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n our previous issue, we traveled to Antarctica and Alaska. Freshly cooled 

off, now we’re taking you into the hot springs and wildfires. Summers always 

tend to end with a heat wave, don’t they?

Another theme in this issue: The US National Park Service, which turns 100 

one week from today (August 25). Rebecca Randall heads to Olympic National 

Park in search of [the country’s quietest spot], and both Kyle Rohane’s exam-

ination of thermophiles and Dorothy Boorse’s meditation on wildfire center 

on events at Yellowstone, America’s first national park.

But there’s another theme, too: finding life. Spiritual speech in places famous 

for silence. Creatures thriving in boiling water. Beauty from ashes. 

An announcement

It’s that “beauty from ashes” theme that has especially resonated as we’ve cel-

ebrated our second anniversary as a magazine and looked to the future. After 

a lot of discussion, we’ve decided that the September 1 issue of The Behemoth, 

our next issue, will be its last.
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I have loved working on this magazine and I’ve loved hearing from you read-

ers. The Behemoth has received a ridiculously large number of “fan” letters for 

such a small circulation, and we’ve savored every one. But it’s the size of that 

small circulation that has prompted our move. I knew The Behemoth’s read-

ers would be a relatively small cadre of renegades who want to opt out of the 

false outrages of social media and superficial religious squabbles—a coterie 

of awe aspirants and wonder hunters. It turned out that world may be bigger 

than I’d thought; the vision resonated with nearly everyone I talked to. The 

problem has been the format. The barrier hasn’t been what we’re covering, 

but that we’re a digital-only, subscription-based magazine. When we planned 

The Behemoth’s launch, the future of iPad magazines and digital subscriptions 

looked bright. Truth be told, we’ve outlasted all the titles that had served as 

our model, that back then looked so successful.

Thanks to our grant from the John Templeton Foundation, the support of 

Christianity Today, and some other factors, we could have kept The Behemoth 

going for another year or so—and then shut down and found other jobs. But 

we came up with another, better plan: We’re moving into Christianity Today 

magazine itself. We’ll still be publishing articles designed to elicit awe and 

wonder. We’ll still be looking at science, history, spirituality, and other topics 

in unexpected ways. But we’ll be asking folks to read them in Christianity To-

day, not this digizine with an ironically intimidating title and lacertilian logo. 

(We’re giving you a CT subscription equivalent to whatever was left of your 

Behemoth plan.) 

I’m truly eager for the next phase for The Behemoth team as we take what 

we’ve learned in this experiment and apply it to Christianity Today. I’m ex-

cited for the articles of awe and wonder ahead. But yeah, it’s bittersweet, like 

new life springing from wildfire ash. So it’s probably appropriate that we start 

this issue with a [moment of silence]. Thanks as always for your support and 

reading.
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“Silence teaches us to know reality by respecting it where words have 

defiled it.”—Thomas Merton 

“My soul, wait thou in silence for God only; for my expectation is from 

him.”—Psalm 62:5, ASV

he forest was hushed, but the silence I found wasn’t quite what I expected. 

I went out on the Hoh River Trail at Olympic National Park looking to find 

silence. I had been wanting to visit ever since I moved to Washington, and 

when I read about the One Square Inch project in the local news, I began 

making plans. The founder, acoustic ecologist Gordon Hempton, claims that a 

sliver of space in the Hoh Rainforest in Olympic National Park is “very possi-

bly the quietest place in the United States,” unmarred by any human noises.

A movement in the last 10 to 15 years has moved soundscapes to the fore-

front, aiming to protect spaces from human noises such as freeways, industry 

and airplane flight paths. While we associate national parks with striking vi-

sual landscapes, the US National Park Service has a mandate to protect sound-

scapes as well. According to its management policies: “The Service will restore 
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to the natural condition wherever possible those park soundscapes that have 

become degraded by unnatural sounds (noise), and will protect natural sound-

scapes from unacceptable impacts.” 

