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I Love d Apple s

Five  black  h orse s and one  w h ite  strain forw ard 
against th e  h arne ss. Th e y drag a farm e r on h is 

plow  across a stre tch  of th e  ce ntral W ash ington plain. 
H e  sits on h is brush -busting blade , h is h ands at th e  
re ins. Be h ind h im , four m ore  h orse s— th re e  black , one  
w h ite — follow  th e  te am  of six, lugging anoth e r farm e r 
atop a disc tille r. A gaunt brow n dog slink s alongside  
th e  w ork . Torn, sh re dde d, uproote d sage brush  lie  in  
tatte rs on e ith e r side  of th e  plow ’s course .

Th e  caption to th e  side  of th e  black -and-w h ite  
ph otograph  says th at th e y are  cle aring th e  sage brush  
from  “w ould-be  farm land, circa 19 15.” Ranging all th e  
w ay to th e  long, low  ridge  of black  h ills m ile s b e h ind 
th e m  lie s th e  land, cruste d w ith  th e  bram blish  tre e . 
Th e  vast, gre y plain m irrors th e  sk y above , a brooding, 
th re ate ning, rainle ss w ash . Th e  land look s h ard, 
unprom ising, fruitle ss. Th e  m e n, th e ir h orse s, and th e  
ph otograph e r are  surrounde d. Th e  caption to th e  side  
calls th e  m e n, “de te rm ine d but probably doom e d.”

De e p inside  a book  calle d Flora of th e  Gre at Plains, I 
found som e th ing th at said: 

Artem isia trid entata Nutt., b ig sage brush . 
Ere ct, branch ing sh rub  4-20(30+ ) dm , tall, 
arom atic and fine ly appre sse d-pube sce nt. 
Principal le ave s narrow ly cune ate  at th e  base  
and tride ntate  at th e  ape x, up to 5 cm  long. 
Inflore sce nce  of num e rous ne ar-se ssile  h e ads in  
a loose  panicle ; involucre  pube sce nt, 2-4 m m  
tall; re ce ptacle  nak e d; flore ts all pe rfe ct. (n=9 , 
18) Jun-Se p. Ope n dry plains and h ills; w  1/8 
GP, w  ND, & e  MT, e xtre m e  nw  NE, e  CO, &  
appare ntly isolate d in  e xtre m e  nw  TX; (abun-
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dant in  w . N. Am e r. from  GP w  to B.C. 7 Baja 
Calif.).

David saw  a tre e  plante d by rive rs of w ate r. It 
brough t forth  fruit in  its se ason, and its le af did not 
w ith e r. And h e  sang to Yah w e h  h is God, saying th at 
th e  m an w h o w alk e d not in  ungodly counse l, w h o stood 
not in  th e  path s of sinne rs, nor sat in  th e  se at of th e  
scornful, but w h ose  de ligh t w as in  th e  good law  of 
Yah w e h , w ould be  lik e  th at tre e .

David took  a m ilitary ce nsus, against th e  com -
m and of Yah w e h  h is God, and Yah w e h  se nt a plague  on 
th e  sh e e p to punish  th e  sh e ph e rd. David, re pe ntant, 
built an altar on th e  th re sh ing floor of Araunah  th e  
Je busite , and offe re d a sacrifice , to propitiate  th e  
w rath  of God aw ay from  th e  pe ople . And God re le nte d. 
On th e  th re sh ing floor, David saw  th e  ch aff, and th e  
w ind ble w  it aw ay. “Th e re fore ,” h e  sang, “th e  ungodly 
sh all not stand in  th e  judgm e nt, nor sinne rs in  th e  
congre gation of th e  righ te ous.”

“W ith  ch e e rs and applause , th e  Rt. Re v. V. Ge ne  
Robinson b e cam e  th e  n inth  b ish op of th e  Episcopal 
Dioce se  of Ne w  H am psh ire  on Sunday, March  7, 2004. 
Th e  e le ction of Robinson, th e  first ope nly gay b ish op in  
th e  Anglican Com m union, h as cre ate d tre m e ndous 
de bate  w ith in  th e  w orldw ide  ch urch .” Th e  Ne w  H am p-
sh ire  dioce se  of th e  ECUSA installe d Bish op Robinson 
b e fore  a crow d of 700 at St. Paul’s Ch urch  in  Concord. 
H e  m ade  m any front page s th at day. 

