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There's something holy about the desert. Jesus knew it. Monks, healers, and

seekers of every faith in every time have known it. Last summer, the youth and

adults who participated in our Pilgrimage to Arizona experienced it. Whether it's the

convergence of splendor and desolation in the terrain,  the mystery and danger of 

apparent scarcity, or the lure of solitude,  the desert is one of those places where the

sacred is more palpable and the lines between the holy and the ordinary are blurred. 

That may be one of the reasons that places like Sedona have become magnets

for mystics of every kind, from New Age hippies to Native American sages to

Christian pilgrims (along with tourists eager to spend money) Sedona's "Spiritual

Vortex" draws people from all backgrounds and perspectives. It was there where our

group discovered several shops selling miniature cairns (pronounced kern) made

from the abundant red rock in the surrounding  area. Named for the Scottish-Gaelic

word for "mound" or "pile," a cairn is a stack of stones which is placed to designate

a trail or boundary, mark a burial site, or commemorate a spot where something

significant has taken place. In Sedona, cairns in the shops and along the trails were

something of a curiosity and, at times, even the subject of a light-hearted barb,

because they, like crystals, oils, psychic readings, and other wares are sold with the

promise enlightenment and healing for the right price. 

A couple of days after our visit to Sedona, we found ourselves only an hour, yet

an entire world, away as we entered the Navajo Reservation just east of Flagstaff. 

In addition to the trendy, bustling streets of Sedona, we had already seen the upscale

sights of downtown Phoenix set against one of its deteriorating barrios; an inspiring



visit to the Verde Valley and the Yavapai-Apache community, breathtaking views of

the Grand Canyon and the Red Rocks; and the stunning architecture and setting of

the Chapel of the Holy Cross.

But in our search for a place to "get away" for our final worship experience,

CBF ministers and Navajo missionaries,  Sheila and Greg Long, had suggested we

drive to Grand Falls, a place so far off the tourist radar it is marked by a

hand-painted wooden sign on the state road but not by a dot on the map.  We turned

off the pavement and drove seven miles along a dirt path through the nothingness

of flat, arid territory that lay ahead.  There were no trees or grass, no signs, no

people--only power poles, a few shacks with animals and junk in the yard, and an

occasional fence. It was a dramatic and surreal shift from the majesty and opulence

that had surrounded us for several days.

We rounded a turn in the road and saw a couple of small structures ahead: a

picnic shelter and what could generously be called a restroom facility. Even pulling

up to the end of the trail, we weren't sure why the Longs had directed us here, but

we trusted them. So we got out of the van and walked the short distance to the

shelter, only to discover the desert floor cracked open into a canyon carved by the

Little Colorado River.  It was nothing close to the scale of the Grand Canyon,  and the

falls created by the melting snowcap from the San Francisco peaks, visible on the

horizon, had dried up the month before, but even in its starkness, it was a

magnificent landscape, and we had it all to ourselves. Standing on the edge of Grand

Falls, with chiseled rock below our feet, crystal blue skies above our heads, and

nothing but the sounds of the wind to fill our ears, it was almost as if our little group

was all alone with God in the world. It was a holy moment.

After we worshiped and prayed, we loaded the van to head back to Flagstaff

to meet the Longs, and as we drove, I saw something I hadn't noticed on our way in:

small stacks of stones at different intervals along the roadside. The indigenous

people inhabiting this region for thousands of years and now confined to this

undesirable patch of countryside had placed markers of loved ones or events that

were significant, perhaps sacred for them, and in the bumpy, dusty drive back to

town, they became for me symbols of a holy encounter in that western wilderness. 

"Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing" has long been a favorite hymn of mine, and

my journey in Arizona brought even deeper meaning to the words, "Here I raise my

Ebenezer, hither by Thy help I've come," calling to mind the story of Samuel’s

placing a monument of stone between Mizpah and Shen to remind the Israelites that

the symbol of God’s presence, the ark of the covenant, had been recaptured from the

Philistines and returned to its rightful place among God’s people. Samuel named the

monument Ebenezer, meaning  “Thus far the Lord has helped us.” (1 Samuel 7:12)



As we travel with Christ through this Lenten desert, may we pause to mark the

places where grace finds us, recognizing that it is impossible for us to sojourn

through the wilderness, confront the fullness of God’s presence, and come away

unchanged by the encounter. Thanks be to God!

Psalm 62:5-8

For God alone my soul waits in silence, 

   for my hope is from him. 

He alone is my rock and my salvation,

   my fortress; I shall not be shaken. 

On God rests my deliverance and my honor;

   my mighty rock, my refuge is in God. 

Trust in him at all times, O people;

   pour out your heart before him;

   God is a refuge for us.   Selah

An audio version of the hymn below can be heard at

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g3w9nvXuVnk

(You may need to copy and paste the website link into your web browser.)

Prayer

Come, thou Fount of every blessing,

tune my heart to sing thy grace;

streams of mercy, never ceasing,

call for songs of loudest praise.

Teach me some melodious sonnet,

sung by flaming tongues above.

Praise the mount I'm fixed upon it

mount of God's redeeming love.

Here I raise my Ebenezer;

hither by thy help I've come;

and I hope, by thy good pleasure,

safely to arrive at home.

Jesus sought me when a stranger,

wandering from the fold of God;

he, to rescue me from danger,

interposed his precious blood.

Oh, to grace how great a debtor

daily I'm constrained to be!

Let thy goodness, like a fetter,

bind my wandering heart to thee:

prone to wander, Lord, I feel it,

prone to leave the God I love;

here's my heart, O take and seal it;

seal it for thy courts above. 

-Robert Robinson, 1758