Like most who seek silence, I was hoping to find a natural condition less de-

graded by noise. While I’ve never audibly heard God’s voice, there are times 

when it seems he is speaking and times when it seems like he is silent. We 

associate God’s silence with feeling alone and empty, but as began my hike I 

thought about the irony that historically, physical silence has been a spiritual 

discipline for people hoping to hear something from God. What about sitting 

in silence contributes to spiritual growth? Is it that it is restorative to elimi-

nate the noise that fills so many our urban lives? Or is it the discomfort we 

feel when silences get a little bit too long, challenging our notions of what it 

means to “hear from God”?

Noise can describe visual distortion in a photograph, lack of a clear signal, 

irrelevant data. It also can describe disquieting thoughts. That kind of noise 

seems much louder in the silence.

So what was it I was looking for? Emptiness? A lack of noise? A lack of sound 

altogether? There’s more to it than the merely audible. 

Before hiking out to Hempton’s quietest square inch, I sought silence of an-

other sort in my own neighborhood. Just down the road, the computer device 

company Logitech creates and tests audio equipment like speakers and head-

sets. At the heart of the facility is its anechoic chamber, a room designed to 

eliminate all acoustic reflections. Acoustic engineer Matt Green told me that 

Logitech’s chamber reads at zero decibels. It’s nearly the most silent place on 

earth, though that record technically belongs to Microsoft’s anechoic chamber 

in Redmond, Washington, which was recorded at -20.35 decibels—almost as 

quiet as the sound of air molecules in motion at room temperature. Not that 

we’d be able to hear the difference—zero decibels is, by definition, the limit of 

human hearing.

Many people who visit anechoic chambers describe the experience as some-

what magical. Chris Watson, a wildlife sound recordist, described his experi-

ence: “There was a hissing in my ears and a low pulsing that I can only guess 

was the sound of my blood circulating.” 

Green led me into the chamber through thick four-foot-deep doors. They were 

lined, like the walls, with foam triangular wedges. When I passed through 

the door, I understood why it is called a chamber—there was a gap between 



the building and the walls intended to prevent any vibrations from the main 

building. I stepped onto the wire mesh floor that absorbed each step like a 

taut trampoline, surprised that I could see through the floor down into more 

cushy wedges.

After he explained the specs of the room, he left me alone to feel the magic. As 

a sat in silence, I strained to see if I could hear my heartbeat. No luck. I could 

hear what almost sounded like blood moving through my veins—or was it? 

I listened to every slow breath I took. The loudest thing in the room was my 

own ears faintly ringing, as if attempting to pick up some frequency when 

there was none discernable. Tinnitis, I reckoned.

The silence felt like it was pressing in, which doesn’t make sense, really. The 

absence of sound waves reaching my ear should feel empty, unburdened, 

right? An absence of pressure on the cochlea. Nevertheless, the silence was 

heavy.

A strange reverence washed over me. The technology was impressive, but 

it didn’t make sense that I should feel so in awe. But I was. I didn’t just think 

it was cool. I felt it. If I swayed slightly, I could feel my head spin just ever so 

slightly. When in conversation, the sound stopped short of the mouth.

In retrospect, I suppose the magic is actually the human ear—until you lack 

something that is commonplace (sound), you forget what is actually amazing 

about it. 

The absence of something certainly didn’t feel like nothing. In fact, it made me 

more aware of what was there. Most notably, myself.

***

In the arts, silences are used to force contemplation or add dramatic tension. 

Sometimes that tension never resolves, as in American composer John Cage’s 

famous 4’33”. In the piece, the musicians take the stage and sit at their instru-

ment without playing a single note for 4 minutes and 33 seconds. While the 

audience may feel cheated out of hearing a song, they inadvertently contrib-

ute ambient noise in the form of whispers and other movements that make 

up the bulk of the piece. (Cage wrote the piece after visiting an anechoic 

chamber, awed that the sounds of his own body were audible in such a silent 

space.)

