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Living in the landscape of the soul

There is one group of philosophers who say that we are born with some of our ideas 
ready made, while another school says that we create everything from scratch, as if 
from a blank sheet. We don’t know which school is right, and perhaps it is not a matter 
of either or. But it is an interesting question as to what it is in us that leads us to 
welcome some new ideas while firmly rejecting others. A colleague I trained with was 
sent to the big timber country where the trees grow close together and tall. After a 
couple of years I met him again and asked how it was going. He said “Because of the 
trees, the views of the landscape in that place were very narrow and restricted; this also 
seemed to affect the way the people think!” It was an interesting link between landscape 
and its effect and on intellectual and spiritual perspective. T S Eliot once said - “I am in 
the landscape, and the landscape is in me.” He recognized that what comes forth from 
the poet does not appear out of nowhere. The poet has been formed; there is a landscape 
of the soul that is affected by inner realities, as well as the outer context of life. What is 
true for poets is true for painters. When the great Australian artist Arthur Boyd died, 
attention was drawn to the amount of time he spent in England. A friend of his said “He 
would go to England, sit under grey skies, and paint scenes of Australian sunshine - he 
carried it with him, it was inside him.” Whether or not the Australian landscape was in 
Arthur Boyd’s genes, or whether it came forth in his pictures as a consequence of his 
immersion in it, the images were so much part of his soul that, even in a far away place, 
he could put on canvas what he wanted to paint. “I am in the landscape, and the 
landscape is in me.”

There is a link with the sense of connectedness spoken of in the Gospel for today which 
is from Jesus’ farewell discourse to the disciples. John Chapter 14 is about how the 
disciples (the Church) will continue to be God’s dwelling place even after Jesus has 
gone because they will be sustained by another power. Jesus has been the first to 
counsel and to guide the disciples. Now the disciples will be the recipient of another 
gift: the Spirit, God’s energising, life giving presence, the force which is responsible for 
illuminating the story of Jesus, creating a deep sense of connectedness between 
ourselves and him, a connectedness like that between him and God. As we see in the 
gospel, this message is given by Jesus as he is about to depart through his death on the 
Cross. But in the church we hear this message as we approach Ascension, the liturgical 
marker for the time when Jesus is recognized as no longer being physically present. 
Although there is a difference in timing and context, the meaning of the message is the 
same: what God gave the world in Jesus is now to be given, in Spiritual form, to the 
community of faith. The Church will be God’s spiritual dwelling place through the 
indwelling of the Spirit. The Spirit will dwell in them, bringing them life and unity, and 
they will dwell in the Spirit. In terms of the question raised about landscape, we would 
have to say that as far as faith in Christ is concerned, the disciples did not naturally 
dwell in the landscape of God’s Love. But the message of the Gospel is that in the 
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history of Jesus God, in total vulnerability, entered the landscape of the world and here 
confronted human systems of exclusion and confinement, to reveal that this tormented, 
God denying world is nonetheless enfolded in the embrace of God’s timeless, 
unreserved love. The gift of the Spirit is given to ensure that the disciples know that 
they are so embraced: from now on divine love is in them, and they are in it.

This is one of the points Paul made in his speech to the Athenians who had an altar 
dedicated TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Some of the contemporary philosophers in that 
context taught that God is in us but Paul goes further. He said that the resurrection of 
Jesus from the dead demonstrated there had been a breakthrough from God’s side: light 
and life burst forth in action that was radical and unexpected, and which gave an 
entirely new impetus to faith. Paul did not elaborate the content of this new revelation. 
He did not articulate a theory about why the universe is as it is, or why humans are as 
they are. He simply declared that, in the precise revelation of the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ and, contrary to what we deserve, God has shown the world to be the object of 
unreserved Divine love. In this event of wondrous grace we have been taken into God, 
in whom we live and move and have our being. For Paul, we do not start off there, but 
God works to take us into the landscape of divine mercy. If we continue to live in that 
symbolic universe, then the landscape is in us, just as we are in the landscape. 

How do we enter into this process? The link of course must be made with Baptism. It is 
in Baptism that we begin the process of abiding in Jesus. If we continue to do so - to 
ingest it and absorb the life that is in him - then its contours will be expressed in the way 
we live our life. It is in this sense that we need to hear Jesus’ words: If you love me you 
will keep my commandments. If we love him we can hardly do other than what he asks 
because we are connected with the source of all life: the Father’s Love.

While this is a spontaneous sense, there is also a sense of love as an act of the will. In 
Christian parlance love is something that is directed; something that is willed towards 
and end. For us that end is demonstrated in the cross of Christ in which the Father’s 
love was directed to the world. That is why the graphic today depicts a heart, seen 
through a Cross. That is the definition of love in the Christian community, based on 
God’s gift to us in Jesus Christ. For us love does involve decisions about how we direct 
our life. It means choosing life and love over against other things. The Commemorative 
Sculpture reflects the effect of a small group of women, particularly the midwives, 
choosing to live for life in a context of death. Like Arthur Boyd, they brought forth light 
under grey skies, because their souls dwelt in a different landscape from the one the 
found themselves to be in. The knowledge that choosing life and love is the true way 
life is a gift of the Spirit. In this power are we called us to respond by living out our 
human story in a way that corresponds to the way Jesus lived his. It works to bring us 
into a new perspective. It leads us to live in a different landscape of the soul than one 
that is based on violence, death and fragmentation. Thanks be to God for the continuing 
presence of the Spirit, that shows us we have not been left alone as orphans, but are 
joined in a company of fellowship and life, through Jesus Christ our Lord.
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