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Wonderment

When Scripture comes alive in our hearts, it doesn’t inform
us as much as transform us. As I read I’m discovering that
faith isn’t about becoming good — it’s about becoming godly
characters in a greater Story. Somehow, words on a flat page
become the passageway to living encounters with ancient
saints and sinners, and with a God who was, and is, and ever
will be.
While some dismiss the Bible as a dusty old book, I view its
pages as portals to adventure. Not only is the book chock-full
of clever plots and compelling stories, but it’s laced with historical insights and literary beauty. When I open the Scripture,
I imagine myself exploring an ancient kingdom. As I cross the
narrow drawbridge into this distant land, I picture a castle with
too many banquet halls and bedrooms to count — and enough
secret corridors, underground passages, and trapdoors to occupy the most inquisitive visitors for a lifetime.
At every turn I meet kings and queens, scribes and poets, all
sharing their stories of courage and faith. With every encounter, I learn something new about their life journeys and am
9

0310291224_ScoutingDivine_hc.indd 9

7/28/09 2:56 PM

scouting the divine

reminded that the Bible is more than a record of the human
quest for God: it’s the revelation of God’s quest for us.
Some of the accounts are downright despicable and shockingly frank in their disclosures: a father offering his daughters
to be raped and a woman who nailed a man’s head to the
floor. Others are simply astounding: men who wrestled with
bears and lions, women and children who saved nations, and
an unforgettable man who walked from life into death and
back again.
The more time I spend in this ancient land, the more I notice
that every person’s story — even the most unexpected — is a
chapter in the greater Story that reveals God’s glory as well
as his unabashed love for humanity. At times this narrative is
clearly displayed in a queen’s words or a prophet’s proclamation, but I’m slowly beginning to recognize its more subtle
inflections — the tone of a raspy voice, eyes dancing wildly
with expectation, a long pause before a painful reply. Infused
by the Spirit, the chapters enliven my heart, reminding me
once again that the Bible is extraordinary. As I read, the
Author changes me — reigniting my imagination and rekindling my hope.
Sometimes a single phrase or sentence echoes in my heart
long after I close the cover. Other times I discover a passage
that seems like it was written just for my particular situation.
On occasion I stumble upon transformation.
Yet many days I feel separated from this ancient kingdom by
an impassable moat. The accounts are distant and even dull.
Though I relentlessly circle the same story a dozen times, I
can’t find the bridge to the life-giving truths I know are locked
inside. I don’t connect. I don’t understand. In quiet misery, I
10
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Wonderment

shut the book, secretly hoping and praying that the next time
will be better. Sometimes days roll into weeks and months.
The longing for those spiritual aha! moments has become
what I can only describe as a dull ache with occasional shooting pains. You’ve probably felt them too — those twinklings
of yearning to connect with a God who, despite prayer and
searching, still seems far away.
Some might say it’s all in my head; I think it’s all in my heart.
Deep inside, I long for the sense of wonderment that comes
with knowing God, for those occasions when I wake to find the
drawbridge down and the King beckoning me into a castle
overflowing with life.1
Though I pray for — and try to practice — faithfulness, it’s been
so long I’ve started feeling antsy. Lately I’ve noticed that the
day-to-day life described in Scripture is radically different than
my own. Though I’ve lived near farms and ranches, my sub
urban experience is far removed from the agrarian society of
the ancient world. In biblical times, the produce of the land
was part of everyday life as a source of food, a sign of wealth,
and a foundational element of religious life. Yet my modern
world is sharply different. What does it mean to know Jesus
is the Good Shepherd and the Lamb of God when the only
places I’ve encountered sheep are petting zoos and Greek
restaurants? How do we learn to wait for the harvest when
we live in a culture of easy access? How can I understand the
promise of a land overflowing with milk and honey when the
only honey I buy comes in a bear-shaped bottle at my local
grocery store? Can I grasp the urgency of Jesus’ invitation to
abide in the vine when I shop for grapes at Costco?
The hunger in my heart and mind compelled me to begin
11
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scouting the grounds in order to better understand God and
his kingdom.
Scouting the Divine tells the story of my attempt to understand
some of the nuanced brushstrokes in the portraits of God that
I’ve glanced past all my life. It’s an intentional search for ways
to move from reading the Bible to entering stories that can be
touched, tasted, heard, seen, smelled, and savored. Scripture
is sweetness and sweat, bitterness and blood, tremors and
tears. Scripture is life — and we are called to live it.
In some ways, aren’t we all scouting the divine? Isn’t each of us
looking for those ordinary and extraordinary moments when
God intersects our world?
This story began nearly a decade ago with a shepherd I met in
Alaska. My path meandered its way to Nebraska and a farmer’s fields before turning west to the residence of a Colorado
beekeeper. My latest sojourn was in the vineyards of Napa
Valley — though I know this won’t be my final stop.
My journey led me alongside people whose experience cultivated my faith. During my time with the shepherd, I watched
firsthand as a flock followed its leader with complete trust to
new and even frightening places. A farmer reminded me of
God’s faithfulness and timing. A beekeeper gave me a closeup look at the intricate details of God’s creation, while a vintner revealed the meaning of fruitfulness in a way I had never
grasped before.2
During conversations in warm living rooms and fresh harvested fields, the drawbridge lowered, and the Scriptures
opened to me in new and wonderful ways. How does a shepherd understand the twenty-third Psalm? How does a farmer
12
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view the last verses of Matthew 9? How does a beekeeper
interpret the meaning of a land overflowing with honey? How
does a vintner read John 15? Though the practices of agriculture and animal husbandry have changed significantly over
the last few thousand years, our conversations still provided
gems of spiritual insight and a catalyst for deeper study and
reflection.
Your own pilgrimage, like mine, may have already started. My
prayer is that you keep walking.
I’ll look for you on the road.
Blessings,
Margaret