But it’s not only experimental classical music that makes great use of silence. 

“Great rock and roll pauses” are at the center of Jennifer Egan’s novel A Visit 



from the Goon Squad, where one of the main characters becomes obsessed 

with the silent moments in “Bernadette” by the Four Tops, Jimi Hendrix’s 

“Foxey Lady,” “Young Americans” by David Bowie, and other songs.

Daniel Levitin, a cognitive psychologist, writes in This Is Your Brain on Music: 

“One way of flouting expectation is to add unexpected silences, even very 

brief ones. The brain seems to find pleasure in adjusting itself to remain syn-

chronized with the musical beat.”

Sometimes the tension of silence is resolved dramatically. I contemplated the 

400 years of silence in the Bible—the period when God seemingly stopped 

speaking through prophets, ended when the Word became flesh.

Expectation punctuated by silence.

***

The silences I heard in the Hoh Rainforest were like pauses between beats. 

The beats were sometimes natural, but often human noises, as well. I was a 

little let down by the hype of Hempton’s “sanctuary for silence.”

According to the National Park Service’s Soundscape and Night Sky Division, 

it’s not even the quietest place in the park system. For that, I’d have to travel 

to Maui’s Haleakala Crater, which can reach as quiet as 10 decibels.

Bill Rohde, a park volunteer and former district ranger at the visitor center, 

scoffed when I asked about the trail to the One Square Inch location. “There’s 

1,500 square miles of silence in this park,” he said. Sure, there are other 

hikers, but find a less-traveled trail, hike further in, or just enjoy the quiet 

moments you have alone on the path before another hiker comes along, he 

advised. There is some jet noise from the US military training, too, but it’s not 

constant.

Rohde wasn’t too concerned about either the jet noise or the crowds. It’s not 

so busy as to be unenjoyable, he promised. Silence is there if you’re looking 

for it.

Feeling a little disillusioned, I entered the trail with my family and was im-

mediately reminded that nature is not always nice. The trail’s natural sounds 

were not all restorative and transcending. It was yellow jacket season and the 

first half mile of the Upper Hoh Trail featured their low hum, which rose to 

a persistent buzz as the insects caught scent and circled around us, hanging 

onto our packs, tickling our clothes, dancing around our ears. When I wanted 



to stop to take in a view, the wasps kept me walking at a brisk pace, my senses 

highly alert to their presence and potential for sting.

The trees in the rainforest, though, are like none I’ve ever seen before—my 

Portland-area eyes are accustomed to younger forests. Seemingly enchanted 

with wildness and life in every crevice, the forest spoke of an era before log-

ging. 

One of the largest temperate rainforests in the US, the Hoh Rainforest receives 

12 to 14 feet of rain each year. Trees reach toward the heavens that the feed 

them, covering almost every inch of open sky. At one point, I realized that I 

could feel a light mist—a foggy, wetness hung in the air—but only a handful of 

droplets pierced through the tree canopy to meet my skin.

While tall and noble, trees in the rainforest have shallow roots, not needing to 

grow deep to soak up readily available water. Winter storms topple them easi-

ly. Adorned in moss on every inch, some fallen trees melted into forest carpet. 

These “nurse logs,” the decaying of which is hastened by moss, provide fertile 

ground for seedlings.

I wondered if the sound was absorbed into the cushy, verdant layers of plant 

life much like sound disappeared into the foam walls of the anechoic cham-

ber. I could see why Hempton had singled out this place. I hadn’t thought it 

would be so, but this was much quieter than the wide open sky and dusty 

buttes of Theodore Roosevelt National Park in North Dakota near my child-

hood home. T.R. National Park is a less visited site with certainly less human 

noise on the trail, and yet the night soundscape is filled with croaking, chirp-

ing, and buzzing; unseen life shuffling through the silver sage and juniper 

bushes, cottonwood trees rustling in the wind, maybe even the eerie howling 

of coyotes.

