
Reflection for the Quiet Day at Old Alresford Place  

on Saturday 22 June 2019 at 10.30 am 

 

 

A wilderness is a difficult place, marvellous, mysterious, illuminating, but 

difficult.   When we enter a wilderness most of us want to remain in a 

little cocoon of safety.  The oceans of the world are wild, ferocious 

places which people enter, but in the safety of a cruise liner.  The 

deserts of the Middle East are harsh, unforgiving, arid places which 

people enter cautiously, in groups, relying upon each other for safety, 

even in the midst of such strange beauty.  Such harsh beauty is hard to 

bear for very long, and we should not be surprised that the Israelites 

protested against God and against Moses for dragging them into such a 

barren and desolate isolation.   

 

But many people seek the isolation of the wilderness.  Even us.  In  

November 2011 some of us retraced the journey of Moses and the 

Israelites through Jordan and Egypt, lingering for three days and three 

nights in the deserts of Sinai.  Many of us ascended Mount Sinai before 

dawn, some on foot, others on camels for part of the way.  Except for 

me.  After an hour astride a camel stumbling under a sky of black velvet 

studded with diamonds, I began to feel very ill.  When I came to, and felt 

a little better, I asked the others to resume their journey; for many, 

making the ascent was to be the most profound moment of the 

pilgrimage.  But I, I had a different experience.  For twenty minutes I 

watched the others as their camels climbed the mountain track, and then 

they disappeared from view over the shoulder of the mountain.  And 

then there was the silence of the dawn.  Such profound silence.  The 

only noise was when I dragged the sole of my boot across the stones of 

the track.  In the cold of the early morning I slowly retraced my steps.  

Occasionally a flight of quails would rise up from the scrub land, or a pair 

of doves would circle overhead.  Although I was alone, I felt safe, 

secure, protected.  In this pared down moment, I felt God was very near.  

I felt held up.  I felt loved by God.  And when I returned to the ancient 

Monastery of St Catherine I was rewarded with a greeting from the monk 

guarding the gate ‘Welcome Pilgrim!’ 

 



Now this was an experience that came flowing out of the natural physical 

environment of the wilderness of the Sinai desert.  An experience rich in 

spiritual nourishment.  An experience which I had in some ways sought 

by being part of a group on pilgrimage, though made much more intense 

and internal by finding myself alone in the desert. 

 

Throughout our life our own internal spiritual, emotional, intellectual 

journey is on occasion strangely reflected in our physical environment, 

or perhaps we seek such special places to help us express to ourselves 

and to God where we feel we are on life’s journey.   

 

All this is beautifully expressed in one of my favourite novels, Little Dorrit 

by Charles Dickens.  A key character is Arthur Clennam, a man in his 

middle years who has recently returned to England after spending most 

of his adult life abroad in China, working in commerce.  His life has been 

deprived of joy since childhood, and his state of mind is mirrored by 

Dickens in his description of London on the first evening of Arthur’s 

return home.  Let me read you a passage. 

 

 ‘It was a Sunday evening in London, gloomy, close and stale.  

Maddening church bells of all degrees of dissonance, sharp and flat, 

cracked and clear, fast and slow, made the brick-and-mortar echoes 

hideous.  Melancholy streets in a penitential garb of soot, steeped the 

souls of the people who were condemned to look at them out of 

windows, in dire despondency.’ 

 

Arthur’s life has been made joyless and melancholy by his supposed 

mother, who has deceived him about his parentage and deprived him of 

his true mother’s love.  That and her other sins bears down upon her 

with such force that she is confined for many decades to immobility in a 

wheel chair.  Dickens shows us a picture of the power of sin to imprison 

the soul, both of the perpetrator, the mother, and the victim, her son 

Arthur.  Dickens gives us an insight into spiritual desolation by depicting 

the desert wilderness of the London streets through which Arthur 

Clennam is walking. 

 

 



He feels he doesn’t ‘belong’ anywhere.  What we call ‘alienation’ has 

ancient precedent.  This is at the heart of the human condition; it is not 

the lot solely of a disadvantaged individual, or group or nation or people, 

though it is most intensely felt by the enslaved, by the downtrodden.   

 

I find the theme of alienation so pertinent to our time.  There is a sense 

that more people are feeling "adrift" these days, like a migrant boat lost 

at sea.  In the past our culture was, generally speaking, full of people 

who had a sense of some anchor in their lives - be it religion, family, 

employment, something.  Nowadays we know how hard it is for many to 

keep a family together, let alone a faith.   

 

The sense of being adrift.  Lost.  We don't like it.  We've lost our 

bearings in unfamiliar territory.  And perhaps the worst part of it is that 

we don't know when it will end.  We have no clue when we'll go "home," 

if we can ever really go home.  We encounter feelings of sadness, 

melancholy, even anger and rage. 

 

The psalms are the "blues of the Bible" - and perhaps no psalm captures 

the hopeless sensation of alienation more acutely than the opening 

verses of Psalm 137 depicting a new wilderness for the Jewish people: 

 

By the rivers of Babylon - 

there we sat down and there we wept, when we remembered Zion. 

On the willows there we hung up our harps. 

For there our captors asked us for songs,  

and our tormentors asked for mirth, 

saying, "Sing us one of the songs of Zion!" 

How could we sing the Lord's song in a foreign land? 

(Psalm 137: 1-4, NRSV) 

 

 

This image is of people so distraught, so overtaken by hopelessness, 

that they can't even sing songs, and resort to hanging their instruments 

in the branches of trees.  It's hard to imagine being so utterly desolate.  

But that's what the sense of alienation can do to us. 

 



People sense at some level that we are not quite where we want to be, 

or need to be; and that we must spend some time in the wilderness 

working out who we are, and whose we are, before heading back home.  

And even when we do return home, it's never quite the same way we 

remembered it.  It's home, but it's a different home.  I give you the 

famous quotation from TS Eliot’s Little Gidding the last of his Four 

Quartets: 

 

‘We shall not cease from exploration,  

and the end of all our exploring  

will be to arrive where we started  

and know the place for the first time.’ 

 

Some would say that to have belief is to have found what we are looking 

for, to have overcome any sense of alienation from God.  Really?  We 

may have "found" God (although I prefer to think of it as God finding us), 

but it's only the beginning of the journey, not the end of it.  As people of 

faith our search is supposed ultimately to lead us to the kingdom, and 

we certainly aren't there yet.  We live in a world where a child dies from 

hunger every three seconds, where a minority possesses a majority of 

the world's resources, where war exists, and people are enslaved, and 

where we are slowly scarring the face of our earth.   

 

As people of faith, perhaps especially as people of faith, we have not 

found what it is we're looking for.  We are a people still searching, still 

finding our way.  But we are also a people of trust; trust in God whom we 

encounter in the daily rhythm of our lives.  

 

The light that has come into the world, and into our lives, illuminates for 

us all that is good and all that is evil, and by the grace of God we shall 

be drawn to the light.  But the dazzle of our desirings can obscure that 

light.  Then is the time to go willingly into the wilderness, and in that 

resonating silence to feel the presence of God.   Although we shall be 

alone, by the grace of God, we shall believe we are safe, secure, 

protected.  In that pared down moment, we shall sense God is very near.  

We shall feel held up.  We shall know we are loved by God.  Amen. 


