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“The  wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom…” (Isaiah 
35:1) 

• I recently revisited a longterm interest ~ which is Native American culture since 
Euro-American intruders arrived on the western plains. I just finished Peter 
Cozzens splendid new book, The Earth is Weeping, a history of the Indian wars 
in the western States and Territories.  Unlike Dee Brown’s well-known book, 1

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, Cozzens isn’t polemical. For he sets out to 
provide a balanced historical account of the last third of the nineteenth century.  

• Now, you might wonder what the ‘Old West’ has to do with Advent! Well, 
Cozzens’ book reminded me of a basic theme. Encounters between whites and 
Native Americans brought with them an interface between people shaped by 
differing cultures and attitudes. These encounters led to conflict. People with 
vastly divergent views of the world, and of our place within it, had no natural 
affinity. For each cultural group possessed a radically different concept of 
holiness and of reality.  Mis-perception and mis-communication then 2

exacerbated the mismatch between their incompatible understandings of 
Creation, and of what it means to be human. Though Native American religions 
took many forms, a common feature existed among the spiritual world-view of 
many plains Indians. It was an absence of a line between the natural and the 
supernatural. For the Lakota and the Cheyenne, all things—and particularly all 
living beings—might be bearers of the spirit-world. This pre-modern 
understanding plays a central role in the Bible, and raises a question: does 
God only touch human hearts and ‘souls,’ or does God also work in the events 
of history and through the material things of this world? This is an Advent 
question! 

• Peter Cozzens’ book then led me to pick up Joe Jackson’s fine new biography 
of the famous Lakota medicine man, Black Elk.  I had known about him since 3

high school, when I read parts of John Neihardt’s important book Black Elk 
Speaks. Neihardt recorded Black Elk’s visions from his youth, which impressed 
Carl Jung as being comparable to the visions of Ezekiel and Zechariah.  Black 4

Elk’s life began when the mighty Lakota had pushed other tribes away from 
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much of the northern plains, only to see the decimation of the buffalo by Anglo 
hunters.  He was present for Custer’s death at Little Bighorn where, as a young 5

warrior aged 13, Black Elk scalped and killed two or three soldiers. He would 
also witness the killing of his cousin, Crazy Horse, the later Massacre at 
Wounded Knee, and the eventual restriction of the Sioux to reservations after 
the rise of the messianic Ghost Dance movement.  Born in 1863, Black Elk lived 6

until 1950 in a small, very rough cabin, struggling for decades with 
tuberculosis.  

• Despite his youthful activity as a warrior, Black Elk was descended from a line 
of medicine men. His childhood name was Chosen, and both children and 
adults sensed there was something different about him. In his adulthood, as a 
shamanist mystic, Black Elk sought to be a healer and savior for his people. 
Jackson observes that for shamans, “the boundary between the real and the 
visionary is fluid,” and “part of the holy man’s journey involves entering this 
alternate reality to seek out medical cures and divine protections for the tribe.”  7

• According to Jackson, “to Black Elk and other wicasa wakan of his generation… 
[t]he outer world and the inner—the physical world we think we know and the 
‘numinous’ mystery beyond—are one. If any characteristic links the holy men 
and mystics of every age and culture… it’s the conviction that no division exists. 
The seen and unseen are one.”  This mystical vision, of the deep connection 8

between the outer and inner world, is not foreign to our Scriptures, nor to 
Christian spirituality. It underlies our reading from Isaiah, but also of much 
contemporary writing focussed on ecological concern. The challenge of 
discerning how the seen and the unseen belong together, is a fitting theme for 
our Advent reflections.  Unlike shamans, we are not ‘animists,’ who believe that 9

rocks and mountains have souls or spirits. Yet, we live in hopeful anticipation of 
seeing the great Unseen One, whose Spirit works in and through all things. 

• We await the full and final revealing of what the prophet Haggai calls ‘the 
Desire of all Nations.’  He is the One in whom ‘the hopes and fears of all the 10

years’ will be met, not just on one night, nor just in Bethlehem, but also in 
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Brunei and Brazil, and among all peoples and cultures.  “For,” as Paul writes, 11

“the [whole] creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children 
of God… in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to 
decay, and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God… and not 
only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan 
inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.”  Both 12

Creation, and we within it, await a redemption that is spiritual, but which is also 
bodily and material! The inner and the outer belong together, and both are 
realms of the Creator-Spirit’s activity. 