I stare  at th e  ph otograph  again, re calling m y 
ow n disb e lie f at se e ing Easte rn W ash ington for th e  
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first tim e . As a k id in  Ne w  York  City, I ate  a lot of 
apple s. Ne w  York  State  h ad apple  tre e s, som e w h at to 
th e  north  of th e  city, and th e  orch ards th e re  w e re  as 
gre e n  as I h ad e ve r im agine d anyth ing could be . Th e  
apple s in  th e  store , h ow e ve r, cam e  from  som e w h e re  
across th e  country. I pe e le d a lot of stick e rs off th e  
h ard sh iny sk ins w ith  w ords lik e  “Yak im a” and “W e n-
atch e e ” printe d above  a re d-de licious outline  w rappe d 
in  a banne r th at said “Eve rgre e n  State .” I love d apple s. 
Th e y w e re  fille d w ith  th e  taste  of sw e e t, cle ar, 
re fre sh ing w ate rs. I alw ays w ante d to se e  th e  gre e n, 
rain -dre nch e d land th at m ade  so m any apple s.

W h e n  I m ove d to Idah o, I found m yse lf ne xt to 
Easte rn W ash ington, and I took  a drive  one  day to 
surve y th e  land w h e re  th e  gre e n  orch ards w e re . But 
th e  h ills of w h e at fie lds disappe are d into dry, brow n 
de se rt. Th e  sk y w as a h ard, distant blue . Not a single  
apple  tre e  to be  found, nor a drop of rain to w ate r 
th e m . Just a quie t, bare ly-pe ople d land of dry stre am s, 
pre side d ove r by gre y basalt cliffs. And inte rm inable  
stre tch e s of country w h e re  th e  close st th ing to a tre e  
w as th e  sage brush . 

I cam e  e xpe cting fruit tre e s— and all I found 
w as th e  sage brush ! I h e ld th e  oth e r fe ature s of th e  
land in  soft focus ne xt to it. I stare d at it as if at a car 
w re ck , at once  re pulse d and fascinate d by th e  tw iste d 
branch e s, th e  life le ss le ave s, th e  torture d profile . It 
spok e  of starvation, lone line ss, rainle ss sk ie s. It spok e  
of land w ith out th e  sh e lte r of tre e s. I h ate d th e  story it 
told.

I w onde re d th at day, and I h ave  k e pt w on-
de ring, w h e th e r it is good or not to h ate  sage brush . For 
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I w as not sure  w h at nam e  to give  to th e  indistinct 
th ing th at sat in  m y stom ach , th at th ing th at only dis-
sipate d w h e n  I le ft th e  de se rt. Eve ry w ord I se iz e d 
upon — suspicion, h ostility, sorrow , lone line ss— de -
scrib e d som e  e dge  or corne r of it, but le ft th e  gre at, 
m assive  ce nte r of th e  th ing utte rly unde scrib e d. I 
finally de cide d it w as h ate , an inarticulate , inch oate  
h ate  th at ne ve rth e le ss h ad m any sh arp e dge s.

But w h y h ate  it? Is it not just a w ayside  sh rub? 
Doe s God h ate  it?