13

0310291224_ScoutingDivine_hc.indd 13

7/28/09 2:56 PM

0310291224_ScoutingDivine_hc.indd 14

7/28/09 2:56 PM

Par t I

the good shepherd

0310291224_ScoutingDivine_hc.indd 15

7/28/09 2:56 PM

0310291224_ScoutingDivine_hc.indd 16

7/28/09 2:56 PM

1.1 | An Unexpected Encounter
The salmon were in full summer swing in Sitka, Alaska, and
I was busy tending my aunt’s bed and breakfast while she
took a much-needed rest. Though the never-ending loads of
laundry tempered my romantic notions of life as an innkeeper,
I still set the alarm early enough to pick fresh wild salmon
berries, blueberries, and raspberries for rainbow-colored
scones. By eight o’clock, my treats were out of the oven,
cooled only by a firm pat of butter, and paired with freshly
roasted Raven’s Brew coffee for the guests to savor.
After several weeks, my morning conversations with visitors
became rote. Yes, sleeping when the sun is up takes getting
used to. It’s true: Alaskans consume more ice cream per capita
than residents of any other state.1 The most authentic totem
pole carvings can be found at the museum shop, but they
aren’t cheap — head downtown for the best deals. If you want
the chance to see a bear (or salmon or wildflowers) without
being joined by two hundred other plastic poncho-wearing
tourists, avoid the local park and head out to the end of
17
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the good shepherd

Halibut Point Road. Oh, and a random piece of trivia you won’t
find in any of the guidebooks: the house you’re staying in used
to be owned by televangelists Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker.
That last tidbit always sparked an interest from the guests —
mostly retired Americans traveling to a state they promised
themselves they would visit decades before they actually
arrived.
Lynne and her husband, Tom, had dreamed about a trip to
Alaska for years. They were in Sitka to explore the Sheldon
Jackson Museum, which boasts one of the best Tlingit cultural
displays in the state, along with the famed Russian Orthodox
Church filled with breathtaking jeweled icons. The first morning we spoke, I offered a local’s perspective on the best
Mexican joint for lunch and several off-the-beaten-path nooks
worth exploring.
During our second morning together, I asked Lynne what she
did with her free time in Oregon.
“I’m a shepherdess,” she said.
“Uh . . . what?” I asked, unsure I’d heard correctly.
“I have more than a dozen Shetland sheep that I breed and
care for,” Lynne replied.
“Where do you keep them?”
“Behind the house,” she said matter-of-factly.
Of course, I thought to myself, that’s where everyone keeps
their sheep.
Lynne explained that they had a fenced-in area behind their
Oregon home where the sheep grazed and a barn to keep
18
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1.1 | An Unexpected Encounter

