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In Ontario, over 200 species of plants and animals are listed as threatened, endangered or extinct. 

Of those, included in this painting are the Dwarf Lake Iris, the Eastern Prairie Fringed Orchid, the Karner 
Blue butterfly, the West Virginia White butterfly, the Cerulean Warbler, the Spring Blue-eyed Mary, and 
Acadian Flycatcher.

Globally, we live in a time of great upheaval. The state of the world is in crisis. We are witness to the 
unbearable suffering of species, including humans. Much of this we do to ourselves. It is possible for the 
planet to return to a state of well-being, but it requires a radical change in our thinking. It requires a 
willingness to be open to the idea that perhaps human beings have got it all wrong.

All species, the lands, the waters are one beating organism that pulses like a heart. We are all a part of a 
whole. The animals and plants, lands and waters, are our relatives each with as much right to exist as we 
have. When we see ourselves as separate from each other and think of other species, the waters and the 
planet itself as objects that can be owned, dominated or subjugated, we lose connection with our 
humanity and we create imbalance on the earth. This is what we are witnessing around us.

The planet already contains all the wisdom of the universe, as do you and I. It has the ability to recover 
built into its DNA and we have the ability to change what we are doing so this can happen. Perhaps it’s 
time to place the rights of Mother Earth ahead of the rights to Mother Earth.1

…………………………………

This morning I want to share, with the artist’s permission, with this beautiful piece of work, 
entitled, “The Wisdom of the Universe.” Bella and I began by reading the artist’s statement 
about this work.  The artist is Christi Belcourt, a Métis visual artist who lives north of Manitoulin 

 The Artist, Christi Belcourt’s statement on her painting “The Wisdom of the Universe” https://1

artmatters.ca/wp/2014/08/artists-statement-christi-belcourt-on-the-wisdom-of-the-universe/ 

  1

https://artmatters.ca/wp/2014/08/artists-statement-christi-belcourt-on-the-wisdom-of-the-universe/


“Connecting the Dots” �  Church of the Holy Trinity �  Homily August 30, 2015 �  Susie Henderson 

Island.  You may have heard of her work before – she’s the strength behind the Walking with 
Our Sisters memorial art project dedicated to missing and murdered Indigenous women.  You 
can also see some of her work at the new birthing centre in Regent Park.  This piece, “The 
Wisdom of the Universe, can be seen in its full glory at the AGO where it is currently on display.   
Belcourt uses a dot technique in her work that leaves the paint raised on the canvas as if it were 
a bead.  She uses the natural world as her inspiration because, as she says, nature teaches her 
about the interconnectedness of all things.  The projector doesn’t do it justice, but feel free to 
wander off my words and enjoy the painting, or try to find the plants and creatures. 

This morning I’d like to have a conversation between the stories in the fabric of our sacred story 
and the sacred wisdom reflected this canvas.  I began with Belcourt’s own voice about the work 
because it should be the first voice we hear.  I don’t presume to have anything near as 
magnificent on my little canvas this morning – just a bit of a doodle pad, where I’ve tried to 
connect a few dots myself.  

Our readings today speak to me about integrity -- holding fast to what’s important – the 
remembering God’s law and embodying the relationship between belief and practise – walking 
the talk.  The gospel wrestles with the question of aligning heart and hand.  I’d like to explore 
this question, from my place as a settler in this place, in light of the wisdom that I have drawn 
from my reflection that started with this work of art.  I’ve got three dots: 

• the wisdom of place; 

• the wisdom of kinship, relation at the heart of creation;

• the wisdom that unsettles 

The Wisdom of the Universe is placed knowledge 

I spent some time trying to find the Dwarf Lake Iris, the Eastern Prairie Fringed Orchid, the 
Karner Blue butterfly, the West Virginia White butterfly, the Spring Blue-eyed Mary, the Cerulean 
Warbler and Acadian Flycatcher in the painting.  Not sure if I got it right. Go back to AGO by 
myself and spend more time.  All of these plants and creatures are on the Ontario endangered 
species list – they belong to this place.  

This painting, this story of extinction, changed my hearing of the instructions in Deuteronomy to 
remember the commandments, the way to live – don’t add anything or leave anything out.  It 
was a cautionary word: “but take care and watch yourselves closely, so as neither to forget the 
things that your eyes have seen nor to let them slip from your mind all the days of your life; 
make them known to your children and your children’s children—(Deut 4:1-2, 6-9).  It’s a story 
also designed to resist extinction.  But I think it’s fair to also apply it to the natural world.