God is love . But God’s Spirit, w riting th rough  
David, said uncom fortable  th ings. “I h ate  th e m  w ith  
pe rfe ct h atre d.” Th e  God w h o is love  also h ate s, but 
H is h atre d is love — “outrage d love ”— love  outrage d by 
th e  disinte gration of righ te ousne ss into w ick e dne ss. 
Th e  God w h o h ate s also de stroys w h at H e  h ate s, 
b e cause  H e  is h oly, and h oline ss h ate s w ith  un-
m e asure d fury. But ne ve r doe s H is ange r ove rw h e lm  
God th e  w ay a w ave  ove rw h e lm s a m an w h o stre tch e s 
out h is h and to h old it back . For God is also patie nt, 
and H e  w aits and de lib e rate s, e ve n  h undre ds of 
ye ars— e ve n so th at th e  Am orite s m igh t com ple te  th e ir 
in iquity! H ow  God h ate s w ick e dne ss, and w h at a te n -
sion H e  h olds it in — for H is patie nce  re strains its h ot 
outbursts, ye t H is patie nce  also allow s it to grow  e ve r 
h otte r.

H e  h ate s false  te ach e rs. H e  w ould h ave  th e m  
castrate  th e m se lve s. H e  calls th e m  late  autum n tre e s 
w ith out fruit, tw ice  de ad, pulle d up by th e  roots, for 
w h om  is re se rve d th e  black ne ss of dark ne ss fore ve r. 
H e  h ate s apostate s. H e  cuts th e  fruitle ss branch e s 
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from  th e  vine , gath e rs th e m  in  a bundle , and burns 
th e m .

And in  som e  age s, th e  ange re d God give s th e m  
th e  pre -e m ine nce  in  th e  ch urch . 

Bish op Robinson told th e  asse m ble d 700 th at, 
“If you dare  to pre ach  a God w h o is so loving and 
forgiving th at no one  is b e yond God’s e m brace , you’ll 
ge t into trouble .” Doe s God love  th is m an, w h o h as 
turne d H is grace  into le w dne ss? W h y doe s God le t such  
a one  h ave  such  stature  in  H is ch urch ?

God spok e  th e  w orld into be ing, and Je sus h olds 
it aloft by th e  pow e r of H is w ord. Sage brush  is a 
spok e n  w ord, a w ord in  a story. Is it good to h ate  sage -
brush ? Doe s th e  ange re d God spe ak  ce rtain w ords in  
orde r for us to h ate  th e m ? 
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Bibliograph ical 
Ack now le dge m e nts

Th e  ge ne sis of th is w ork  is in  a ph rase  Pe te r 
Le ith art utte re d in  a le cture  w h e n  spe ak ing of th e  

lim itations of syste m atic th e ology, w h ich  didn’t se e m  to 
h ave  a place  for, as h e  put it, “th e ological botany.” I 
re ad th rough  Jam e s Jordan’s Th rough  New  Eyes  and 
David Ch ilton’s Parad ise  Restored  w ith  th is ph rase  in  
m ind, and arm e d w ith  De Lorm e ’s m agnifice nt 
W ash ington Atlas and  Gaz etteer, I se t out across 
Easte rn W ash ington to sort out w h at I saw  th e re . 
Oth e r book s se t up th e  th e ological supe rstructure  I 
trie d to fram e  e ve ryth ing inside : Jordan’s Prim eval 
Saints and  Creation in Six Days, not to m e ntion copie s 
of h is old ne w sle tte r, Trees and  Th orns; David Bruce  
H e ge m an’s Plow ing in H ope : Tow ard  a Biblical 
Th eology of Culture; Le ith art’s A Son to Me: An 
Exposition of 1 &  2 Sam uel, A H ouse  for My Nam e: A 
Survey of th e  Old  Testam ent, and th e  astonish ing 
Against Ch ristianity, w h ich  e ve ryone  in  th e  w orld 
sh ould re ad; and Ralph  Sm ith ’s Trinity and  Reality: An 
Introd uction to th e  Ch ristian Faith . Bible  quote s are  
from  th e  New  King Jam es  translation.