• In other words, we anticipate, with hope, something cosmic, something of 
universal significance, which will impact ‘all things.’  We aren’t just waiting for 13

something relevant only to Christians, or to those who try to be ‘good;’ or, 
relevant only to our souls but not also to our bodies, and the things we see and 
touch. The Creator of the Cosmos and of the wondrous beauty of the whole 
Creation has acted, and will act, on behalf of the whole world. We are, in short, 
awaiting a New Creation. Our hope, therefore, is not for deliverance from 
Creation into some other realm, to which we will escape from physical 
embodiment and material circumstances. No. Our hope lies in what God will 
do here, and in what God is already doing here. The Unseen One comes 
powerfully into what is seen, and makes God’s presence known. 

• This is why God’s words in Isaiah 35 are so important for us, and why they are 
quoted by Jesus in our Gospel.  To say that “the wilderness and the dry land 14

shall be glad,” that “the desert shall rejoice and blossom,” and that “the burning 
sand shall become a pool…”, is to say that something unbelievable, if not 
inconceivable, will happen! The ‘Mission of God’ is not only to some people 
without also being to everyone; and the mission of God is not only to some 
parts of us, like our hearts or souls. No, God’s mission is to our whole being and 
to the entire world we live in. This is why Isaiah, in the same context of singing 
about moist refreshment in arid places, sings also about sight being restored, 
hearing enabled, physical disability overcome and of speech restored. It is 
promised help from the Holy God for the Whole world! 
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• These concrete, physical and material results are precisely the things that God, 
through Isaiah, wants us to see as being part of God’s mission. Through God’s 
mission, Isaiah says that people will ‘see the glory of the Lord, the majesty of 
our God.”  Therefore, with Isaiah, and all who share this mission, we are to “say 15

to those who are of a fearful heart, ‘be strong, do not fear! Here is your God… 
He will come and save you’.”  As we do, we may speak about and pray for any 16

number of improbable but hoped-for things, like the restoration of sight or of 
pools of water in the desert. But each and all of them will be signs of the 
fulfillment of God’s mission for the whole Creation. In the End, our hope is not 
for something that is somewhere else; our hope is for One who is here. 

A photo of Black Elk near the end of his life, at Hearney Peak, 
Black Hills, SD, a site sacred to the Lakota, 

who believed it was the center of the world. 
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Notes: 

 Peter Cozzens, The Earth is Weeping: The Epic Story of the Indian Wars for the American West (New 1

York: Alfred Knopf, 2016). Cozzens focuses on the years 1862—1891, from the Great Dakota Sioux 
uprising to the final restriction of the Lakota on the vastly reduced Sioux Reservation.

 Joe Jackson, Black Elk: The Life of an American Visionary (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2016). 2

For this observation about differing concepts of holiness and reality, see: Jackson, Joe (2016-10-25). 
Black Elk: The Life of an American Visionary (Kindle Locations 412-413). Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 
Kindle Edition.

 See footnote 2, for a full reference.3

 See Jackson, Joe (2016-10-25). Black Elk (Kindle Locations 359-361). Farrar, Straus and Giroux. Kindle 4

Edition.

 The paradoxical fact, here, is that the successful expansion of Lakota hunting territory was directly at 5

the expense of the Crow people, whose territorial hunting and dwelling ‘rights’ they disposed in the 
process. And so, sadly and ironically, the Lakota would, in turn, experience at the hands of 
representatives of the Euro-American community (hunters, miners, soldiers and government officials) 
what they, themselves, had visited upon the Crow and others.

 Jackson, Joe (2016-10-25). Black Elk (Kindle Locations 337-340).6

 Jackson, Joe. Black Elk (Kindle Locations 416-418), emphasis added.7

 Joe Jackson. Black Elk (Kindle Edition Locations 418-422); emphasis added. 8

 It is worth recalling how, in the Nicene Creed that we recite together at every Eucharist, we make the 9

following statement: “We believe in one God, … maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and 
unseen.”

 See Haggai 2:7 (King James Version). Contemporary translations, such as the NRSV, render the 10

phrase, “the treasure of all nations.”

 To paraphrase the familiar words of the Christmas hymn, “O Little Town of Bethlehem.”11

 Romans 8:19ff; emphasis added. Note: I have interposed the word “whole” in verse :19, which seems 12

implied, given its use in verse :22.

 This theme, of the cosmic scope of God’s redemptive activity, can be found throughout the New 13

Testament, but is especially evident in John 1 and Colossians 1. It is strongly correlated with the theme 
of the promised ‘New Creation.’ See 2 Cor 5:17, and Paul’s repeated reference to “everything.”

 See Isaiah 35:1-10, and Luke 11:2-11.14

 Isaiah 35:2.15

 Isaiah 35:4; emphasis added.16
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