The Hoh wasn’t complete silence, of course. It was dramatically unlike the 

stark anechoic chamber. But it seemed that sound only happened if it was 

near you. Birds chirped, joining the buzz of the yellow jackets and insect stac-

catos. An occasional leaf fluttered. We were hiking quite near the river, and I 

couldn’t even hear it until the trees thinned and the trail drew right next to it. 

And, sure, the parks volunteer was right. People marched by, nodding hello, 

but then all would go more or less quiet save for a few birds and the thud of 

my sneakers against the trail. 

Ironically, the loudest thing in my search for silence was me. It was so in the 

silent chamber, too. My breath—the one thing separating me from complete 



silence. Somehow it became clear to me that, yes, I was there in the silences, 

but so was God. His breath was there, as loud as my breath, his work as near 

as perceptible as my loud footfalls trudging forward on the trail.

Is it that God stops speaking or that we forget to hear the silences for what 

they are: dramatic pauses in a grand story by a sovereign and very much pres-

ent storyteller? 

In the moment of a pause, the brain still fires neurons. Neurologist David 

Kraemer has found that when a person is listening to a familiar song, which 

suddenly stops, his brain’s auditory cortex remains active. Kraemer explained 

in Nautilus: “What you’re ‘hearing’ is not being generated by the outside 

world. … You’re retrieving a memory.” 

So, then, could the spiritual discipline of silence help remind us what notes 

come next in the song? When it seems like God is silent, if we already know 

the song, we imagine and expect what comes next “finding pleasure in adjust-

ing . . . to remain synchronized with the musical beat.”

As I sat in relative silence, I adjusted my expectation of God’s voice. I am 

reminded that even his silence is his part of his speaking. My breath is part of 

his breathing, part of his song. As I looked out at the Hoh River, I listened as 

his voice rang out in buzzing yellow jackets, warbling birds, spruce seedlings 

sprouting from decaying logs, fog rolling into the forest bringing water and 

life—all of this is evidence that he is most certainly with us and also loudly 

speaking in the quietest places.

Rebecca Randall is science editor for The Behemoth and Christianity Today.

ShareShare

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2016/issue-55-august-18-2016/traveling-into-silence.html?share=hDYST3EWx8cG%2f4gCWO6uspT5%2f4CDsQAe
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2016/issue-55-august-18-2016/traveling-into-silence.html?share=hDYST3EWx8cG%2f4gCWO6uspT5%2f4CDsQAe%20via%20@behemothmag


How many are your works, Lord! 

   In wisdom you made them all; 

   the earth is full of your creatures.

All creatures look to you 

   to give them their food at the proper time.

–Psalm 104:24, 27

ew experiences bring me more joy than my yearly fly-fishing trips to the 

Northwest Mountain States. In the bitter Illinois winter, I find myself swiping 

through images on my phone of the region’s many fishable rivers: the rough-

and-tumble Box Canyon stretch of Henry’s Fork, the fast-paced runs and slicks 

of the Madison, the breathtaking mountain views of the Gallatin. But one of 

my favorite memories is wading in the Firehole River in the western section 

of Yellowstone National Park, tufts of snow drifting down to disappear on the 

water’s surface, wisps of steam rising from nearby hot springs. Bison lie in the 

whitening grass on the opposite bank, uninterested in my casting. The only 

outlier in this moment of serene beauty is a slight smell of rotten eggs.

This odor, emanating from the hot springs and other hydrothermal features 
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that give the Firehole River its name, provide the tiniest whiff of a startling 

truth about Yellowstone: the park rests upon a massive supervolcano. “I’ve 

long believed,” says geophysicist Robert Smith, “that when visitors come into 

the park they could be greeted with a sign that says, ‘Welcome to Yellow-

stone—you’re now entering a volcano.’”

The rotten egg smell is the result of bacteria (such as Desulfovibrio vulgaris) 

that feed off sulfides and create hydrogen sulfide as a byproduct. These anaer-

obic bacteria thrive without oxygen, living in water deep beneath the earth’s 

surface. This water is heated by the great cove of magma located beneath the 

Yellowstone Caldera (or crater) and rises rapidly to the spew into the air as 

spray from a geyser or steam from a hot spring.