The people in this story are people who have wandered in the wilderness for some time have no 
doubt learned-- the hard way perhaps-- about their relationship with the natural world.  Their 

  2



“Connecting the Dots” �  Church of the Holy Trinity �  Homily August 30, 2015 �  Susie Henderson 

survival attests to their knowledge, they have lived experience of their place. This is wisdom that 
they would also carry with them.  It had become part of their story.  The place where it came 
from has to factor into the law. I’d like to say that it lived in their land, in their law —the law that 
they learned in that wild place. 

This painting stories a part of creation that is nearly extinct. It calls out to us not to forget the 
things our eyes have seen, and not let them slip from our mind.  To make them known to our 
children and our children’s children.

It makes me very aware how very little I know of this particular place that I now call home.  
Before I can make this list of Ontario endangered species known to my child I am going to have 
to know it better than searching it up on Wikipedia, which is what I did to try and find them in the 
art. 

At the end of my fiftieth year I am only just beginning to learn more about my family’s historical 
relationship to the places we’ve lived.  I had a vague idea that my paternal grandfather came to 
the eastern townships of Quebec from Ireland as one of many hungry farmers in the middle and 
late 1800’s.  I am unaware of the relationship with the Irish and the Abenaki nations in the area.  
I’m learning that we have a family connection through my paternal grandmother to the Manitoba 
Métis and the Red River Settlers.  I plan to do some further work in the new year to re-construct 
the stories and the places of my familial relations.  I would like to understand how my story 
connects with the First People’s stories of these places and to name the ways that I have been 
shaped and privileged in these encounters.  There are stories here too to pass on.

Some of us have started to talk about locating the story of this church in this place in a 
new way, a thicker way.  In a way that is open to learning what we have not heard before about 
the impact of our presence here on the peoples who were here before, and about the benefit 
that extends to us to this day that is based on that displacement.  “Okanagan author and activist 
Jeanette Armstrong asks the non-Indigenous to cast a critical eye on the imperial garden we 
have cultivated with our colonial tools, on the lands and lives of Indigenous peoples.  She asks 
us to turn over the rocks and face whatever ugly creatures slither out, examining them honestly 
and unflinchingly.   2

A territorial acknowledgement is one way to remember our place.  Today we recalled the 
treaty that was made in this place of “the dish with one spoon”.  Historian and curator, Rick Hill, 
a Tuscarora from Six Nations of the Grand River Territory explains that it is one of the oldest 
treaties ever made, if not the oldest – made between the Iroquois Confederacy and the Ojibwe 
and allied nations to peaceably share and care for the resources around the Great Lakes.  The 
treaty was originally made in the eastern part of the lake and renewed through the years. 

  Paulette Regan, Unsettling The Settler Within, 295.2
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Rick Hill describes it like this: Of particular importance in this age of environmental degradation 
is the fact that the dish with one spoon is also a covenant with nature. “Nature says, ‘Here’s the 
great dish and inside the dish are all the plants, the animals, the birds, the fish, the bushes, the 
trees, everything you need to be healthy and therefore, happy’.”

 “The three basic rules are: only take what you need, second, you always leave something in 
the dish for everybody else, including the dish, and third, you keep the dish clean…that was the 
treaty between us and nature, and then the treaty between us and everybody else.” 3

This place holds the wisdom of the “dish with one spoon” and we are in desperate need to re-
member it and make it known to our children.

The Wisdom of the Universe is Relational 

Belcourt describes all life – species, land and water – as one living organism that pulses like a 
whole. 

I think the symmetry in her work speaks to this vision -- one side is a reflection of the other.  I 
saw a video about how she creates her work and she traces one side on paper and reverses it 
to trace on the other side.  The sides are connected, they mirror each other.  

We also have the mirror in our epistle this morning with respect to being doers of the word, not 
merely hearers.  Those who hear without doing are like people who look into a mirror and upon 
going away immediately forget what they look like.  Lynn Harrison, a musician who has been 
here a few times, a friend in the Unitarian community, has a great song, “Why do trees look like 
my hands – and why’d it take me so long to notice.” We have forgotten what we look like.  How 
can we come to look into the mirror of creation – and see ourselves – the trees in our hands, the 
rhythm of the waves in our breath?   

This story of inter-relation is not new to us – we know it up here.  We know if you damage one 
part, or disrupt the balance, it is felt in other places.  But still we struggle, many, if not most of 
us, to align our lives with that truth.  