them safe at night. Intrigued, I began peppering Lynne with
questions. All the while I knew what I really wanted to ask her,
and since I wasn’t sure how to bring it in smoothly, I opted for
a quick prayer and a crash landing.
“Do you,” I asked awkwardly, “ever read the Bible?”
She looked at me suspiciously. “I’ve read it before.”
“I recently read John 10, where Jesus talks about being the
Good Shepherd,” I said hesitantly, hoping I wasn’t sounding
like one of those people. “Is it really true that sheep know
their shepherd’s voice?”
The crash was gentler than I thought: Lynne began sharing
tales from her shepherding experience, unknowingly drawing
rich parallels between shepherding and God. She explained
that when a field becomes barren, sheep are unable to find
safe, new ground on their own; they need the careful guidance of their shepherd. And when sheep butt their heads in
jealousy and competition, it’s the shepherd who restores order
and ends the fighting. I found myself hanging on her every
word, a spiritual appetite welling inside of me to know more.
Alas, morning was pressing toward noon, and Lynne and Tom
needed to head to the airport.
“I’ve been collecting writings that offer a spiritual perspective
on sheep,” Lynne said. “Would you like me to send you the
file?”
“That would be an amazing gift!” I exclaimed, though I suspected it might be one of those well-meaning promises that
are never kept.
Late in the afternoon, when my housekeeping chores were
19

0310291224_ScoutingDivine_hc.indd 19

7/28/09 2:56 PM

the good shepherd

finished, I opened my Bible and reread John 10, trying to
enter the story with the heart of a shepherd and imagining
what the disciples thought as they listened to Jesus. I wondered if I’d ever hear from Lynne again.
Three weeks later, a thick manila folder from Oregon arrived
in the mail. As I read through Lynne’s collection, I experienced
a series of aha! moments. The more I read, the more clearly I
understood certain truths of Scripture, but with the passage
of time, marriage, and multiple moves, the folder disappeared
into my cluttered filing system.
1.2 | Reconnecting

Nearly ten years after I met Lynne, I stumbled upon the manila
folder tucked deep in a wooden file drawer of miscellaneous
articles and memorabilia at our new home in Colorado. As I
flipped through the writings, once again a hunger welled up
inside of me. I wanted to live what I was reading. I wanted
to sit in a field among sheep. I wanted to watch them interact with each other and their keeper. More than anything, I
wanted to shepherd.
I needed to track down Lynne. Getting her contact information was easy — I just typed her name and “sheep” into
Google — but would I be able to reconnect with someone I
encountered almost a decade earlier?
I picked up the phone. No answer. The message I left was
disjointed as I brought up reminders of her visit to Sitka. I
expressed an interest in her shepherding, trying not to sound
strange — or worse, like a stalker. Hanging up, I whispered a
prayer.
Lynne called back later that afternoon. While she clearly
20
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1.3 | Loving the Flock

remembered her Alaskan adventures, she barely recalled our
conversation. “Is there any way I could spend an afternoon
with you and your sheep?” I asked, unsure if I was crossing a
line.
“I think we could make that happen,” she offered hesitantly. “But you should wait until the spring rainy season
ends — though I need to warn you that it can always rain in
Oregon.”
We finally decided the best time for a visit was the weekend
after Memorial Day. Lynne and Tom graciously extended
their invitation to include an overnight stay in their home. My
husband, Leif, and I agreed to bring juicy steaks and gourmet
chocolates for dessert.
1.3 | Loving the Flock

Making the final left-hand turn into Lynne’s driveway, a gust of
panic blew through my chest. Self-doubt tore the roof from my
rational mind. What am I doing?
I inhaled deeply, hoping to push back the anxiety. Somehow
in the preceding weeks I had convinced myself that what I was
doing was completely normal. Of course, I’m going to spend
the weekend with a shepherdess I don’t really know, who lives
in another state!
Leif looked at me and rested a hand on my knee. “Are you
okay?”
“Totally,” I said, convincing neither of us. “I’m totally fine. I’m
totally not freaking out.”
“You’ve been looking forward to this,” Leif reminded me.
“Remember, you love to choose your own adventure.”
21
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