It’s strange to think of life existing in such an inhospitable place, but that is 

one of Yellowstone’s most remarkable features at the macro and the micro 

levels. In fact, it’s the area’s volatility, not its tranquility, that attracted crowds 

of people in the first place. Yellowstone was designated the first national 

park in the world because of its hydrothermal features, most notably the Old 

Faithful geyser, and tourists have been flooding into the park ever since. Yel-

lowstone’s status as a national park transformed it into a sanctuary of sorts, 

preserving it as one of the world’s largest nearly-intact temperate-zone ecosys-

tems. Yellowstone’s elk, moose, bison, grizzlies, and—yes—trout are indebted 

to the park’s hydrothermal wonders.

Several plants, too, thrive in the park, not in spite of the geothermal features, 

but because of them. Yellowstone sulfur buckwheat, Yellowstone sand ver-

bena, and Ross’s bentgrass are the park’s three endemic plants which need 

the presence of ground heat to survive Yellowstone’s harsh winters and cool 

summers. Ross’s bentgrass, in particular, thrives in geothermally warmed, 

moist sites, such as the walls of thermal springs, along steaming cracks, or in 

thermally influenced depressions.

Still, neither flora nor fauna can survive too close to the simmering hot 

springs. As with the aposematic coloration of tree frogs and cuttlefish, hot 

springs’ attractive radial patterns of blue, green, orange, and white belie their 

hazardous nature. The water within can reach temperatures of 205 degrees 

Fahrenheit, and the most acidic pools in the park have a pH of 2 (the same as 

stomach acid). Twenty-two people have died in the thermal waters of Yellow-

stone since 1890, the most recent in June 2016. Less than a day after this man 

strayed from the boardwalk, slipped, and fell into a hot spring, rescuers sus-

pended their search for his body because “it was determined that there were 
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no remains to recover.”

Yet life thrives even in what astronomer Jill Tarter calls “the boiling battery 

acid of Yellowstone hot springs.” The pink, orange, and white rings encircling 

many of the park’s hot springs and geysers, which many misidentify as miner-

al deposits, are composed of millions of microorganisms. 

Anything else would die in these environments. But these thermo-

philes—“thermo” for heat and “phile” for lover—Most of the bacteria photo-

synthesize, converting carbon dioxide, sunlight, and water into sugar, oxygen, 

and water. But a few of these bacteria chemosynthesize, producing the rot-

ten-egg smell that accompanies many of Yellowstone’s hydrothermal features. 

Bacteria line themselves end to end, forming filaments that bind together into 

mats, as thin as tissue paper or as thick as lasagna.

Scientists knew about the existence of heat-loving bacteria early in the history 

of bacteriology. “It is curious,” wrote M. P. Miquel, the first man to discover 

thermophiles in 1881, “to see a living organism growing in a liquid medi-

um where the hand is harshly burnt in a few seconds.” Early bacteriologists 

believed the upper limit for sustained bacterial life was 167 degrees Fahren-

heit. Anything higher was out of the question. In the following years, even 

these cases were forgotten because the only people studying thermophiles 

were food bacteriologists, concerned with culturing bacteria that could spoil 

canned food. These scientists established 131 degrees as the upper limit for 

bacterial growth, and the search for thermophile bacteria in natural environ-

ments was dropped for over half a century. Unaware of the earlier studies of 

Miquel and others, biophysicist Ellis Kempner concluded as late as 1963 that 

no life could exist above the temperature of 163.