In Steve Henrich’s book, Buffalo Shout Salmon Cry, Chief Lawrence Hart addresses this 
challenge to connect the truth we know in our heads of all things being related. He suggests that 
“one way to connect traditional knowledge to the depths of our hearts, bodies, and everyday 
practice is through sacred ritual.” 4

 http://www.ammsa.com/publications/windspeaker/wampum-holds-power-earliest-agreements 3

 “The Earth is a Song Made Visible: A Cheyenne Christian Perspective”. In Buffalo Shout, Salmon Cry by 4

Steve Heinrichs. 
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He points out that traditional knowledge has always been embodied knowledge—embodied in 
customs and observed by whole communities.  It is taught orally, for sure but that’s not the only 
way that it is communicated.  Audrey, Monica’s mom was telling me the other day that the way 
they taught their girls was to take them berry-picking and get them preparing fish and to be 
involved in the practice of feasting from a young age.  The way is learned by walking – or 
picking, or cleaning fish.  The way by doing — same dots in our stories today.

Chief Hart asks, “What if settler and Indigenous peoples found and/or rediscovered ceremonial 
ways, respective to their different traditions and communities, to annually, seasonally, even 
daily, honor the sacredness of earth? Could that enable us to live in a more respectful fashion 
with “all our relations.”?  5

I wonder how we can root our worship even deeper in this place, and if we might draw 
on the strength of our poets, composers, and artists to go even further.  How could we 
strengthen what has begun in the blessing of the waters service, and in the ecumencial good 
friday walk, and make these occasional connections more connected to the fabric of this place? 

Wisdom Of The Universe Is Unsettling 

It hasn’t been by chance, or even by natural erosion that the teaching and practise of right 
relations have been lost.  This wisdom has been severed by our experience of colonization – for 
both colonizers and the colonized.  You cannot subjugate peoples or land that are a part of you, 
kin to you. People and land must be emptied of intrinsic worth if you’re planning to take them 
down. 

This separating of worthy from unworthy is a tension that goes back to the earliest stories in our 
own sacred text.  I see a tension in the scripture that pulls both ways.  One way, we can hear 
the testimony that embeds the divine presence in creation – meaning all life is sacred.  At the 
same time, there is the dynamic we hear this morning in the reading from Deuteronomy as the 
Israelites are being prepared to enter and occupy the land of the Canaanites.  “What other great 
nation has a God so near, or statutes and ordinances such as these?” (Deut.4:7-8)  Who else is 
as good as us? A God so near? This is a conquest narrative. .  And the build up is just 6

beginning in the passage we hear this morning.  I remember when Bella was little and she 
reacted strongly to the chorus in the song Mary don’t you weep – Pharoah’s army got drowned 
– she didn’t get it that we were on the side of the good guys and we weren’t supposed to think 
about Pharoah’s army.  

 Buffalo Shout, 1545

 “A Native American Perspective: Canaanites, Cowboys, and Indians” by Robert Allen Warrior in Voices 6

from the Margin: Interpreting the Bible in the Third World 
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Osage writer Robert Warrior maintains that the biblical conquest narratives, recounting the 
violent and at times wholesale destruction of Indigenous Canaanite communities, formed part of 
the ideological and theological justification for the colonial subjugation of Turtle Island.   These 7

narratives of “God on our side” in scripture have underwritten a Christian entitlement to land, 
wealth, privilege, and political and social status.  And they sever our connection to other peoples 
and the natural world.  

One of the insidious ways this narrative lingers today is the paternalistic approach to non-
Western culture as primitive, where written history has more authority than oral history, or 
abstract intellectual arguments are more enlightened than storytelling.  The idea that equity 
“with us” is the ideal is an idea that needs to be unsettled.  Paulette Regan talks about the 
“colonizer” that lurks within us.  Ched Myers points out how ridiculous it is to actually perpetuate 
this idea of that the western way is more civilized. He says: “It is impossible to argue, given 
today’s ecological crisis, that the “civilized” life-ways of the last five thousand (or five hundred, or 
even fifty) years are as sustainable as those of the previous five hundred thousand.”   8

Connection “civilization and colonization” is a story in our history that needs to be unsettled.  All 
these pieces speak to aspects of integrity, of aligning our heart and our hands, our hearing and 
our doing, our bodies and the earth. 

In Belcourt’s description of her work she acknowledges the capacity for regeneration 
within the Earth – but points out that we need to reverse our priorities to ally ourselves with this 
creative energy – “it’s time to pace the rights of Mother Earth ahead of the rights to Mother 
Earth.”  Re-ordering, unsettling, is the way to right the relationship. 

