our destination.  The kids could choose how they would respond to that truth – to the fact that the journey, and not Allagash Lake, had become our destination – they could have been angry and frustrated, but instead they turned their attention to what lay before them, to our unfolding journey together, and continued on.  In the wild and the precious moments of our lives, we have to recognize the power and the wonder of the journey.


And we have to pay attention.  In “The Summer Day,” the speaker talks about the importance of knowing how to pay attention.  She says, “I don’t know exactly what a prayer is.  I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass, how to be idle and blessed…”  There are times on the Allagash when it’s overtly important to pay attention.  Going down the Chase rapids, for example, not paying attention will probably ensure that a canoe will hit a rock, at least, or end up flipped and swamped, at worst.  But there are other, quieter, moments on the Allagash that might easily be missed if we do not pay attention: the green of the grass at campsites along Eagle Lake; the quiet moose standing in the water; the family of red squirrels living in a hole in a tree; the expansive sky; the vast array of stars; the beautiful full moon in the deep blue sky after the rain on Round Pond.  I know that I, personally, was reminded of the importance of paying attention when I was walking along the outhouse path at the Inlet campsite at night and was startled to have nearly stepped on an enormous frog who, very annoyed, hopped up suddenly to escape my carelessly placed step!


As we paddled one day, Cat and I were just sort of looking at all that was around us – the vast expanse of the water of the lake, the green of the trees that framed it, the mountains in the distance…and Cat mentioned to me how beautiful everything was.  She went on to say how, once she was used to it, that it was really sort of freeing to not have her cell phone or cell phone service, to not feel so tied to its ring, its call.  

I understood what she meant; in our day to day lives we have so many ways to be connected, so many things to distract us, that we sort of become disconnected from the green grass, the hazy mountains, and the cool blue sky.  We become tied up in a tangle of cell phones, text messages, instant messages, computer screens, television screens.  I am as bad as anyone else, so I count myself in this – and I am all for texting and cell phones and facebook, I am…but the Allagash trip is a reminder of the ways in which getting too tangled up in all our ways of being connected actually disconnects us.  We pay so much attention to the busy-ness that we forget to really pay attention…to fall down, to kneel down in the green grass…to be idle and blessed…when we count the ways that we want to spend the moments of our wild and precious lives, we should remember to take time to just pay attention.

And we should remember to wish one another well.  Each of us is gifted with this wild and precious time that is our own, and we have the joy of spending parts of our journeys together – sometimes literally, as the 19 of us did on the Allagash Waterway, and sometimes more figuratively, as all of us in the room are doing this morning.  We have the power to offer gifts of love and care to one another on our shared journeys, and when it is time to part, when our separate journeys take us in new and different directions, it is our job – indeed, it is the second greatest of Jesus’ commandments to us! -- to wish one another well.  

This year, as in others, we had a mid-trip come up and join us for one night half-way through the trip, so that Heidi could get home and Robert could come up and join us for the second week.  Beth and Buck brought Robert up to join us, and brought with them gifts and letters and food from family and friends at home…expressions of care and comfort for the journey from many of you.  But those of us on the trip thought about expressions of care and comfort, too.  The mid-trip drivers are welcomed as guests when they arrive at Scofield Point.  They have help unloading their canoe, setting up their tents…and they are welcomed into a cook group for a dinner that they are instructed not to help prepare.  Those of us who have been on the waterway understand the long day of travel that our new guests have had, the favor they are doing to help make our trip a success.  And so they are offered care and comfort for the moments that our journey is shared; they are given hugs and expressions of care and gratitude (not to mention some lovely pinecone dolls this time around!) when it is time for us to part.

But perhaps there is no other moment on the trip that more clearly illustrates the importance of wishing one another well than the last night.  It is a tradition in Senior High Fellowship, generally, to share communion during important moments…and the last night of the Allagash is one of those moments. The youth and advisors are invited to serve one another the bread and the cup and to offer one another words of support, affirmation, encouragement, and love.  This group is particularly good at being verbal, I have to tell you!  But they are particularly good at using that skill on the last night to really speak from the heart to one another; to express care and love for one another.  And for the seniors in our group (and there were many this year), this trip, this closing time, really is, as one of them said, “the last of the last.”  It is the last sort of official moment of their FBC Fellowship career.  Some of them may come back as advisors someday, sure…but these moments around the campfire in the dark, stillness of an Allagash night, are the last they will spend as kids in our youth group.  And I can tell you, it was an honor to get to share those moments with them…and with their younger peers.  The words that were spoken, the expressions of love and care that were shared were incredible.  There was a real awareness that these precious moments of shared journey together were coming to an end; and so it was time to wish one another well…to express love and care for one another for the separate journeys that will follow…to say good-bye.  

In our day-to-day lives, in yours and in mine, these moments pop up all the time – chances to do as Jesus asks of us, and really love one another as we would want to be loved; opportunities to realize that shared journeys are coming to an end, chances to tell the others with us on those journeys what they have meant to us.  Don’t miss those moments.  Don’t allow opportunities to share words of love and care slip away.  Acknowledge these moments…speak words of love and care to one another…and then wish one another well when it becomes time to say good-bye.

God gifts us with this time…with our wonderfully varied, unique wild and precious lives in which the journey is our destination and it teaches us every day; in which we can be constantly amazed by wonder if only we pay attention; and in which we are commanded to love and care for one another and to want goodness for one another, and to wish one another well when our ways part.  But we get to choose how we will fill up the minutes, the hours, the days of our lives.  It’s how we choose to spend our time that will matter…that will be our way of saying “I was here.”  

So tell me…what is it you plan to do with your one wild and oh so very precious life?

Amen. 