Then in 1966, microbiologist Thomas Brock discovered bacteria in Yellow-

stone’s Octopus Spring flourishing at 190 degrees. Among these hyperthermo-

philes living in the park’s hottest waters, Brock isolated a yellowish bacterium 

that he named Thermus aquaticus. Back in the lab, he was able to grow cul-

tures of T. aquaticus at 174 degrees. His partner, Hudson Freeze, showed that 

enzymes from this bacterium could tolerate even higher temperatures, sur-

viving water boiling at 212 degrees. This heat-resistant, DNA-copying enzyme 

led to great progress in microbiology, medicine, and agriculture, and helped 

establish the field of biotechnology.

An environment once considered uninhabitable has now proven to house a 

vast array of tiny tenants. Like Elijah in the Kerith Ravine or the Israelites in 



the Desert of Sin, Yellowstone’s thermophiles testify to God’s provision for his 

creatures, wherever they might live.

Kyle Rohane is managing editor of CTPastors.com. He wrote on synaptic 

pruning for issue 39 of The Behemoth.
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He makes winds his messengers, 

flames of fire his servants.—Psalm 104:4

he Fort McMurray fire seared its way across Alberta and Saskatchewan, Can-

ada, in early summer 2016, dominating the news cycles. A dry winter had left 

little snowpack, while low humidity and high temperatures set the stage for 

the dramatic events. Beginning May 1, 2016, this giant fire forced the evac-

uation of 88,000 people and covered more than 1.5 million acres before it 

was declared “under control” on July 5. Just after that fire was coming under 

control, wildfires erupted near Los Angeles, California, that have lasted for 

weeks.

The Fort McMurray fire was the most expensive disaster in Canadian history. 

And in terms of burned acreage, it was about the same as the worst recorded 

wildfire in North American history. But the only deaths reported were those 

of two teens whose SUV crashed into a logging truck during the evacuation. 

The Peshtigo fire, which started the same day as the Great Chicago Fire, of-
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fered no escape.

In the fall of 1871, a heat wave baked the prairie states. Grasses dried, soil 

cracked, trees stressed and died in an ongoing drought. No air conditioners 

came to the rescue. No frozen drinks and cool movie theaters abated the heat. 

The central United States waited for relief. People and animals alike took 

whatever cooling they could get. On October 8, the great heat on the plains 

generated massive winds. Thunderstorms formed. Here and there, fires from 

lightning or human activity caught the vegetation like tinder. Crown fires 

broke out in woodlands. Grass fires, renowned for their velocity, sped across 

the prairie land.

This prairie fire spread across the landscape, driven by massive fronts of mov-

ing air. It raced across prairies, through forests, and up hills; it slowed going 

downhill, but even creeks and rivers did not stop it. In Wisconsin and the 

upper peninsula of Michigan, this fire and others spread across the landscape. 

Vast billows of smoke rose, choking the life of anything breathing. Animals 

fled before it. Humans saw the fires in the distance and rushed away if they 

could do so. Others leapt into wells, ponds, and rivers to survive.

In the end, the Peshtigo fire killed between 1,500 and 2,400 people, and cov-

ered 2,400 square miles (1.5 million acres). Half of the population of the small 

town of Peshtigo died, trapped in the Wisconsin village’s wooden buildings, 

on its timber sidewalks, and in its sawdust-covered streets. In the town alone, 

about 800 died—more than three times the casualties of the more famous 

Chicago fire.

From the Peshtigo fire of 1871 to the fires raging in California this summer, 

the power of wildfires can be hard to imagine. The heat can be so intense and 

the winds so fierce that fire whirls form. These towering fire pillars swirl with 

the manic power of tornadoes, fueled by gases from the vegetation consumed 

below. Sometimes the temperature of these intense, terrifying fires can reach 

2,000 degrees Fahrenheit.

Fire is so elemental that it connects with our instincts of both fear and fascina-

tion. The same fire that can terrify us—suck the air out of our lungs, destroy 

cities, cloud the skies with smoke seen for thousands of miles, alter the weath-

er, and kill—can also cook food, kill diseases, warm our bodies, melt metals, 

light our homes. The same fire that can represent the terrifying presence of 

God in a bush, can lead his people on a journey in the wilderness. In the cre-

ated world, fire can also reset an ecosystem, clear out vegetation, open new 



habitats, and add nutrients to the soil. 