The wisdom of the universe is placed, embodied knowledge, that re-places us in real 
landscapes.  It is relational wisdom that remembers the kinship at the heart of creation. And 
opening to wisdom is to open to being unsettled.  I’d like to leave the last words with Christi 
Belcourt: 

“I think the most important thing we can do as human beings is to love. Out of love comes 
respect. If you love water, you won’t pollute it. If you love plants, you protect the areas they need 
to grow, etc. And we are loved by the spirit world, each and every one of us. Our life is so much 
more than what we see, or who we think we are. I would encourage people to be kind and 
loving to one another, and if we start there then we will have accomplished a whole lot.”  9

 Robert Allen Warrior, “A Native American Perspective: Canaanites, Cowboys, and Indians,” in Voices 7

from the Margin: Interpreting the Bible in Third World, ed. R.S. Sugirtharajah (New York: Orbis, 1991) 
287-95.

 “From Garden to Tower”  by Ched Myers, 121 Buffalo Shout8

 http://christibelcourt.com/willisville-mountain-project/9
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Readings 

Psalm 45:1-2, 6-9 
45:1 My heart overflows with a goodly theme; I address my verses to the king; my tongue is like 
the pen of a ready scribe. 

45:2 You are the most handsome of men; grace is poured upon your lips; therefore God has 
blessed you forever. 

45:6 Your throne, O God, endures forever and ever. Your royal scepter is a scepter of equity; 

45:7 you love righteousness and hate wickedness. Therefore God, your God, has anointed you 
with the oil of gladness beyond your companions; 

45:8 your robes are all fragrant with myrrh and aloes and cassia. From ivory palaces stringed 
instruments make you glad; 

45:9 daughters of kings are among your ladies of honor; at your right hand stands the queen in 
gold of Ophir. 

Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6-9 
4:1 So now, Israel, give heed to the statutes and ordinances that I am teaching you to observe, 
so that you may live to enter and occupy the land that the LORD, the God of your ancestors, is 
giving you. 

4:2 You must neither add anything to what I command you nor take away anything from it, but 
keep the commandments of the LORD your God with which I am charging you. 

4:6 You must observe them diligently, for this will show your wisdom and discernment to the 
peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, "Surely this great nation is a wise and 
discerning people!" 

4:7 For what other great nation has a god so near to it as the LORD our God is whenever we 
call to him? 

4:8 And what other great nation has statutes and ordinances as just as this entire law that I am 
setting before you today? 

4:9 But take care and watch yourselves closely, so as neither to forget the things that your eyes 
have seen nor to let them slip from your mind all the days of your life; make them known to your 
children and your children's children-- 

Psalm 15 
15:1 O LORD, who may abide in your tent? Who may dwell on your holy hill? 

15:2 Those who walk blamelessly, and do what is right, and speak the truth from their heart; 

15:3 who do not slander with their tongue, and do no evil to their friends, nor take up a reproach 
against their neighbors; 

15:4 in whose eyes the wicked are despised, but who honor those who fear the LORD; who 
stand by their oath even to their hurt; 
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15:5 who do not lend money at interest, and do not take a bribe against the innocent. Those 
who do these things shall never be moved. 

James 1:17-27 
1:17 Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the 
Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. 

1:18 In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so that we would 
become a kind of first fruits of his creatures. 

1:19 You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow 
to anger; 

1:20 for your anger does not produce God's righteousness. 

1:21 Therefore rid yourselves of all sordidness and rank growth of wickedness, and welcome 
with meekness the implanted word that has the power to save your souls. 

1:22 But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. 

1:23 For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at 
themselves in a mirror; 

1:24 for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like. 

1:25 But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers 
who forget but doers who act--they will be blessed in their doing. 

1:26 If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their tongues but deceive their hearts, their 
religion is worthless. 

1:27 Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and 
widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world. 

Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 
7:1 Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered 
around him, 

7:2 they noticed that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, without 
washing them. 

7:3 (For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, 
thus observing the tradition of the elders; 

7:4 and they do not eat anything from the market unless they wash it; and there are also many 
other traditions that they observe, the washing of cups, pots, and bronze kettles.) 

7:5 So the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, "Why do your disciples not live according to 
the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?" 

7:6 He said to them, "Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, 'This people 
honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; 

7:7 in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.' 
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7:8 You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition." 

7:14 Then he called the crowd again and said to them, "Listen to me, all of you, and understand: 

7:15 there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out 
are what defile." 

7:21 For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, 
murder, 

7:22 adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. 

7:23 All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person."
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