Much  of th e  scie nce  in  th is w ork  cam e  out of 
som e  ve ry frustrating book s. David Alt’s Glacial Lak e 
Missoula and  Its H um ongous Flood s  is use ful in 
pre se nting a tim e line  and th e  outline s of Bre tz ’s 
th e ory, but re m ains a poorly w ritte n and arrogant 
pie ce  of m ode rnist ge ology. Th e  follow ing, de spite  th e ir 
e volutionist assum ptions, prove d invaluable  in  h e lping 
sort out one  plant from  anoth e r, and also to le arn th e ir 
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b iology: Ronald J. Taylor’s Sagebrush  Country: A 
W ild flow er Sanctuary, H ugh  Moz ingo’s Sh rubs of th e  
Great Basin : A Natural H istory, Farre l A. Branson’s 
Vegetation Ch anges on W estern Rangeland s, and Jack  
L. Carte r’s (e t.al.) Com m on South w estern Native 
Plants: An Id entification Guid e . Th e  poe tically-title d 
Th om as R. Vale  article  from  th e  Journal of Range 
Managem ent— “Pre se ttle m e nt Ve ge tation in  th e  
Sage brush -Grass Are a of th e  Inte rm ountain W e st”—  
provide d quote s from  th e  e arly e xplore rs of th e  Inland 
North w e st.

Spe ak ing of th e  Inland North w e st, m ost of w h at 
I k now  about it com e s from  D.W . Me in ig’s Environm ent 
and  Settlem ent in th e  Palouse  1868-19 10 and th e  
alm ost-incom parable  Th e  Great Colum bia Plain: A 
H istorical Geograph y, 1805-19 10. Carlos Sch w ante s’ 
m agnifice nt Railroad  Signatures Across th e  Pacific 
North w est w as a de e p m ine  for all sorts of inform ation, 
som e  of w h ich  m ade  it into th is w ork . On page  19 1 of 
h is book , you w ill find th e  Asah e l Curtis ph otograph  
th at rive te d m y atte ntion at th e  b e ginning of th e  w ork . 
Oth e r railroad back ground cam e  from  Ge orge  H . 
Drury’s Th e H istorical Guid e  to North  Am erican 
Railroad s .

I pie ce d toge th e r Ge ne  Robinson’s story from  a 
varie ty of source s: n e w spape r article s from  all ove r th e  
country, a se gm e nt on CBS’ 60 Minutes, and various 
state m e nts available  from  th e  ECUSA and Ne w  
H am psh ire  dioce se  w e bsite s— w w w .e cusa.anglican.org 
and w w w .nh e piscopal.org— ne ith e r of w h ich  do I 
re com m e nd to th e  faint of h e art or th e  e asily ag-
gravate d. Ph ilip Je nk ins’ book  Th e Next Ch ristend om : 
Th e Com ing of Global Ch ristianity, anoth e r book  w h ich  
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e ve ryone  (in  North  Am e rica and Europe , at any rate ) 
sh ould re ad, h e lpe d m e  put h is Atlantic Month ly article  
on Pe te r Ak inola, “De fe nde r of th e  Faith ,” into conte xt, 
and w w w .anglican-nig.org provide d m ore  h istorical 
back ground. 

Oth e r odds and e nds cam e  from  Mark  Tw ain’s 
Rough ing It and a couple  doz e n  article s from  Trains  
m agaz ine . I consulte d Doug Jone s’ m any w ritings on 
se ntim e ntality and m e taph or w h e ne ve r th ings got 
stuck ; and h is coach ing and e ncourage m e nt are  one  of 
th e  top th re e  re asons th is th ing w as w ritte n at all. 
Gordon W ilson w as m y Ne w  Saint Andre w s th e sis 
advise r, and h e  taugh t m e , am ong oth e r th ings, w h ich  
e nd of th e  plant is up. Re m y W ilk ins, of Monroe , 
Louisiana, th e  De e p South , m ade  lots of snide  
com m e nts about th is w h e n  I ask e d h im  to proof-re ad it, 
som e  of w h ich  w e re  incorporate d into w h at you h ave  in  
your h ands.

My w ife , Sh aron, is also to th ank — sh e  so 
strongly disagre e d w ith  m y in itial th ough ts on th e  w iry 
little  tre e  th at I w as force d to re th ink  m ost e ve ryth ing. 
Sh e  is proving to be  a tre e  de sirable  to m ak e  one  w ise . 
Ble sse d b e  God for not forbidding m e  from  h e r.