Humans have a mixed relationship with fire. Uncomfortable with the destruc-

tion, we feel impatient for the beauty that comes from ashes. We speak of 

wildfires as natural disasters. But humans are central to both their suppres-

sion and their creation. In the US, about 95 percent of annual western wild-

fires are started by humans. Their extent is often determined by how we’ve 

managed past fires, and whether we’ve allowed them to burn. The huge fires 

that ravaged Yellowstone National Park in 1988 illustrate our predicament. 

For decades, we’d managed fires by suppressing them as early as we could. 

But that meant piles of dry leaves and dead wood accumulated on the forest 

floor. A drought and a scorching heat wave set the stage for the 1988 fires to 

spread out of control. Afterward, land managers concluded that fire suppres-

sion is unnatural and counterproductive, and began letting a number of nat-

urally produced wildfires burn. (Fire suppression is still the norm for areas 

with significant human habitation, though these areas now often also include 

controlled burns.)

The story of Yellowstone’s Great Fire did not end with dead trees as far as the 

eye could see, however. Even after the fire raced across more than 700,000 

acres of forest in Yellowstone and the land lay studded by blackened snags, 

new fireweed grew from the charred soil, grasses sprang from surviving scat-

tered clumps, and alders, aspen and small conifers came slowly back. Succes-

sion restarted, as communities of plants arose from the ashes.

In fact, some species thrive in such a newly scarred landscape. They spring 

into gaps made by other species temporarily displaced, or even survive and 

encourage the fire. Prairie grasses with their deep root systems produce dead 

stems and leaves each year. This plant material burns quickly above the soil, 

while below roots may extend several feet in a vast network that protects 

from erosion and will allow the plants to spring back to life when the fire is 

past. The burr oaks of savannah systems in the US and the baobab trees of the 

African savannah both have unique adaptations such as corky bark and thick 

roots to survive fires that would kill other trees. 

The chaparral system of California represents a fire-adapted system. Dominat-

ed by shrubs such as mesquite, sagebrush, and ceanothus (California lilacs), 

chaparral burns easily in the dry climate. The resinous pitch of some species 

of ceanothus, for example, promotes fire, while its tough roots prepare to 

re-sprout as soon as the fierce blaze is past. The heat from the fire promotes 

seed germination and the flames burn away competitors. Sagebrush has 



resinous foliage and often resprouts from roots after flames rush by. In oth-

er fire-adapted plants, such as jack pines, tough cones only open and release 

their seeds after exposure to fire. Such breakdown and renewal is built into 

the natural systems of creation.

Those systems are changing. Fires are increasing, not just in California and 

the dry west, but globally. In Indonesia, for example, changing climate, slash-

and-burn forest clearing, and other factors led to more than 122,000 fires last 

year, choking much of Asia.

Just as we learned after Peshtigo and after Yellowstone, we’re trying to learn 

from Fort McMurray. We have to live with the dual nature of the dangerous, 

untamed, and glorious force of wildfire. 

Dorothy Boorse is professor of biology at Gordon College. She wrote on whale 

falls for issue 34 of The Behemoth.
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The boxwoods planted in the park spelled LIVE. 

I never noticed it until they died. 

Before, the entwined green had smudged the word 

unreadable. And when they take their own advice 

again—come spring, come Easter—no one will know 

a word is buried in the leaves. I love the way 

that Mary thought her resurrected Lord 

a gardener. It wasn’t just the broad-brimmed hat 

and muddy robe that fooled her: He was that changed. 

He looks across the unturned field, the riot 

of unscythed grass, the smattering of wildflowers. 

Before he can stop himself, he’s on his knees. 

He roots up stubborn weeds, pinches the suckers, 

deciding order here—what lives, what dies, 

and how. But it goes deeper even than that. 

His hands burn and his bare feet smolder. He longs 

to lie down inside the long, dew-moist furrows 

and press his pierced side and his broken forehead 

into the dirt. But he’s already done it— 

In the Beginning Was Laughter 

“I never noticed it until they died.”  /  ANDREW HUDGINS



passed through one death and out the other side. 

He laughs. He kicks his bright spade in the earth 

and turns it over. Spring flashes by, then harvest. 

Beneath his feet, seeds dance into the air. 

They rise, and he, not noticing, ascends 

on midair steppingstones of dandelion, 

of milkweed, thistle, cattail, and goldenrod.

Andrew Hudgins is Humanities Distinguished Professor in English at The 

Ohio State University. This poem first appeared in The Never-Ending (Hough-

ton-Mifflin, 1991). Reprinted with permission of the author.

ShareShare

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2016/issue-55-august-18-2016/christ-as-gardner-poem.html?share=hDYST3EWx8eVsRys9xiOVhJXzoUne5Wu
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2016/issue-55-august-18-2016/christ-as-gardner-poem.html?share=hDYST3EWx8eVsRys9xiOVhJXzoUne5Wu%20via%20@behemothmag


The Physics of Flips (and Twists)

In case you missed it, here’s one of our favorite moments from the Olympics 

in Rio this year: 16-year-old American gymnast Laurie Hernandez winking at 

the judges before her gold-medal-winning floor routine. (Gutsy, right? But, as 

we can see, her confidence was totally justified.) 

In this article from Wired, Rhett Allain offers some insight into the physics 

that goes into pulling off those incredible stunts. The science is awesome, and 

the GIFs he includes as illustrations—like footage of an astronaut flipping in 

the SkyLab—are pretty neat, too. And for those who are curious, Allain’s arti-

cle also helps explain another phenomenon (which has nothing to do with the 

Olympics): how cats seem to always land on their feet.

The Terrible Beauty of Wildfires

Fueled by dry conditions and scorching summer temperatures, wildfires are 

ravaging California again this year. If you’ve lived in an area where these 

are one of the more common natural disasters, you might know firsthand the 

“dual nature of the dangerous, untamed, and glorious force of wildfire,” in the 
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words of Behemoth author Dorothy Boorse earlier this issue. In a collection of 

gripping photos from Getty photographer David McNew, The Atlantic writer 

Alan Taylor notes a strange kind of “beauty amid the horrible destruction and 

efforts to battle these blazes.” The Atlantic also showcased two more photo 

essays of the awe-inspiring beauty of wildfires: one from southern California, 

and another from Alberta, Canada.

How Jocks and Mathletes Are Alike

Scan a lineup of Olympic athletes, and one thing is clear: Their bodies often 

look quite a bit different from the rest of us, from “bulging biceps to sev-

en-foot wingspans to a striking paucity of fat,” as Nautilus contributor Sarah 

Zhang writes. They may also look a lot different from each other, since train-

ing for different events requires the strength of different muscles and the 

development of a unique set of skills. You might say Zhang’s article puts the 

emphasis on the “mind games” behind the Olympic Games: It shows how ath-

letes’ “brains are just as finely turned to the mental demands of a particular 

sport” as their bodies are.

The Optimal American Road Trip,  

Brought to You by Science

As Ted noted in the editor’s note, it’s the 100th anniversary of the National 

Park Service. Celebrate it while using up the end of your summer vacation 

with this ridiculously long but carefully calculated American excursion, 

courtesy of University of Pennsylvania researcher Randy Olson. The route, 

which forms a complete circle around the contiguous United States, was put 

together based on data from the Gurobi TSP solver. (TSP stands for Traveling 

Salesman Problem, which you might remember from this Behemoth piece by 

Andy Walsh.) While the route leaves out plenty of the nation’s most stunning 

parks (Hawaii and Alaska didn’t make it on the itinerary), you’ll still see a 

ton of neat places, from the Everglades to the Rockies to Death Valley. He has 

alternate routes, too.
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